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This book grew out of my endeavor to examine the ways in which the 
issues of translation and language were embedded in Korean and Japanese 
discourses on nation, culture, and literature in the context of Japanese 
colonial rule and its aftermath in Korea. More specifically, the book 
examines the role of translation in shaping attitudes toward nationalism 
and colonialism in Korean and Japanese intellectual discourse from the 
1910s through the 1960s. Critiquing the conventional view of translation 
as a representation of an original text, a view that was prevalent among 
both Korean and Japanese intellectuals, I argue that, when theorized as 
an ethical and political practice, translation challenges the ethnocentric 
view of culture and language embedded in both colonialism and cultural 
nationalism.

Translation in the colonial context means not just the translation of 
texts between the language of the colonizer and that of the colonized. 
It also entails the representation of the colonized’s culture and of the 
colonized themselves. When framed as the faithful rendering of a text 
from one language to another, translation is supposed to represent the 
original text. In addition, there is another level of representation involved 
in translation. In the commonly held view of translation, it is expected to 
facilitate understanding of the culture to which the original text belongs.1 
The assumption underlying such a view is that the translated text repre-
sents the source culture from which the original derives.

As further examined in Chapters 2 and 4, the issue of representation 
comes up even more conspicuously in the case of translating a text from 
the language of the colonized to that of the colonizer. Furthermore, not 
only is the colonized’s culture represented but the colonizer’s cultural 
identity is also imagined in terms of its difference from that of the colo-
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nized through translation. As Edward Said pointed out in Orientalism, 
the Western orientalists’ translation of Middle Eastern and Indian clas-
sics in the 18th and 19th centuries enabled the West to imagine its civili-
zation with respect to what it considered the Orient in the time of modern 
colonialism.2 Focusing on cases of translation from the colonized’s lan-
guage to that of the colonizer, Tejaswini Niranjana has astutely criticized 
the conventional view of translation as the faithful representation of the 
original, a view that, she argues, is collusive with regimes of colonial 
domination.3 However, the problem of representation is not limited to 
the case of translation from the language of the colonized to that of the 
colonizer. When translating from the colonizer’s language to that of the 
colonized, the translator, whether colonizer or colonized, cannot help but 
continuously compare the culture of colonizer with that of the colonized 
so long as translation is defined not just as a linguistic transfer of mean-
ings but as the rendering of an original text rooted in one culture to a dif-
ferent language whose signifying system is specific only to its culture. In 
the course of translation, the original text that is understood to represent 
the colonizer’s culture is thus made to help essentialize the colonized’s 
culture in terms of the latter’s difference from the former. Furthermore, 
not only are the cultures of the colonizer and of the colonized reified 
through representation, but the former also is made to register as the 
norm against which the supposed deficiencies of the latter emerge in the 
course of translation. Thus, for example, instances in which there are no 
words in the colonized’s language that correspond to ideas highly valued 
by the colonizer are often ascribed to failings in the colonized’s culture.

As in the case of translations by writers from Western colonizer 
nations, Japanese translations of Korean history and literature repre-
sented the colonized and their culture and shaped Japanese colonial dis-
course on Korea. Korean cultural nationalism arose primarily in re  sponse 
to such colonial representations of culture and nation, as is the case of the 
Korean intellectual An Hwak, whose treatise on Korean literary history 
will be examined in Chapter 1.4 However, because of its ethnocentric view 
of culture and language, Korean cultural nationalism failed to effectively 
challenge colonialist claims about the legitimacy of colonial rule.

Despite political and economical disparities in power between the colo-
nizer and the colonized, the cultural nationalism of the colonized enables 
them to imagine their own language and culture to be equal to those of 
the colonizer. It does so by positing an autonomous and homogeneous 
national community of language and culture. Linguistic and cultural 
nationalism can also empower a politics of resistance by the colonized 
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against colonial domination. However, it can also spur something akin 
to the multiculturalism found in the United States, which carves out an 
autonomous space for the cultures of the minority while fully accepting 
the legitimacy of the dominant ruling groups. In other words, the lin-
guistic and cultural nationalism of the colonized stops short of question-
ing the legitimacy of colonial rule. Cultural nationalism consequently 
fails to provide a radical critique of colonial domination. Furthermore, 
the linguistic and cultural nationalism of the colonized rests on the fixed 
identities of the colonizer and the colonized that rest on such essential-
ist foundations as ethnicity, tradition, culture, and language. Even while 
occasionally causing friction with colonial rule, linguistic and cultural 
nationalism as ideology thus works concentrically with colonialism, 
which also depends on the same essentialist foundations.

If a nation is “an imagined community,” as Benedict Anderson has 
argued, the act of imagining a nation is never complete but must be 
repeated constantly not only to police borders with other nations but also 
to reformulate boundaries to adapt to political, economic, and cultural 
changes in society.5 Culture is the arena in which imagination draws and 
redraws the boundaries of the nation. Although race as a pseudo bio-
logical concept has been denounced as an illegitimate marker, culture 
remains accepted as an authentic delimiter of a nation, because a specific 
culture is, with very few exceptions, associated with a national commu-
nity. Colonialism and its legacies have erected the frame in which the 
nation is imagined in the realm of culture. As Nicholas Dirks reminds 
us, not only has modern culture been shaped by colonialism, colonial 
domination itself is enacted through culture.6

Literature is one main cultural institution in which nationalism and 
colonialism converge in the imagining of national boundaries. The mod-
ern literary conventions of genre and narrative technique originated in 
the European tradition and spread to non– Western societies through 
colonial expansion. Through adaptation and appropriation, the modern 
literature of non– Western societies has been written in vernacular lan-
guages, which, with few exceptions, are thought of only in connection 
with national communities. Thus, literature is viewed as the linguistic 
expression of a specific culture that is linked to a national community.

One of the common definitions of a national literature is a body of 
literature created for the community of a nation. The concept may seem 
natural, but the word nation resists clear definition, and even if its blurry 
boundaries are determined, the community depends on transparent com-
municability among its members. One of the prerequisites for transpar-
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ent communicability is a common language. Dependence on translation 
to communicate marks one’s foreignness and condemns one to exclusion 
from the community. In short, one who does not speak the language is 
not really a member of the community.

It is often said that a major part of Koreans’ indignation at the Japa-
nese arose from the colonial policy of assimilation. This so-called dōka 
seisaku (assimilation policy) consisted of a set of institutional measures 
devised by the colonial government to make Koreans and other ethnic 
groups within the empire into good subjects of the Japanese state.7 How-
ever, in contrast to its stated goals, the assimilation policy never aimed 
to entirely assimilate the Koreans into the Japanese nation. Although 
the Japanese colonial government occasionally denounced discrimina-
tion against Koreans by the Japanese, the need for such admonitions only 
underscored the enduring discrimination that reflected the deeply rooted 
prejudice among ordinary Japanese against Koreans. Furthermore, al -
though the stated aim was to eliminate institutionalized discrimina-
tion at some future point when Koreans were thoroughly assimilated 
into Japan, the goal remained always out of reach. Discrimination could 
disappear only when all the differences between the colonized and the 
colonizers would vanish. The present differences between the colonized 
and the colonizers served to justify discriminatory practices. Difference 
cannot be dissociated from discrimination under colonialism. It should 
not be surprising that some Koreans called for the renunciation of Korean 
culture, language, and whatever differentiated them from the Japanese.8 
However, the total abolition of discrimination was always deferred to the 
future. Here was a case demonstrating how colonialism pivots on differ-
ence between the colonizers and the colonized to preserve the colonial 
hierarchy on which colonialism exists. Colonialism does not eradicate 
difference. It reconfigures it.

Just as colonialism maintains differences between the colonized and 
colonizers while claiming to erase them, translation simultaneously 
points to the gulf between two languages while trying to bridge the gap. 
As examined further in Chapter 2, translation can hypostatize borders 
between two languages and thus accentuate the difference between two 
autonomous and homogeneous communities.9 It is linguistic and cultural 
nationalism that posits an autonomous and homogeneous community of 
nation. The imagined autonomous and homogeneous community masks 
the fact that no community is completely sterilized of foreignness and 
free from the contamination of otherness.

If translation aims at transcending the difference between linguis-
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tic and cultural communities, which are externally independent and 
internally unified, the ideal of translation is to transfer a text from one 
linguistic and cultural community to another without losing any seman-
tic or syntactic meaning. In other words, the ideal of translation in this 
context is an equal exchange between two languages and cultures. The 
view of translation as an equal exchange rests on the assumption that it 
is possible to establish a reciprocal relationship between two languages, 
overcoming the differences between them. In this sense, translatability 
refers to the possibility of equivalents that bridge the gap between two 
languages. Previous studies on colonial translation by Niranjana and 
Lydia Liu, to name a few, have pointed out that the idea of translation as 
an equal exchange is incongruent with colonial domination and politi-
cal asymmetry between the colonizer and the colonized. Whereas the 
previous studies have primarily problematized the colonial intervention 
in the process of translation, however, I want to focus my critique on the 
homology between the logic of translation as equal exchange and colonial 
discourse, which depends on narrative strategies that serve in the end to 
justify and defend colonial domination and exploitation.10

One might argue that translation has more to do with the commensu-
rability between languages than with the exchange value between them. 
Karl Marx’s analogy between the circulation of commodities and transla-
tion helps us see the relevance of the idea of exchange value in relation 
to the way in which translation is conventionally understood. To explain 
how money mediates the exchange of products and thus turn them into 
commodities in circulation, Marx likened the exchangeability of prod-
ucts to translatability. He wrote,

To compare money with language is not less erroneous. Language 
does not transform ideas, so that the peculiarity of ideas is dissolved 
and their social character runs alongside them as a separate entity, 
like prices alongside commodities. Ideas do not exist separately from 
language. Ideas which have first to be translated out of their mother 
tongue into a foreign language in order to circulate, in order to 
become exchangeable, offer a somewhat better analogy; but the anal-
ogy then lies not in language, but in the foreignness of language.11

In other words, the foreignness of language requires translation in the 
same way as the difference between products in exchange necessitates the 
concept of exchange value, that is, the value of one product expressed as 
the use value of another product. Commensurability itself is not inherent 
in languages but is rather made possible by the equivalencies translation 
can provide for languages.
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Since Marx, quite a few scholars in translation studies have employed 
the trope of exchange to explain translation. George Steiner is one nota-
ble example. Steiner suggests that the ideal for translation is “exchange 
without loss” between languages.12 Liu also uses Marxian concepts of use 
and exchange value in her study of translations from Western languages 
to Chinese in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. As Liu points out, 
the creation of equivalents between languages is far from innocent of 
political intervention, and all the more so in colonial translation. In other 
words, in Liu’s view, translation is not symmetrically reciprocal between 
two languages. Production of equivalents is conditioned by the power 
relations between two language communities. While acknowledging 
the relevance of a new approach in colonial and postcolonial studies that 
emphasizes translation as the site of resistance, Liu, however, warns us 
that the trend could reduce the history of colonial translation into a single 
narrative about the struggles of the colonized resisting the Western colo-
nial domination. She insists rather on looking at translation as a more 
nuanced site of “resistance, domination, and appropriation.”13

In contrast with Liu’s view of translation as a venue in which the domi-
nant and the dominated conflict and negotiate with each other, I posit 
that colonial translation is premised on the idea of exchange between the 
colonizers and the colonized as equal parties. In other words, I focus my 
analysis on the collusion between colonial discourse and the idea of equal 
exchange implicated in the conventional view of translation that involves 
constituting equivalencies between languages. Insistence on equal and 
reciprocal exchanges in the conventional view of translation eerily paral-
lels the emphasis on the reciprocal and equally beneficial relationship 
between the colonized and the colonizer in colonial discourse. For exam-
ple, as discussed further in Chapter 2, Japanese colonial discourse was 
replete with rhetoric, as well as statistics, seeking to establish the belief 
that Japanese colonial rule was equally beneficial to Koreans as it was to 
Japanese, if not more so. Colonial discourse assumes a reciprocal rela-
tionship between the colonizer and the colonized even as power dispari-
ties enable colonial injustice and exploitation to prevail. It is not difficult 
to argue the absurdity of a colonial discourse that assumes the colonial 
relationship to be an equal exchange. But the complicity and homology 
between colonial discourse and the view of translation as equal exchange 
has not been closely scrutinized. Although colonial translation can be a 
site of struggle and negotiation between the colonized and the coloniz-
ers, as Liu argues, that definition does not offer a fundamental critique 
of colonial domination. In other words, the collusion between colonial 
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translation and colonial domination cannot be exposed to make a radical 
critique unless the idea of equal exchange itself is carefully examined and 
critiqued. I am not proposing that translation is inherently collusive with 
colonial domination. Rather, I suggest a different view of translation as 
an ethical as well as political practice. Translation thus radicalized resists 
the lure of cultural and linguistic nationalism on the part of the colonized 
as well as the colonial enterprise of domination.

Drawing on the work of such thinkers as Marx, Emmanuel Levinas, 
and Jacques Derrida, I conceptualize translation as an ethical and politi-
cal practice that interrupts the tyrannical dictation of the self over the 
other and thus enables the former to encounter the latter in language. 
Translation thus theorized highlights the ethical aspect of language as 
a venue in which self and other can engage in dialogue without silenc-
ing unbridgeable differences. It also emphasizes translation’s potential 
to create an anticolonial politics by exposing heterogeneity within the 
languages and cultures of both colonizer and colonized, thereby disrupt-
ing the homogeneous linguistic and cultural communities promulgated 
by the colonial hierarchy.

There are three main reasons why I base my criticism of colonialism 
on Levinas’s thought. First, Levinas’s ethics is premised on the radical 
alterity of the other.14 According to Levinas, the absolute alterity of the 
other subjects the self to questioning its own legitimacy and orders the 
self to act ethically toward the other.15 The self should not and cannot 
speak, think, or behave on behalf of the other. Colonial domination is 
an exemplary mode of rule that prevents the self from encountering the 
alterity of the other. By the logic of colonialism, it is the colonizers who 
decide what the colonized should do. To legitimize their domination, the 
colonizers make it their moral obligation to bring in modern economic, 
political, and cultural institutions to enlighten the colonized, who they 
believe cannot civilize themselves on their own. Put simply, the coloniz-
ers believe they know better than the colonized what is good for them. 
Thus, after the Sino-Japanese War (1894– 1895), the Japanese statesman 
Itō Hirobumi lamented that Korea was “quite incapable of reform from 
within” and that “those [reforms] which Japan had endeavored to introduce 
seemed a long way off from being realized.”16 Itō’s words demonstrate the 
tyranny of colonialist subjectivity. The colonizers think, speak, and act 
on behalf of the colonized. There is no room for the absolute otherness in 
such a mode of thinking. In criticizing the logic of colonial domination 
that disrespects the alterity of the colonized, I rely on Levinas’s ethics.

Second, recent trends in colonial and postcolonial studies have empha-
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sized the importance of ambivalence in colonial discourse, as explicated 
in Homi Bhabha’s seminal book The Location of Culture. I agree with 
Bhabha that colonial discourse is replete with ambivalence resulting from 
its simultaneous recognition and denial of the difference between the 
colonized and the colonizer. However, I am also concerned that emphasis 
on colonial ambivalence tends to dismiss the clear differences between 
the colonized and the colonizer. As Bhabha points out, the nationalist 
critique of colonialism bogs down in the binary opposition between the 
colonized and the colonizer. It is true that the nationalism of the colo-
nized is as fixated on such essentialist foundations as ethnicity, culture, 
and language as the colonizer’s justification of the colonial hierarchy.17 
Certainly, the cultural and linguistic nationalism of the colonized often 
fails to offer radical resistance to colonial domination exactly because it 
does not aim to eradicate the mode of the essentialist identification and 
instead merely reverses the order of the hierarchy. Such nationalism also 
does not capture “the third space” of colonial reality that Bhabha regards 
as the site of resistance to colonialism and the criticism of both colonial-
ism and nationalism that are based on binary oppositions. More impor-
tant, colonial nationalism seldom tackles colonial injustice done to people 
who are outside of the supposed national community of the colonized.

Nevertheless, it is still necessary to retain a clear separation between 
the colonizer and the colonized to force the colonizer to face his or her 
all-encompassing ethical responsibility for colonial violence. Levinasian 
ethics offers a way to criticize the essentialist identity on which both the 
colonized’s nationalism and the colonizer’s domination hinge, while at 
the same time retaining the irreducible difference between the colonizer 
and the colonized. The ethical argument Levinas inspires me to make 
does not blur the separation between the colonized and the colonizer 
even though it attempts to criticize both colonialism and the cultural and 
linguistic nationalism of the colonized. The ethical relationship that I 
advocate entails a clear demarcation between the colonized and the colo-
nizer. However, the separation between the colonized and the colonizer 
does not rest on such essentialist foundations as ethnicity, language, tra-
dition, or culture. The difference between the colonized and the coloniz-
ers rather is situated in the history of colonial violence. It is the history of 
Japanese colonial domination, not any essentialist foundations of identity 
that posit the differences between Koreans and Japanese.

Third, the Levinasian notion of eschatology leads us to reflect on the 
inherent violence in the representation of the past and offers a way into 
an “ethical history.” It might be seen as implausible to invoke Levinasian 
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ethics in defense of history because Levinas is critical of history for total-
izing the differences between individuals’ experiences into “a coherent 
discourse.”18 This violent aspect of history is inevitable when recounting 
the experiences of those in the past who are no longer present and thus 
deprived of their own voices. Thus, in history, the individual is presented 
only “in the third person.” However, Levinas does not completely rule 
out the possibility of an ethical way of recounting the past, proposing 
that eschatology can disrupt the tyranny of history. In his view, escha-
tology upholds the singularity of the individual because, unlike history, 
it grants individuals the right to speak for themselves. But at the same 
time, eschatology does not allow individuals to say whatever they want 
because it prioritizes the alterity of the other over individual freedom. 
When an individual’s fear that death will deprive her of her own voice 
turns into concern over the murder of the alterity of the other, the pos-
sibility of eschatology emerges.

Before proceeding further, however, I need to explicate in more detail 
the possibility of the political actualization of Levinasian ethics to justify 
this book’s theoretical orientation.

Although Levinas is critical of politics as the realm of power relations, 
the problem of politics is at the heart of his thinking on ethics. As Levinas 
explains it, the self ’s ethical responsibilities to the other can come into 
conflict because the world is inhabited by multiple others. Often the self 
has to prioritize one “other” over another to uphold justice. This can only 
be accomplished through politics. Nevertheless, Levinas has been criti-
cized for his political position. For example, many who admired him as 
a philosopher of ethics were befuddled by his hesitation in denouncing 
the state of Israel for the massacre in the Palestinian refugee camps at 
Sabra and Shatila in 1982. Thus, Slavoj Žižek criticizes Levinas for the 
unbridgeable distance between his “high theory” and his “vulgar com-
monsensical reflections” on real politics.19

As a matter of fact, Levinas’s uncompromising insistence on the abso-
lute alterity of the other poses an almost insurmountable problem to any 
attempt to ground criticism of such political injustice as colonialism in 
his ethics.20 If the other is beyond the self ’s grasp, relentlessly resisting 
the self ’s assimilation of the other into the self ’s own consciousness and 
thus questioning the certainty of the self ’s legitimacy, is it still possible 
to thematize the other as the colonized? Once we tie the other to the 
colonized, will we not efface the absolute alterity of the other? In a word, 
the question is whether the other in Levinasian ethics can be concretized 
as others who suffer from injustices and thus calls for our intervention 
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in politics to bring justice. This difficulty of making sense of the other 
as those who are oppressed in the real world is often interpreted as the 
ineffectiveness and impracticality of Levinas’s ethics and has even been 
viewed as the result of his political conservatism. Thus when Levinas 
was hesitant to designate Palestinian refugees as the other, his failure 
to address the violence of the Israeli state against Palestinians seemed 
to have come not only from his never neutral attitude toward Israel but 
also from political ineffectiveness or even perniciousness inherent in his 
ethics.21

It is possible to push the issue even further to the point of questioning 
the very possibility of Levinasian ethics by raising the following ques-
tion: How can Levinas speak of the other if it exceeds the self ’s cognitive 
power and evades the self ’s understanding? If talking about the other 
inevitably involves thematizing it in discourse and consequently regard-
ing the other as an object knowable to the self, ultimately turning the 
difference of the other into something assimilable to the same, then did 
Levinas not end up betraying the very premise of his own ethical prin-
ciple as soon as he spoke and wrote about the other? Is ethical language 
possible when incorporating the other into discourse unavoidably vio-
lates the alterity of the other?22

Levinas’s Otherwise Than Being can be seen as his response to such 
questions. In the book, Levinas distinguishes the two aspects of lan-
guage, the saying and the said. The said is the thematizing aspect of 
language, what is said, whereas the saying is the aspect of language that 
far exceeds thematization and thus remains beyond and outside what is 
said.23 Risking oversimplification, it can be argued that the saying refers 
to an event of speech whereas the said constitutes the message or content 
of speech. The saying points to the essence of language that is ethical 
because it instances the primordial moment in which language begins 
with the other.

Being faithful to Levinas’s words, it can be said that the other is never 
synchronous with the self. If the other were contemporaneous with the 
self, the other could be brought into the consciousness of the self.24 The 
other never coincides with the self, however. Rather, the other comes up 
only as a trace, what Levinas calls the face. The face discloses itself as the 
saying. The face of the other demands that the self respond and orders the 
self to enact a saying of its own. Speech thus emerges with the other with 
whom the self desires to engage. The self ’s desire arises neither from free 
will nor from egoistic need but from the shame that the other evokes.25 
The self ’s shame in turn coincides with the demand to be responsive and 
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responsible and constitutes the following questions: Have I not harmed 
the other to be here at this moment? Have I not usurped the other’s place?

Without the saying, the said is oblivious of the essence of language 
that is ethical.26 Such obliviousness misleads us into seeing language 
only as a tool for the transmission of ideas. If the essence of language 
is to transmit ideas (the said) between interlocutors, then such a view 
will ultimately confirm the self ’s cognitive power because that means the 
self can understand others in dialogue well enough to safely assume that 
what the self takes its interlocutor to mean corresponds sufficiently to 
what is actually meant. However, can the self hold up the absolute alter-
ity of the other if it is complacent about its understanding of the other? 
Does complacency not lead to the confirmation of the self ’s legitimacy 
with respect to the other? Levinas’s differentiation of the saying from 
the said makes it possible to see the ethicality of language, which the 
saying points to. Although the view of language as a tool for transmitting 
ideas is premised on the belief that interlocutors can understand each 
other well enough, Levinas’s emphasis on the saying is a reminder that 
“enough” is never enough and language is never reduced to the said.27 By 
illuminating the ethical aspect of language and questioning the primacy 
of the said in the conventional understanding of language, the saying 
disrupts the certainty of the self ’s legitimacy that the said prioritizes.

For Levinas, language is the privileged venue in which the self comes 
closer to the other. However, there is no guarantee that the self can ever 
reach the other. On the contrary, the self is always exposed to the risk of 
being ignored and misunderstood by the other in dialogue. Rather than 
being able to confirm the legitimacy of the self, the self is deprived of the 
certainty of its legitimacy in conversation with the other. The self is not 
only vulnerably exposed to misunderstanding and indifference but also 
held solely responsible for respecting the saying without reducing it to 
the said. If “I” is misunderstood and ignored, it is only “me” who should 
be responsible. If “I” is accused of misunderstanding and indifference, it 
is also “me” who should be found guilty.

The difficulty of actualizing politics based on Levinasian ethics per-
sists, however, because politics, even if it is emancipatory, never allows 
for such rigorous insistence on the alterity of the other as demanded 
by Levinasian ethics. Then, despite the above justification for basing 
my criticism of colonialism on Levinas’s ethics, should I not admit that 
Levinasian ethics inevitably falls into the fetishization of the other that 
is ultimately impractical and even completely useless, politically speak-
ing? Is there any way to salvage Levinas’s ethics from the aforementioned 
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accusation? I believe one way to argue for the relevance of Levinas’s eth-
ics to politics involves answering the following question: How does the 
ethicality of language translate into anything relevant to politics? As 
discussed above, the seeming impossibility of transition from ethics to 
politics in Levinas’s thought derives from the fact that his rigorous insis-
tence on the absolute alterity of the other prevents the other from being 
readily concretized as others. The entangled and complicated relationship 
between the saying and the said is helpful in understanding the equally 
entangled and complicated relationship between ethics and politics in 
Levinas’s thought.

As mentioned above, despite the obvious privilege he assigns to the 
saying over the said, Levinas does not fail to emphasize that the saying 
cannot manifest itself without the said.28 Although the saying precedes 
the said, it cannot materialize without being coupled with the said. Put 
simply, the saying as an event cannot occur without being said. Thus, 
the manifestation of saying requires the said. Likewise, the other cannot 
manifest itself other than in the appearance of an other. Even though it 
is imperative to be alert to the fact that any understanding of the other 
as a concrete other, a person who suffers political persecution, inevitably 
risks assimilating the other to consciousness and thus violating his or her 
alterity, it is also necessary to recognize that no encounter with the other 
can materialize except as an encounter with a concrete human being with 
whom the self desires to engage not because it egotistically desires com-
panionship but because the appearance of the other evokes shame in the 
self and demands that it be responsible for the other’s sufferings.

It might be helpful to discuss Levinas’s essay titled “Dialogue” to 
further examine how his ethics are indeed relevant to politics. Levinas 
begins the essay with an observation that, since World War I, not only 
politicians but also philosophers have valued dialogue as a venue in 
which people are meeting each other to talk out disagreements and dif-
ferences and reach consensus peacefully. He however asserts that the idea 
of dialogue premised on the tradition of Western thought does not live up 
to the meaning of genuine dialogue, because, in the tradition of Western 
thought, dialogue is conventionally regarded as taking place between 
two interlocutors who share a common foundation for knowledge, be 
it God (as in Judeo– Christian theology), reason (as in rationalism), or 
custom (as in Humean empiricism). In the idea of dialogue premised on 
the common ground of knowledge, there is no room for encountering the 
other who is outside and beyond such a common ground. To Levinas, 
such a dialogue based on the common ground is not a genuine dialogue 
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but rather a monologue. A more serious problem found in such an idea of 
dialogue is that the powerful often impose their ways of thinking on the 
powerless as the common ground for dialogue.29 The lack of violence in 
this case is not real peace because it is contingent on the suppression of 
the voice of others. Levinas highlights in the work of Martin Buber and 
Gabriel Marcel on dialogue the possibility of ethics that enables “the I” to 
encounter the absolute other.

What captures my attention in Levinas’s essay is the fact that his con-
cern about real politics inspired him to engage with Buber and Marcel 
philosophically and to radicalize their thoughts by reading the ethics of 
alterity into them. For him, the conventional understanding of dialogue, 
which is based on a common ground of knowledge, cannot ensure genu-
ine peace. Levinas calls for ethics to question the legitimacy of politics, 
which often masks the suppression of the powerless and mistakes the lack 
of physical violence for peace. In other words, in his view, ethics is called 
for to disrupt politics as the latter goes about its usual business. What 
we should call attention to is the fact that incongruity between ethics 
and politics enables the former to interrupt the latter. Ethics can disrupt 
politics because it is beyond politics. If the realm of ethics coincides with 
that of politics, there is no way ethics can interrupt politics from outside. 
When politics is put in line with ethical demands, it is interrupted by eth-
ics, which demands that the self ask and answer the following questions: 
Am I good to others, the humanity who are other to me? How can I be in 
good conscience when fellow human beings are suffering? What should 
I do to bring justice to the powerless? The point is that, in order to be 
ethical, one must never be in good conscience. Thus, Levinasian ethics, 
which concerns the alterity of the other, passes toward a mode of politics, 
which infinitely demands that the self care about others, especially those 
who are oppressed.

It might be said that concern about the other without considering oth-
ers is politically empty, and care about others without upholding the other 
is ethically blind. In that sense, radical politics inspired by Levinasian 
ethics is not so far away from the spirit of Marx, whose political program 
anticipates the advent of a new society founded on the ethical imperative, 
in other words, “from each according to his ability, to each according to 
his need.”30 In Chapter 2, I read Marx through the lens of Levinas to high-
light ethics in Marx’s political economy, and I read Levinas through the 
lens of Marx to rescue radical politics from the limits of Levinas’s ethics.

Finally, Derrida is also relevant to my criticism of both colonialism 
and cultural and linguistic nationalism. His criticism of foundationalism 
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calls into question cultural essentialist presumptions embedded in such 
phrases as Korean nation, Japanese literature, and Western civilization. For 
example, as demonstrated in Chapter 3, Derrida’s theory of supplement 
is helpful for looking at how colonial ideology subsumes the colonized’s 
culture within the colonizer’s culture, while at the same time essentional-
izing the latter as distinct from and superior to the former. Furthermore, 
Derrida, who was born and raised in colonized Algeria, deliberates on the 
linguistic situation of the colonial society in his book Monolingualism of 
the Other or the Prosthesis of Origin.31 He provocatively argues that “all 
culture is originarily colonial” and that language plays the essential role 
in enabling culture to legitimize domination.32 Derrida’s insights are also 
helpful for examining the violent nature of the monolingual language 
policy that standardized the Korean language and stamped out the use 
of the Japanese language in liberated Korea after 1945. As discussed in 
Chapter 5, the majority of Korean intellectuals deemed it necessary to 
implement a monolingual language policy in liberated Korea. Derrida’s 
insights offer a critique of the nationalist argument that the suppression 
of the Japanese language was necessary to unify Korean society and to 
purge Japanese colonial legacies.

organizaTion of ThiS booK
Treacherous Translation: Culture, Nationalism, and Colonialism in Korea 
and Japan from the 1910s to the 1960s comprises an introductory essay 
and five chapters. By analyzing short stories written during the colonial 
period by the Korean writer Kim Saryang (1914– 1950) and the Japanese 
writers Nakajima Atsushi (1909– 1942) and Nakanishi Inosuke (1887– 
1958), in the introductory essay I aim to lay out the concerns and issues 
addressed throughout the book. More specifically, by focusing on the 
translators featured in the stories, I examine the ways in which those 
literary texts reveal the colonizer’s unease over translation as the neces-
sary but imperfect mediation that frustrates transparent communication 
with the colonized. I argue that the colonizer’s anxiety over translation, 
as manifested in the literary texts, is related to the desire to reconfirm 
his or her authorial and authoritarian voice. Finally, by examining the 
preface the Japanese poet Kitahara Hakushū (1885– 1942) wrote for the 
1929 Japanese translation of Korean folk songs published by Kim Soun 
(1908– 1981), I further argue that translation can open up the possibility 
of a critical reflection on the idea of the unified national subjectivity on 
which colonial discourse pivots.
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In Chapter 1, “Translation and the Community of Love: Hosoi Hajime 
and Translating Korea,” I examine the treatises the Japanese journal-
ist Hosoi Hajime (1886– 1934) wrote in the 1910s and 1920s on trans-
lation, culture, and Korea. A prolific translator of the Korean classical 
canon, Hosoi regarded his translation projects as an effort to facilitate 
Japanese understanding of the Korean nation and culture. He implored 
his Japanese readers to love and embrace Koreans as their own family. By 
analyzing Hosoi’s texts on national character and literature in relation 
to Korean nationalist intellectual An Hwak’s treatise on the same topics, 
I show how the concept of national literature intervened in shaping the 
identities of colonizer and colonized. I also aim in this chapter to examine 
translation’s role in schematizing national character, as demonstrated in 
Hosoi’s texts. Hosoi revealed his disregard of translation by using “trans-
lation” as a trope to signify “unreflective imitation” and “copying” that is 
inferior to the original, while simultaneously stressing the importance of 
Japanese translations of Korean literature. I argue that despite the seem-
ing contradiction, Hosoi’s high regard for, and mistrust of, translation 
both resulted from conventional views of translation as a representation 
of an original. Finally, I read Hosoi’s treatises on Japanese colonial rule 
over Korea through the lens of G. W. F. Hegel, because Hegel’s ideas of 
law, love, family, and community foreshadow the contradiction inher-
ent in Hosoi’s justification of Japanese colonial rule over Korea. Hegel 
is helpful for understanding the ways in which Hosoi’s concept of love 
cannot but fail to bind Japanese and Koreans together despite his hope 
that the power of love can enable colonized and colonizers to overcome 
their differences in language, culture, and ethnicity.

In Chapter 2, “Treacherous Translation: The 1938 Japanese-Language 
Theatrical Version of the Korean Tale Ch’unhyangjŏn,” I discuss the Japa-
nese theatrical company Shinkyō’s controversial 1938 Japanese-language 
staging of the popular Korean romance Ch’unhyangjŏn (The Tale of Spring 
Fragrance). Although the performance garnered favorable reviews from 
Japanese critics, the Japanese-language version Ch’unhyangjŏn received 
uniformly unfavorable, skeptical, and even hostile responses from 
Korean critics, who regarded it as a poor translation of the original story. 
Despite the disagreements between Japanese and Korean intellectuals 
about the play, however, the idea of translation as equal exchange was 
embedded both in the colonizers’affirmation of the play as an exemplary 
step toward cultural assimilation and the colonized’s protests against it 
as an “inaccurate” or “unfaithful” translation. As discussed earlier, such 
insistence on equal exchange in translation colluded with the idea of 
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symmetrical reciprocity between the colonizer and the colonized in colo-
nialist propaganda. Moreover, such emphasis on reciprocity persistently 
pervades the current discourse that justifies neo-imperialist aggression 
on a global scale. I draw on Marx and Levinas in examining Korean and 
Japanese responses to the Japanese theatrical group Shinkyō’s staging of 
the Korean folk tale Ch’unhyangjŏn because Marx and Levinas offer a 
valuable theoretical framework for criticizing the ideas of equal exchange 
and reciprocity that underpinned both Korean cultural nationalism, 
which ended up retreating from political resistance to a more conciliatory 
insistence on cultural autonomy, and Japanese justification of cultural 
interactions between Japan and Korea, which colluded with Japanese 
colonial rule over Korea.

In Chapter 3, “The Location of ‘Korean’ Culture: Ch’oe Chaesŏ and 
Korean Literature in a Time of Transition,” I focus on Ch’oe Chaesŏ 
(1908– 1964), a leading Korean intellectual, active translator of English 
literary criticism, and chief editor of Kokumin Bungaku (National Litera-
ture), a prominent Japanese-language journal published in colonial Korea 
from 1941 to 1945. Ch’oe asserted that the unfolding of history in the 
20th century demanded a paradigmatic transition from liberalism and 
individualism to state-centered nationalism in culture and literature. He 
also privileged everyday life as allowing people to live as members of 
communities that ultimately are integrated into the state. By positioning 
Koreans as subjects of the Japanese state who were equal to the Japa-
nese people, his argument implied that the colonized should be treated 
on a par with the colonizers. Further, Ch’oe advocated Koreans’ cultural 
autonomy as an ethnic group within the Japanese empire. Rather than 
hastily celebrating Ch’oe’s logic of collaboration as a subversive disrup-
tion of the colonial hierarchy, I contextualize his thoughts on nation, 
culture, and literature with those of contemporary Korean, Japanese, and 
Western intellectuals and explore how his concepts of history and every-
day life enabled him simultaneously to justify Japanese colonialism’s 
political domination of Korea and to defend Koreans’ cultural autonomy. 
By comparing Ch’oe’s critical essays on literature, culture, and politics 
with his own Japanese translations of the same essays, I also analyze the 
way in which the originals and the translations addressed a slightly dif-
ferent readership. I argue that such a miniscule difference in the assumed 
readership between the Korean originals and the Japanese translations, 
however, interrupts the univocal signification of such concepts as tra-
dition, culture, Japan, and Korea on which Ch’oe’s essays pivoted. The 
difference reveals that the meanings of such concepts are undecidable in 
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Derrida’s sense. The undecidability inherent in the significations of the 
concepts ultimately undermines Ch’oe’s discursive strategy that aimed 
to expand the conceptual boundaries of the Japanese nation (kokumin) to 
include Koreans and at the same time advocated the autonomy of Korean 
culture within the empire of Japan.

In Chapter 4, “Translation and Its Postcolonial Discontents: The Post -
war Controversy over Tōma Seita’s Reading of Kim Soun’s Japanese 
Translations of Korean Poetry,” I examine the postcolonial controversy 
over Japanese leftist historian Tōma Seita’s interpretations of a collec-
tion of Korean poetry, which Kim Soun, on whose folk song translations 
Kitahara Hakushū commented, translated into Japanese during the colo-
nial period. In a series of essays from 1954, Tōma read into the poems an 
allegory of the Korean nation’s suffering under Japanese rule. However, 
Kim denounced Tōma’s politicization of what he considered lyrical poems 
because, in his view, Tōma, who could not read Korean, misrepresented 
the poems and Korean culture by relying on Kim’s own Japanese transla-
tions. What Kim did not mention in his denunciation, however, was the 
fact that some of what he considered Tōma’s misinterpretations resulted 
from Kim’s own problematically loose translations. The controversy 
poses questions concerning the relationship between history and litera-
ture, the ethics of translation, and the epistemological violence inherent 
in representation. In this chapter I attempt to respond to such questions 
by examining Tōma’s essays on Korean poetry and Kim’s criticism of 
them. To bring out the theoretical implications of the issues involved in 
the controversy, I discuss them through Fredric Jameson’s controversial 
essay “Third-World Literature in the Era of Multinational Capitalism” in 
which he looked at non– Western literature as national allegory. In the 
1950s, many Japanese leftist intellectuals saw the Japanese as a nation 
oppressed under U.S. hegemony and aligned postwar Japanese national-
ism with the nationalisms of other Asian peoples, especially the Chinese 
and Koreans, whom they regarded as beneficiaries of national liberation. 
By contextualizing the controversy in the torrent of early 1950s debates 
among Japanese leftist intellectuals about what constitutes progressive 
national literature intent on challenging both rightwing nationalism and 
American dominance in Japan, I also treat the controversy’s potential for 
encouraging a just relationship between the former colonized and colo-
nizer by drawing on Levinas’s notion of eschatology as an alternative to 
history in recounting the past.

In Chapter 5, “Toward a Monolingual Society: South Korean Linguistic 
Nationalism and Kim Suyŏng’s Resistance to Monolingualism,” I tackle 
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national language in South Korea after its liberation from Japanese 
colonial rule. During the colonial period, Japanese was privileged and 
promoted as the official language of the Japanese empire in Korea. In 
the wake of the country’s liberation from Japan, the whole spectrum of 
Korean intellectuals agreed, despite vast political differences, that it was 
necessary to rigidly standardize Korean as the national language while 
suppressing the use of Japanese to build a homogeneous national cul-
ture. The prominent poet and prolific translator Kim Suyŏng (1921– 1968) 
belonged to the generation of Koreans who were forced to learn Japanese 
during the colonial period, only to be coerced again into using exclusively 
Korean after the liberation. Kim left a series of notes on his poetry that 
attest to the lingering presence of colonial bilingualism in postliberation 
South Korea despite the state’s systematic efforts at suppression. In his 
notes, Kim confessed that his writing continually negotiated between 
Korean and Japanese. Kim’s case raises questions about the ideology of 
a national language that works to obliterate the foreignness of language 
and reinforces monolingualism as a cultural community’s normative lin-
guistic condition. Kim’s notes on his poetry highlight his role as a rare 
“critical intellectual” who warned against monolingualism’s repressive 
nature in postliberation South Korea.



1

Several years ago, while searching digital archives for Korean intellectu-
als’ critical essays on literary translations published during the colonial 
period, I came across a newspaper article from 1930 reporting that six 
detectives from the Chongno Police Station in colonial Seoul had finished 
translating into Japanese within three days the mission statements and 
policies of a communist group under investigation for subversive activi-
ties.1 The article conveys a sense of self-congratulation on the part of 
the police that they could successfully submit the translated evidence 
to the prosecutor’s office so quickly. There was nothing new about the 
colonial authorities’ persecution of Korean revolutionaries and the story 
would have escaped my notice except that it calls attention to the fact 
that Japanese colonial bureaucracy and colonial rule itself required a vast 
number of the colonial functionaries who performed the everyday task 
of translator.

As a matter of fact, the main task of most Korean officers in the Japa-
nese colonial police was to translate between their Japanese colleagues 
and the colonized. After the March First movement in 1919, the colonial 
government used monetary incentives to encourage Japanese police offi-
cers to learn Korean. Although the number of Japanese police officers 
conversant in Korean gradually increased as a result, most Japanese police 
officers could not do their police work without the help of translators.2

Since my encounter with this article, which serves as a reminder that 
Japanese colonial rule depended on translation and its practitioners to 
sustain itself, various figures of translators have come to my attention 
from colonial-era literature written by both Korean and Japanese writers.

Nakajima Atsushi’s 1929 “Junsa no Iru Fūkei: 1923nen no Hitotsu no 
Sukecchi” (Landscape with Policeman: A Sketch of 1923) tells the story 

Introduction
Translation and the Colonial Desire 
for Transparency



2    /    Introduction

of one such colonial functionary/translator, a Korean officer in the Japa-
nese colonial police named Cho Kyoyŏng.3 The majority of the transla-
tors working to make sure that colonial power pervaded every nook of 
colonized society came from the Japanese colonial police.4 As a colonial 
functionary, Cho is disliked by the colonized. Unlike his Japanese col-
leagues, he is also mistrusted by the colonizers. In the eyes of the colo-
nized, he is a traitor, a transgressor of the bonds of blood with his nation. 
On the other hand, he is viewed with suspicion by the colonizers as a 
potential saboteur who might manipulate communication between the 
colonized and the colonizers. In other words, he is a translator who per-
forms the thankless task of translation. Witnessing daily discrimination 
by Japanese settlers against his fellow Koreans, Cho agonizes over his 
split loyalties to the Japanese state and the Korean nation.

In the end, Cho is fired because he clashes with his superior over how 
to treat the case of a brawl between Korean and Japanese teenagers. The 
story does not inform the reader what exactly is the cause of Cho’s argu-
ment with his boss about but only implies that he demands fair treat-
ment for the Korean students. After receiving the notice of termination 
and severance money, Cho wanders around and ends up squandering his 
severance money on a prostitute. The story ends with Cho running to a 
group of manual laborers sleeping in the street, and his final words are 
a lament: “you, you, this peninsula . . . this nation.” Cho lost his stable 
source of income, but he has also broken free from the precarious posi-
tion of translator between the colonizer and the colonized.

While Nakajima’s story hints at the precarious position between the 
colonizers and the colonized to which the colonial translator/functionary 
is condemned, a scene in Kim Saryang’s 1940 Japanese-language short 
story “Kusa Fukashi” (Deep Grass) describes the ways in which transla-
tion works to maintain the linguistic hierarchy in the colony.5 The story 
concerns an unexpected reunion between Pak Insik, a Korean medi-
cal student at Tokyo Imperial University, and his high school teacher. 
While Insik is visiting his uncle, a magistrate in a remote mountainous 
region in Korea where he and other Korean students are to participate in 
a medical volunteer program for slash-and-burn farmers, he unexpect-
edly meets his high school Korean language teacher, whose students 
have nicknamed him “Noseblower.” “Noseblower” was a laughing stock 
in Insik’s high school, where nobody took the subject of Korean language 
and literature seriously. To make matters worse, the teacher’s servility 
toward his Japanese colleagues embarrassed the Korean students. He 
was one of the teachers whose resignation Insik and his classmates had 
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demanded when they organized a classroom walk-out. Now, six years 
later, Insik discovers that his former teacher is working as a clerk for his 
conceited and vainglorious uncle, the colonial bureaucrat.

In the scene in question, “Noseblower” is translating the magistrate’s 
less-than-fluent Japanese-language speech for villagers. The magistrate’s 
speech does not flow well in the ears of his nephew Insik, whose excellent 
Japanese has allowed him to enter the most prestigious university in the 
Japanese empire. The magistrate cannot tell voiced from unvoiced con-
sonants (confusing ga, and ka, for example) and constantly mixes them 
up, a common mistake among Japanese speakers whose mother tongue is 
Korean. In other words, his Japanese is marked with traces of Koreanness. 
Overbearing and anxious at the same time, the magistrate is nevertheless 
speaking in Japanese about the colonial policy instituted in 1937 forbid-
ding Koreans from wearing their traditional white clothes on the grounds 
that more time and water are required to launder them. Struggling to 
keep up, “Noseblower” is stumbling often over translation to Korean. The 
assembled villagers understand none of the foreign language coming 
out of the magistrate’s mouth and are perhaps equally clueless about the 
rationale behind the colonial policy even when the speech is rendered 
into the language they understand. For all three parties in this farcical 
scene — speaker, translator, and listeners— the Korean language ought to 
have been a more effective medium of communication. Conveying a mes-
sage, however, is not the primary concern of anyone present.

What is at issue is that through translation Japanese is reconfirmed 
as the language of authority. The magistrate reasons that the Korean 
language cannot evince the dignity he, an official of the Japanese empire, 
deserves. In other words, he thinks that if he were to speak in Korean, 
he could not command respect and obedience due him from his audi-
ence. Translation adds the final touch to the constant configuration of 
the colonial hierarchy of languages. The majority of the colonized, who 
are alienated from power, cannot access the authoritative voice directly 
but hear it only through the mediation of translation. The magistrate’s 
Japanese, which is less than fluent, nevertheless registers in the minds 
of the villagers as the flawless language of authority, not least because 
it has been translated. The villagers cannot tell the awkwardness of the 
magistrate’s Japanese, which to Insik’s ears is less than standard Japanese, 
the imagined ideal speech without which the idea of the homogeneity of 
Japanese could not hold. The villagers know the speech is being delivered 
in a foreign tongue not only because they do not understand it but also 
because it requires translation to Korean. The language must be Japanese 
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because it is coming out of the mouth of the magistrate, the representa-
tive of Japanese colonial power. In sum, the magistrate wants to speak in 
Japanese because it is the language of authority and the villagers know 
his speech is being given in Japanese because it is being translated into 
Korean and he is a colonial official representing the empire of Japan. 
Thus, the scene farcically marks language politics in colonial society and 
translation’s collusion with it.

On the one hand, by showing in the case of Insik and his uncle that 
linguistic boundaries do not always coincide with racial or ethnic bound-
aries between colonizer and colonized because the colonized can learn 
the colonizer’s language, the story subverts, in a way, the unreflectively 
immediate correlation between language and ethnicity embedded in 
colonial discourse on literature and culture. In Chapter 3, I will further 
discuss this issue of the often assumed correlation between language, 
ethnicity, and literature when I examine the writings of the Korean intel-
lectual Ch’oe Chaesŏ. Kim Saryang’s story, on the other hand, reveals that 
translation reifies linguistic boundaries between Japanese and Korean 
and demarcates those who can speak Japanese from the rest who cannot. 
Dependence on translation to communicate in the colonizers’ language 
marks exclusion from power. Furthermore, in the story, language still 
functions as a relatively stable demarcation to set apart the Japanese from 
Koreans because the magistrate’s awkward Japanese testifies to his less-
than-complete mimicry of the colonizers.

Whereas translation’s collusion with colonial domination does not go 
unnoticed in such literary works as “Deep Grass,” the colonizer’s uneasi-
ness toward translation recurs throughout colonial literature. Nakanishi 
Ino suke’s 1922 story “Futei senjin” (Recalcitrant Korean) memorably 
evokes from the perspective of a sympathetic Japanese intellectual the 
sense of unease and frustration the colonizers feel at their dependence 
on translation.6 As a matter of fact, the story can be read as an allegory 
of colonial translation, or at least of one mode of colonial translation, and 
thus the failure of translation in its most fundamental sense. It begins 
with a Japanese man named Usui Eisaku traveling with his Korean trans-
lator to the far northwest region of Korea in the early 1920s. His destina-
tion is far from the urban areas that the Japanese keep under tight control. 
Anti– Japanese guerilla activities persist around the region. The purpose 
of the trip is to meet an old Korean man who is known to be one of the 
leaders of anti– Japanese resistance. Usui hopes to have honest conversa-
tions with him and other Koreans with strong anti– Japanese sentiments 
and to let them know that not all the Japanese support Japanese colonial 
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rule and that quite a few sympathize with Koreans’ demands for inde-
pendence. His wish is sincere, but he cannot deliver his thoughts to the 
Koreans he meets without the help of a translator. His Korean translator, 
whose name is not given in the story, does not seem to care about Usui’s 
sincere wishes, but instead worries more than Usui about the Korean 
insurgents, who do not hesitate to use violence for their cause.

The only protection available to Usui against the possible hostility of 
the insurgents is a letter of introduction from his friend from college, 
Hong Hŭigye, a socialist who had been the fiancé of the old man’s daugh-
ter, now deceased. The letter, written in Korean— which Usui does not 
understand— is his sole protection. The old man has every reason to hate 
Japan. Not only has his country lost its independence to Japan but his 
daughter perished at the hands of Japanese forces during the March First 
movement.7 Usui is understandably very nervous about meeting with 
the old man. His nervousness arises primarily from the assumption that 
these anti– Japanese Koreans will not discriminate between sympathetic 
Japanese like Usui himself and the rest of the colonizers at whose hands 
Koreans suffer. Usui can communicate with the colonized only through 
translation, and his limitations in communication with Koreans intensi-
fies his nervousness. If he encounters hostility from the colonized, his 
fate will rest on his translator, whose reliability is in question not because 
of his Japanese abilities but because of his lack of commitment to Usui’s 
cause. Usui is also distressed by the backwardness of the region so far 
from the civilized urban center he came from. Even though he is decorous 
enough not to say so in front of Koreans, he refers to them as “natives” 
(dojin), a pejorative revealing his sense of superiority over the supposed 
primitiveness of the indigenous people.

Getting off the train that brought him to this dismal place isolated 
from civilization, Usui looks around nervously. When he learns that the 
train station manager is Japanese, he asks him how long it would take to 
reach his destination on foot, speaking as clearly as he can to make sure 
the manager will know from his speech that he is Japanese, too. Usui does 
not need to ask the question because he knows the answer. He just wants 
to speak with a Japanese person, sentimentally thinking that it will be his 
last chance to talk to a fellow countryman until he returns. Concerned 
about Usui’s safety, the manager recommends that he stay the night and 
set out the next morning. Although grateful for the manger’s concern, 
Usui decides to continue his trip at once, following the suggestion of his 
translator, who urges him to depart as soon as possible so that they can 
arrive at their destination before night falls. The Japanese station man-
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ager stares ominously at the translator dressed in Korean clothes, which 
unmistakably marks him as a Korean, but the translator ignores him. As 
Usui leaves the train station, the lone post of modern civilization in the 
middle of an untamed land, his anxiety mounts.

Usui’s encounter with a local is discouraging enough. The Korean 
boatman refuses to take Usui across a river because he is Japanese. The 
translator’s attempt at persuasion fails as Usui’s goodwill fails to trans-
late. Usui’s request to be ferried across is linguistically too simple to be 
untranslatable and thus the failure of translation does not derive from 
incommensurability between Korean and Japanese. Although the river 
seems to symbolize linguistic, cultural, and emotional barriers between 
the colonizer and the colonized, Usui’s helplessness in the face of the 
boatman’s refusal hints at the vulnerability of the speaker with respect 
to the addressee’s rejection and the misunderstanding to which the self 
might be subject when engaging in conversation with the other with 
whom the self shares no common ground. Does not such an occasion 
of conversation between ultimately heterogeneous interlocutors call 
for translation in its true sense, the translation necessitated by failure 
of communication? Does not such genuine translation require the self ’s 
commitment to conversation with the other despite the risk of being 
ignored and misunderstood? Certainly, leaving his linguistic, cultural, 
and emotional comfort zone, Usui is willing even to risk being harmed by 
the colonized to have a talk with the insurgents. Refusing to give up, Usui 
swims across the river. Impressed by Usui’s perseverance, the boatman 
promises that he will take him back across the river when he returns.

Usui’s perseverance pays off. To his surprise, the old man speaks Japa-
nese, although his Japanese is tainted with the peculiar Korean accent 
and mispronunciations of Japanese words. Usui’s anxiety over the hos-
tility he expected from the old man subsides as he learns that not only 
can the old man speak Japanese but also he receives his Japanese guest 
with both generosity and dignity. Even when the old man is showing the 
blood-stained clothes his daughter was wearing when she was killed, he 
graciously struggles to hold his emotion in check so as not to upset his 
Japanese guest too much. The old Korean and the young Japanese warm 
to each other. Usui’s goodwill is finally transmitted to the old man and it 
is thus translated. But who translates it? Is there any genuine translation 
involved in the interactions between the old man and Usui? The Korean 
host is courteous enough not to be too critical, and the Japanese guest is 
willing to be critical enough of Japanese colonial rule. The reader might 
momentarily forget that Usui was contemptuous of the backwardness 
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of Koreans in the region. The Korean and the Japanese understand each 
other and they agree with each other. Neither miscommunication nor any 
points of contention lie between them. They are in sync. No translation 
is called for. Finding his services are not required, the translator retreats 
into silence. Thus, the story is also about the erasure of translation.

As the story proceeds, it takes an unexpected turn. Having been well 
treated with good food and drink, Usui retires to sleep in a room pro-
vided by the old man. Awakened in the middle of the night by a strange 
sound, he sees a dark shadow entering and checking his possessions. The 
shadow soon leaves, but Usui recognizes it as the old man. Usui starts 
to suspect that the old man’s hospitality is a ruse to lure him into a trap. 
He curses himself for naively believing that he can build solidarity with 
Koreans by transcending differences in language, culture, and ethnicity. 
His suspicion grows into paranoia and he concludes that, from the begin-
ning, his friend Hong has colluded with the old man to harm him. In the 
end, it turns out that the old man is probably rummaging through Usui’s 
possessions to find out if Usui is a spy from the Japanese police. The old 
man is a known anti– Japanese activist and must be alert to any possible 
police intrusion. Usui knew about the old man’s anti– Japanism from the 
beginning, and that is exactly why he wanted to talk to him. Thus, Usui’s 
commitment to a genuine encounter with the insurgent turns out to be 
much more fragile than it first appeared.

When these mutual suspicions and misunderstandings arise, the 
translator is clueless and helpless. He fails to interpret the old man’s real 
intentions behind his suspicious actions or to mediate between the colo-
nizer and the colonized. He is as much scared and suspicious of the old 
man as Usui is. He is a failure at his task as a translator, mistrusted by 
the station manager in the beginning, found ineffective in persuading the 
boatman, and unnecessary for mediating between Usui and the old man. 
Moreover, he fails to resolve misunderstandings between the two when 
they need his intervention most. It is Usui himself who later realizes that 
he misunderstood the old man’s stealthy visit while the translator is still 
debating whether to escape from the old man’s house. Thus, the story 
pivots on the failure of translator and translation.

What does the ultimate failure of translation in the story reveal about 
the colonizer’s anxiety over translation? Why is the translator mistrusted 
and translation obviated in the story? Why is translation erased at the 
moment when the insurgent anti– Japanese Korean and the sympathetic 
colonizer Usui open their hearts to each other? As argued below, I sus-
pect that the anxiety of colonizers over translation relates to the idea of 
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translation as a supplementary mediation between the addresser and 
addressee. In the ideal situation of transparent communication, the 
addresser and the addressee speak the same language. The presence of 
a translator hints at the impossibility of transparent communication and 
exposes the uncertainty of the univocal signification of the addressor’s 
authorial voice. To execute colonial power over the mundane lives of 
the colonized, the colonizer has to rely on language to convey thoughts, 
intentions, and orders to the colonized. However, most of the colonized 
cannot understand the colonizer’s language. Thus, translation is called 
for at the service of colonial rule. Nevertheless, the need for translation 
reminds the colonizer of his vulnerable dependence on translation for 
communication with the colonized. As discussed below in more detail, 
translation highlights the materiality of language because it centers on 
differences between languages. That materiality frustrates the trans-
parent signification of the colonizer’s authorial voice, the voice of the 
authoritarian regime of colonial rule. In short, in the mindset of the colo-
nizer, the need for translation suggests that despite the intricate network 
of military and administrative apparatuses at his service, his authorial 
voice is still vulnerable to the misunderstandings and refusals of under-
standing by the colonized in the course of signification and translation. 
In that sense, the erasure of translation in the story “Recalcitrant Korean” 
resonates with the colonizer’s desire to reclaim his absolute authority 
over transparent communication and reconfirm his authorial voice. The 
colonizer’s desire dictates that his voice should be heard and understood 
without adulteration. From that perspective, translation inevitably fails 
because it cannot help but adulterate the authorial voice in the process of 
translation.

The story brilliantly shows that even a sympathetic Japanese like 
Usui is still entrapped in such authorial and authoritarian subjectivity 
of the colonizer. Usui does not desire to encounter the other who refuses 
to understand his good will. In other words, Usui fears translation as 
an occasion in which the self faces the other, who might challenge the 
univocal signification of the self ’s authorial voice. Thus, the translator is 
mistrusted, and translation obviated. The thankless job of a translator is 
taken up by a nameless Korean in the story.8

In principle, a colonial translator need not be from the colonized. A 
colonizer can be a translator if he or she is proficient enough in the lan-
guage of the colonized. As a matter of fact, as the first chapter of this 
book shows, the translation of Korean historical and literary classics 
into Japanese by Japanese translators simultaneously shaped and con-
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firmed the ways in which Koreans and Korean culture were represented. 
Nevertheless, there are virtually no depictions of Japanese figures who 
translate between Japanese and Korean in colonial literature.

The lack of bilingual Japanese figures in colonial literary texts reflects 
a colonial reality in which Japanese was privileged not only by the 
colonizers but increasingly also by the colonized themselves, a point I 
will discuss further in Chapter 5. Whereas, as seen in the case of Hosoi 
Hajime, the main focus of Chapter 1, quite a few Japanese Korea experts 
engaged in textual translation (pŏnyŏk in Korean/hon’yaku in Japanese), 
it was Koreans who were relegated as colonial functionaries/translators 
to the task of verbal translation (t’ongyŏk/ tsūyaku) for mundane matters. 
The dearth of Japanese functionaries/translators is also inferred from 
the following quote from a column published in the newspaper for the 
Japanese colonial police in Korea.9 The column’s author laments the lack 
of enthusiasm among Japanese colonial officials to learn Korean.

Officials are not interested in Korean language study, and accord-
ingly they cannot do their work without translators as some argue 
that there is no need for learning Korean because Korean children 
have been taught Japanese at elementary school for the last twenty 
years. This is a precondition for taking the first wrong step in ruling 
Korea.10

Although indicating that there were few Japanese functionaries/transla-
tors in colonial Korea, the quote also begs further questions about trans-
lation and, its implication in and resistance to colonial domination. The 
author of the column does not suggest that Japanese colonial bureaucrats 
should learn Korean to replace Korean translators. Instead, he urges that 
Japanese colonial bureaucrats should do their work without translators. 
What does this dismissal of translators tell us about? Why does the 
author not see that the realization of his suggestion for Korean language 
study will eradicate neither translation nor translators but only turn 
Japanese colonial bureaucrats themselves into translators, who translate 
between Japanese and Korean? Does this rejection of translation and 
translators not echo the uneasiness of the colonizers about translation 
as revealed in the literary texts examined above? From where does this 
desire to eradicate translation come?

A clue to a rather prosaic answer can be gleaned from the above dis-
cussion on Nakajima’s story “Landscape with Policeman: A Sketch of 
1923.” Korean functionaries/translators are suspected of either sabotag-
ing or muddling communication between the colonizers and the colo-
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nized. Unlike the Korean functionary/translator, the bilingual Japanese 
bureaucrat does not mediate between the colonizers and the colonized. 
He himself is a colonizer. Above all, is it not obvious that he represents 
no one other than his own authorial voice? Such reasoning, however, does 
not exhaust colonial translation, which flows in both directions between 
the languages of the colonizer and the colonized. Not only would the 
bilingual Japanese bureaucrat still have to translate for his fellow colo-
nizers from Japanese to Korean but, more important, he would also have 
to render Korean-language texts both textual and verbal into Japanese.

It is necessary to push the discussion further to take it as a point of 
departure for rigorously examining translation and its relationship to 
colonial domination. The conventional understanding of translation, 
which Roman Jakobson designated as translation proper, posits that 
translation is above all a linguistic practice of rendering an authorial voice 
ex  pressed in one language into another, whether the voice is inscribed in 
a written text or enunciated verbally by a speaker. What makes transla-
tion distinct from other linguistic practices is the interval between the 
language in which the authorial voice is originally expressed and the 
language to which it is transferred. In essence, then, there is no differ-
ence between textual translation (pŏnyŏk/honyaku) and verbal transla-
tion (tongyŏk/tsūyaku). In the course of translation, the authorial voice 
is fixed onto a meaning in a different language, which has its own sets of 
semantic and syntactic patterns and rhetorical modes. Without the dif-
ference between languages translation intends to transcend, translation 
is not distinguishable from interpretation or rewording, which Jakobson 
called intralingual translation because of its affinity to translation.11

The cognate relationship between translation and interpretation turns 
attention to another interval, which inheres not only in translation but 
also in any act of reading and listening, the interval between the autho-
rial voice and its signification. The authorial voice cannot present itself 
instantly and transparently because it materializes only through lan-
guage and because that very materiality compromises the spirit of the 
voice. In other words, to be addressed to the other, the authorial voice 
needs to first be transformed into a series of sounds or letters. Even in the 
case of monologue, the voice cannot materialize outside of language. Put 
differently, the voice comes only as a sign that supposedly corresponds to 
its meaning. However, as long as the voice can be expressed only as a sign, 
it does not remain univocally tied to a fixed meaning. As Jacques Derrida 
elucidated, signs are invested with meanings that can be expressed only 
by other signs.12 If meanings are generated through the relationship 
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between signs and the authorial voice comes only as a sign to be signi-
fied, then there is always slippage between the authorial voice and its 
signification. Unlike in the case of interpretation or rewording within one 
language, the authorial voice is initially expressed in one language and 
its signification is eventually enacted in another in the course of transla-
tion. Because of differences between languages, the interval between the 
authorial voice and its signification is much more pronounced in the case 
of translation than that of interpretation or rewording.

The authorial voice exceeds the limits of what Derrida called voice, 
which is supposed to be the pure medium of interior monologue immedi-
ately and transparently present in the consciousness of the subject.13 As 
Derrida demonstrated in his critical interpretation of Edmund Husserl, 
desire for the presence of transparent and immediate meanings figures in 
the voice, the idea of the pure medium of interior monologue. Although 
the authorial voice is already contaminated by references to the exter-
nal world, the solipsistic voice is silent, prior to utterance, and insulated 
within the solipsistic interiority of the subject. Only in the instance of 
solitary speech is a perfect match between a signifier and a signified pos-
sible. Such an absolutely clear signification within the subject’s interior-
ity, however, communicates nothing to the other because an immediate 
and transparent meaning present to the subject’s consciousness is not 
transmissible to the other, who is external to the interior selfhood of the 
subject. In other words, any attempt to engage with the other accompa-
nies the adulteration of the subject’s solipsistic voice.

With the above exposition of translation in mind, let us return to the 
Japanese colonial police newspaper column in which the author does not 
acknowledge that what he recommends Japanese colonial bureaucrats do 
is translation. As suggested above, despite the desire for the erasure of 
translation manifested in the column, the Japanese bilingual bureaucrat 
could not break free from the position of a translator. His work would 
inevitably entail rendering Korean texts, both textual and verbal, into 
Japanese. In such a case, he would obviously be engaging in translation 
in its common sense meaning. Then, what about the other way around 
in linguistic transactions? Is he translating when speaking or writing to 
the colonized in Korean? The question is deceptively simple. Is it not too 
obvious that he is speaking rather than translating when enunciating 
in Korean? Put differently, unlike in the case of translation in the usual 
sense, both the authorial voice and its signification coincide in the same 
person when the Japanese colonial bureaucrat is speaking or writing in 
Korean. Thus, it appears that the answer to the question should be nega-
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tive: The Japanese bureaucrat’s linguistic practice of speaking or writing 
in Korean fails to qualify as translation.

The seemingly simple question merits further examination, however, 
because it pertains to understanding the desire for the erasure of transla-
tion revealed in colonial discourse. In a situation in which a Japanese 
writer fluent in Korean is rephrasing his own Japanese-language work in 
Korean, the consciousness of the subject splits into the speaker (or writer) 
and the interpreter even though it is the same subject who has written 
the work in Japanese and is rephrasing it in Korean. To be more exact, 
the consciousness of the subject is punctuated with the split into one who 
wrote the original work and the other who is interpreting it, and the two 
are distanced or spaced in the Derridean sense by time. This split is all 
the more pronounced because of the presence of the text, the work, which 
is being rendered in a different language.

Does this split of the subject not inhere in the Japanese bureaucrat’s 
speech in Korean? As discussed above, the work in which the authorial 
voice of the past is inscribed marks the interval between the speak-
ing and translating subjects within the same person. Because there is 
no visible work of the authorial voice from the past in the case of the 
Japanese bureaucrat speaking Korean, the split of the subject is likely to 
go unnoticed.

To make the point more concretely, suppose that the interval between 
the authorial voice inscribed in the work and its interpretation enacted 
in translation is progressively narrowing and converging to such a point 
that the voice is almost simultaneously signified in a foreign language 
as soon as it is presented to the subject’s consciousness. No matter how 
miniscule this interval may be, because it implies the split of the subject, 
it cannot be eradicated completely because the authorial voice material-
izes only as a sign and an interval necessarily remains between the voice 
and its signification even when the subject is speaking to himself. The 
split of the subject inheres in any enunciation, whether it is speaking or 
translating. The materiality of language constantly frustrates its imme-
diate and transparent signification. Because the materiality of language 
is spotlighted by differences between two languages in the course of 
translation, the act of translation accentuates such a split of the subject, 
which often goes unnoticed in monolingual practices.

Translation is a paramount instance in which the subject encounters 
the other from within as well as without. As examined above, demand 
for translation presupposes an other who does not share any common 
ground with the self for understanding. At the same time, translation 
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highlights the split of the subject, which hardly comes to light when 
the self speaks its native tongue, supposedly under its total command. 
Does the desire to erase translation glimpsed from colonial discourse not 
amount to a yearning for transparent communication and fear of fac-
ing the split of the subject, then? Because the presence of the translator 
brings to attention the impossibility of the self ’s control over the other in 
conversation, and translation calls the putative unity of the subject into 
question, translation can be said to undermine the epistemological and 
ontological foundation of an individual colonizer’s subjectivity, which is 
often uncritically extended to the national subjectivity of colonizers.

As discussed earlier, however, the collusion between colonialism and 
translation depicted in the Korean and Japanese literary texts suggests that 
translation as conventionally understood can also reconfirm the ethnic and 
linguistic identity of the enunciating subject by reifying the boundaries 
of the languages between which translation is taking place. The Japanese 
poet, critic, and early Tolstoy translator Kitahara Hakushū’s preface to 
the Korean translator Kim Soun’s 1929 Japanese-language anthology of 
Korean folk songs Chōsen Minyoshū (Collection of Korean Folk Songs) 
illustrates the ways in which the concept of translation works simultane-
ously to denaturalize and reconfirm the unified subjectivity of the indi-
vidual as well as national self.14 In the earlier part of the preface, Kitahara 
Hakushū in effect deconstructs the unified subjectivity of the Japanese by 
historicizing its emergence. However, his deconstructive move dissipates 
into oblivion as his discussion on translation proceeds with an effort to 
recover the unity of the Japanese national subjectivity in the end.

As discussed further in Chapter 4, during the colonial period, Kim 
actively introduced Korean literature and culture to Japan through trans-
lation. The success of his Korean folk song anthology earned him promi-
nence as the most authoritative Japanese-language translator of Korean 
literature and enabled him to go on to translate and publish modern 
Korean poetry. This anthology is still in print 80 years after its initial 
publication.

Kitahara Hakushū begins his preface with a memory of Korea when he 
was a child in his hometown of Yanagawa, which is in Fukuoka prefecture 
on the island of Kyūshū, the part of Japan closest to Korea. Children in 
his hometown used to call Korea “Kara,” a name that conjures up a sense 
of intimacy and nostalgia (shitashiku natsukashimareta) for him. From 
time immemorial, even in the era when Japan was “closed,” the region 
had close trade and cultural relations with Korea. Village fishermen often 
sailed to the shores of the Korean peninsula to fish and Korea appeared 
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often in the village elders’ stories. Some of the fishermen fathered mixed-
blood children with Korean women and their wives burned with jeal-
ousy. Kitahara Hakushū’s memory of the virility of the men from his 
village, which could function as a metaphor for Japan’s colonial expan-
sion, ironically leads him to realize that the culture of his home region 
has descended from miscegenation between the cultures of ancient Japan, 
Korea, China, the South Pacific islands, and the Netherlands, which had a 
trading base in nearby Nagasaki during the Tokugawa period.

Kitahara Hakushū’s recognition of the cultural miscegenation of his 
home re  gion makes him differentiate the collective identity of his people, 
whom he addresses as the first person plural “we,” from the national subjec-
tivity of Japan. He goes on to point out that even though both the Tōhoku 
region of northern Honshū and his home region supposedly belong to the 
same country, Japan, the Tōhoku region was more alien than Korea to 
people in his home region who were brought up with their regional folk-
tales and language deriving from the mixture of such different foreign 
cultures. Hakushū historicizes the process of the unification of Japanese 
culture by observing that Japanese folk songs and children’s songs tran-
scending regional limits gradually emerged only after the implementa-
tion of the “alternate attendance” policy of the Edo period and the ensuing 
expansion of trade between distant regions during the Tokugawa period.15

What catches our attention in Hakushū’s discussion is the double-
edged function of “translation” in his discussion, simultaneously denatu-
ralizing and reconfirming the putative unity of Japan. Hakushū percep-
tively argues that Japanese folk songs and children’s songs are actually 
translations of regional songs. Because the folk songs would not have 
been understandable to people from other regions if people had continued 
singing them only in their regional dialects, the songs were translated 
into standard Japanese. From this observation, Hakushū inferred that the 
putative unity of Japanese culture was constructed not least through the 
process of translation of regional differences as variations of one uniform 
people and culture. Although Hakushū did not go into detail about how 
the unified subjectivity of the Japanese behind this translation process 
might arise, the Japanese national subjectivity and the idea of homoge-
neous national culture emerged, as many Japan historians have pointed 
out, only after the new Meiji government had implemented educational, 
economical, and political institutions to integrate various social and local 
segments into the unified consciousness of the Japanese in the process of 
building a modern nation state in Japan in the late 19th century.16

In his Origins of Modern Japanese Literature, the Japanese critic 
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Karatani Kōjin insightfully points out that Japanese writers’ translation 
and internalization of Western literary works made a decisive impact on 
the formation of modern Japanese literature. His examples are Futabatei 
Shimei’s translations of Ivan Turgenev and Mori Ogai’s translations of a 
variety of European literary works.17 In contrast to such “external transla-
tion” from Western culture and literature, Hakushū is calling attention 
to the importance of “internal translation” from various localities within 
Japan in the construction of modern Japanese culture. Needless to say, it 
became feasible to make a clear distinction between “external” and “inter-
nal” only after translation drew boundaries between the unified space 
designated as Japanese culture and others outside.

By calling attention to the aspect of translation that violently renders 
regional differences as mere variations of one uniform culture, Hakushū 
inspires the reader to glimpse traces of regional differences that had been 
suppressed through translation in the process of constructing a homo-
geneous national culture. However, Hakushū’s discussion suddenly 
re  verses course and proceeds with his reconfirmation of the unified 
national subjectivity of the Japanese. In this case, too, it is the notion of 
translation that enables him to postulate the unity of Japanese subjectiv-
ity. Even though the culture of Hakushū’s home region became integrated 
into the unified Japanese culture only through the process of transla-
tion, Hakushū argues that, because people in his home region are also 
Japanese, it was not impossible for them to internalize the Japanese spirit 
and tradition, which seeped into written language as well as lyrics of the 
songs from other regions. It seems as if he believes the unified Japanese 
subjectivity preceded the construction of homogeneous Japanese national 
culture through translation. Hakushū’s reasoning is, of course, circular 
because it suggests that the preexisting homogeneity of the Japanese had 
laid down the foundation on which the homogeneous Japanese subjectiv-
ity was built through the construction of homogeneous national culture.

In Hakushū’s ensuing discussion, however, the idea of a unified Japa-
nese culture registers most clearly in contrast to Korean culture. Hakushū 
sees Kim’s translation of Korean folk songs into Japanese as a commend-
able feat bridging a much wider gap in language and national character 
than the translation of regional folk songs into standard Japanese and 
their dissemination to other regions of Japan. Here, when Hakushū refers 
to a linguistic practice transcending a gulf between Korea and Japan, 
translation is ironically understood to reify boundaries between Japanese 
and Korean cultures and languages. In contrast to the case of translating 
regional cultures within Japan into standard Japanese where the practice 
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of translation suppresses difference, the act of translating Korean folk 
songs into Japanese plays up the difference between two nations. Accord-
ing to Hakushū, the lyrics of the Korean folk songs tend to be more acer-
bic, cynical, and melancholy because they developed from “the particular 
domestic situation of Korea.” The implication is that because the Korean 
people were misruled by an incompetent and despotic ruling class, they 
tended to express anger, cynicism, and sorrow in their folk songs. In 
Hakushū’s view, Chinese influence was also so strong over the formality 
and vocabulary of Korean folk songs that it had a negative effect on them.

Despite his emphasis on the difference between Japanese and Korean 
folk songs that ensures the homogeneity of Japanese culture in contrast 
to Korean culture, Hakushū’s profuse praise of Kim’s translation betrays 
his uneasiness toward the lack of difference he expected to find in the 
Japanese translations of Korean folk songs. In Hakushū’s eyes, Kim’s ex -
pert translation made Korean folk songs too “Japanese.” Kim’s mastery 
of Japanese poetic sensitivity and diction was to such a degree that his 
translations evoke uncanny feelings of repulsion. Here again can be seen 
Hakushū’s forced maneuver at reconfirming the homogeneity of the 
language and culture enclosed within Japan. As noted above, Hakushū 
asserted in the beginning of his preface that people in his home region 
in Kyūshū felt closer to Korea than to such distant regions within Japan 
as Tōhoku. As cultures of different regions within Japan were integrated 
into Japanese national culture through translation, Korean culture grew 
alien even to people like Hakushū, who had previously felt close to Korea. 
Hakushū, however, seems to have entirely forgotten the supposed inti-
macy with Korea of which he reminisced. Through Kim’s skillful trans-
lation, Korean folk songs, part of now defamiliarized Korean culture, 
return as something uncannily similar to Japanese folk songs and eerily 
familiar to Hakushū.

As Hakushū himself recognizes earlier in the preface, the defamil-
iarization of Korean culture to people in Hakushū’s home region at least 
came as much from the homogenization of culture in Japan since the 
Tokugawa period and especially since the Meiji Restoration as from the 
deteriorating domestic situation in Korea or from Chinese influence over 
Korean culture. When Hakushū treats Japanese culture as a unified body 
of social practices particular to Japan and distinct from those in Korea, 
his perspective has already shifted from the one rooted in his regional 
identity to one based in the Japanese national subjectivity. As can be 
seen in his anxiety over the lack of expected difference in Kim’s Japanese 
translations of Korean folk songs, the unified body of Japanese culture 
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and the Japanese national subjectivity can be posited only in contrast to 
Japan’s other, whether it is the West or its colonies like Korea. Instead of 
critically contemplating his anxiety, Hakushū holds up Kim’s mastery 
of Japanese vocabulary and poetic diction to reprimand contemporary 
Japanese poets for their indifference to Japanese literary tradition as they 
rush to imitate the Western poetic style. Thus, Hakushū ends up recon-
firming the homogeneity of Japanese culture and language supposedly 
inscribed in Japanese literary tradition.

What eventually undermines Hakushū’s initial insight into the frag-
mented nature of national subjectivity is the fact that, for him, the dif-
ference of the other the self encounters in translation is not absolute. 
As seen above, translation for Hakushū is the site where difference is 
either suppressed, as in the case of the regional folk songs translated into 
standard Japanese, or stressed, as in the case of the Korean folk songs 
translated into Japanese. The difference Hakushū recognized in both 
cases is appropriated to posit the self-sameness of the Japanese and that 
of Koreans.

As the Korean poet Kim Suyŏng, who is the focus of Chapter 5, shows, 
translation can also be a site at which the self-sameness of national sub-
jectivity is brought into question because an act of translation continu-
ously pushes the translator to doubt whether he or she can master the 
mother tongue, let alone the foreign target language, an anxiety over 
the very underpinnings of a sense of belonging to linguistic, national, 
and cultural communities. In short, translation can be an occasion in 
which the self encounters the otherness of its own mother tongue. The 
self ’s encounter with the otherness of its native language can constitute 
a first step toward an ethically and politically arduous position for criti-
cal reflection on the self ’s relationship with its own language, culture, 
ethnicity, and country. As I argue to varying degrees throughout this 
book, particularly in Chapters 2 and 5, such a self-reflective position is 
ethical and political because it can eventually open up an alternative way 
of associating with others who are presently excluded from communities 
defined by their sameness.
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1. Translation and the  
Community of Love
Hosoi Hajime and Translating Korea

In the preface of his 1924 anthology Chōsen Bungaku Kessakushū (Col-
lection of Korean Literary Masterpieces), the Japanese editor and transla-
tor Hosoi Hajime explained the importance of his Japanese translation 
projects of classical Korean literary works by recalling a resolution he 
made at the time of the March First Independence Movement five years 
earlier. According to his recollection, when he heard the disturbing news 
about Koreans uprising against Japanese rule in the colony, Hosoi had 
the epiphany that his mission in life would be to bring Japan and Korea 
together into genuine unity, and that to achieve that unity, the Japanese 
(naichijin, or the people of Japan proper) needed to understand (rikaisuru) 
Korea (Chōsen). In Hosoi’s view, understanding Korea meant knowing 
completely both the merits and the faults of the Korean people.1

Hosoi warned his readers that it would do no good for the Japanese to 
dwell on Koreans’ defects without respecting them for their strengths and 
empathizing (dōjōsuru) with them for their weaknesses. Hosoi went on 
to advise readers that there is no better way to understand the mind of a 
nation (kokka minzoku) than knowing its literature because, he reasoned, 
the best of human feelings (ninjō) is “distilled” and “crystallized” into 
literature.2 Hosoi contended, furthermore, that literature helps not only 
comprehend the zeitgeist (seishin) of the period when it is written but 
also helps to trace the origins of the national character (kokumin seikaku).

What stands out in Hosoi’s preface is the priority he gives to litera-
ture and to language in interpellating “the Japanese” and “the Koreans” as 
colonizer and colonized. Korean literature is prioritized as the cultural 
repository in which the national character of the colonized is manifested, 
whereas the Japanese language is privileged as the marker of the colo-
nizer in that those Hosoi is addressing as the Japanese are distinguished 



Translation and the Community of Love     /    19

as speakers of vernacular Japanese. Certainly, it is nothing new to see a 
body of literature written in a vernacular language as belonging to that 
language community, which, in many cases, is understood to coincide 
with a nation. Nor is it unheard of to regard such national literature as 
the locus in which national character is manifested. For example, Hosoi’s 
assumption resonates with 18th- and 19th-century European romanticist 
discourse on culture and nation that privileged literature and language as 
the culmination of culture and the manifestation of national spirit. The 
view that each nation has a unique literary tradition first emerged in 18th-
century Europe.3 Since then, the idea of national literature has prevailed 
and is echoed by such commonsensical expressions as American litera-
ture and Irish literature. In Japan, such pioneering works on Japanese 
literary history as Nihon Bungakushi (History of Japanese Literature) of 
1890 affirmed the phonocentrism inherent in the valorization of vernac-
ular language by privileging Japanese phonetic language over Chinese 
script as the essential element of Japanese national literature. Mikami 
Sanji and Takatsu Kuwasaburō, the authors of Nihon Bungakushi, further 
harnessed literature to national character by defining “national literature” 
(kokubungaku) as the literature that possesses the “essential qualities 
inherent in each country” (hōkoku ni yorite sono koyū no tokushitsu).4

Despite its banality, Hosoi’s view on the national character of the colo-
nized and their literature merits attention precisely because such banal-
ity testifies to the generic mode of colonial discourse in which differences 
between the colonized and the colonizer are laid out. Colonial discourse 
abounds with emphases on cultural differences between the colonized 
and the colonizer, but, ultimately, the difference of the colonized always 
serves to explain their supposed inferiority. Japanese colonial discourse 
on Korea was no exception. When flipping through the pages of Japanese 
publications on Korea during the colonial period (1910– 1945), one can 
easily find descriptions of backward customs and degenerate national 
character attributed to Korean culture.

Even though I use such expressions as “Korean culture” and “Japanese 
representation of Korean culture” in this book, I do not believe that there 
exists a genuine national culture as such prior to representation. The 
way in which a social practice is “nationalized” and thus associated with 
Japanese culture or Korean culture is already ideological. As discussed 
below, such national identities as Korean and Japanese are schematized to 
exist in their own right only through the intricate and incessant mecha-
nism of identification that operates in legal, educational, and other social 
institutions. Needless to say, “ideological” in this context should not be 
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taken to mean false or fallacious. As Louis Althusser points out, “ideol-
ogy” refers to the representation of social relations that is indispensable 
in the construction of subjectivity.5

Hosoi was one of the most active Korea experts in Japan during the early 
years of Japanese colonialism in Korea. Hosoi was born on February 10, 
1886, in Fukuoka. He and his sister moved to Tokyo after the death of 
their parents. Hosoi then entered a vocational school to study radio com-
munications, where he became alerted to labor issues for the first time. 
In the fall of 1906, Hosoi became a reporter for Nagasaki Shinpō, a news-
paper based in Nagasaki near his birthplace in Kyūshū. He organized a 
socialist study group, which was disbanded, however, by the authorities 
soon after, and he was forced to resign from his newspaper job. Branded 
a socialist, Hosoi could not find work and so, partly for this reason, he 
went to Korea in 1908, looking for employment. He was working as a 
journalist in Korea when the country was annexed by Japan and, in 1911, 
he cofounded the Chōsen Kenkyūkai (Association for Research on Korea) 
with Kikuchi Kenjō and Ōmura Tomonojō. Returning to Tokyo later that 
same year, he went to work for the prestigious Japanese newspaper Tōkyō 
Asahi Shinbun (Tokyo Asahi Newspaper). Hosoi founded a journal called 
Rōdō to Kokka (Labor and the State) and called for cooperation between 
workers and capitalists. After the March First movement in 1919, he went 
back to Korea and worked there as a journalist, with financial support 
from Saito Minoru, the governor general in Korea at that time. After the 
Great Kantō Earthquake in 1923, Hosoi set out on a lecture tour around 
Japan addressing the Japan– Korea relationship and, around the same 
time, he also began advocating Pan-Asianism in earnest through publica-
tion and public speeches.6

By the time his Collection of Korean Literary Masterpieces was pub-
lished in 1924, Hosoi had already spent 17 years introducing classi-
cal Korean literature, history, and culture to Japanese readers through 
translation and publication.7 The list of Hosoi’s publications is exten-
sive and includes not only translations of classical Korean writings but 
also such original works as his 1911 Chōsen Bunka Shiron (Treatise on 
the History of Korean Culture) and his 1921 Senman no Keiei: Chōsen 
Mondai no Konpon Kaiketsu (Administrating Korea and Manchuria: The 
Fundamental Solution to the Korean Problem).

Despite his entreaties that the Japanese should recognize both the 
merits and shortcomings of Koreans, Hosoi’s texts brim with negative 
descriptions of Korean national character that serve to explain why Korea 
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deserved to be colonized. When read side by side with the treatises on 
nation, culture, and literature by Korean intellectuals of his day, Hosoi’s 
texts are helpful for bettering our understanding of the Korean discourse 
of cultural nationalism that developed in the 1910s and 1920s primarily 
in response to the negative portrayals of Korean culture by the Japanese. 
The assumptions about national character on which Hosoi based his 
arguments were shared by both Japanese and Korean intellectuals of the 
time. The colonized intellectuals responded in one of two ways: They 
either refuted the colonizers’ negative characterization of their nation by 
glorifying their history and culture or they appropriated the grammar 
and terminology of colonial discourse on the inferiority of their nation 
to make a case for building a modern Korean national culture to replace 
their failing tradition. In any case, as examined in the discussion below 
about a treatise on Korean literature by Hosoi’s contemporary, An Hwak, 
Korean nationalist intellectuals also subscribed to the belief that the 
national character of a people existed in a verifiable way and that their 
national literature reflected the spirit of the nation.

At the same time Hosoi justified Japan’s colonization of Korea on 
the basis of difference, he also earnestly called for harmony between 
Japan and Korea and saw his translation projects as efforts to bridge 
the gap between the two peoples by facilitating Japanese understanding 
of Korean national character and culture. Although advocating a more 
benevolent policy toward Koreans and denouncing heavy-handed mea-
sures taken by the Japanese colonial government, Hosoi insisted that 
the difference between the colonized and the colonizer necessitated an 
unequal relationship. In Hosoi’s view, Japan as the big brother should not 
hesitate to chastise Korea when necessary to guide it to the right path. 
At the same time, Hosoi wanted to build a genuine community of both 
the Japanese and Koreans through mutual understanding, which would 
complement and stabilize the political unity of Japan and Korea brought 
about by colonization. Love (ai) was the principle Hosoi came up with to 
realize simultaneously his hope to bring harmony to the colonizer and 
the colonized and his desire to maintain a rigid hierarchy in the relation-
ship between the two.

This chapter treats Hosoi’s writings on Korea with a focus on his 
concepts of national character, literature, translation, and love. First, I 
examine the ways in which translation as both a linguistic practice and a 
trope enabled Hosoi to schematize the national character of the colonized 
and the colonizer. As mentioned above, Hosoi construed his translation 
projects of Korean writings as an effort to foster Japanese understanding 
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of Korean national character and culture. It is interesting to note, how-
ever, that Hosoi simultaneously revealed his distrust of translation as 
“unreflective imitation” and “copying” inferior to the original. Despite the 
seeming contradiction, both his high regard and mistrust were derived 
from the conventional view of translation as representation of an original.

By examining Hosoi’s texts on national character and literature in 
relation to the Korean nationalist intellectual An Hwak’s treatise on the 
same topics from the same period, in this chapter I also show how the 
collective subjectivities of the colonized and the colonizer are simultane-
ously asserted and schematized as they are associated with traits of each 
nation. I pay special attention to the familiar argument found in both 
Japanese and Korean discourse that the literature of a people reflects its 
collective spirit, its national character.

Finally, drawing on G. W. F. Hegel, I parse Hosoi’s demand for both 
the Japanese and Koreans to love one another to realize their unity. 
In later works on family, civil society, and the state, Hegel shifted his 
focus from love to the importance of law as the principal underpinning 
of communal bonds because he realized that love alone cannot keep a 
community united. However, even in his 1821 Elements of the Philosophy 
of Right, Hegel upheld love as the basis of the family. Reading Hosoi 
with Hegel is helpful in understanding why Hosoi chose to allegorize 
the unity between Japan and Korea as a familial one in his treatises on 
Japanese colonial rule over Korea, emphasizing the importance of love 
in the colonizer’s relationship with the colonized. Because love can work 
as the principal bond only within a family, as Hegel realized, Hosoi’s 
insistence on love as the primary bond between Koreans and the Japanese 
could hold only if the political community of the Japanese empire was 
imagined as a family.

The colonizer’s emphasis on benevolent affections in the relationship 
with the colonized is not unique to the particular historical moment of 
Japanese colonial domination in Korea, however. As lucidly expressed 
in Rudyard Kipling’s 1899 poem “The White Man’s Burden,” Western 
colonialism has also been justified as the manifestation of the colonizer’s 
benevolence and affection for the colonized. By reading Hosoi’s treatises 
on Japanese colonial rule over Korea through the lens of Hegel’s ideas 
of love, family, and community, it is possible to see an affinity between 
Hosoi’s emphasis on love and the general tendency of modern colonial 
discourse that insists on the colonizer’s benevolence and affection for 
the colonized. Hosoi’s concept of love ultimately failed to bind Japan and 
Korea together, however, despite his hope that it would overcome the 
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difference between the colonized and the colonizers in language, culture, 
and ethnicity. To the contrary, as discussed below, his insistence on love 
only revealed that the community of the colonizers itself was already 
fractured.

TranSlaTing naTional CharaCTer
Hosoi’s first major work was his 1911 Japanese-language survey of Korean 
cultural history and literature. Chōsen Bunka Shiron (Treatise on the 
History of Korean Culture) appeared in the new colony only a year after 
annexation. Although the title suggests that it delves into various aspects 
of Korean culture in history, it focuses mainly on what is today usually 
called classical Korean literature, providing not only a chronological out-
line of representative literary, political, and religious works of premodern 
Korea but also biographical information about prominent writers who rep-
resent each period, many of whom were Buddhist monks and Confucian 
literati.8

The book was the first of its kind in Japanese, if not in any language. In 
the preface, Hosoi confessed that, when writing the book, he balked many 
times at the sheer amount of primary materials stored in Kyujanggak, the 
royal library of the Chosŏn dynasty. While admitting that his study was 
far from perfect, he expressed “a modest wish” that it would lay the foun-
dation for further study on Korean literature and religion.9 The Treatise 
on the History of Korean Culture was quickly adopted by the prominent 
Japanese scholars Yoshida Tōgo and Tomizu Hirondo as a textbook at 
Tokyo Imperial University and Waseda University, respectively.10

In the beginning of the preface of The Treatise on the History of Korean 
Culture, Hosoi remarks that one cannot help agreeing that “two thou-
sand years of Korean history” has reached its miserable conclusion. He 
goes on to write that “if we (warera) were placed in the position of a third 
party without any relation to the Korean nation (Chōsen minzoku), we 
could afford just to heave a sad sigh over its pitiful end as if reciting an 
elegy about it.” He reminded his readers that “since Japan and Korea have 
merged into a family, and twelve million people of the Korean nation 
have become the infant children (sekishi) of His Sacred Majesty (seijō) 
and brothers of the Japanese, the Japanese should guide them onto the 
right path to assimilation (dōwasuru).”11

Hosoi seems almost to lament that he cannot afford to yield to his sen-
timentality and leisurely write a sad poem over the tragic ending of the 
Korean nation instead of writing a bulky book on the history of Korean 
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culture, but the “we” he references has a pressing reason to act to achieve 
the colonial project of assimilation. Hosoi worries that assimilation will 
take time, maybe as long as hundred years, because of the “pitiful” Korean 
national character he finds manifested in Korean history. He argues that 
“Korean politics changed as capriciously as a prostitute’s heart, its litera-
ture was nothing but imitation and failed to develop any originality, and 
its religion remains limited only to superstition.”12 In short, just as the lack 
of principles characterized Korean politics prior to colonization, Hosoi 
judged its culture as lacking originality. Hosoi observes that because the 
ruling yangban class of Confucian literati despised fiction and theater as 
the expression of vulgar emotions, those literary genres existed mostly 
by and for the lower classes, and most works in those genres were written 
in the vernacular Korean script. Many of them emerged first as transla-
tions of such famous Chinese works as Xīyóujì (Journey to the West) and 
Sānguó yănyì (Romance of the Three Kingdoms).13

Japanese colonial discourse on Korean culture often centered on 
the argument that throughout history Koreans had slavishly imitated 
Chinese civilization. For Hosoi, however, Koreans could not even copy 
Chinese civilization correctly. He argued that they missed the essence 
of Confucianism and only clung to its fossilized formalities. Neo-
Confucianism (Chujahak in Korean/Shushigaku in Japanese) flourished 
briefly during the late Koryŏ dynasty (918– 1392), but it ossified into the 
ideological support for a cruel regime during the Chosŏn period, in which 
warring factions of the ruling class meticulously cited passages from the 
Confucian canon about rules of propriety and ceremony to denounce their 
political enemies. Political rivalries often escalated into ruthless purges 
and persecutions, taking a heavy toll on the nation, he concluded. Hosoi 
also harps on the toadyism of Koreans and traces this perceived tendency 
to worship the powerful to the time of the unification of the three ancient 
kingdoms by Silla in the seventh century. The Chosŏn dynasty’s loyalty 
to Ming China exemplified the extremes of such a tendency. Hosoi goes 
on to argue that both the ruler and his officials had held on to toadyism, 
obeying the powerful country (that is, China) abroad while oppressing 
their own people at home. Hosoi argues that the Korean people submit-
ted to such tyrannical rule and turned to superstitious religious practices 
as a means of escape from suffering and privation.14 In contrast to his 
relentless criticism of the Korean ruling class, Hosoi showed sympathy 
toward ordinary Koreans, who, in his view, had been victimized by the 
oppressive rule of the yangban elite.15 Nevertheless, in the end, Hosoi did 
not spare any Koreans, oppressed or oppressor, from his generalizations 
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of Korean national character. He reasoned that the instability of their 
society was what made Koreans “shady and scheming, and obsequious 
and obdurate.”16

Thus, Hosoi asserts that Koreans are doomed to failure and empha-
sizes that twelve million Koreans truly deserve “our” sympathy. To 
rescue Koreans from their dismal fate, Hosoi concludes that the “we” 
(the Japanese) need to educate them with noble ideals.17 The “we” as an 
advanced nation should embrace these Koreans in the newly annexed 
land and come in peace as “a companion and teacher.”18 To achieve this 
goal, Hosoi reminds his readers, his study is intended to trace the geneal-
ogy of Koreans’ thinking and analyze their culture. Hosoi asserts that to 
understand sentiments and customs of a nation, it is essential to examine 
its native literature (sono kuni koyū no bungaku) because human emo-
tions distilled into literature, which not only captures its zeitgeist but 
also controls and cultivates the nation’s character throughout history.19

The way Hosoi asserts a strong correlation between national literature 
and character suggests that he took the validity of this strong correlation 
for granted. To fully grasp his view on national character and literature, it 
is necessary to read his essay “Kosho Kobun o Tsujite Mitaru Chōsenjin no 
Shinsei” (The Korean Mind Seen Through Its History and Literature), which 
appeared a decade later, in 1921, in Chōsen (Korea), the Japanese-language 
journal published by the government general in colonial Korea.20 In this 
article, Hosoi explains how national character takes shape throughout his-
tory and how it is reflected in literature. According to Hosoi, just as an 
individual has a personality, a nation has a national character that reflects 
the totality of its people’s personalities and constitutes the national spirit 
that determines the rise and fall of that nation. Citing the French racial 
theorist Gustave Le Bon, Hosoi states that the personality of an individual 
is shaped not only by upbringing, formal education, and socialization but 
also by genetically inherited physiological and mental characteristics. 
These genetic characteristics are not determined within a generation but 
developed and inherited from one generation to another. Thus, tying his 
thought on national character to a pseudobiological theory, Hosoi con-
cludes that because a people inherits its ancestors’ acquired physiological 
and mental characteristics, individuals are inseparably connected not only 
to their parents but also to the entirety of their ancestors and ultimately 
their race (shūzoku). In short, for Hosoi, the national character is shaped 
by what the nation has inherited from its ancestors, and individuals are 
not isolated beings but rather exist to pass the collective characteristics of 
their ancestors on to their descendents.21
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Hosoi goes on to argue that experiences of trial and error throughout 
history are what add up to culture, which in turn informs and condi-
tions the people’s knowledge and patterns of behavior. In other words, 
for Hosoi, not only does generational inheritance explain how an indi-
vidual is connected to his or her “genus,” in other words, the nation, but 
generational inheritance also explains how the ethos a nation acquires 
at one point in history is passed down from one generation to the next 
and is deposited in the nation’s culture. Thus, a pseudoscientific theory of 
race was fused with culturalism in Hosoi’s reasoning. Hosoi was clearly 
influenced by Social Darwinism, which gained wide currency among 
East Asian intellectuals during the late 19th and early 20th centuries 
and provided a “scientific” framework to normalize competition between 
nations and to justify patriotism and imperial expansion. Needless to say, 
this fusion of racial theory and culturalism was not unique to Hosoi.22

For Hosoi, surveying Korean writings of the past enabled his Japanese 
readers to see how transparently the texts exhibited Koreans’ negative 
national character. In other words, the inevitable decline of the Korean 
nation was retrospectively confirmed by this Korean historical and lit-
erary canon. For example, drawing on such texts as Pyŏngjailgi (The 
Records of the Namhan Castle in 1636) and Mongminsimsŏ (Admoni-
tions on Governing the People), Hosoi recounted how a Korean official 
deserted his post to selfishly save his own father as the invading Qing 
army was advancing and showed how corrupt provincial magistrates 
during the Chosŏn period exploited the people beyond imagination.23 In 
Hosoi’s account, those were telling signs of Koreans’ abominable national 
character.

Hosoi did not find his evidence of Korean character only in nonfic-
tion documents, however. As mentioned earlier, he considered Korean 
literature no more than imitations of the Chinese originals. He deemed 
such Korean adaptations of Chinese stories to be low-quality romantic 
fiction, which provokes either “sensual stimuli” or “a long sigh of resent-
ment.” Hosoi reasoned that because the literature of commoners ought 
to express their thoughts and emotions and that the Korean people had 
suffered from oppressive rule, one might expect that Korean literature 
would produce works on a par with the Japanese kabuki play about the 
Edo-period street tough Banzuiin Chōbei whose story, in Hosoi’s judg-
ment, expresses the indignation and hopes of Japan’s common people.24 
He did mention Hong Kildong chŏn (Story of Hong Kildong) in which the 
eponymous hero leads a band of bandits and punishes corrupt officials 
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and monks. He ultimately dismissed the tale, however, as just “deriva-
tive of Nezumikozō.”25 The fact that the Korean tale preceded the famous 
early 19th-century Japanese thief by more than two hundred years did 
not restrain him from making such a sweeping dismissal. In his view, 
Korean literature was worthy of attention only as indisputable evidence 
for Koreans’ lack of originality and creativity

In Hosoi’s essay “The Korean Mind Seen Through Its History and 
Literature,” as in colonial discourse in general, the colonized can be 
known only through difference from the colonizer. To embrace the colo-
nized, the colonizer must understand how the colonized is different and 
how this difference results from their respective national characters. The 
historical experience of the colonized shapes their culture and national 
character, which is reflected in their literature and history, and trans-
lating the colonized’s historical and literary writings is instrumental in 
fostering the colonizer’s understanding of the colonized on both levels 
of cognitive and empathetic capacities. In other words, the assumption 
behind Hosoi’s translation projects was that reading the history and lit-
erature of the colonized through translation enabled the colonizer to both 
know about and empathize with the colonized. Needless to say, Hosoi had 
no doubt that the colonizer’s empathy should and would be reciprocated 
by the colonized in the end. Thus, for Hosoi, translation was central to 
forming a genuine community of the Japanese and Koreans, which would 
complement and stabilize the political unity between the two peoples.

It is noteworthy, however, that, in spite of his commitment to his 
translation projects, Hosoi also slighted translation as an unworthy act 
of copying parasitically dependant on the original. Hosoi’s disdain for 
translation can be glimpsed when he dismissed Korean literature as the 
adaptation of Chinese literature and proof of Koreans’ lack of original-
ity. Even though Hosoi used adaptation (hon’an) instead of translation 
(hon’yaku) in “Korean Mind Seen Through Its History and Literature,” 
he understood adaptation as resulting from a lack of originality. Fur-
thermore, he also used translation to indicate unreflective imitation of 
the original in other places. When, for example, Hosoi was criticizing 
Japan’s failure to win over Koreans in his policy recommendation to the 
Japanese government, he denounced early Japanese colonial policy as 
a verbatim translation of a Western model that did not fit the case of 
Japanese colonialism in Korea.26 Moreover, he reasoned that Koreans had 
resented the reform policies foisted by Japan on the Korean government 
before annexation because they were a translation of Japanese law that 
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did not take traditional Korean customs into account.27 He also dismissed 
socialist and other radical strands in the Korean independence movement 
as mere translations of Western ideas.28 Here was Hosoi’s conundrum: 
While assuming that his translations of Korean classics would render 
Korean national character transparently into Japanese for Japanese read-
ers, he was suspicious of translation as a slavish copying of the original.

Hosoi’s high regard for translation as the path to understanding the 
national character of Koreans did not necessarily conflict with his disre-
gard for translation as copying of the original, however, because both his 
high regard and his suspicion were derived from the idea of translation 
as representation of the original. In Hosoi’s view, Japanese translations 
of classical literature could convey the meanings of the texts because 
they represented the original. However, so long as a translation merely 
represents an original, it never exceeds it. Not only does a translation 
fail to go beyond its original but also it is inevitably inferior to it because 
it is a parasitically dependant copy of it. In Hosoi’s eyes, the new colo-
nial situation in Korea required a new original policy, not a copy of the 
Western colonial policy. In a similar vein, he denounced the radical ideas 
embraced by Koreans because as copies of Western radical ideas, they did 
not fit Korean society.

Korean aPProPriaTionS of naTional CharaCTer: 
an hwaK’S “Korean liTeraTure”
As mentioned earlier, Hosoi’s view on literature and national charac-
ter was not unique. Not only Japanese but also Korean intellectuals of 
Hosoi’s time shared the view of literature as a mirror of national char-
acter. When juxtaposed with Korean nationalist discourse on Korean 
national character and literature, Hosoi’s arguments are even more 
instructive for understanding the rise of the cultural nationalism of the 
colonized in response to the colonizer’s representation of their culture. In 
response to the colonizers’ negative characterization of their nation, the 
colonized intellectuals either attempted to disprove it by glorifying their 
own history and culture or they rejected their own traditional culture 
by ascribing to it the blame for their nation’s decline. In either case, they 
appropriated the grammar and vocabulary of Japanese colonial discourse 
on the Korean national character found in Hosoi’s writings.

An Hwak’s 1915 essay “Chosŏn ŭi Munhak” (The Literature of Korea) 
is a good example of a Korean nationalist response to the Japanese char-
acterization of Korean culture and literature.29 One of the pioneering 
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nationalist intellectuals, An (1886– 1946) devoted his life to studies in 
a wide range of fields including literature, language, history, music, fine 
art, and martial art. He is credited with writing the first book-length 
Korean-language study on Korean literary history, Chosŏn Munhaksa 
(History of Korean Literature), published in 1922, 11 years after Hosoi’s 
Treatise on the History of Korean Culture.

“The Literature of Korea” was one of the earliest conscious attempts 
to define literature (munhak) in Korea. In the essay, An defines literature 
as writing expressive of aesthetic sentiment. He further argued that lit-
erature impresses the human spirit and presents its ideals.30 Like Hosoi, 
An deems the literature of a nation to be the mirror of that nation’s 
culture and, echoing Hosoi, he asserts that, to examine the civilization 
(munmyŏng) of a people (inmin), it is more fruitful to survey the rise and 
fall of that nation’s literature than changes in the political arena because 
literature rules the internal feelings of the people whereas politics govern 
the external world. However, for An, literature does not only passively 
represent the national character and culture. It can also actively remedy 
the ills of the nation. He thus goes beyond Hosoi by implying that the 
task of national literature is to revive the ideals of the nation and lead to 
reform in its politics.

An’s evaluation of the Korean literary tradition certainly sets him 
apart from Hosoi. In contrast to Hosoi, who dismissed Korean literature 
as a mere copy of Chinese literature, An stresses the difference between 
Korea and China. Even though he acknowledges that Korean literature 
was under Chinese influence, he insists that it is no parasitic copy of 
Chinese literature. He points out that Koreans had developed distinct 
conventions of writing in classical Chinese and stresses that even the 
Korean literature written in classical Chinese had retained a unique style 
different from that of Chinese literature. He pointed out that Koreans 
had also invented their own Chinese-character compound words such 
as singsing (fresh), p’aekjŏng (butcher), chŏmshim (lunch), and kaekchu 
(broker).

An based his positive evaluation of Korean literary tradition on his 
idiosyncratic observation that literature is inherently pessimistic to a cer-
tain degree. For him, literature not only seeks ideals but also simultane-
ously yearns for liberation even from such ideals. Thus, An declares, the 
pessimism inherent in literature stems from these opposing desires, and 
he goes on to argue that traditional Korean poetry was more advanced 
than its European counterpart because it had expressed this pessimism 
for hundreds of years, whereas European literature veered toward pes-
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simism only during the 19th century, after years of chaos during which 
“Hellenic” and “Hebrew” thought had tangled.31

An admits, however, that Korean literature failed to develop on a par 
with modern European literature and blames that failure on Chinese 
influence.32 In his eyes, having been entrapped in Confucianism for four 
thousand years, Chinese literature demonstrated only a superficial intel-
lect and imagination as it harped on a banal morality of praising good 
and denouncing evil.33 Taking his argument a step further by criticizing 
Confucianism itself, An holds Confucianism responsible for the decline 
of the Korean nation. In his view, then, because Confucianism cherished 
tradition and rejected progress, it finally turned into lifeless, fatalistic 
conservatism. Furthermore, An argues, by fastidiously insisting on 
correct manners and rituals and ruthlessly persecuting heretical views, 
Confucianism incited factionalism (sasaek tangjaeng).34

An calls for the construction of a new literature to replace the tradi-
tional literature that was written in classical Chinese and under Confu-
cian influence.35 He worries, however, that the construction of a new lit-
erature is not an easy task to accomplish because Koreans are malleable, 
unreflectively affected by foreign influences. In his view, then, Korean 
history testifies that Koreans were gullibly swayed by such foreign influ-
ences as Buddhism and Confucianism and quick to forfeit their native 
spirit. More specifically, An expresses concern that Korean writers might 
be too willing to follow the lead of European literature in constructing a 
new literature.

An’s concerns about the putative malleability of Koreans eerily echo 
Hosoi’s characterization of them as lacking originality and slavishly imi-
tating Chinese civilization. An warns that if Korean writers and poets 
only imitated foreign literature marveling at new trends, as their prede-
cessors had done Confucianism and Buddhism, the unique character of 
Korea would perish.36 He expresses concern that the defects in foreign 
nations that were reflected in their literatures might rub off on Korean 
writers and poets, who would then transmit them into Korean literature.

Drawing on French literature, one might become lured into its defects 
of frivolity and anarchistic tendency. Studying Spanish literature, 
one might become inclined to selfishness and isolationism. Admiring 
the ethos (kip’ung) of the English and Germans, one might become 
infected by their arrogance. Attempting to test Americans’ fairness, 
one might experience their treachery. Taking a peek at the Russian 
character (t’ŭksŏng), one might be surprised by their debauchery and 
lack of focus. Praising the sensitivity of the island people (Japanese), 
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one might mimic their deviousness and cruelty and feel dizzy about 
their pessimistic idea of nature.37

An concludes his essay with a Social Darwinist view, calling for the con-
struction of new Korean literature as a contribution to the revival of the 
Korean nation. In An’s view, races (injong) and nations (minjok) were in 
competition (kyŏngjaeng) that was taking place primarily in the realm 
of politics. On the other hand, he emphasizes that it is also competition 
between the character of one nation and that of another. Because each 
nation drew on its own national character (minjoksŏng/ minzokusei) in 
competition with others, An reasons that the result of such competition 
comes down to how to succeed in the dissemination of native thought and 
the appropriation of foreign ideas. Literature is one realm in which this 
can happen, and An urges anyone with a hand in literature to contribute 
to building a new literature.

Where Hosoi treated Korean literature as only a cultural repository 
that made the defective national character of Koreans manifested, An 
em  phasized the establishment of a new Korean literature that would 
contribute to the revival of the Korean nation in the future. Thus, where 
Hosoi dwelled on historical and literary works of Korea, looking back 
to the past, An called for the construction of the new literature of Korea 
and looked forward to the future. Despite the difference, however, An’s 
essay is typical of how Korean nationalist responses to Japanese colonial 
discourse shared significant assumptions with it. For both Hosoi and An, 
literature existed only as particular national literatures reflective of each 
nation’s collective character. Although they differed on their positions 
on Japan’s colonization of Korea, they were also in agreement that the 
Korean nation was easily swayed by foreign influence.

The CommuniTy of love
Continuing political disturbances in Japan and Korea in the decades fol-
lowing the publication of his literary history diverted the main focus 
of Hosoi’s activities from publishing translations of dusty old books to 
writing policy suggestions in the face of pressing realities in the colony. 
The first such political disturbance was the March First movement in 
Korea, a series of mass demonstrations that broke out and spread across 
the colony in March 1919. The Japanese colonial authorities heavy hand-
edly suppressed the Korean protests, and thousands of protesters were 
imprisoned, wounded, or killed. The event prompted Hosoi to write 
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Administrating Korea and Manchuria, blaming Japan for its failure to 
earn Korean consent to colonial rule by criticizing the cruelty of Japanese 
settlers toward Koreans and the forced imposition of Japanese laws and 
institutions on Korean society.38

In this pamphlet, Hosoi blames the poor performance and oppressive 
nature of Japanese rule in Korea on Japanese national character, iden-
tifying three characteristics of the Japanese nation that were proving 
obstacles to Japan’s success in the colony. First, the Japanese tend to be 
aggressive and wrest others’ possessions away from them. Wakō (piracy) 
in the 16th century was, according to Hosoi, one notable example of such 
a national tendency in history. Second, the Japanese tend to be insular, 
a tendency exacerbated during the Tokugawa period when Japan closed 
itself to other countries. Third, since the opening of the country to the 
West, the Japanese had grown to idolize the West.39 In Hosoi’s judg-
ment, Japan’s success or failure in its colonial rule in Korea depended on 
whether it could overcome the shortcomings in its own national character 
as well as whether it could understand Koreans and their culture.

The great Kantō earthquake in 1923 and the massacre of Korean immi-
grants in its aftermath pushed Hosoi to reformulate his idea of benevo-
lent colonialism further.40 Since his 1911 Treatise on the History of Korean 
Culture, he had emphasized the importance of Japanese understanding 
of the Korean national character and culture that he had launched his 
translation projects to foster. Understanding in this context refers both to 
cognitive capacity, which produces knowledge, and to emotive capacity, 
which engenders empathy. In earlier writings, Hosoi assumed a seamless 
connection between the two, but after witnessing Koreans’ continuing 
resistance to Japanese rule and Japanese brutality and oppression against 
Koreans, he realized that his stress on the importance of knowledge of 
the colonized’s culture was not enough to lead the Japanese to embrace 
Koreans as their compatriots and get Koreans to reciprocate Japanese 
“good will.” He recognized that intellect and emotions are not necessarily 
unified in understanding in a dialectical fashion. Hosoi set out to under-
line the importance of feelings vis-à-vis intellect because he realized that 
only when the colonizer went beyond the cognitive level and reached 
the emotive level of understanding would he embrace the colonized and 
overcome the differences in language, culture, and history. What Hosoi 
came up with to enable the necessary leap from intellect to feelings was 
love.41 For him, love entails knowing and empathizing with the other. 
Love is, in that sense, a higher form of knowledge, a dialectical subli-
mation of intellect and feelings. Love incorporates difference between 
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self and other only to transcend it and eventually bind them in genuine 
community. In other words, Hosoi envisioned that, although love would 
not immediately eradicate difference between Japan and Korea, it would 
eventually lead the two peoples to become one as love transcends differ-
ence. Through love, the self and the other would merge into one, as “we.”

After the earthquake, Hosoi began in earnest to call for mutual sup-
port and love between the Japanese and Koreans. For example, in a short 
essay published immediately after the earthquake, “Naisenjin Ketsugō no 
Kitan” (Beginning of Union Between the Japanese and Koreans), Hosoi 
blames a lack of mutual support and love for the disappointing perfor-
mance of Japanese colonial rule in Korea.42 When Korean youths resorted 
to “nihilistic violence” or “civil disobedience” in protest against Japanese 
rule and showed their obliviousness to their own responsibility for the 
decay of their nation, the Japanese responded to the protests with oppres-
sive measures. Hosoi laments that there was no sign of harmony and 
reconciliation between the two peoples and that this hatred and confron-
tation can only lead to mutual annihilation.

In the terrible destruction by the earthquake and the ensuing massa-
cre of Koreans, however, Hosoi saw a ray of hope. He reported that some 
Japanese had risked their lives to help Koreans in the face of threats from 
vigilante groups. For Hosoi, these commendable Japanese personified 
such ideal characteristics of the Japanese nation as sympathy, benevo-
lence, and courage. He did not refer back to the negative aspects of the 
Japanese national character he had denounced in Administrating Korea 
and Manchuria. After the earthquake, for Hosoi, what was at issue was 
not so much casting off the Japanese negative national traits as reclaim-
ing the ideal characteristics of the nation, which not many Japanese held 
to anymore, unfortunately. In his 1925 book Chōsen Mondai no Kisū (The 
Destiny of the Korean Problem), Hosoi equated the much-heralded spirit 
of Japan (Yamato damashi) and the way of the warrior (bushidō) with 
this virtue of mutual support and love.43 As proof, he presented what 
he termed as the first principle of bushidō, that the samurai should pos-
sess sensitivity to the fleeting nature of things (mono no aware), an aes-
thetic value much touted in Japanese nativist discourse. Hosoi argued 
that if a person possessed this sensitivity to nature, he would surely be 
considerate and thoughtful and willing to help others with love. Thus, 
Hosoi’s circular reasoning was that genuine Japanese national charac-
ter is marked by the virtue of mutual support and love because it is the 
national character of the Japanese manifested in the spirit of Japan and 
the way of the warrior. In this manner, he sought to construct a Japanese 
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subjectivity to support the colonial mission of assimilating the colonized 
while avoiding excessive violence.44 This does not mean that the genuine 
identity of the Japanese nation preceded the construction of the Japanese 
subjectivity as a colonizer. National identity is, of course, never static. 
It exists only through ongoing processes of individual self-identification 
with the nation and, in this sense, coincides temporally with mechanisms 
operating in spheres ranging from culture to law that interpellate an 
individual as a national subject. Although status as a subject of a state 
is instrumental in forming identity, national identity cannot be reduced 
to that status alone, as shown by the example of the Korean “imperial 
subjects” within the Japanese empire.

Hosoi’s texts on national character show the ways in which such 
identification operates. As examined above, Hosoi continually identi-
fied certain traits as Japanese and others as Korean national character. 
In other words, the Japanese as well as Korean nations were schematized 
as tangible and self-evident entities. Furthermore, in Hosoi’s texts, the 
interpellation of “we, the Japanese” as benevolent colonizers bore on the 
construction of Japanese national subjectivity and, needless to say, par-
alleled the construction of Korean subjectivity as a helpless colonized 
nation.

In “Beginning of Union Between the Japanese and Koreans,” the afore-
mentioned essay Hosoi wrote immediately after the great Kantō earth-
quake and ensuing massacre of Koreans, he advises Koreans to give up 
their hopes for independence and urges the Japanese to return to their 
ideal national character. He argued that however much Koreans try to 
achieve independence, Japan will not allow it to happen. Hosoi recom-
mends instead that Koreans develop their society by training technicians, 
improving their living standards, and, above all, acquiring a national 
character as well as individual personalities suitable to the modern world. 
To refute Korean demands for independence, Hosoi allegorizes the rela-
tionship between Korea and Japan in a parable of a woman and her savior 
and patron. Before annexation, Korea was like an old woman who could 
not survive on her own. Through annexation, she was transformed into 
a newborn baby and now, 13 years later, is like a 13-year-old girl. Hosoi 
likens Koreans’ yearning for independence to a 13-year-old girl’s demands 
for the freedom to love (ren’ai) the man of her choice. Just as a sensible 
parent would not let an adolescent girl choose who is right for her, Hosoi 
argued, Japan cannot allow Koreans to decide what they want to do. 45

It is noteworthy that although Hosoi feminized Korea, he did not por-
tray Japan as her male lover. Thus his story went against a convention 
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of colonial romance that represents the colonizer and the colonized as a 
man and a woman in love. Furthermore, Hosoi seems to have consciously 
preempted a possible allegorization of the Japan– Korea relationship as an 
amorous one. His allegory of Japan as a patriarch who volunteers to res-
cue and protect a feminized Korea as an adopted family member makes it 
clear that the two are not in a conjugal relation because the woman Korea 
is either too old or too young. This model of an adoptive family reflected 
Hosoi’s desire to create love and at the same time maintain hierarchy in 
the relationship between the Japanese and Koreans. I will return to this 
allegory later to explain Hosoi’s idea of love through Hegel’s discussion 
of love, family, and the state.

A way of placing Hosoi’s concept of love in the context of his overall 
colonial project is offered by the text of a speech that was published in 
1926 in the Japanese-language journal of Chōsen Shakaijigyōkai (Korean 
Social Work Association), a quasi-governmental social work organization 
supervised by the colonial government. As the title “Gojosōai no Taigi to 
Chōsen Mondai” (The Great Significance of Mutual Support and Love, 
and the Korean Problem) suggests, the speech offered a sustained argu-
ment for mutual support and love as the key to the success of Japanese 
colonial rule in Korea.46 The article deserves attention not only because 
it gives a succinct outline of Hosoi’s thought and highlights his idea of 
absolute love but also because it is a reminder of Hosoi’s importance as a 
propagandist for Japanese colonialism. In 1924 alone, he gave more than 
250 public lectures about Korea in Japan and southern Korea, attended by 
a total of 128,000 people.47

Hosoi began his speech by reflecting on the aftermath of the great 
Kantō earthquake. According to Hosoi, more people died of hunger in its 
aftermath than from the earthquake itself, and there were even cases of 
mothers strangling their babies to protect them from starving to death: 
Without loving support, even a person who survived an earthquake and 
ensuing fires might die anyway. Survival depends on the mercy of those 
who distribute food and shelter after a disaster. Hosoi then promoted 
mutual support and love as the foundational principle of genuine com-
munity while at the same time denouncing the individualistic tenden-
cies he found prevalent in Japan, prioritizing individual freedom over 
the unity of the community. For Hosoi, the individual is connected to 
the community both diachronically and synchronically. The individual’s 
existence results from that individual’s own ancestors, thus making filial 
piety one form of the mutual support and love on which the commu-
nity is based. Furthermore, genuine love for one’s own self should not be 
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averse to mutual love. One should cultivate personality so that love for 
oneself does not conflict with love in the community. According to Hosoi, 
converging in harmony at the heart of the communal spirit are love for 
oneself, filial piety, and loyalty to the state.

Hosoi then illustrated how his concerns about Japanese national char-
acter were connected to his vision of mutual support and love between 
the Japanese and Koreans. As national character is the sum of individual 
personalities, the individual represents the nation. The way a Japanese 
person interacts with a Korean, for example, affects the ways in which 
Koreans understand the Japanese nation as a whole. One individual’s 
good deeds are more effective at bringing Japanese and Koreans together 
than a political slogan like “harmony between Japanese and Koreans.” 
Koreans would see the Japanese national character in such an individual 
deed and judge whether the Japanese would be trustworthy as the older 
brother to whom they could turn in a time of difficulty.48

Hosoi admitted, however, that in contrast to quite a few commendable 
Japanese individuals who dutifully fulfilled their colonial moral impera-
tive as benevolent colonizers, there were a number of Japanese who failed 
to live up to the ideal national character of Japan. He reported that while 
traveling in Korea he had himself witnessed a telling incident. He was in 
a bus going from Pusan to Tongnae in the southeastern part of the coun-
try when the bus had to stop because an oxcart was blocking a narrow 
country road. The Japanese bus driver got off and punched the Korean 
ox driver on the cheek. Appalled by the sudden violent act, Hosoi asked 
the bus driver why he hit the Korean, and the driver angrily retorted, 
“These days gooks (yobo) won’t listen if you’re a nice guy.” Hosoi implored 
the Japanese to realize that Japanese “imprudence and indiscretion” 
(seikyūtanryo) and “arrogance and inconsiderateness” (gōmanmushiryo) 
provoked Korean violence.49

Despite numerous discouraging incidents like the one with the bus 
driver, Hosoi did not abandon his hope for harmony between the Japa-
nese and Koreans. The basis of his hope rested on occasions in which 
good intentions were ultimately understood by the other no matter how 
impossible it might seem at first glance. He asserted “individuals from two 
belligerent countries can meet heart to heart, and foreigners who do not 
speak my language nevertheless can understand me.”50 For Hosoi, even 
when the other and the self do not speak the same language, the good 
intentions of the self can and should be conveyed to and reciprocated by 
the other without the mediation of translation. Hosoi went on to say that 
even a dog and its master can understand each other when the master is 
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affectionately patting the dog on the head. Hosoi asked, then, how could 
Koreans not understand the Japanese if the Japanese embraced them as 
their younger brothers? Although he initiated his translation projects to 
help the Japanese understand Koreans and their culture, he argued that 
genuine understanding would transcend language without the mediation 
of translation. In other words, for Hosoi, genuine understanding between 
the self and the other would render translation unnecessary.

Even though his reasoning bordered on racism and fell right into 
overbearing paternalism, Hosoi nevertheless called on the Japanese to 
reflect on their attitude toward Koreans because Koreans’ hatred of the 
Japanese would persist as long as the Japanese treated Koreans in unjust 
and heavy-handed ways. Hosoi’s idea of love, however, did not rest on 
equality between Japanese and Koreans. He believed that the Japanese 
should be like an elder brother to Koreans, whose culture and society 
lagged behind, and should lead them to become equals with the Japanese 
themselves in the future. In that sense, Hosoi’s ideal community of the 
Japanese and Koreans would not be based on solidarity among equals 
but rather modeled after patriarchy or hierarchical fraternity between 
siblings.

To further persuade his fellow Japanese to “love” Koreans despite 
such troubling moral defects of the latter’s national character as laziness, 
deceptiveness, and vainglory, Hosoi historicized these moral defects. 
According to Hosoi, Koreans suffered unprecedented oppression under 
the rule of the yangban elite during the Chosŏn period. If the Japanese 
had likewise been under such oppressive rule for so long, they, too, would 
have developed moral defects. Koreans were made lazy. Since corrupt 
officials took away wealth that people worked hard to accumulate, they 
lost the desire to work. Over-taxation was another example of the ruling 
elite’s abuse of power. There were cases in which the military levies were 
imposed even on dead men and unborn children. Koreans had to resort 
to deception to survive such heavy taxation and corrupt bureaucracy. 
They never had any government help to address their grievances. The 
powerful always won in court no matter how horrible were wrongs they 
did. Koreans suffered in a world without love, hope, and support. Because 
they had never been loved, they tended to behave conceitedly once some-
one showed them a bit of affection. If treated with genuine love, “they 
would open their hearts and respect, trust, and thank the person as if he 
were a god (kami no kotoku).”51 Thus, for love to be the remedy to mend 
the fissure between the colonizer and the colonized, the colonizer’s love 
should be returned by the colonized. Hosoi did not and could not allow 
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the colonizer’s love to go unrequited because his idea of love as the prin-
cipal communal bond would crumble if he saw that the colonized might 
not reciprocate the colonizer’s love. The colonized should do exactly as 
the colonizer expected them to. In other words, Hosoi’s colonial moral 
imperative could not acknowledge the alterity of the colonized.

Another aporia haunting Hosoi’s text is that his call for love failed 
to recognize the fragmentation inherent in any kind of community. His 
argument for love between the colonized and colonizer assumed uni-
formity in the communities of the colonized and colonizers because he 
called for love not between individuals but between the collectivities of 
colonizer and colonized. According to his colonial moral imperative of 
love, Japanese should love Koreans not as individuals but as members of 
an ethnic community. The love Hosoi called for does not exist between 
people as singular human beings. It transpires only between members 
of one ethnic group and those of the other. In other words, Hosoi’s 
love presupposed the uniformity of each ethnic group whom he urged 
to love each other. In Hosoi’s arguments, it was national character that 
produces uniformity in each ethnic community. Contrary to his inten-
tions, however, his text reveals that the community of the Japanese was 
already fractured. In the essay, Hosoi admits that despite Japan’s true 
national character, there were a number of Japanese who lacked the spirit 
of mutual support and love: arrogant colonial settlers who harassed 
Koreans, unscrupulous businessmen who exported substandard com-
modities, thus ruining the reputation of Japanese goods abroad,52 and 
selfish refugees who perished on a burning bridge after the great Kantō 
earthquake because they refused to yield to those heading in the opposite 
direction.53 For Hosoi, love was required not only to bind the Japanese 
and Koreans, but also to recover unity among the Japanese whose own 
community had disintegrated because of materialism and selfishness. In 
other words, not only did Hosoi’s text constantly differentiate between 
colonizer and colonized even though he was calling for the ultimate 
assimilation of the latter into the former, it also inadvertently exposed 
the absence of a unified community of the colonizer.

reading hoSoi’S inSiSTenCe on love 
Through hegel’S aCCounTS of family
To fully appreciate the issues at stake, it is necessary to do more than 
merely trace aporias in Hosoi’s texts. As mentioned above, from the 
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beginning of his career as a Korea expert, Hosoi worked to foster Japa-
nese understanding of Korea, and his efforts were shown in his transla-
tion projects. Understanding in this sense meant both knowledge about 
and empathy toward Korea. As he saw Koreans’ hatred of Japan persist 
and Japanese contempt for Korea go on unchanged, Hosoi realized that 
knowledge about the colonized and their culture did not necessarily lead 
to empathetic feelings toward them. Especially after the great Kantō 
earthquake, this realization led him to underline the importance of senti-
ment, as seen in his emphasis on love.

Hosoi’s emphasis on sentiment is found especially in his criticism of 
the Japanese colonial authorities’ blind reliance on law. One of the most 
serious problems for Japanese rule in Korea was, in Hosoi’s view, the fail-
ure of Japanese colonial bureaucrats to take account of difference between 
the Japanese and Koreans. Colonial bureaucrats tried to give Koreans 
what they deemed to be desirable without considering the differences in 
customs, tradition, and language between the two peoples. Koreans could 
not become Japanese overnight even though Japan implemented reform 
policies through its colonial administration. Needless to say, Hosoi did 
not advocate autonomy for the colonized. In his view, the Koreans did not 
know what they needed. Instead, he argued that even with perfect law 
and impeccable theory, the colonizer would still fail at governing another 
people if he ignored the aspect of “human emotion” (ningen no kangeki).54 
It was still the colonizer’s responsibility to provide for the needs of the 
colonized.

At this juncture, I want to interject Hegel’s account of love, law, family, 
and community to further grasp Hosoi’s argument. I make this argu-
ment because Hosoi’s prioritization of love over law echoes the criticism 
of Kantian ethics Hegel developed in his early writings on Christianity. 
In his 1799 essay “The Spirit of Christianity and Its Fate,” Hegel deemed 
love the essence of Christianity and aligned Kantian ethics with his 
depiction of Judaism, which, in his view, erroneously privileged law over 
love.55 Viewing Immanuel Kant’s moral imperative as a heartless univer-
sal law dictated by an intellect cold to human feelings, Hegel upheld love 
as the ultimate principle establishing unity between intellect and emo-
tion, which Kantian philosophy had kept separate. Not only did Hegel 
view love as a higher form of knowledge unifying intellect and emotion, 
but he also regarded it as the principle of communal unity in which the 
self and the other are sublated into a “we” through which competing indi-
vidual desires and duties are overcome. Hosoi’s notion of love parallels 
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Hegel’s views in that it also underpins harmony between knowledge and 
empathy in understanding and constitutes the foundation of a genuine 
community between the Japanese and Koreans.

As if preemptively warning against rash attempts at building secular 
communities like society and state on the principle of love, Hegel declared 
that communities of love could survive only in isolation from the secu-
lar world in which individual desires and duties inevitably clash and are 
never reconciled through love alone. That is why Jesus told his disciples 
to retreat from “the profane world” and leave their families behind.56 
Hegel suggested that it is no longer tenable to retreat from this world to 
build a community of love. The ethics of love is too lofty to be relevant 
to communities in this world. It cannot effectively bind people who do 
not share the same faith. As a community expands beyond a small group 
of believers, the communal bond based on love diminishes.57 In later 
writings, Hegel declared that love is no longer an attribute of the state 
by asserting, “There, one is conscious of unity as law; there, the content 
must be rational, and I must know it.”58 There is little room for love as the 
principal communal bond in the state in which the law is what binds the 
people together. This is exactly why such secular ideologies as national-
ism and patriotism require quasi-religious elements to ensure that the 
nation and the state are represented as sacred communities deserving of 
reverence and demonstrations of love. In other words, the quasi-religious 
aspects of nationalism and patriotism compensate for the lack of the com-
munal bond of love in the secular communities of a nation and the state.

The problem of love as the principle of communal unity can be summed 
up in the following question: What if the other does not reciprocate the 
love offered by the self? The self cannot force the other to reciprocate its 
love because love is the opposite of dominance. Because love does not 
tolerate dominance, it presupposes a nonviolent relationship. The prob-
lem of love hinted at by Hegel points to one pitfall in Hosoi’s conviction 
that the colonizer’s love must be reciprocated by the colonized in the end. 
Hosoi’s call for love does not allow the colonized the right to refuse to 
reciprocate the colonizer’s love.

As his thought developed, Hegel further shifted his focus from love 
to mutual recognition as the basis for ethics, but he did not renounce 
love entirely. Instead he assigned it to the family as the basic unit of 
community, which, in his view, provides the foundation for the high-
est level of community: the state.59 At the core of the Hegelian family 
are the husband and the wife, whose conjugal relationship constitutes 
a union between two independent individuals based on love. Each feels 
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incomplete alone and becomes complete only in union with the other. The 
service of particular need of an individual “is transformed, along with the 
selfishness of desire, into care and acquisition for a communal purpose, 
i.e. into an ethical quality.”60 The marriage partners voluntarily surrender 
their independent personalities to the conjugal union.61 Love involving 
this gentle mutual recognition is in stark contrast to the violent struggle 
between the self and the other for recognition delineated by Hegel in 
his famous master– slave trope.62 Furthermore, Hegel dissociated mar-
riage from the contractual relationship that Kant considered necessary to 
ensure equality between the conjugal partners because Hegel believed it 
leads to objectification of human beings.63 From Hegel’s perspective, by 
degrading human beings to the level of things, Kant’s view of marriage as 
a contract debases the conjugal union in which husband and wife should 
become one through love.

Thus, the husband and the wife in Hegel’s account of the family are 
partners, bound together by love, on an equal footing. The Hegelian 
family, however, is the 19th-century bourgeois family with its gendered 
division of labor. Hegel believed that men and women were different by 
nature: He held that men are active and rational and women are passive 
and emotional.64 Under this theory, men participate in the world external 
to the family through their work while women’s sphere is the domestic 
one. The man as husband and father is in control of family property in 
Hegel’s view. Thus, a tension arises between Hegel’s acknowledgment 
of equality between husband and wife as the conjugal partners and his 
differentiation between them in regard to their tasks and areas of author-
ity. Where equality between man and wife was presupposed in love as 
the condition constitutive of the conjugal union, hierarchy is maintained 
in the relationship between the parents and the children. Parents have 
the right to discipline their children to bring them up properly so they 
develop “the self-sufficiency and freedom of personality.” Hegel believed 
that the family naturally dissolves when the children come of age and 
leave to form their own families. He held that marriage can also be dis-
solved by divorce if the conjugal partners find the relationship antagonis-
tic and irreconcilable.65

Hegel’s accounts of love, family, and community are helpful for recon-
structing why Hosoi did not follow the conventions of colonial romance 
in his allegorization of Korea and Japan as a 13-year-old girl and her 
patriarchal guardian. As mentioned above, in his 1923 essay, “Beginning 
of Union Between the Japanese and Koreans,” Hosoi allegorized Korea 
as a young girl who wanted to be free to choose her lover against the 
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will of her guardian. I have already highlighted how Hosoi presented the 
relationship between Japan and Korea not as an amorous one between 
a man and a woman but as a familial one in which Japan served as the 
paternal guardian for the girl Korea. Hosoi slighted love (renai) as amo-
rous feelings when he likened Koreans’ longing for independence to a 
13-year-old girl’s yearning for unhindered romantic love. For him, such 
love is a frivolous emotion that dissipates as passion burns away. True 
love is not contingent on capricious passion. Only the institution of fam-
ily brings stability to an amorous relationship, as seen in Hegel’s account. 
Marriage, the core of the family, however, presupposes equality between 
the two parties who volunteer to subordinate their independent person-
alities to the conjugal union. If the annexation of Korea was the result of 
illegitimate force, it could not be allegorized as marriage.

The widely circulated story about the eminent liberal Japanese poli-
tician Ozaki Yukio’s 1920 meeting with the prominent Korean social 
activist and journalist Yi Sangjae is indicative of the difficulty faced by 
the colonizer in allegorizing a colonial relationship as a conjugal one.66 
Ozaki was one of the many Japanese politicians who visited Korea after 
the March First movement to investigate the political conditions in the 
colony. One of the Korean leaders from whom Ozaki sought an opinion 
was Yi. When Ozaki remarked that “Japan and Korea are like a married 
couple. Even if the husband makes a small mistake, won’t it be too harsh 
for the wife to rise against him?” Yi replied, “Surely, you’re right. But what 
if they are not a legitimately married couple and actually were forced to 
marry?” What is implied in Yi’s riposte is that Korea and Japan were not 
only on an unequal footing but that their union was illegitimate because 
it was forced onto Korea against its will. As Hegel argued, marriage 
should not be arranged especially against the will of the female partner.67 
Furthermore, it can be annulled if the marital relationship falls apart 
irrecoverably. In other words, the trope of marriage can do disservice 
to colonial discourse, which assumes the inevitability of colonial rule 
and justifies the hierarchical relationship between the colonizer and the 
colonized because marriage can be dissolved and is based on the presup-
position of equality between the conjugal partners. Hosoi’s concern for 
Korean women’s suffering under Korean men’s oppression also suggests 
that he would agree with Hegel on a more equal relationship between 
husband and wife.68

Thus, it would not be too far-fetched to argue that because Hosoi 
detected the problems in the widely used trope of marriage for represent-
ing the Japan– Korea relationship, he could not help but choose as his 
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metaphor the relationship of parent and child.69 As seen above, unlike 
the conjugal relationship, the relationship between parents and children 
is hierarchical even in the Hegelian family even though it also hinges on 
love. What is more problematic about Hosoi’s allegory is that Korea is 
represented as a family member adopted into the extended but organi-
cally unified familial community of the Japanese nation.70 When dis-
cussing national character, Hosoi had regarded a nation as an extension 
of blood ties by arguing that an individual belongs to a nation through 
ties with his ancestors and descendents. To obviate any contradictions 
in this pseudo-familial connection to the nation, a view not unique to 
Hosoi, he might have chosen marriage as a more convincing trope for 
the union of Japan and Korea.71 As discussed above, however, the implied 
equality between the conjugal partners in the trope of marriage ruled 
marriage out as an effective metaphor for the hierarchical unity between 
Japan and Korea. Accordingly, Korea ended up being allegorized as an 
adopted child instead.

Hosoi’s allegory makes Japan a fatherly or brotherly guardian who 
treats his child with benevolence but does not hesitate to discipline her 
for her own good. It is also implied that such benevolence should and 
would be reciprocated by the child with respectful obedience. In the same 
1926 essay in which the allegory is presented, Hosoi even echoes Hegel’s 
idea of the natural dissolution of the Hegelian family, hinting that Korea 
might be granted autonomy when it reaches maturity under the guid-
ance of Japan.72 Unlike in the Hegelian family, however, it is not specified 
when the family naturally dissolved in Hosoi’s allegory. Its dissolution is 
postponed indefinitely. By the time he delivered this speech, “The Great 
Significance of Mutual Support and Love, and the Korean Problem,” 
Hosoi had firmly concluded that Japan and Korea must become one fam-
ily and should stay united as a family against the white race who had 
conquered “nine-tenths of the world.”73

It is clear why Hosoi’s justification of Japanese rule over Korea relied on 
the schematization of the relationship between the Japanese and Koreans 
as a quasi-family. As the logical extension of Hosoi’s privileging of fam-
ily and love on the basis of Hegel’s view of the family, civil society, and 
the state, it can be said that there was nothing more effective than family 
as a metaphor of the foundation on which the genuine unity between the 
Japanese and Koreans can be imagined. Hosoi could not identify such 
a foundation in either the state or civil society. As described by Hegel, 
civil society was the economic realm in which individuals compete in 
pursuing self-interest. As discussed earlier, Hosoi himself lamented the 
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disintegration of the communal sense in Japan because of selfishness 
and materialism he found rampant in Japanese society. Consequently, 
for him, civil society could not be a privileged arena in which harmony 
between the Japanese and Koreans would be realized.

Nor, in Hosoi’s view, could the Japanese state alone constitute a sub-
stratum on which the harmony between the Japanese and Koreans could 
be built. The Hegelian state, placed above the family and civil society, 
constitutes the ethical entity under which the sectarian schisms of civil 
society are sutured and individuals are harmoniously connected to the 
community. In contrast, the Japanese state failed to realize genuine unity 
between the Japanese and Koreans because its ruthless application of law 
to the colony only alienated the colonized further.

On the other hand, as the family plays the important role of the ethical 
foundation for the state in Hegel’s thought, it also figured prominently in 
Hosoi’s thought as the metaphor of an imaginary sphere in which the per-
sistent conflicts between the Japanese and Koreans were destined to come 
to an end and the two peoples were brought into harmony by the power 
of love.74 Love is the key to understanding Hosoi’s endeavors to bring the 
Japanese and Koreans into harmony. The love Hosoi advocated was the 
colonizer’s benevolent caring of the colonized. Hosoi launched his trans-
lation projects of Korean classics to foster the Japanese understanding of 
Koreans and their culture, arguing that if the Japanese could understand 
through the translations of Korean literary and historical classics that 
the defects of Korean national character had come from Koreans’ histori-
cal experience of oppressive rule by their own ruling class, the Japanese 
would empathize with Koreans and embrace them as their new brothers 
and sisters. In Hosoi’s view, knowledge and empathy unified in under-
standing would lead to building a genuine community of colonizers and 
the colonized because Koreans would reciprocate Japanese empathy with 
loyalty to the Japanese state. It goes without saying that this genuine 
community would still hinge on the hierarchical relationship in which 
the Japanese would guide backward Koreans toward progress. In sum, at 
the heart of Hosoi’s translation projects of Korean literature and history 
lay the colonizer’s desire for knowledge about and recognition from the 
colonized. The desire went unfulfilled because of the continuing mutual 
hatred between the Japanese and Koreans. Hosoi’s notion of love as 
the spiritual bond of a genuine community of colonizers and the colo-
nized alike grew out of his concerns over diehard antagonisms between 
Koreans and the Japanese, which understanding alone would never curb.
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In that sense, Hosoi’s figuration of the relationship between Japan 
and Korea as a quasi-family based on love revealed that attempts were 
made primarily within the arena of culture to overcome political con-
flicts brought about by Japan’s colonization of Korea precisely because 
they could not be resolved within the realm of politics so long as colonial 
domination continued to exist.
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As the war with China dragged on following Japan’s initial military suc-
cesses in 1937, the Japanese colonial authority stepped up the total mo -
bilization of colonial Korea for the war effort. The importance of Korea 
came to be spotlighted because of the large size of its population and its 
geographical proximity to China and Manchuria. Consequently, interest 
in Korea and the Asian continent grew in Japan. Modern Korean litera-
ture for the first time drew substantial attention from the Japanese liter-
ary establishment. Quite a few Japanese literary luminaries, including 
Yasuda Yojūrō, Hayashi Fusao, and Kobayashi Hideo, went to Korea on 
their way to Manchuria and met writers and poets in the Japanese colony 
and the occupied territories. Korean literature of the day, including short 
stories and poetry, also came to be translated into Japanese. The bulk of 
Korean-language literary works, however, remained unknown in Japan. 
It was in that context that the Japanese-language theatrical play based on 
a traditional Korean story Ch’unhyangjŏn (The Tale of Spring Fragrance)1 
was staged at the Tsukiji Theater in Tokyo in early 1938 and later that 
year was performed in Japanese in Korea as well.

This chapter examines the 1938 staging of Ch’unhyangjŏn, a love 
story derived from a Korean folktale, and the ensuing controversy. In 
particular, the staging of the play in Korea provoked heated debate over 
the issue of translation. As part of the controversy, Korean and Japanese 
intellectuals tackled such issues as colonialism, nationalism, and culture. 
I use this concrete historical case to criticize the very influential view 
that the ideal model of translation is an equal exchange between two lan-
guages. I argue that such a view was inscribed both in the logic that the 
colonizers used to justify the colonial translation and in the thinking of 
the colonized who resisted it. In other words, I focus my criticism on the 

2. Treacherous Translation
The 1938 Japanese-Language Theatrical 
Version of the Korean Tale Ch’unhyangjŏn
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view of translation as equal exchange. To achieve this goal, I employ the 
arguments of Karl Marx, who astutely critiqued symmetrical reciproc-
ity in equal exchange, and those of Emmanuel Levinas, who stringently 
insisted on the asymmetry of the ethical relationship between the self 
and the other. I read Marx through Levinas to reveal the ethical aspect 
of Marx’s political economy and Levinas through Marx to explicate the 
implications of Levinas’s ethics for radical politics in order to criticize the 
idea of equal exchange based on reciprocity, which is not only inherent in 
the conventional view of translation but also prevalent in the colonizer’s 
justification for colonial dominance.2

TranSlaTion and Colonial diSCourSe
As Naoki Sakai has argued, translation can reify boundaries between 
two languages by leading to the assumption that each language is exter-
nally independent and internally unified.3 If one person were to encoun-
ter another who is speaking a language absolutely foreign to him, that 
person cannot even tell whether the verbal sounds the other is making 
are semantically and syntactically comprehensible verbal expressions or 
merely a series of idiosyncratic exclamations incomprehensible to any-
one else or even imitations of animal sounds. If, say, a second stranger 
approached the person and informed him that the sounds in question 
belong to, say, a local version of the Zoque language spoken by a hand-
ful of people in Ayapan, Tabasco, Mexico, and she happens to be one of 
the very few outsiders who have learned the language and that she is 
willing to translate what the man is saying.4 Only after she offers her 
account of what language the man is speaking and serves as an inter-
mediary with him in dialogue do the incomprehensible sounds coming 
out of the man’s mouth register as a language, one identified as a dialect 
of the Zoque language. The first person cannot even begin to locate the 
boundaries between the man’s language and his own until the translator 
steps in and represents him in language. A hypothetical situation like 
this one, which appears unlikely to occur, however, shows the way in 
which translation makes it possible to schematize the difference between 
incomprehensibility and comprehensibility in language as boundaries 
between languages. In other words, only after the initial absolute for-
eignness of what the man is enunciating is tamed through translation as 
the relative foreignness of language is it possible to envision boundaries 
between known and unknown languages. Furthermore, once boundaries 
between the two languages are demarcated, the foreign language can be 



48    /    Treacherous Translation

imagined as internally homogeneous and externally autonomous equal 
to other known languages. Put differently, although it is often taken as 
a given that human language is divided into different languages with 
clearly demarcated boundaries, the idea of language split into such sepa-
rable, and thus countable, units as Russian, English, Korean, and so on 
cannot make much sense unless linguistic boundaries are schematized 
through translation.

By forcing attention to the differences between languages, translation 
in the conventional sense thus reifies the autonomous, homogeneous 
language communities the differences between which it is intended to 
bridge. Such reification tends to position the two language communi-
ties on the same plane. In other words, the assumption that there exist 
internally unified and externally independent languages leads to a sec-
ond assumption, that there exists an equal relationship between the lan-
guages and communities associated with those languages. Translation 
from that perspective is nothing less than reciprocal exchange between 
two languages and language communities. The ideal translation in this 
sense, as George Steiner claimed in After Babel, is exchange without loss 
of meaning or aesthetic value.5

However, as Tejaswini Niranjana has argued, the idea of translation 
as equal exchange tends to be oblivious to, and thus becomes complicit 
with, the hegemonic domination inscribed in the very process of transla-
tion. She asserts that Steiner’s view of the ideal translation as exchange 
without loss is not only futile but also treacherous in the colonial context 
because it masks the unequal power relationship that sets the condi-
tions for colonial translation. Whereas Niranjana focuses her criticism 
of colonial translation on the problems concerning the representation of 
the colonized and their culture by a process of translation that is always 
permeated by unequal power relationships, I call attention to the homol-
ogy between translation and colonial discourse.6 As briefly mentioned in 
the preface, both translation and colonial discourse are simultaneously 
based on the difference between the colonized and the colonizer and 
intended to overcome it. Even though Steiner urged translators to try to 
reach the ideal of exchange without loss, he nonetheless admitted that it 
cannot be realized. The ideal cannot be reached because of the inerasable 
difference between languages, just as the abolition of colonial discrimi-
nation cannot be achieved because of the unyielding difference between 
the colonized and colonizer in colonial discourse.

As Homi Bhabha has argued, the denial of difference between the 
colonizer and the colonized coexists and works together with the 
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acknowledgement of that same difference to perpetuate colonial domina-
tion.7 As a consequence, colonial discourse is haunted by the ambivalence 
that results from the simultaneous recognition and denial of difference 
between the colonized and the colonizer. My acknowledgment of this 
simultaneous denial and recognition of difference is not, however, simply 
a reiteration of the criticism of the Manichean opposition between the 
colonized and the colonizer, overdosing on the notion of ambivalence in 
colonial discourse that Bhabha valorized as subversive disruption of colo-
nial domination. In other words, my argument is not to slavishly follow 
an abstruse theory abstracted from the experience of European coloniza-
tion. As Oguma Eiji has documented well by drawing on scholarly writ-
ings, newspaper and journal articles, and memoirs by Japanese people 
about the Japanese colonies, Japanese colonial discourse also oscillated 
between the acknowledgement and disavowal of the difference between 
the Koreans and the Japanese.8

As slogans like “harmony between Japan and Korea” (nissen yūwa) and 
“Japan– Korea as one body” (naisen ittai) imply, Japanese colonial assimi-
lation (dōka) policy was theoretically directed at the amalgamation of 
Koreans and Japanese, but in practice, it entailed unilaterally forcing 
Koreans to “become” Japanese. Enforcement of the assimilation policy 
intensified after the beginning of the Sino-Japanese War in 1937. As men-
tioned above, the Japanese state needed to secure support from Koreans 
for its war effort because of Korea’s geographical proximity to China 
and Manchuria and its large population.9 The assimilation policy, how-
ever, could not eradicate the differences between Koreans and Japanese. 
According to its logic, discrimination could come to an end only when 
all differences between the colonized and colonizer disappeared. Existing 
differences between the colonized and the colonizer served to legitimize 
discriminatory practices.

The unreachable promise of erasing difference between the colonized 
and colonizers is ubiquitous in colonial discourse. Colonial domination 
relies on the difference between the colonized and the colonizer, which 
in turn serves to justify the colonial hierarchy and discriminatory prac-
tices. Simultaneously, however, colonial discourse asserts that the dif-
ference between the colonized and the colonizer will disappear in the 
future, along with discrimination, when the colonized finally succeed in 
becoming assimilated into the colonizer. But the erasure of difference is 
delayed forever. Accordingly, colonial discourse is plagued by ambiva-
lence because it oscillates between the colonial practice of fixating the 
identity of the colonized on their difference from the colonizer and the 
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gesture of eradicating the difference, which justifies colonial discrimina-
tion. In short, colonial discourse depends on the dual operation of empha-
sizing and denying the difference between the colonized and the colo-
nizer. On that point, colonial discourse and translation are homologous. 
Translation recognizes differences between languages and cultures and 
simultaneously intends to bridge them. Colonial discourse thus operates 
homologously with translation as understood conventionally.

The place of equal exchange in the conventional definition of transla-
tion is also homologous with the strategy of colonial discourse, which 
never fails to render the relationship between the colonizer and the colo-
nized as something reciprocal and beneficial to both. Colonial discourse 
never stops describing pairs placed in lopsided power relations as sym-
metrically reciprocal. It portrays the colonial relationship as reciprocity 
by insisting that colonial development benefits the colonized and by 
disregarding the violence and injustice on which economic and social 
development under colonial rule rests. It works to convince the colonized 
that colonial violence, injustice, and discrimination are somehow bear-
able in exchange for the virtues of a modern market economy and the 
social institutions that colonial power introduces. The dignity, justice, 
and autonomy of the colonized are (de)valued to the point they can be 
traded for the colonizers’ investment in modern infrastructure and the 
introduction of capitalism.

For example, there have been numerous scholarly and nonscholarly 
arguments made that Japanese colonial rule significantly advanced the 
economy in Korea. One of the most memorable instances of such an 
argument was a statement made by Kubota Kan’ichirō, the chief Japanese 
delegate at the diplomatic talks between Japan and South Korea in 1953. 
Kubota told his Korean counterparts that the contributions made by 
Japan to the economic development of Korea during the colonial period 
cancelled out any demand from the South Korean government for com-
pensation for Japan’s colonization of Korea.10 In other words, what colo-
nial discourse continues propagating, even in the postcolonial era, is that 
colonial domination offered equal exchange between the colonizers and 
the colonized! As Marx pointed out, it is not two parties equal in eco-
nomical, political, or cultural power that establish equal exchange. On 
the contrary, it is the equivalents in the act of exchange that posit the two 
parties as equal to each other.11 Thus, what should be problematized is the 
insistence on symmetrical reciprocity in colonialism and equal exchange 
and not the impossibility of symmetrical reciprocity or the unattainabil-
ity of exchange without loss in translation.
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Marx offered a sharp critique of the presumption of symmetrical reci-
procity.12 In Grundrisse, he pointed out that circulation of exchange values 
relates to the two most important ideological concepts of bourgeois soci-
ety, freedom and equality based on symmetrical reciprocity.13 Put simply, 
the parties to an exchange come of their own volition into a relationship 
of exchange on equal terms because it is assumed that the relationship 
is beneficial to both of them. Deriding French socialists of his day who 
regarded exchange and exchange value as “a system of universal freedom 
and equality” and blamed capital for disrupting equal exchange, Marx 
argued that the emergence of capital in the development of the system 
of exchange is “merely the realization of equality and freedom, which 
prove to be inequality and unfreedom.”14 Marx cogently suggested that 
it is pointless to privilege exchange and exchange value as the source of 
equality and freedom over capital because exchange value will inevitably 
turn into capital, whereas labor for production will develop into wage 
labor.15 Thus he criticized the bourgeois ideology of equality and freedom 
premised on symmetrical reciprocity in equal exchange for operating in 
agreement with the inequality and unfreedom inherent in the relation-
ship between capital and wage labor.

As is well known, in his Critique of the Gotha Programme, Marx clari-
fied his criticism of symmetrical reciprocity in exchange by proposing 
his famous dictum, “from each according to his ability to each according 
to his need.”16 What one takes is not to be determined by what one gives 
but rather by what one needs. For Marx, justice is not served by sym-
metrical reciprocity mediating equal exchange on which the bourgeois 
ideas of freedom and equality rest. Rather, justice can be achieved only 
when such symmetrical reciprocity is liquidated in favor of unlimited 
care for the demands of others. This in turn establishes an inevitably 
asymmetrical relationship between the self and others. Certainly it is 
an ethical imperative that obliges one to give up symmetrical reciproc-
ity and give in to the demands of others who need more than they can 
provide one in the relationship.

The ethicality of Marx’s critique of symmetrical reciprocity comes 
into clearer view when read side by side with Levinas on the responsibil-
ity of the self for the other. In conversation with Philippe Nemo, Levinas 
argued that “the intersubjective relation is a non-symmetrical relation. In 
this sense, I am responsible for the other without waiting for reciprocity, 
were I to die for it. Reciprocity is his affair.”17 Levinas thus insisted on 
the self ’s unceasing concern for the other, even while realizing that the 
other cannot be reduced to an object that can be appropriated by the self 
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for its own interests. In contrast to the ethical relationship of asymmetry, 
symmetrical reciprocity presumes that the other and the self are equal to 
each other in the relationship and thus interchangeable. It presupposes 
that the other is the same as the self and thus denies the singularity of 
the other as well as of the self.

In other words, an individual is put into an unceasing cycle of equal 
exchange with others in which that individual tries to maximize his or 
her benefit in symmetrical reciprocity based on the assumption that the 
others are also trying to get the most out of exchange. As a consequence, 
symmetrical reciprocity does not allow for the absolute otherness of the 
other. Put differently, equal exchange based on symmetrical reciproc-
ity pivots on the cunning calculation that one does to benefit from the 
relationship in proportion to what one contributes to it. This symmetri-
cal reciprocity does not take into account the unlimited responsibility 
imposed on the self toward the other. According to Levinas, such a situ-
ation is unethical.

Special importance is accorded to language in Levinas’s ethics. 
Throughout his two most important works, Totality and Infinity and 
Other wise Than Being,18 Levinas hinted that language is itself the rela-
tionship with the other, who is foreign to the self. The essence of lan-
guage is not the transmission of ideas between interlocutors but is instead 
what indicates “the irreversibility of the relationship between me and the 
other.”19 It is worth repeating in a discussion on the ethicality of language 
that, in Otherwise Than Being, Levinas made a distinction between the two 
aspects of language, what he called the saying and the said. As discussed 
in some detail in the preface, the said refers to the content, idea, and theme 
of discourse.20 On the other hand, saying describes the event in which the 
self is summoned to approach the other in discourse.21 Although Levinas 
admitted that the saying can be manifested only in the said, he clearly 
prioritized the former over the latter because it is the very condition of 
possibility of discourse as an ethical relationship. The self ’s freedom is 
constrained in language by the other. The self is helplessly exposed to 
misunderstanding and the refusal of understanding by the other, which it 
cannot control.22 Despite the uncertainty presented by the saying, the self 
is responsible for engaging in dialogue with the other. Thus language is 
ethical practice in the relationship with the other. As I will discuss below, 
this essence of language as ethical is what I intend to emphasize in dealing 
with the problem of translation, which surfaced in the controversy over the 
Japanese-language version of the popular Korean romance Ch’unhyangjŏn 
staged by the Japanese theatrical company Shinkyō in 1938.
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ambivalenT TexT and TreaCherouS TranSlaTion 
Ch’unhyangjŏn is believed to have been first developed as p’ansori tradi-
tional one-man opera and later transcribed into written form. The oldest 
extant text of Ch’unhyangjŏn is a classical Chinese verse, seven charac-
ters per line, written by Yu Chinhan in 1754, reportedly after listening 
to a p’ansori performance of the story.23 Although the text has been pre-
sented in numerous versions, its main storyline can be summarized as a 
love story between Ch’unhyang, the daughter of a kisaeng (courtesan), 
and Mongnyong, the son of the local magistrate in a southwestern city 
called Namwŏn during the Chosŏn period. They fall in love and secretly 
marry despite the difference in their social positions. Fate separates them 
when the hero’s father is transferred to a new position in the capital. The 
new local magistrate, Pyŏn Hakto, is enthralled by Ch’unhyang’s beauty 
and tries to make her his concubine, but she refuses out of loyalty to her 
husband and endures harassment and even torture and imprisonment at 
Pyŏn’s hands. Meanwhile Mongnyong, having passed the civil service 
examination and taken the post of the king’s secret inspector, returns to 
Namwŏn to save Ch’unhyang, and the story ends happily.

Ch’unhyangjŏn’s popularity grew during the colonial period.24 From 
the mid-1930s on, theatrical performances of the story were increasingly 
frequent on the stage in Korea.25 Thus it was not surprising when the 
Tōkyō Haksaengyesuljwa (Tokyo Students’ Art Theater), a Korean stu-
dent theatrical company based in Tokyo, staged the Korean dramatist 
Yu Ch’ijin’s Korean-language play of the story in Tokyo in 1937.26 After 
seeing it, the playwright and director Murayama Tomoyoshi (1901– 1977) 
was im  pressed by the story and decided to stage his own theatrical 
version in Japanese.27 Murayama was one of the leading figures in the 
Puro re taria Engekidōmei (Japan Proletarian Theater League). In 1934, 
Murayama had proposed the consolidation of various leftist theatrical 
companies that had been weakened under the government pressure into 
one progressive theatrical company, and that year he founded Shinkyō 
Gekidan (Shinkyō Theatrical Company). Until it was closed by the gov-
ernment in 1940, Shinkyō continued to stage realistic plays with social 
agendas and consequently maintained its reputation as the premier leftist 
theater company in Japan.28

In an article published in the journal Chōsen oyobi Manshū (Korea 
and Manchuria) just before his play was first staged in Japan in 1938, 
Murayama explained why he chose to stage a Japanese-language version 
of the story.29 First, Murayama wanted to present Korean culture to the 
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Japanese people as what he regarded as one of the maternal bodies (botai) 
of Japanese culture. Second, he specifically selected Ch’unhyangjŏn from 
among Korean literary works because it was the most popular and thus 
most representative literary creation of Korea. Third, he hoped to enter-
tain Koreans living and working in Japan and expected many of them 
to see the play. He claimed that because the story contained the soul of 
Korea, he would attempt to depict the Koreanness (Chōsenteki na mono) 
of the story as precisely as possible.30

Murayama asked the writer Chang Hyŏkchu to write a Japanese-
language script.31 There were good reasons why Murayama chose Chang. 
First of all, Chang was familiar with the story because he was also plan-
ning to stage Ch’unhyangjŏn in cooperation with novelist Yuasa Katsue, 
although the project stalled and did not come to fruition.32 Furthermore, 
Chang was the most famous Korean writer in Japan who worked in the 
Japanese language in the 1930s. He made his literary debut in Japan when 
his novella Gakidō (The Path of Hungry Ghosts) won second place in the 
Kaizō literary award competition of 1932. The story described the hard-
ships faced by Korean peasants under the Japanese rule. The Akutagawa 
literary award had not yet been founded, so at the time the Kaizō award 
was a rare and competitive venue for newcomers to gain access to the 
literary establishment.33

Chang studied various versions of the story, including a changgŭk 
(Korean opera) version.34 From the beginning, however, he emphasized 
that the script would be his own and not merely a translation of some 
existing text.35 After finishing his script, he published it in March 1938 
in the Japanese literary journal Shinchō (New Tide).36 Murayama felt that 
Chang’s script lacked dramatic tension and made his own revisions with 
the help of Yu Ch’ijin, whose Korean-language play he had originally 
been inspired by.37 It is interesting to note that Murayama also took 
the liberty of introducing elements of kabuki, long promoted as one 
of the most Japanese forms of stage art, into the play even though he 
had pledged that he would present the Koreanness of the story as faith-
fully as possible.38 He also experimented with cross-gender casting in 
the play, probably following Kabuki practice in which male actors play 
female roles. However, Murayama reversed the conventions of kabuki by 
casting a female actor for the role of the hero. Actress Akagi Ranko was 
cast as the hero Yi Mongnyong, and Ichikawa Haruyo, a movie star of 
the Nikkatsu studio, as the heroine Ch’unhyang.39 Other male roles were 
played by male actors. Incorporating elements of kabuki was an impor-
tant innovation, Murayama explained, which opened up new possibilities 
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for modern theater.40 His decision provoked controversy: One reviewer 
argued that kabuki-style acting infused into the play made it difficult to 
locate “Koreanness,” and another regarded it as a symptom of the com-
mercialization of the Shinkyō theatrical company.41

Nonetheless, reviews of Murayama’s staging of Chang’s play were 
mostly favorable, but for varying reasons. Both the government and 
critics of the government appreciated the success of the play for utterly 
different reasons. For example, Hirata Isao, the thought prosecutor noto-
rious for his role in the tenkō (ideological conversion) of the Communist 
Party leaders Sano Manabu and Nabeyama Sadachika, wrote a review in 
the magazine Teatoro (Theater) reflecting the essence of the government 
response. Although praising the play primarily for “keeping away from 
ideology and offering a fantasy,” Hirata maintained that, by incorporat-
ing elements of the kabuki style into a modern drama, the play contrib-
uted to the further development of the Japanese traditional performance 
art. More important, he extolled the performance as an effort to promote 
the harmony between Japan and Korea and did not forget to mention the 
importance of Korea in the current situation of the Sino-Japanese War.42

Alongside Hirata’s review, Teatoro published another review by Fuse 
Tatsuji, the lawyer famous for his efforts defending leftists and Koreans. 
Fuse read an allegory of the plight of the colonized into the play. Calling 
attention to the discord between responses from the Korean and Japanese 
audience members, he found that certain scenes evoked tears from the 
Korean audience but laughter from the Japanese. He encouraged Japanese 
audiences to ponder the meaning of anger and tears of the Korean audi-
ence and insinuated that the emotions of the Korean audience were re -
lated to the colonial reality in which they were caught. He continued to 
imply that Ch’unhyang’s determined faithfulness to her husband in the 
face of threats from the local magistrate signified more than one woman’s 
loyalty to her lover. In the end, he suggested that Ch’unhyang was ele-
vated to a heroic character to reproach an unjust authority.43

The diverse and even conflicting views presented by the reviews sug-
gest that the play itself was a text haunted by ambivalence, allowing 
viewers to read various subtexts into it. Critical intellectuals and gov-
ernment officials both surely saw the play, with its exotic costumes and 
kabuki-style acting, as a departure from Shinkyō’s reputation as a leftist 
theatrical company, and one review criticized it for the same commer-
cialism Hirata, the thought prosecutor, praised it for.44 However, in the 
tradition of leftist theater, the play still retained certain scenes, including 
Korean peasants suffering from unjust rule, which could be interpreted 
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as political messages. It thus allowed viewers to see the play as criticism 
of the Japanese colonial rule if they stretched their sensitivity to colonial 
injustice enough to juxtapose the play with the colonial realities under 
which the colonized were placed.

After a successful 20-day run at the Tsukiji Little Theater in Tokyo in 
March and April, the performance toured Osaka and Kyoto. According 
to Murayama, many in the audience in these cities were Korean. Later 
that same year, Shinkyō launched a tour of Korea, marking, as Mura-
yama proudly claimed, the first time a Japanese theatrical company had 
performed for Korean audiences in Korea.45 The play was performed by 
Japanese actors, in the Japanese language, for colonized Korean audi-
ences, and Murayama expected it to promote cultural exchange in the-
ater between Japan and Korea.46 Akita Ujaku, a dramatist and writer who 
went to Korea with Shinkyō, wrote in the Japanese-language Seoul news-
paper Keijō Nippō (Seoul Daily) that the company wanted to perform in 
Korea not just because it had been successful in Japan but because it was 
desirable to show Koreans the results of the “cultural blending between 
the two peoples.”47

In contrast to mixed reviews in Japan, the response from Korean re -
viewers was uniformly unfavorable, skeptical, and even hostile. In the 
criticisms of the Korean critics Chang’s script was derided as a poor 
translation that failed to measure up to the original story. In a Japanese- 
language review printed in a Japanese-language journal, Chōsen (Korea), 
the philologist Sin T’aehyŏn harshly criticized the play for failing to deliver 
an “accurate” representation of Korean customs and culture. He ascribed 
Chang’s inadequate interpretation of the story to his lack of background 
knowledge about Ch’unhyangjŏn.48 In the Korean-language newspaper 
Chosŏn Ilbo (Korea Daily), the literary critic Yi Wŏnjo also disapproved 
of Chang’s “translation” of the original language of Ch’unhyangjŏn. Yi 
saw Ch’unhyangjŏn’s particular value resulting from the p’ansori form in 
which it was narrated. Because Ch’unhyangjŏn in written form had been 
transcribed from songs performed before audiences, it retained the meter 
of the original verses. Thus he argued that the value of Ch’unhyangjŏn 
had everything to do with its language, and held that Chang’s rendering 
of the story neutralized the musicality of the original Ch’unhyangjŏn, 
which he credited for its artistic value.49

Chang responded by adamantly claiming that his script was his own 
creation, not a translation. Chang correctly acknowledged the multiple 
origins of the story.50 He pointed out that there were a number of differ-
ent versions of Ch’unhyangjŏn, including p’ansori and changgŭk versions 
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as well as those in written form.51 Chang explained that initially he tried 
to translate the story word by word from existing written versions but 
found it impossible to preserve the charms of the original tale. As a con-
sequence, he decided to write his own modern Ch’unhyangjŏn, borrowing 
only the storyline, characters, and setting. By emphasizing the differ-
ence between his own and previous versions of Ch’unhyangjŏn, Chang 
attempted to establish a case for his claim that the script was his own 
creation and not a translation of another’s original. He also insisted on 
the heterogeneous origins of the story to argue that there was no single 
reference point for his script and that it was not a translation parasitically 
dependent on the original text.

If Chang’s claim was not unreasonable, neither was the Korean critics’ 
insistence that his script was, in fact, a translation. Inasmuch as Chang 
asserted on several occasions that he wrote the script with the intention 
of introducing Korean culture to Japanese audiences, what he did with 
Ch’unhyangjŏn was to present the story to those who did not share the 
language and culture as well as to those who regarded it as their own.52 In 
other words, he translated an original story that was deemed representa-
tive of Korean culture into another language so that it could be under-
stood by Japanese audiences. As long as Chang’s script was connected to 
the original story that supposedly represented authentic Korean culture 
and customs and as long as Chang’s intention with the script was to 
show Korean culture and customs to Japanese people who did not know 
much about them, Koreans regarded the play as a translation in a nega-
tive sense, as a secondary, parasitic copy of an original. Korean critics 
took issue with Chang’s representation of the original story because they 
deemed it to be an inaccurate translation.

equal exChange and TranSlaTion
The problems of translation as equal exchange and its collusion with colo-
nial domination surfaced in a roundtable discussion among Japanese and 
Korean intellectuals convened in Seoul as the Japanese-language Ch’un-
hyangjŏn went on stage there in late October 1938. The Japanese present 
included Murayama and Akita from Shinkyō, a Keijō Imperial University 
professor of Chinese literature named Karashima Takeshi, and Furukawa 
Kanehide, the director of the publication censorship department of the 
Government General. They were joined by the writer Hayashi Fusao, 
who was visiting Korea on his way to Manchuria and northern China. 
Koreans on the panel included Chang, the poet Chŏng Chiyong, the lit-
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erary critic and poet Im Hwa, the writer and Posŏng College professor 
Yu Chino, the literary critic Kim Munjip, the writer Yi T’aejun, and the 
dramatist Yu Ch’ijin, who had helped Murayama revise Chang’s script. 53

Convened under the title “Chōsen Bunka no Shōrai” (The Future of 
Korean Culture), the roundtable discussion had not been intended to be 
about the play, but the play quickly became the central topic of discussion. 
The Koreans argued in unison that Ch’unhyangjŏn could not be translated 
and that, once translated, its value was lost and it was not Ch’unhyangjŏn 
anymore. Hayashi countered by asking them whether they were suggest-
ing a total denial of translation. Karashima shrewdly tried to maneuver 
the discussion in a different direction, taking up a point made previously 
by a Korean participant who commented that professional writers in Korea 
faced economic difficulties because of the small market for literary works 
there. He said that if Korean writers had their works translated into Japa-
nese, they would find a bigger market among Japanese readers. However, 
Karashima’s economic argument failed to divert the Korean participants 
from continuing to return to the problem of translation. The Koreans 
insisted that, in the course of its translation into Chang and Murayama’s 
play, Ch’unhyangjŏn had lost its inherent value because it was impossible 
for it to be expressed in Japanese. In response to the persistence of the 
Koreans, Murayama admitted that Japanese might feel the same way 
about an English translation of Manyōshū, the thousand-year-old verse 
collection Japanese nationalist scholars considered the essence of Japan, 
but he also argued that a Japanese translation of Ch’unhyangjŏn was nec-
essary because Japanese people could not read Korean. In response, Kim 
Munjip bluntly suggested that the Japanese-language Ch’unhyangjŏn was 
staged not for cultural but rather for political reasons.54

Having kept silent to this point, Yi T’aejun abruptly posed a question 
to the Japanese participants: He asked them whether Korean writers 
should keep writing in Korean or whether they should instead create 
literary works in Japanese. Akita and Murayama, following Karashima, 
adhered to a purely economic logic. They argued that because the num-
ber of Japanese-language readers was greater than that of their Korean 
counterparts, it might be better for them to write in Japanese because 
they would have access to a larger market. Akita added that if they had 
difficulty writing in Japanese, they surely could get their works trans-
lated into Japanese, but Hayashi urged the Koreans to pen their writings 
directly in Japanese. Murayama offered a compromise that Korean writ-
ers should create literary works in Japanese while reserving the Korean 
language for whatever expressions they deemed untranslatable.55



Treacherous Translation    /    59

The Korean intellectuals showed two levels of concern regarding colo-
nial translation in the discourse centered on the staging of the Japanese-
language Ch’unhyangjŏn. On one level, they were wary of any misrep-
resentation of Korean culture and customs to the colonizer. On another 
level, they were even more suspicious of translation as an interim stage 
in the total assimilation of Korean culture into Japanese. The first level of 
concern troubling the Korean intellectuals addressed the colonized’s mis-
trust of translation as representation of their culture and literature, and 
eventually of themselves. Translation framed as representation, they intu-
ited, does not do justice to the original. The original is inevitably distorted 
in representation. In other words, the colonized complained about the 
inevitable difference of any translation from its original. Ch’unhyangjŏn 
could not be expressed in languages other than Korean. In the eyes of the 
Koreans, the translation of Ch’unhyangjŏn was not a complete exchange 
between Korean and Japanese. Something valuable was lost in transla-
tion that was so essential to the story that Ch’unhyangjŏn was no longer 
Ch’unhyangjŏn without it. Difference in the medium of expression con-
demned translation to the secondary and inferior position with respect 
to the original. The exchange transpiring in the course of translating 
Ch’unhyangjŏn was not an equal exchange. In short, their resistance to the 
translation pointed to their aversion to an unequal exchange. The Korean 
intellectuals insisted that any translation of Ch’unhyangjŏn and of Korean 
literature in general was impossible because it could not guarantee equal 
exchange between the two languages. They sensed that the questions 
surrounding the translation at issue, the one by Maruyama and Chang 
being staged in a colonial city in the colonizer’s language, were not just 
linguistic or literary but rather political. They did not flinch from declar-
ing their suspicions that the staging of the Japanese-language play they 
considered a translation of a Korean original they knew and loved had 
much to do with the current political situation of the Sino-Japanese War, 
which required the total mobilization of the colony for Japan’s war effort.

The debate over the Japanese version of Ch’unhyangjŏn did not stop, 
however, at the colonizer’s imposition of, and the colonized’s resistance 
to, translation. The Koreans’ aversion to translation indicated their in -
stinctive understanding of the collusion between colonialism and trans-
lation, which provoked the second level of their concern over colonial 
translation. Just as translation may be intended to bridge the differences 
between two languages and cultures but cannot help but point out those 
very differences, so, too, colonialism aims at the erasure of difference 
between the colonized and the colonizer while simultaneously retaining 
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discriminatory practices against the colonized marked with the differ-
ence it claims to eradicate.

The Koreans, as the colonized, knew well that the erasure of difference 
between them and the Japanese meant the extermination of their differ-
ence from the colonizer, not the other way around. In other words, when it 
comes to the intention of a colonial power to erase difference between the 
colonized and the colonizer, the burden of change and assimilation falls 
on the shoulders of the colonized. It is the colonized, not the colonizer, 
who must adapt to colonial expectations. In the realm of literature, the 
biggest difference between the colonized and the colonizer is language. 
If the erasure of difference was to take place in the realm of literature, 
then it would be tantamount to the extermination of the Korean language 
itself. Thus the roundtable debate concerning Ch’unhyangjŏn and transla-
tion evolved into a discussion of Koreans’ creative writing in the Japanese 
language. In short, the second level of concern plaguing the colonized 
intellectuals was the problem of Koreans writing in Japanese. Koreans 
were faced with a fundamental threat to Korean-language literature: If 
Korean writers and poets wrote their works in Japanese, there would 
be no need for translation. The erasure of difference would lead to the 
condition in which exchange— translation— would become unnecessary. 
Koreans were being doubly trapped in a situation from which there was 
no exit. They resisted translation because they thought that it could not 
ensure equal exchange between a translation and the original because of 
differences between languages and cultures, and they sensed the looming 
end of the Korean language should the even-worse condition emerge in 
which translation was no longer necessary.

In response to the Koreans’ protests, the Japanese did not stop argu-
ing that the translation was equivalent to the original and the product 
of a necessary exchange. The Japanese intellectuals admitted that the 
translation was different from the original even though translation was 
intended to emulate that original to the point of becoming the same, 
as if that had been ever possible. The Japanese intellectuals hinted that 
even if the valuable quality to which the Koreans clung was lost in the 
course of translation, it was not without compensation. In reaction to 
the colonized’s protest against translation, the colonizers presented the 
logic of economy. They argued that if Korean writers produced works 
in Japanese, or at least had their works translated, they would be able to 
reach more readers. Korean writers who could not make ends meet by 
selling their writings in Korean were likely to be better off if they found 
a market for their works among Japanese-language readers because they 
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were more numerous than readers of Korean and clearly had an interest 
in the colony and its culture.

Below the surface of this logic, which is economic in the conven-
tional sense, lurks another layer of the logic of economy that propagates 
exchange based on symmetrical reciprocity between the colonizer and the 
colonized. In other words, the translation, even though it is an imprecise 
representation of the original, is presented as something exchangeable 
for mercenary gain. The colonized are placed as one party of exchange on 
the same plane with colonizers who force translation on them as a trans-
action in a literal sense. Even if exchange without loss is a tantalizing but 
unrealizable possibility in the transmission of a text from one language 
to another, it can only be realized extratextually. Put differently, the loss 
that transpires in the course of translation of the text is compensated 
for with material gain outside of the text. Such material compensation is 
equivalent to the alleged loss in value of the original text. In other words, 
the Japanese found a way to seduce the Koreans into commencing a cycle 
of exchange premised on symmetrical reciprocity one way or another.

Even if the colonized’s culture and language are placed on the same 
plane as the colonizer’s by the ruse of the equal exchange of translation, 
the colonized do not become equal to the colonizer in political, economi-
cal, and cultural power. Equal exchange in translation rests on symmet-
rical reciprocity, which requires constituting equivalence between two 
languages. As Marx pointed out, it is not two individuals on equal terms 
who establish equal exchange. On the contrary, the equivalent value of 
the commodities exchanged posits the owners of those commodities as 
equal in the exchange.56 By forcing the colonized into equal exchange— 
through translation in the case of the roundtable discussion on the future 
of Korean culture— the colonizer demanded that the colonized recognize 
their relationship as symmetrical and reciprocal.

My argument has so far only interpreted the implications of the colo-
nizer’s insistence on symmetrical reciprocity in his relationship with 
the colonized despite the asymmetry necessarily resulting from colo-
nial domination. However, in the spirit of Marx’s famous 11th thesis on 
Feuerbach,57 the point is to propose what the colonized can do in response 
to radically challenge the legitimacy of that colonial domination. Before 
offering any suggestions, however, it is necessary to examine the surge of 
interest in Korean cultural tradition among intellectuals during the 1930s 
to situate the debates surrounding the staging of the Japanese-language 
Ch’unhyangjŏn in the intellectual atmosphere of colonial Korea of that 
time.
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CulTural naTionaliSm and reSiSTanCe 
To ColonialiSm
Debates over the staging of the Japanese language Ch’unhyangjŏn took 
place against a backdrop of surging interest among intellectuals in 
Korean cultural tradition. The two most influential Korean-language 
newspapers, Chosŏn Ilbo (Korea Daily) and Tong-a Ilbo (East Asia Daily), 
spearheaded this rise in interest during the 1930s. In January 1935, 
Chosŏn Ilbo ran a series of articles by such experts in Korean culture as 
Yi Pyŏnggi, Kim T’aejun, and Yi Hŭisŭng addressing Korean classical 
literature and literary traditions.58 The presumption of the series was that 
Korean society could maintain its unique culture by carrying on its tra-
ditional arts in the face of a flood of cultural influence from the West and 
Japan. Tong-a Ilbo also published articles discussing the establishment of 
a Korean national literature (minjok munhak) based on its traditions.59 
Preserving Korean cultural tradition had also been the center of discus-
sion in national literature debates of the 1920s in Korea as nonsocialist, 
nationalist intellectuals advocated a national literature (kungmin mun-
hak) by stressing the essential importance of Korean cultural tradition 
in literary writing.60 The advocates of national literature argued that 
the leftist writers’ emphasis on class conflict served to bring pernicious 
schisms into Korean society. The nationalist intellectuals believed that a 
national literature would awaken the consciousness of the Korean nation 
in the face of ever increasing pressures to slavishly follow Japan’s imita-
tion of Western culture.61

However, there was a significant difference between the 1920s 
national literature debate and the revival of interest in Korean cultural 
tradition in the mid-1930s. As the Korean scholar of literature Hwang 
Chongyŏn points out, the 1920s debate emerged as a response by Korean 
nationalist intellectuals to the menacing rise of the Proletarian Literature 
Movement. The revival of interest in Korean cultural tradition in the 
1930s, on the other hand, was a response to Japanese colonial rule. In that 
sense, it is noteworthy that it coincided with the demise of the Proletarian 
Literature Movement. In the atmosphere of ruthless suppression of any 
political resistance including the communist movement, Korean intel-
lectuals turned to cultural tradition as a rare forum in which they were 
allowed to imagine Korea’s autonomy from Japan.

Korean cultural nationalism in the 1930s was, however, also a response 
to the economic boom triggered by Japan’s takeover of Manchuria in 
1932.62 The Korean bourgeoisie saw the subsequent establishment of the 
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state of Manchukuo as an economic opportunity. The editorial of Chosŏn 
Ilbo published on April 10, 1932, reflected this perspective, identifying 
the establishment of the state of Manchukuo as one of the conditions 
that would foster the economic development of Korea.63 Japanese aggres-
sion in China did in fact help Korean enterprises flourish. For example, 
the Korean spinning and weaving company Kyŏngsŏng Pangjik, run by 
Kim Yŏnsu, invested substantially in Manchuria.64 The company also 
benefited greatly from the economic boom of the Sino-Japanese War in 
1937.65 Tong-a Ilbo, which, along with Chosŏn Ilbo, instigated the Korean 
cultural revival of the 1930s, was owned by Kim’s family.

From the perspective of the Korean bourgeoisie, Korean cultural 
nationalism served to counter the internationalism of Korean leftists 
that emphasized solidarity with the Chinese people against Japanese 
imperialism. Moreover, Korean cultural nationalism served to muffle the 
cry for class struggle from Korean workers by emphasizing the unity of 
the Korean nation over the class division of colonial society. Although 
Korean cultural nationalism could have been subversive to Japanese colo-
nial domination by raising the national consciousness of Koreans, it did 
not pose a real threat because of a compromise the Korean bourgeoisie 
made with Japanese colonial domination. The Korean bourgeoisie gave 
up on political resistance to capitalize on Japanese expansionism in East 
Asia. In that sense, it is not too far-fetched to say that cultural national-
ism was the ideology of the Korean bourgeois class.66

The zeal for Korean cultural tradition spread among Korean men of 
letters during the period. Munjang (Writing), the literary journal Yi 
T’aejun founded in 1939, devoted many of its pages to literary works 
expressive of affection for Korean cultural tradition. In such essays as 
“Kojŏn” (Classics), “Kowan” (Artifacts), and “Kowan gwa Saenghwal” 
(Artifacts and Daily Life), Yi himself expressed interest in and affection 
for Korean cultural tradition, which he considered to be rapidly disap-
pearing from the daily life of the modern world.67 In “Ilpyŏnnakto” (A 
Fragment of Paradise) and “Tongbaeknamu” (Camellias), the modernist 
poet Chŏng Chiyong, another participant in the roundtable discussion on 
the future of Korean culture, experimented with a quasi-traditional style 
of writing peppered with archaic words and redolent of the rhythm of 
classical Chinese writing. He also tried his hand at imitating naeganche, 
the writing style of women of the Confucian literati class in the Chosŏn 
period.68 Yu Chino, another participant in the roundtable discussion, had 
dabbled in Marxism as a university student in the early 1930s and written 
stories dealing with social issues, but later turned to writing such short 
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stories as his 1938 “Ch’angnangjŏnggi” (The Story of the Clear Water 
Pavilion), which described a disappearing world of tradition.69 The cul-
tural nationalism Koreans expressed in the roundtable discussion about 
the Japanese language play Ch’unhyangjŏn thus reflected a more general 
interest in Korean cultural tradition in the 1930s.

The Korean cultural tradition that these Korean men of letters harked 
back to was, however, that of the ruling class of Confucian literati and not 
that of the peasants. This emphasis resonated with the Japan Romantic 
School’s call for a revival of Japanese traditional culture. Following the 
government’s crackdown on leftist movements in the early 1930s, the 
Japanese intellectuals affiliated with the Japan Romantic School voiced 
their concerns about the rapid ascendancy of mass culture accompany-
ing the economic boom after World War I. The popularization of culture 
was most visible in the emergence of the so-called one-yen-per-book 
(enpon) multivolume sets of Japanese and Western literature that the 
Japanese publishing industry mass produced to target the general pub-
lic. In the eyes of the Japanese intellectuals, mass culture reduced the 
worth of an artistic creation to its exchange value as a commodity. The 
views of Yasuda Yojūrō, who advocated a return to Japanese classical lit-
erature and denounced both Tokugawa-period commoners’ culture and 
the mass culture of his contemporary Japan, were representative: He not 
only denounced modern Japanese authors for their failure to carry on 
Japanese literary traditions but also criticized such modern literary forms 
as novels and literary criticism as imported genres alien to the Japanese 
mind.70 He went on to contend that the imperative task in the reasser-
tion of Japanese literary tradition should be to recapture “the essence of 
Japanese poetry (nihon shi no kokoro) and its development in the history 
of Japanese literature.”71 Like the Japan Romantic School, the rising inter-
est in Korean cultural tradition marked a more general intellectual trend 
of critical reflection on modernity in the 1930s and the 1940s.

Such contemporary Korean Marxist critics as Im Hwa criticized the 
surge of interest in Korean cultural tradition as regressive traditionalism. 
In a series of essays he wrote in 1936 under the name Im Insik for another 
Korean-language newspaper, Chosŏn Chungang Ilbo (Korea Central 
Daily), he denounced the interest as a reactionary mood that not only 
unscientifically glorified the past but also legitimized escapism.72 The 
attacks on the Korean cultural revival did not come only from Marxists, 
however. Another prominent intellectual who was skeptical about Korean 
cultural tradition was Ch’oe Chaesŏ, who was trained in English litera-
ture and versed in English literary theories and who argued that cultural 
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development in Korea should be instead anchored in European cultural 
traditions because Korean traditional culture could not offer any contri-
bution to the development of modern culture in contemporary Korea.73 
As discussed in the following chapter, by the early 1940s, Ch’oe would 
become one of the most notorious collaborators with Japanese colonial-
ism. An intellectual’s position on the Korean cultural tradition revival 
cannot be understood as a barometer of willingness to collaborate with 
Japanese colonialism.

It is not easy to elucidate what modernity stood for in the eyes of 
Korean intellectuals. Although it was unquestionably associated with the 
West, as further examined in the following chapter, it was also related 
to Japan because modernization had come to Korea with colonization by 
Japan. In that sense, Korean cultural tradition was one of the few remain-
ing arenas in which Korean intellectuals were allowed to imagine the 
autonomy of Korea with respect to Japan. Thus the preference for Korean 
cultural tradition by such Korean intellectuals as Yi and the contributors 
to his journal Munjang has been favorably interpreted by later readers as a 
form of subversive, though passive, opposition to Japanese colonialism.74

Nevertheless, the cultural nationalism of Korean intellectuals failed to 
pose any meaningful challenge to Japanese colonial rule in Korea even if 
it did attempt to secure an autonomous space for Korean culture within 
the Japanese empire. Thus, toward the end of the roundtable discussion, 
when Hayashi proposed that Korean writers and poets should volunteer 
to serve the Japanese military in China as war writers, Yu Chino wel-
comed the suggestion. Yu’s agreement made for a stark contrast with his 
assertion that Korean writers should keep writing in Korean when he 
rejected Hayashi’s forceful urging of the Korean panelists to produce lit-
erary works in Japanese. Yu’s support for the Japanese war effort was met 
with no opposition from any other Korean at the roundtable.75

As demonstrated above, the Koreans at the roundtable were opposed 
to the translation of Ch’unhyangjŏn because they regarded it as unequal 
exchange. They adamantly maintained that something very important 
was lost in the course of translation. That something was the foundation 
on which they built their cultural nationalism. However, their cultural 
nationalism did not contradict their agreement to support the Japanese 
war effort. When the corps of writers that was to serve to “comfort” the 
Japanese imperial military (kōgun imon sakkadan) was organized in 
Korea in 1939, it included Chŏng Chiyong, Yi T’aejun, and Im Hwa, all 
roundtable participants. Nonetheless, my intention here is not to accuse 
these Korean intellectuals of being pro– Japanese collaborators. The three 
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intellectuals were not particularly cooperative with the colonial govern-
ment when compared with such infamous collaborators as Ch’oe Namsŏn, 
Yi Kwangsu, Hyŏn Yŏngsŏp, and Ch’oe Chaesŏ. I rather call attention to a 
specific juncture in which cultural nationalism coexisted with support for 
colonial expansion. My criticism targets how the roundtable participants 
mingled cultural nationalism of the colonized and collaboration with 
colonial expansion in their discussion of the Japanese-language staging 
of Ch’unhyangjŏn in Korea in 1938. I argue that the cultural nationalism 
and collaboration did not merely coexist but rather cooperated with each 
other in perpetuating the established regime of colonialism. By assuming 
a symmetrical relationship between the Korean and Japanese cultures 
and languages, cultural nationalism served to compensate for the political 
asymmetry between the colonized and the colonizer.76 However, cultural 
nationalism was not a substitute for resistance to colonial domination. 
The Korean cultural nationalism manifested at the roundtable discus-
sion echoes the ethnic identity politics of multiculturalism promoted 
under the current dominant U.S. ideology. Although ostensibly a gesture 
toward tolerance within the borders of the American nation, multicul-
turalism fails to challenge the unquestioning loyalty that the American 
nation state demands of individuals of every ethnic group, even in the 
face of the most obvious imperial aggression.77

Frantz Fanon once warned colonized peoples about becoming preoccu-
pied with their own “authentic” culture and the colonizers’ slights toward 
it. In Fanon’s eyes, championing a native culture is ineffective unless it 
is tied up with political and social struggles against colonial domination. 
“It is around the people’s struggles that African-Negro Culture takes 
on substance, and not around songs, poems, or folklore,” as Fanon suc-
cinctly put it.78 When cultural nationalism is divorced from politics, it 
stops short of challenging colonial domination. Furthermore, because the 
cultural nationalism of the colonized tends to focus myopically on creat-
ing autonomous space for native cultures within an empire rather than 
challenging regimes of colonial domination, it can blind the colonized to 
the colonial injustice inflicted on those outside their national community. 
In other words, cultural and linguistic nationalism tends to lead the colo-
nized into callous indifference toward the colonial violence inflicted on 
other colonized peoples.

Assuming symmetrical opposition between Korean and Japanese 
cultures and languages, the colonized intellectuals’ cultural nationalism 
worked to compensate for political asymmetry between the colonized 
and the colonizer by positing cultural parity between the two. In the his-
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tory of the colonized peoples’ struggles against colonial domination are 
examples of how cultural nationalism among the colonized has served to 
help mobilize political resistance by the colonized against the colonizer, 
but what must be kept in mind is that there have been cases throughout 
history in which cultural nationalism fails to challenge the legitimacy 
of colonial domination. Such was the case of the Korean intellectuals at 
the roundtable discussion who agreed to support the Japanese war effort 
while being alert to any encroachment on what they saw as autonomous 
space of their own culture and language.

One might be quick to protest that it is unfair to criticize the Korean 
intellectuals for their failure to dissent from Japanese expansionism in 
front of the colonial bureaucrat Furukawa Kanehide at the roundtable 
discussion. One might further point out that it was virtually impossible 
to raise a dissenting voice in general, especially during the last stage of 
Japanese colonial rule, without risking imprisonment and even death. 
However, the emphasis on the impossibility of voicing political dissent 
inadvertently points to the limitations of a cultural nationalism like the 
one expressed at the roundtable discussion. The cultural nationalism of 
the Korean intellectuals could be expressed only because the Japanese 
colonial authorities allowed it to be. As shown above, despite the presence 
of the colonial bureaucrat at the roundtable discussion, Korean intellectu-
als voiced their displeasure with encroachment by the colonizers on “their 
own culture” while silently agreeing to cooperate with the war effort.

TranSlaTion aS an eThiCal aS well aS 
PoliTiCal PraCTiCe
The 1938 roundtable discussion about the staging of the Japanese-
language play Ch’unhyangjŏn in Korea offers a valuable point of departure 
for investigating further the issues of reciprocity and exchange in trans-
lation and colonialism. The Korean critics sensed that the translation of 
Ch’unhyangjŏn did not ensure an equal exchange between the original 
and the translation and between the Korean and Japanese languages. 
The refusal by these Korean critics pointed negatively to the fact that 
they also adhered to the ideal model of translation as equal exchange. 
In other words, they believed that translation should guarantee equal 
exchange between an original and any translation made of it. Because 
they thought that Chang’s rendering failed to achieve equal exchange 
and, more important, that the original did not allow for such exchange, 
they rejected his Ch’unhyangjŏn. However, to envision a truly radical way 
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of resisting colonial domination, it is necessary to be critical of the cul-
tural nationalism of colonized intellectuals who are complacently fixated 
on “their own culture” but fail hopelessly to voice political criticism of 
their colonial master’s expansion into other countries. In lieu of a conclu-
sion to our discussion, what I will attempt to do in the rest of the chapter 
is to configure translation as an ethical as well as political practice with 
the help of Levinas.

As discussed above, Levinas continuously attends to the ethical aspect 
of language throughout Totality and Infinity and Otherwise Than Being. 
He insists on the ethical aspect of language as the possibility of dialogue 
between the self and the other and between one community and another 
that do not share common foundations for preestablished understand-
ing.79 In short, Levinas suggests that language enables the self to come 
into contact with the other, who is by definition foreign to the self. The 
engagement in dialogue with the other can be a traumatic experience 
because the self is vulnerable to misunderstanding and the rejection of 
understanding by the other, who does not share the logic and knowledge 
with the self. That is why Levinas describes the ethical aspect of language 
in terms of conversation between foreigners who do not share a common 
ground for understanding. Thus, dialogue between the self and the other 
who are foreign to each other is an event of translation. In Levinasian 
ethics, the essence of language cannot be the transmission of ideas 
between interlocutors. The essence of language is rather that it enables 
the self to engage in dialogue with the other, who is utterly foreign to 
the self. Language is the window through which the self approaches the 
other, and translation is the event of the self ’s encounter with other.

The idea of translation reformulated as an ethical practice requires 
the translator to humbly recognize that the task at hand is to encoun-
ter the other in language that ultimately cannot be tamed, controlled, 
or completely appropriated. The translator cannot be absolved from the 
responsibility for the other inscribed in the original. In other words, 
the translator’s debt to the original cannot be paid off completely in an 
equal exchange because such a transaction is impossible in the asym-
metrical relationship with the other. On the contrary, the translator is 
never free from the exacting relationship. While engaging with the other 
as inscribed in the original text, the translator realizes the foreignness 
within each of the two languages between which the translator moves. 
Languages are porous to the outside. The openness of and foreignness 
in languages are, however, concealed until, in the course of translation, 
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the translator releases them from the shackles of the idea of languages as 
autonomous and homogeneous.

Levinas’s insight is useful for formulating a critique of linguistic 
nationalism, which is inseparably connected to the idea of one national 
community the boundaries of which coincide with those of an autono-
mous and homogeneous language community. The cultural and lin-
guistic nationalism of the Korean intellectuals is understandable if one 
remembers that Korea was put under the pressure of colonial domination 
that, in its last stage, sought to erase the Korean language itself from pub-
lic spaces. However, it must also not be forgotten that, while attempting 
to keep intact the autonomous space for their language and culture, the 
Korean intellectuals wound up cooperating with Japanese colonial expan-
sion into the Asian continent. Their refusal of translation thus was little 
more than a myopic obsession with their autonomous space of language 
and culture within the empire. Cultural nationalism as such certainly 
failed to acknowledge translation as an ethical and political practice that 
existed to be critical of colonial domination and to envision new ways of 
relating to the other. What colonized intellectuals should do with trans-
lation is thus neither reject it as unequal exchange nor yearn for equal 
exchange. The colonized should reconfigure translation in relation to the 
other by refusing the idea of equal exchange in language. Translation 
reconfigured as such is elevated to an ethical and political practice, thus 
implying fundamental criticism of colonial domination. Put differently, 
by disclosing the unethical nature of equal exchange and emphasizing 
instead the asymmetry of ethics, translation reframed as an ethical and 
political practice provides a radical criticism of colonial discourse that 
works homologously with a model of translation based on equal exchange 
and serves to propagate the idea of colonial domination as equal exchange 
in a reciprocal relationship between colonizer and colonized.

The relationship between the self and the other in Levinasian eth-
ics should not be mistaken for the relationship with the other that is 
dominant in the tradition of Western thought that Levinas identifies 
as ontology.80 Although the ego is solidified through the erasure of the 
otherness of the other in ontology, the self is vulnerable to the ethical 
call from the other.81 In other words, whereas the ontological relation-
ship with the other of ontology legitimizes the ego by sacrificing the 
alterity of the other, the other Levinas calls the self to face brings into 
question the legitimacy of that self in the ethical relationship. Thus, 
although the insistence on an ethical relationship between the colonized 
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and the colonizer entails a clear demarcation between the two, it should 
not be regarded as a return to an old model of the Manichean relation-
ship of ontology between the colonized and the colonizer on which rests 
both colonial domination and cultural nationalism. In other words, the 
ethical relationship between the colonized and the colonizer resists the 
constitution of the subjectivity of both the colonizer and the colonized 
as premised on such essentialist foundations as ethnicity, language, tra-
dition, and culture. Not only does criticism of colonialism grounded in 
Levinasian ethics summon the colonizer to be vulnerable to the colo-
nized’s accusation of colonial violence but it also reminds the colonized 
of their responsibility to other colonized peoples as an other, existing 
outside of the self ’s supposed national community bound by ethnicity, 
language, tradition, and culture.

However, the unlimited obligation of the self to the other does not 
mean that the colonized are as ethically culpable to the colonizer as 
the latter is to the former because the colonizer is as much the other 
to the colonized as the colonized are to the colonizer. The Levinasian 
ethical relationship should not be mistaken for the equalization of ethical 
responsibility between the colonizer and the colonized. Such an argu-
ment bolsters a theory of equal exchange that the critique of symmetrical 
reciprocity disproves.82 Ethicality built on asymmetry requires the self to 
be responsible for the other regardless of whether the other reciprocates 
that care or not. The critique of equal exchange offered by the concept of 
translation as a political and ethical practice thus does not offer the colo-
nizer any excuses because it does not demand the same level of ethical 
obligation from the colonized and the colonizer and instead vehemently 
opposes any endeavor to dismiss the ethical obligation of the colonizer 
toward the colonized. Such ethicality emphasizes the insolvency of colo-
nizers who forever fail to pay their debt to the people they have colonized. 
The theory thus denounces any attempt to posit the colonial relationship 
as reciprocally beneficial to both the colonizer and the colonized. The 
purpose of a critique of colonialism grounded in ethics is to criticize 
colonial discourse that relentlessly rehashes the logic of equal exchange 
between imperial aggression and defense of civilization, colonial exploi-
tation and economic development, and free flow of capital and the spread 
of modern ideas and values.



71

3. The Location of “Korean” Culture
Ch’oe Chaesŏ and Korean Literature  
in a Time of Transition

Fourteen years after Japanese colonialism had come to an end in Korea, 
Ch’oe Chaesŏ contributed a regular column to the newspaper of Yonsei 
University where he taught English literature. In the column, he noted 
that his students had nicknamed him Reverend Dimmesdale, after the 
character in Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter, because he seemed 
distant and hard to read.1 He insisted that the nickname, however, was 
not apt because he did not share the sinister past of the novel’s character. 
It is telling that, although his students only attributed the nickname to 
his aloofness, he was quick to distance himself from Dimmesdale’s dark 
history. But despite his protestations, Ch’oe had a past so haunting that he 
once dolefully confessed that he had not seen a film since the Pacific War 
because movie going was a part of the youth he had buried along with 
his memories of the war.2 How should this maneuver of simultaneously 
drawing attention to and distancing himself from the past be interpreted?

One answer can be found in the memoir of Yu Chino, a Korean intel-
lectual active on the Korean literary scene during the colonial period and a 
member of the 1938 roundtable discussion on the Japanese-language stag-
ing of the Korean tale Ch’unhyangjŏn. Yu offered the following glimpse at 
the haunting past Ch’oe wished to consign to oblivion. In December 1942,

Itō Norio, a thought prosecutor in Pusan, contacted me through a cer-
tain Mr. Ch’oe, who was the chief editor of a very influential literary 
journal at that time, with an invitation that since it had been a while 
he wanted to have dinner and talk over some bottles of Kanbotan, 
the quality [rice] wine of [the southeastern city of ] Masan he bought 
on his way to Kyŏngsŏng [the colonial-era name for Seoul]. Even 
though the title “thought prosecutor” sounds threatening, Itō was 
an old teacher of mine from college from whom I took an introduc-
tory law course one semester. Besides, although he was a thought 



72    /    The Location of “Korean” Culture

prosecutor, he had been demoted and transferred from Kyŏngsŏng to 
Pusan because he was known as a man of liberal or gentle nature if 
you wish. Therefore I accepted his invitation while wondering about 
it. . . . As I suspected, what Itō wanted to discuss was politics. Ch’oe, 
sitting next to him, expanded on what Itō said by asserting that the 
time had come for intellectuals like us without any personal ambition 
to consider the future of Koreans in the face of the current situation. 
Obviously, Itō and Ch’oe had planned this meeting in advance. . . . 
Mr. Chang Tŏksu stood up to leave, making an excuse that he had a 
previous engagement. Apparently he made up the excuse in order to 
escape. Ch’oe with an unpleasant look on his face grumbled “because 
he is a big shot” while glaring at the back of Chang who had turned to 
leave the room. Seizing my chance, I too stood up to leave. This time, 
he sneered at my back as I left and said in a quite loud voice, “you’re a 
big shot, too, aren’t you?”3

The “certain Ch’oe” in this anecdote was the same Ch’oe. In 1942, he was 
the editor of Kokumin Bungaku (National Literature), a Japanese-language 
journal that was the only literary periodical still in print in colonial Korea 
at the time this incident took place. At that time, Ch’oe was deeply involved 
in various cultural and literary propaganda projects directed at promoting 
the Japanese colonial policy of assimilation in Korea.4 In Yu’s account, 
Ch’oe is depicted as an arrogant villain who pressed his fellow Korean 
intellectuals to cooperate with Japanese colonialism against their will.

Ch’oe’s enthusiastic embrace of Japanese colonial domination in the 
1940s has bewildered scholars of colonial-period Korean literature. Ch’oe 
is credited with introducing the modern English literary criticism of T. E. 
Hulme, T. S. Eliot, I. A. Richards, and Herbert Read to Korea in the 1930s. 
Ch’oe emphasized the importance of intellect in literary criticism and 
argued that it was what unified the theories of these English literary crit-
ics despite discrepancies among their ideas. By applying Western literary 
theories to his analysis of Korean literature, Ch’oe attempted to bring 
the modernity he found in them to Korean literature. He believed that 
the future of Korean culture depended on the successful adoption of the 
Western cultural tradition, even though he considered the development 
of Korean society to be lagging, and thus impeding the growth of literary 
modernity.

Around 1940, Ch’oe began writing literary criticism that justified the 
Japanese colonial policy of assimilation, which was epitomized by the 
colonial slogan of the day “Homeland (i.e., Japan)– Korea as One Body” 
(naisen ittai). His criticism positioned Korean literature as a subset of 
Japanese literature, and he encouraged Korean writers and poets to 
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contribute to a Japanese national literature, or kokumin bungaku. Ch’oe 
peppered his essays with the colonial ideology of assimilation, renounc-
ing the modernity that was being “overcome” by Japan and declaring 
his loyalty to the Japanese state, even unto death. Thus in the eyes of 
Korean literary historians, Ch’oe’s collaboration with the Japanese colo-
nial authorities was not only a betrayal of his people but also a traitorous 
departure from his former advocacy of modernity and the intellect in 
literary criticism.

The enigma of Ch’oe’s transformation from faith in the intellectual 
rooted in the Western literary tradition to an embrace of the cultural 
policy of Japanese colonialism makes his career a valuable window into 
the ideological topography of intellectuals in the final stage of Japanese 
colonialism’s policy of assimilation in Korea. Not only did Ch’oe offer 
one of the most systematic theoretical justifications of colonial ideology 
in the realm of culture and literature in colonial Korea, but also he was 
able to proselytize his position in the Japanese-language publication 
Kokumin Bungaku (National Literature), the only literary journal allowed 
to remain in print by the early 1940s. By attempting to solve the enigma 
of his conversion, I hope to gain insight into the view of the colonized 
intellectual on collaboration.

More specifically, in this chapter, I closely read Ch’oe’s 1943 Japanese-
language book Tenkanki no Chōsen Bungaku (Korean Literature in a Time 
of Transition),5 in which he set out to subsume Korean culture within 
Japanese culture and to call on Korean writers and poets to produce a 
national literature for Korean imperial subjects in Japanese that would 
serve to raise national consciousness of the Japanese empire among 
Koreans. I attempt to work through Ch’oe’s defense of the assimilation 
policy of Japanese colonialism in Korea. The central chapters of Ch’oe’s 
book pivot on his intellectual justification for positioning Korean litera-
ture as a subset of Japanese literature. Under the crust of his unabashed 
enthusiasm for Japanese colonial dominance in Korea lie more nuanced 
arguments for securing an autonomous space for Korean culture in the 
face of the assimilation policy of Japanese colonialism. However, I do not 
intend to rescue his writings from the sweeping denunciation of Korean 
nationalists by stressing that ambivalence, nor is it my intent to privilege 
ambivalence in Ch’oe’s defense of Japanese colonialism as characteristic 
of the relationship between the colonized and colonizers or as the site 
of resistance to colonialism as brilliantly conjured up from colonial dis-
course by Homi Bhabha in his The Location of Culture.6

Instead, my aim is to analyze how Ch’oe’s sincere intellectualism and 
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his experiences as a denizen of everyday life in colonial society led him to 
collaborate with colonial domination. In doing so, I want to expose how 
the quotidian was turned into a space for the production and reproduction 
of colonial domination. I also pay attention to how his concept of history 
contributed to developing his argument. Echoing the Japanese philoso-
pher Miki Kiyoshi, whose work was introduced into Korea by the Korean 
intellectual Sŏ Insik, one of the regular contributors to Inmun P’yŏngnon 
(Humanities Review), the Korean-language journal Ch’oe launched in 
1939, Ch’oe argued that modernity originating in Europe had completed 
its historical task and that the world had entered a new historical era in 
which individualism and liberalism had rapidly become dysfunctional.7 
He called for a paradigmatic transition in culture and literature to reflect 
such a historical change. Ch’oe felt that the rise of totalitarianism and 
the ongoing war forced Korean intellectuals to face up to the reality that 
Koreans and the Japanese belonged to the same community formed by 
historical destiny and would have to band together to survive the violent 
worldwide conflict. He called for the establishment of a national litera-
ture to instill consciousness among Koreans of belonging to Japan.

Finally, by comparing Ch’oe’s critical essays on literature, culture, 
and politics with his own translations, I examine the way in which the 
Korean-language originals and the translations into Japanese address 
a slightly different readership. Such minuscule differences between 
originals and translations, however, interrupt the transparent significa-
tion of such concepts as tradition, culture, Japan, and Korea, on which 
Ch’oe based his arguments in the essays. The difference reveals that the 
meanings of such concepts are undecidable in the Derridean sense. The 
undecidability embedded in the significations of the concepts ultimately 
disrupts Ch’oe’s discursive strategy, which aimed simultaneously to in-
clude Koreans in the category of the Japanese nation and to establish an 
autonomous space for Korean culture within the empire of Japan.

In his reading of the works of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Jacques Derrida 
observed that the French Enlightenment thinker described writing as 
a subordinate, but necessary, supplement to speech because writing 
partially restores what speech promises yet eventually fails to deliver.8 
According to Derrida, the term “supplement” is presented in Rousseau’s 
writings in such a way that its meaning is undecidable between plenti-
tude and deficiency, because a supplement simultaneously adds to and 
substitutes for what it supplements. It adds to something that is deficient 
to make it complete but it also fills in as a subaltern substitute for some-
thing that is already complete. Put differently, a supplement portends the 



The Location of “Korean” Culture    /    75

full presence of what it supplements, yet ironically it also marks the lack 
of presence because presence depends on it to be complete. Thus, presence 
can be present only by proxy.

The implications of the concept of supplementarity extend beyond 
Derrida’s reading of Rousseau’s works to his critique of Western meta-
physical thought, which, in his view, privileges presence. For instance, 
the question about how a human being experiences the external world 
lies at the center of the Western philosophical tradition. One major 
response to the question postulates that the thing in itself can never be 
directly accessed by the experiencing subject, and thus it is approach-
able only through its supplement, in other words, a representation of the 
thing. The representation is less than the thing in itself. Nevertheless, it 
is necessary because the thing in itself is not immediately available to the 
experiencing subject. By filling in for the thing in itself, the representa-
tion presupposes the presence of the thing in itself. Accordingly, hier-
archy is embedded in the relationship between presence and its supple-
ment. Presence is deemed original, pure, natural, and essential whereas 
a supplement is considered derivative, corrupt, artificial, and extraneous. 
Nevertheless, as discussed earlier, presence is present only as the afteref-
fects of its supplement. The original, pure presence is always deferred.

Through his deliberations on supplementarity in Rousseau’s works, 
Derrida demonstrated his reading strategy, which is what has been 
branded deconstruction. It lays bare the ideology of what he termed tran-
scendental reading. Transcendental reading is premised on the assump-
tion that meaning can be exhaustively reduced to the transcendental 
signified outside the text, be that the authorial intent, the author’s sub-
conscious, or the extratextual context in which the author was located. 
The transcendental signified is indefinitely deferred, however, because, 
in signification, one signifier is replaced with another signifier rather 
than fixed onto the ultimate signified.

The notion of supplementarity manifests an occasion of undecidabil-
ity, the kernel of Derrida’s ethics and politics. As shown in the case of a 
supplement, the undecidable pivots on the dynamics of certain opposi-
tions inherent in a text while simultaneously subverting the oppositional 
dynamics because of double meanings. Undecidability does not merely 
postulate the indefinite deferral of the transcendental signified. It also 
demands that when reading a text, the reader must choose with great care 
one possible meaning over another. Thus, instead of resulting in indeci-
sion, undecidability constitutes the very condition of the possibility of 
making a decision. Unless a decision arises from the ordeal of undecid-
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ability, it cannot be a genuine decision.9 In other words, undecidability 
does not merely indicate the impossibility of meaning. On the contrary, 
it presupposes that there must be multiple plausible meanings among 
which the reader debates to make a genuine decision. Nevertheless, no 
matter how legitimate the reader’s decision may be, the other possible 
meanings, which the decision left out, still haunt and disrupt the seem-
ingly univocal signification of the text.

Needless to say, by engaging in a deconstructive reading of Ch’oe’s 
texts, I do not deny the relevance of authorial intent and extratextual 
context. Undecidability itself would not work unless legitimate meanings 
were available through reading. Reading in turn cannot proceed with-
out recourse to the authorial intent and extratextual context. Invoking 
Derrida’s concept of supplementarity, I call attention to the undecidability 
inherent in Ch’oe’s texts that is highlighted by the differences between 
the texts and his own translations of them. The undecidability merits 
our attention because it destabilizes the univocal signification of such 
concepts as culture, tradition, Japan, and Korea despite Ch’oe’s authorial 
intention to fix them onto stable meanings.

Before venturing into examining Ch’oe writings on literature, culture, 
and politics, however, I will trace his early life to situate him and his 
thought in the history of Japanese colonialism in Korea.

a PorTraiT of The Colonial inTelleCTual aS 
a young man
In 1943, Ch’oe wrote an essay that can be interpreted as a vindication 
of Korean intellectuals’ lack of enthusiasm toward mobilizing behind 
Japanese colonial policies. In the essay, Ch’oe admitted that intellectuals 
have a tendency to skip political gatherings and, he added, when they do 
attend, they are always late. In addition, he contended that intellectuals 
are likely to argue at meetings, and even if they agree, they never fail 
to complain. However, Ch’oe attributed this uncooperative attitude to 
the intellectual temperament, ignoring any possibility that their actions 
might represent passive but deliberate resistance to colonial rule.10 He 
reasoned instead that the temperament stems from intellectuals’ pursuit 
of high principles and values that transcend the mundane life of ordinary 
people and their desire to help create a national culture for future genera-
tions. Although asserting that culture can be produced only when nation 
and art are perfectly harmonized, he insisted that intellectuals’ laggard 
response to politics should not be deemed a remnant of liberalism, which 
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he viewed as an obsolete ideology of the past. Instead, he implored critics 
to encourage the good side of men of letters, in other words, that which 
produces culture. Thus, Ch’oe asked for tolerance toward intellectuals 
who failed to enthusiastically cooperate with the colonial authorities.11 
Certainly, Ch’oe recommended that Korean intellectuals be more coop-
erative with the colonial authority and not support any political resis-
tance. However, because Koreans, intellectuals or not, were forcibly 
mobilized for Japanese war efforts and every hint of political dissension 
was ruthlessly suppressed, Ch’oe’s essay can be read as a gesture to pro-
tect his fellow Korean intellectuals from retaliation by Japanese colonial 
authorities. A rather sympathetic reading of this essay might allow for a 
shadow of the martyr in Ch’oe bearing the yoke of collaboration on his 
shoulders while saving other Korean intellectuals from the disgraceful 
task imposed on them by the Japanese colonial authority. In this part of 
the chapter, I will explicate this complicated mental terrain by piecing 
together anecdotes, personal memoirs, and essays by and about Ch’oe, 
as an example of the plight of intellectuals stranded in colonial society.

Ch’oe was born in 1908 in Haeju, Hwanghaedo, in the northwestern 
part of Korea. His father was a wealthy businessman-turned-farmer, 
and his family seems to have been more than affluent. It is said that his 
father’s farm was so vast that the noise of the household never reached 
any of its neighbors.12 He went to Keijō, present-day Seoul, to attend 
Keijō Second Higher Common School and, in 1926, he matriculated at the 
top of his class, bound for the Faculty of Letters at Keijō Imperial Univer-
sity.13 Finishing its requirements in 1928, he entered the Department of 
English Literature at the university. Academically active and ambitious, 
he regularly wrote articles for the English department bulletin. Its editor-
in-chief was Satō Kiyoshi, a Japanese professor in the English depart-
ment. Ch’oe became one of Satō’s most beloved disciples.

While at college, Ch’oe lived in a Japanese boarding house, made 
friends with Japanese classmates, and spoke in Japanese. He rarely spoke 
Korean on campus.14 His only Korean friend, Hyŏn Yŏngnam (who 
later changed his name to Yŏngsŏp), was known to fellow students as 
an anarchist.15 Ch’oe was well-known for his fluent English but he was 
extremely unpopular among Korean students because he socialized only 
with Japanese students and not with them. Once, some Korean students 
ganged up on him because of his “pro-Japanese” attitude, but it is not 
clear whether those “pro-Japanese” tendencies extended to a political alle-
giance. In the preface to his Japanese language-book Korean Literature 
in a Time of Transition, he wrote that since childhood he had held great 
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affection for Japanese culture including the language, the Japanese-style 
room (washitsu), and the literature of the Meiji period, and that he had 
made many friends among the Japanese people. He confessed, however, 
that he considered his affection for Japan to be a matter of personal taste 
and not related to the Japanese state. He made this confession in the con-
text of emphasizing the necessity for Koreans to embrace the Japanese 
state in the face of the historical transition following the outbreak of the 
Sino-Japanese War in 1937. Taking into account the context of the book, 
one might legitimately suspect that Ch’oe intentionally depicted his 
affection for Japan as apolitical to stress the contrast between a private, 
personal taste for Japanese culture and a public, political allegiance to 
the Japanese state. Such autobiographical statements must be subjected 
to examination against other relevant documents. An excerpt from the 
memoirs of one of Ch’oe’s teachers at college, Takagi Ichinosuke, can 
serve that purpose. A prominent Japanese scholar of Japanese literature 
who taught at Keijō Imperial University for 14 years, from 1926 to 1940, 
Takagi met Ch’oe’s college professor, Satō, when they studied in England 
on Japanese government fellowships, and the two remained friends. 
Knowing both Satō and Ch’oe, Takagi was close enough to the latter to 
witness this comic– tragic scene of the colonized man:

[T]here was a student named Ch’oe Chaesŏ who was studying English 
literature. . . . After graduating, he became a lecturer and visited me 
quite often. While at college, he was regarded as pro– Japanese so 
much so that once he was even beaten up by other Korean students. 
However there was an incident during the New Year holidays when 
he came to my place late at night with an awful look on his face and 
with two or three bottles of beer dangling from his hands. He made 
threatening remarks like “no matter how much you professors brag 
about it, you cannot take away our Korean soul” and stomped out.16

What stands out in this latter anecdote is the sudden surge of nationalis-
tic feeling from a young man whose previous sentiments had strayed the 
opposite way. Aided by alcohol, he may have been pouring out inner feel-
ings that he had repressed while speaking only Japanese, socializing only 
with Japanese students, and making himself the most beloved disciple 
of the Japanese professor, while rarely befriending and therefore being 
detested by other Korean students.17 However what is more relevant to 
our discussion is that Ch’oe’s relationship with Japan was anything but 
transparent.

An essay that Ch’oe wrote in 1940 on James Joyce’s A Portrait of the 
Artist as a Young Man offers some clues about what lay behind his affec-
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tion for Japan and his aloofness from Korea.18 Ch’oe calls attention to the 
protagonist Stephen Dedalus’s alienation from his fellow students, who 
do not understand his cynicism about Irish nationalism and his ambiva-
lent attitude toward English culture. The resentment of the students is 
succinctly summed up by the question that Stephen is asked by a class-
mate named Davin, which Ch’oe quotes in his review: “Are you Irish at 
all?”19 This scene in the novel is superimposed on an autobiographical 
anecdote of Ch’oe being harassed by other Korean students in college for 
his lack of nationalistic zeal and for his affection for the Japanese culture 
and language. Ch’oe reasons that Stephen has to escape from parochial 
Irish culture and tradition to liberate the artist within. Ch’oe sees himself 
speaking for his own situation as well as for Stephen’s. In other words, 
Korean tradition is an impediment to the cultivation of his artistic taste 
and Japanese language and culture are its vehicles.

Ch’oe’s attitude toward Japan was too complicated to identify him as 
pro– Japanese if “pro– Japanese” carries political implications. My main 
concern, however, is not to defend Ch’oe from accusations that he was 
politically pro– Japanese starting in his college years. Ch’oe must have 
noticed that his personal taste for the colonizer’s culture could not be 
dissociated easily from its political implications by his fellow colonized. 
Further more, if he identified with Stephen, whom Joyce is believed to 
have modeled on himself, his later actions were quite the opposite 
of those of Joyce. Although Joyce wrote in English, as Ch’oe wrote in 
Japanese, Joyce did not choose English literature over Irish literature 
or English over Gaelic, nor did he subsume Irish literature within Eng-
lish literature. Instead, he dismantled the putative unity of English, the 
colonizer’s language, by hybridizing it with a variety of languages, as he 
did in Finnegans Wake. In other words, Joyce aimed to uproot English 
culture.20 Ch’oe would harshly criticize such an uprooting as a negative 
characteristic of cosmopolitanism when defending Japanese colonial 
domination.

After his graduation from university, Ch’oe was forced to face the 
reality of colonial society in which the colonized were not only differ-
entiated from the colonizers but also discriminated against, regardless 
of the extent to which they had accepted the colonizers’ culture. Many 
years later he still recollected with bitterness how frustrated he was by 
the unfairness of colonial society, in which Japanese students with less 
talent easily moved ahead of him in society even though he had been 
always at the top of his class. This unfair treatment undoubtedly took 
place during his employment at the Keijō Imperial University. The schol-
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arly life of teaching and academic writing was his first passion.21 Ch’oe 
entered graduate school following his graduation from college in 1931 and 
was appointed lecturer in English at the university in 1933. He was one 
of the first graduates of the university to attain a teaching position there 
since its foundation in 1924. However, Ch’oe failed to win a permanent 
position and, in 1934, he moved to the Keijō College of Law, a government 
general-run school for bureaucrats, to teach English.22 It was impossible 
at that time for Koreans to secure permanent teaching positions at Keijō 
Imperial University.23

Ch’oe’s amicable relationship with his mentor, Satō, continued de -
spite his failure to attain a position at Keijō Imperial University. With 
help from Satō, Ch’oe ventured into the Japanese intellectual world in 
December 1934 by publishing an article introducing the literary criticism 
of T. E. Hulme in the prominent Japanese journal Shisō (Thought). Ch’oe 
was, noted a postscript from the editor, the first Korean contributor to the 
journal in its more than 13-year history.24 The following month, another 
article by Ch’oe, on the poetry criticism of John Dennis, appeared in one 
of the leading Japanese academic journals Eibungaku Kenkyū (Studies in 
English Literature). In other lectures and writings over the next several 
years, he introduced the literary criticism of Eliot, Richards, and Read as 
well as Wyndham Lewis to Korea.25 His choices were eclectic, ranging 
from Hulme’s neoclassical modernism to Read’s psychoanalytical inter-
pretation, but Ch’oe found a common thread in their emphasis on the 
importance of the intellect in criticism, and he lumped them together 
under what he called intellectualism (chujijuŭi in Korean; shuchishugi in 
Japanese).26

Ch’oe resigned from teaching in 1936 and started a publishing house 
that would become known for publishing the works of Korean writers as 
well as translations of such foreign novels as Pearl Buck’s The Good Earth 
(1931).27 Around the same time, he started writing reviews of Korean 
literary works. As he seldom spoke Korean at college and his literary 
theories were influenced by English critics, his writing reviews of Korean 
works marked a significant shift. Hyŏn mistakenly described him around 
this time as having been influenced by nationalism and socialism, but 
Hyŏn must have mistaken Ch’oe’s emphasis on tradition and realism 
in his criticism of Korean literature for sympathy for nationalism and 
socialism.28 In the late 1930s, Ch’oe came to emphasize the importance 
of morality in literary criticism. Drawing on Read, he argued that moral-
ity was the intuitive understanding of values through the intellect.29 By 
stressing the importance of these two elements, he attempted to “restore 
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judgment” to the field of literary criticism: It is necessary, he argued, 
to call for a literary criticism that would encourage literature capable 
of providing order for man in a chaotic world. He posited that intellect 
should hinge on (Western) cultural tradition and stressed that literature 
should be anchored in the living and historical experience of the people 
(minjung). He further argued that the writers should recognize that they 
are members of the community of the people, not isolated individuals. 
As discussed later, Ch’oe’s emphasis on the living and historical experi-
ence of the people would later turn into a depoliticization of everyday 
life and mythification of history when he argued for the integration of 
Korean culture and literature into those of Japan. In any case, it should 
be pointed out that what Ch’oe meant by cultural tradition in this context 
was the European culture that had produced the Western men of letters 
he addressed in his critical writing.

Thus, as briefly mentioned in the preceding chapter, Ch’oe was skepti-
cal about Korean intellectuals’ own surge of interest in Korean cultural 
tradition during the 1930s. It was widely noted that Korean literary 
criticism fell into stagnation after the decline of the Proletarian literature 
movement, the wellspring of Korean literary criticism in the late 1920s 
and early 1930s, and, as discussed in the previous chapter, two major 
Korean-language newspapers, Chosŏn Ilbo (Korea Daily) and Tong-A Ilbo 
(East Asia Daily), initiated a call to reevaluate Korean cultural tradition.30 
That call was welcomed by intellectuals well beyond the ranks of conser-
vative nationalists, but Ch’oe warned that such a revival would degenerate 
into an obsession with regressive tastes and their irrational reactionary 
implications. In particular, he pointed out that ancient treasures and 
literature alone could not constitute culture. To him, the issue was how 
Korean tradition could be made to contribute to the development of mod-
ern culture in contemporary Korea and eventually to world culture.31 He 
believed that contemporary Korean culture should also be anchored in 
Western cultural traditions, whether Korean traditionalists liked it or not. 
In a similar vein, he was critical of Yi T’aejun and Chŏng Chiyong, who 
claimed to value Korean and “Oriental” sentiments over modern intellect 
in literature.32 Ch’oe’s skepticism about unreflective traditionalism should 
be seen in the context of his criticism about European totalitarianism, 
which he saw as based on regressive ethnic nationalism. He reasoned 
that the most important issue for European intellectuals of the day was 
how to defend the culture of Shakespeare and Goethe from the politically 
inspired barbarism that was driving intellectuals into exile and destroy-
ing cultural riches crystallized over centuries of strife and wisdom.
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In 1939, Ch’oe founded a Korean-language literary journal called 
Inmun P’yŏngnon (Humanities Review), which soon became one of 
the most influential journals for intellectuals in Korea. He served as 
editor-in-chief and opened the journal to former socialists such as Kim 
Namch’ŏn, Im Hwa, and Yi Wŏnjo, who had gone through the infamous 
process of tenkō (ideological conversion) and to a group of intellectuals 
commonly known as the “philosophy of history” critics, including Sŏ 
Insik, Sin Namchŏl, Kim Osŏng, and Pak Ch’iu. By offering a new way to 
look at the relationship between Korea and Japan, the “philosophy of his-
tory” critics left a distinct mark on the mindset of Korean intellectuals in 
the late stages of Japanese colonial rule. Influenced by the Kyōto School 
conceptualization of world history promoted by Miki, Kōsaka Masaaki, 
and Kōyama Iwao, these Korean philosophers called for their countrymen 
to join Japan in “overcoming modernity,” which, they saw, was fading out 
after the completion of its historical task. They welcomed the anticolonial 
and pro– Asian aspects of the so-called Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity 
Sphere discourse as a significant challenge to Euro-American hegemony 
over the world. As examined further below, Ch’oe grounded his justi-
fication for Japanese colonial domination in the theoretical foundation 
offered by the “philosophy of history” critics.

In 1940, Ch’oe himself started advocating Japanese colonialism in his 
journal. In those writings, he turned sharply away from his previous posi-
tion stressing the significance of the intellect in literary criticism and the 
importance of European cultural tradition as the foundation of Korean 
cultural development. In 1943, he published the book that has been read 
in postliberation Korea as undisputable evidence of his traitorous col-
laboration with Japanese colonialism. A collection of literary criticism 
written in Japanese, Korean Literature in a Time of Transition was Ch’oe’s 
justification for the assimilation of Korean literature into Japanese litera-
ture. This treatise would serve to condemn him to self-imposed silence 
for 10 years after the liberation of Korea and to the lifelong stigma of 
having been a pro– Japanese traitor.33

ConSTrained by hiSTory, Tamed by everyday life: 
Korean liTeraTure in a Time of TranSiTion
As mentioned above, in Korean Literature in a Time of Transition, Ch’oe 
called for the establishment of a national literature, which would incul-
cate Koreans with the Japanese national consciousness. What is most 
conspicuous about Ch’oe’s discussion is that his conceptualization of a 
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national consciousness did not rest on a primordial community of com-
mon blood. He emphasized that an awareness of common blood or of 
a community of everyday life alone is inadequate to produce literature 
because it transmits no value system that can infuse the creative spirit 
of the writer with concrete meanings and content.34 He implied that 
national consciousness is not a feeling of belonging that stems from a 
primordial folk community but rather a sense of belonging to the people 
of a nation (kokumin) consciously mediated by the state (kokka). It goes 
without saying that to include Koreans in the category of the Japanese 
nation, Ch’oe, like other ideologues of “Japan– Korea as one body,” had no 
choice but to emphasize that the notion of a nation should not be based 
on folk or ethnicity.

To understand his argument, it is necessary to clarify how Ch’oe 
defined national literature. Under total mobilization (kōdo kokubō taisei, 
literally “advanced national defense system”), the task of literature was 
to unify the nation and raise national morale. Japanese writers naturally 
subscribed to this theory when war broke out, but this had not been the 
case in Korea, which, Ch’oe argued, was handicapped by the mental-
ity that national literature served only to instill a feeling of primordial 
community based on ethnicity or the folk (minzoku).35 The Japanese, of 
course, automatically had such a sense of community as members of 
the Japanese ethnicity, but the task at hand, according to Ch’oe, was to 
awaken Koreans from that folk feeling of Korean nationalism to the real-
ity that they were now subjects of the Japanese state. National literature 
was to serve that purpose.36

Ch’oe demanded that Korean men of letters should simultaneously 
write about Korea old and new; study Korean goodness, beauty, and sad-
ness; and maintain Korean cultural particularity as part of the Japanese 
nation. It would not be possible for great national literature to be pro-
duced by the mere shallow impulses of discarding Korean tradition to 
bring alive the slogan of “Japan– Korea as one body.” More was required.37

Ch’oe next tackled the debate over the use of “local color” by Korean 
writers. He argued that it is natural they do so in their creative writing, 
but he cautioned that emphasis on the particularity of Korea should not 
be abused. He underlined that Korean writers should not blindly imi-
tate their Japanese counterparts in depicting the urban culture of Tokyo 
because blind imitation would result in degeneration of culture as a 
whole.38 The future of Japanese culture should be sought in the total-
ity of cultures rooted in each locality and should emerge from actual 
life in, and demands of, localities as they were becoming unified by the 
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Japanese spirit.39 In that context and that context only could local color 
and culture make a meaningful contribution to national literature, but 
he warned that should local color overstep its boundaries and pursue the 
status of an independent entity, it would turn into an ideology of cultural 
independence, which, in Ch’oe’s view, must be avoided at all costs. Love of 
a home province could be elevated to patriotism, but, should it grow out 
of bounds, it could undermine the balance of the whole. By falling into 
sentimentalism, it could become political and no longer in the realm of 
literature or culture. He warned that even if a writer were not using local 
color to fan an ideology of independence among Koreans, readers might 
interpret the work politically.40

Ch’oe’s objective in his book, thus, can be summed up as positioning 
Korean literature and culture within the literature and culture of Japan. 
More than simply parroting the slogan “Japan– Korea as one body,” he 
was locating a historical necessity arising not only in Japan but also in 
Europe for subsuming Korean culture within Japanese culture. The rise 
of such totalitarian movements as fascism and Nazism had sent the world 
into a seismic transition.41 The old values of individualism, rationalism, 
and liberalism rapidly had become impotent in the face of the ontological 
conditions of human beings bound by nationality and ethnicity. Korean 
intellectuals were forced by worldwide historical change to realize that 
to survive the violent struggles among nation states, they did not have 
any choice but to embrace Japan as the state to which they belonged 
and to position themselves as a part of the Japanese nation. Thus, it was 
Ch’oe’s analysis of historical developments and not ambition or cowering 
capitulation that led him to embrace Japanese domination in Asia. In that 
regard, it is noteworthy that Ch’oe believed an individual should sincerely 
embrace the realities of daily life rather than subsisting on the abstract 
ideals of socialism and liberalism, which he saw as the two aspects of 
cosmopolitanism that denied the essential importance of an individual’s 
identity as part of nation and state.42 Ch’oe regarded the rise of fascism 
and Nazism and the ensuing war in Europe and Asia as historical devel-
opments that made liberalism and individualism untenable.43 Thus, he 
believed the world demanded a new intellectual framework to grapple 
with the turmoil of the 20th century. He assailed rationalism, liberal-
ism, and individualism as the worldview of modernity, which offered no 
intellectual guidance for coping with the raging war that was ruthlessly 
consuming lives and the cultural achievements of humanity.

Ch’oe was not the only thinker critical of modernity in Korea during 
the late 1930s and the early 1940s. The “philosophy of history” critics, 
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including Sŏ Insik, Sin Namchŏl, Kim Osŏng, and Pak Ch’iu, were draw-
ing on the ideas of younger philosophers of the Kyōto School, such as 
Miki, Kōsaka, and Kōyama, to attempt to dethrone Europe from its posi-
tion at the center of world historical development.44 As mentioned earlier, 
it was Ch’oe who opened the pages of his journal Inmun P’yŏngnon to 
the Korean philosophy of history critics and thus provided them with a 
venue for publishing their ideas in the late 1930s. Like the Kyōto School 
philosophers, they criticized liberalism, rationalism, and capitalism and 
argued that the world crisis had been brought about by the rise of fas-
cism, the emergence of the philosophy of life (lebensphilosophie), and the 
worldwide economic depression that had shown these European-derived 
dogmas to be bankrupt.45 They saw themselves attempting to come up 
with a new world view to replace old intellectual systems. Ch’oe’s criti-
cal writings in defense of Japanese colonialism drew on many of their 
concerns and problematics.

In “an age of total war in which nations enlisted their entire military, 
economic, and technological capacity to mobilize for survival,” Ch’oe con-
sidered it futile to preach that human reason was shared equally among 
all individuals regardless of nationality.46 He saw history as unfolding 
according to its own laws. Human beings were not active agents who 
created history but rather passive participants responding to historical 
changes that proceeded according to their own laws. Thus, he posited 
history not as collective events actively made by human beings but as an 
irrevocable force that moved on its own terms. In short, to Ch’oe, human 
beings could not actively change history for their own good but rather 
were relegated to passively responding to its vicissitudes. Individual 
human beings could not contest history; they had only to accept it. As 
the early 20th century was the period in which only the strong would 
survive, Koreans should cast their lot with a strong state rather than 
struggle to become independent. In fact, Koreans already belonged to a 
strong state, Japan, whether they liked it or not. Facing up to the fate 
already determined by history, the individual’s task was to live with sin-
cerity (seijitsu) under the conditions given. Living sincerely thus involved 
adaptation to the changing currents of history.

The analysis of history at the root of Ch’oe’s argument was that writers 
should delve into the everyday life of the nation (kokumin) and ground 
literature in the concreteness of everyday life.47 To some extent, this 
emphasis was a generic trait of the literature of ideological conversion 
(tenkō bungaku) produced by former leftists in Japan. Such goals of social-
ism as class equality and liberation from oppression were deemed too 
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abstract to help ordinary people improve their everyday lives. Socialist 
activists were depicted as incompetents who could not even feed their 
own families, let alone save society from capitalist tyranny. For example, 
in his 1937 novel Seikatsu no Tankyū (Quest for Life), Shimaki Kensaku 
described a protagonist who is weary of the abstract ideals his colleagues 
spouted at college and is literally sick with a disease that he contracted 
in Tokyo.48 As he commits himself to working on his father’s farm in 
his hometown, he not only cures his disease but also discovers the true 
meaning of life. Shimaki’s novel was very popular among readers. This 
tends to validate the thinking of the postwar critic Yoshimoto Takaaki, 
who has argued that the mass recantations of leftist intellectuals in the 
1930s had more to do with their dawning awareness of their alienation 
from the masses than with state coercion. Yoshimoto contended that the 
mass conversion was inevitable because the leftists’ dogmatic ideology 
had no applications to the everyday life of the people.49 In other words, 
from Yoshimoto’s perspective, the separation of socialist ideas from the 
life of the people mirrored the gulf between leftist intellectuals and the 
masses.50

Japanese conversion literature was not the only intellectual strain of 
the day that prioritized the concrete reality of everyday life. The contrast 
between the abstract ideals of leftist intellectuals and the concreteness 
of everyday life also constituted an important motif in the writer Kim 
Namch’ŏn’s literary works in colonial Korea. Kim wrote stories describ-
ing leftist intellectuals’ ineptitude at everyday life and their often frus-
trated endeavors to adapt to the real world.51 Ch’oe praised one of Kim’s 
short stories “Tŭngpul” (Lantern) for its prioritization of the concreteness 
of everyday life.52 Ch’oe paid special attention to the main character’s 
dedication to his family. The main character once demanded sacrifice 
from his family for his selfish literary pursuits. But later he realizes that 
he should give up his nebulous idea of literature for his family. Ch’oe 
stressed that the short story describes the journey of the main character 
from the abstract to the concrete, and argues that beauty is to be found 
in the daily life of a practical man. Introducing a scene in which the main 
character concludes a bedtime story for his children by saying, “I want to 
live,” Ch’oe defined the main character as a man who exhausted his youth 
with abstractness, ideology, and rationalism but has now awakened to 
the importance of everyday life in his business, home, and family life. 53

Ch’oe argued that the arena of the quotidian should be depoliticized. 
He urged other colonial intellectuals who did little while talking much 
about Korean independence or socialist ideals to find and work on their 
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everyday lives. Thus Ch’oe posited everyday life as an apolitical space 
that the politics of resistance could not infiltrate.54 Posing everyday life 
as an apolitical space was itself reactionary politics, however, because it 
neutralized any attempt to act out opposition to colonialism in everyday 
life. What the colonial intellectual was allowed to do instead was to carve 
out an autonomous space for Korean culture and literature within the 
Japanese empire in return for collaborating with the Japanese colonial 
authorities.

In Ch’oe’s thinking, the space of everyday life was rigidly territo-
rialized as a national space in which individuals live ordinary lives as 
members of their nation. While advising writers on how to write national 
literature that expresses the feelings of the nation, Ch’oe insisted that 
by breaking away from interiority, they enter “the everyday life of the 
nation” (kokumin seikatsu). He argued that only in the everyday life of the 
nation can writers empathize with their nation and learn what national 
sentiment is. Only by so doing can they write national literature, accord-
ing to Ch’oe.55

The ambiguouS loCaTion of “Korean” CulTure
There are a number of contrasting and even contradictory polarities 
within Ch’oe’s argument that distract the reader from looking directly 
at his idea of collaboration. As explicated above, Ch’oe called on Korean 
writers and poets to produce national literature to facilitate the assimi-
lation of Korean culture into Japanese culture, but at the same time he 
argued that Korean literature and culture should remain distinct from 
Japanese culture and literature. He stressed an absolute belief in the 
Japanese spirit while often grounding his arguments in rational explana-
tions of culture, literature, and the economy. He argued for a national 
literature to raise Koreans’ political consciousness within the Japanese 
nation. Simultaneously, he set out to defend the autonomy of culture 
from politics by arguing that national literature should not degenerate 
into mere propaganda, and he insisted that rigid restrictions should not 
constrain literary creation. Finally, even though his focus was on Korea 
and Japan, he argued that his recipe for national literature was applicable 
to other nations because he saw the historical necessity for national liter-
atures to emerge from historical events in Europe as well as in East Asia.

Those polarities, however, actually maintain the consistency of his 
arguments. The particularity of Korean culture and literature must be 
stressed exactly because it was being forcibly assimilated into Japanese 
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culture and literature. He accepted the Japanese spirit on blind faith as a 
logical leap to compensate for the incompatibility between the colonial 
reality that Koreans were discriminated against and his demand that 
Koreans should nonetheless embrace Japan as their state (kokka). Writers 
and poets had no other choice but to cooperate with the Japanese colonial 
authorities, he posited, because their collaboration would be the only way 
to preserve a semblance of cultural autonomy from further encroach-
ment by the colonial state. Ch’oe accepted that literature inevitably needs 
external support, just as “dahlia plants in the garden require staking.” In 
this time of transition, what Korean literature needed most was strong 
support from outside. Cooperation with the colonial government was a 
way to achieve the strong external support for Korean literature to sur-
vive.56 At the same time, Ch’oe proudly emphasized that his Japanese-
language journal Kokumin Bungaku was the only literary journal being 
published in Korea at the time.57

In other words, the existence of the polarities in Ch’oe’s writings attest 
to the compromises he had to make to defend the autonomy of Korean 
culture without politically opposing Japanese colonialism. At the core of 
his argument beneath the polarities was the idea that a national literature 
should be established to raise Japanese national consciousness among 
Koreans, but it is important to remember that the national consciousness 
he envisioned is not based on a feeling of belonging to a primordial com-
munity of folk, ethnicity, or race, but rather is based on the conscious-
ness that one’s fate is contingent on that of the state.58 Consequently, the 
national literature he urged Korean writers and poets to produce was 
literature that enabled Korean readers to realize that they were subjects 
of the Japanese state and that both Koreans and the Japanese are in the 
same community of destiny because both belong to the Japanese state. 
However, Ch’oe not only urged Korean writers and poets to adapt to 
political change but also implored the Japanese to accept Korea as an 
integral part of Japan and Korean literature as Japanese literature.

Despite his efforts to position Koreans firmly within the Japanese state, 
Ch’oe believed he could preserve the particularity of Korean literature 
within the category of Japanese literature. For example, he did not hesi-
tate even for a second to exclude the Japanese writer Tanaka Hidemitsu’s 
work from Korean literature, even though Tanaka lived in Korea.59 For 
Ch’oe, Tanaka’s works were not connected to Korea because they have 
nothing to do with the lives of Koreans in Korea.60 This rigid demarca-
tion of Korean literature from that literature produced by Japanese writ-
ers coexists with his exhortation to subsume the former within the lat-
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ter. It is not possible to understand Ch’oe’s idea of collaboration without 
grasping this complexity.

At the center of Ch’oe’s writings is the double desire of making Korea 
a part of Japan while simultaneously maintaining its autonomy. His 
discourse is marked by ambivalence about the location of Korean cul-
ture within the Japanese empire. In that sense, it parallels what Homi 
Bhabha has designated as the ambivalence of colonial discourse, deriving 
from its strategy of simultaneously disowning and acknowledging dif-
ference between the colonizers and the colonized. According to Bhabha, 
colonial discourse is dependent on fixing racial, cultural, and historical 
difference onto the colonized and then stigmatizing the resulting iden-
tity as inferior to that of the colonizer. At the same time, the colonizer 
professes that the colonized can be improved and civilized like him. Out 
of this ambivalence, Bhabha argues, emerges the “mimic man” who is 
recognizably the same but still different. In Bhabha’s theorization, “the 
mimic man, by virtue of his partial and never complete representation, 
rearticulates the whole notion of identity and alienates it from essence.”61 
Following Bhabha’s framing of colonial discourse, one may view Ch’oe 
as an example of the mimic man, the colonial subject who is the same 
as, but still different from, the Japanese. A mimic man consciously and 
unconsciously spoke, wrote, read, thought, and behaved like a Japanese 
intellectual but was not Japanese. The ambivalence of Ch’oe as a mimic 
man undermines the fixed identities of the colonized and the colonizers 
on which the colonial regime leans, according to Bhabha. However, as 
should be clear by now, the ambivalence Bhabha has located in colonial 
discourse is not identical to the ambivalence in Ch’oe’s writings. It is not 
the colonizer’s fixating gaze but the colonized intellectual’s own desire 
to be on the side of, but at the same time, to differentiate himself from, 
the colonizer that gives rise to ambivalence. I acknowledge that this colo-
nized’s double desire can be seen as a refracted form of the colonizer’s 
gaze. Nevertheless, I insist that it is necessary to hold on to the difference 
between the colonized’s double desire and the colonizer’s gaze to gain 
insight into the colonized’s acceptance of colonial dominance. As noted in 
the preface, I am not interested in appropriating this ambivalence as a site 
of resistance that subverts the Manichean world view on which colonial 
dominance depends. I intend rather to unravel Ch’oe’s idea of collabo-
ration from its entanglement with the unabashedly conformist rhetoric 
he used in his writings in defense of Japanese colonial domination and 
thus to map out the topography of the colonized intellectual’s approach 
to colonial reality.
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Ch’oe’s project can be simply put as locating Korean culture as a subset 
of the culture of Japan. The end result that he aimed for was the demar-
cation of Korean culture as an autonomous space within the culture of 
the Japanese empire. In a way, Ch’oe inverted the strategy of colonial 
discourse that simultaneously excludes and includes the colonized. It is 
the colonized who differentiates his or her culture from the colonizer’s 
while locating it within a new concept of culture of the empire, inclusive 
of both cultures of the colonized and the colonizer. In this context, it is 
important to remember that for Ch’oe, Japanese culture is not the culture 
of the Japanese folk (Nihon minzoku) but rather that of “Japan as a state” 
(kokka to shite no Nihon). If a literary work is identified as a part of Korean 
literature, then it is both Korean and Japanese because Korean culture is a 
subset of Japanese culture. However the converse is not necessarily true. 
Even if a literary work is recognized as Japanese literature, it is not neces-
sarily regarded as Korean literature because Japanese literature includes 
all of the different literatures produced within the Japanese empire.

In sum, Ch’oe deprived Japan, the ethnic community interpellated as 
Nihon (or Yamato) minzoku, of its centrality and set out to “provincialize” 
(in Dipesh Chakrabarty’s term) the Japanese folk as a part of the totality 
called the Japanese nation (Nihon kokumin), a newly configured political 
community that was open not only to Koreans and Japanese but also to 
Taiwanese and any other people within the Japanese empire. Using such 
reasoning, Ch’oe rejected Korean imitations of Tokyo culture because, 
to him, Tokyo designated nothing more than a specific locality within 
the Japanese empire. Its putative centrality as the capital of the Japanese 
empire did not override the particularity belonging to Korea. Moreover, 
by arguing that Korean literature was more than just one kind of local 
literature within Japan, akin to that from Hokkaidō or Kyūshū, Ch’oe 
insisted that it should be granted the special autonomy proper to its 
long literary tradition independent from Japan.62 Opposing those who 
put Korean literature on a par with Kyūshū or Hokkaidō literature, 
Ch’oe asserted that Korean literature had more local particularity than 
its Kyūshū, Tōhoku, or even Taiwanese counterpart. He contended that 
not only was Korea different from Japan in terms of climate, character, 
and way of thinking but also it had a long literary tradition of its own. 
Moreover, he argued, it had different problems and demands. He con-
tended that because Korean literature dealt with the reality and senti-
ments of everyday life in Korea, it would continue to be quite different 
from Japanese literature. He suggested it should occupy a position like 
that of Scottish literature in relation to English literature. Scottish lit-
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erature is a part of English literature but it has its own character and has 
made many contributions to the latter. In contrast, Ch’oe pointed out that 
Irish literature, although it is largely written in English, has an anti– 
British cast. He insisted that Korean literature should not follow the Irish 
lead in relation to Japan.63

Never allowing himself to cry in despair that Korean literature was 
doomed to extinction or complete absorption into Japanese literature, 
Ch’oe proposed another vision: By retaining the originality of their 
own literature, Koreans should contribute to the construction of a new 
Japanese culture.64

The title of his book, however, poignantly betrays the aporia that 
haunts Ch’oe’s view of the new Japanese national culture and literature 
as inclusive of local cultures and literatures within the empire. Ch’oe did 
not title his book Tenkanki no Kokumin Bungaku (National Literature in a 
Time of Transition) but rather Tenkanki no Chōsen Bungaku (Korean Lit-
erature in a Time of Transition). It goes without saying that without the 
modifier Chōsen (Korean), bungaku (literature) would be interpreted as 
Nihon bungaku (Japanese literature). To see the point, it suffices to recall 
that the Japanese critic Aono Suekichi had published a book of literary 
criticism titled Tenkanki no Bungaku (Literature in a Time of Transi-
tion) in 1927.65 Certainly, the leftist politics that inspired Aono’s literary 
criticism were in direct opposition to what Ch’oe expressed in Korean 
Literature in a Time of Transition, which stressed unwavering loyalty to 
the Japanese state.66 However, I call attention to the fact that Aono did 
not modify the title of his book with the adjective “Japanese.” In contrast, 
Ch’oe did need to specify which literature he was discussing. Otherwise, 
readers could not gauge from the title that the book (which was, after 
all, written in Japanese) was about Korean literature. One might rightly 
say that the Japaneseness of literature in Aono’s book did not have to be 
specified because the book was delivered in Japanese. This instant cor-
relation between the Japanese language and Japanese literature already 
points to the insurmountable difficulty that Ch’oe had to face in placing 
Korean literature within the sphere of Japanese literature. Korean litera-
ture could hardly be dissociated from the Korean language. As long as 
the Korean language was perceived to be distinct from, but on a par with, 
the Japanese language, the integration of Korean literature into Japanese 
literature could not be accomplished. Conversely, even though “Japanese 
literature” in this context referred to the literature of the Japanese nation 
(kokumin) rather the literature of the Japanese folk (minzoku), it still 
retained the connotation of the literature of the Japanese folk.
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Thus, national language was central to establishing a relationship 
between Korean and Japanese literature in the framework of national 
literature. Although Ch’oe advocated the unique local color of Korean 
culture and literature within the culture of the Japanese empire, as dis-
cussed earlier, he expressed an unequivocal view that Japanese should 
replace Korean gradually as the medium of literary expression in colonial 
Korea.67 If Japanese took the place of Korean as the literary language for 
Korean writers and poets, what would make Korean literature distinct 
from general literature— that is, Japanese literature— which was general-
ized enough not to carry any modifier, as in Aono’s book title? While 
arguing that Korean literature as national literature should be part of 
Japanese literature, Ch’oe did not present any concrete ideas about how to 
put the principle into practice in creative writing other than emphasizing 
the importance of everyday life in which writers could learn the senti-
ment of the nation.

Regardless of Ch’oe’s view on what would become of Korean literature, 
Korean language literature would linger until the Korean language was 
completely replaced by Japanese, as called for by colonial policy. Even 
though the number of literary works in Korean was steadily dwindling as 
more and more writers and poets wrote in Japanese under the pressure of 
the colonial authorities, the majority of writers and poets either contin-
ued to write in Korean or stopped publishing at once for various reasons. 
Their silence cannot be explained only by a nationalistic allegiance to the 
Korean language. First of all, there were discrepancies among Korean 
writers in their levels of Japanese fluency. As the literary historian Kim 
Yunsik pointed out, although most intellectuals in Korea were bilingual, 
only a small number of them were actually capable of producing literary 
works in Japanese.68 For those Korean writers who were handicapped by 
their limited Japanese fluency, the replacement of Korean by Japanese as 
the dominant literary language meant the end of their literary careers. 
The Japanese colonial authorities and their propagandists like Ch’oe 
recognized that the complete replacement of Korean by Japanese was a 
long term project and would not be accomplished soon.69 Accordingly, 
the journal Kokumin Bungaku that Ch’oe founded and managed contin-
ued to publicize as late as 1942 that it planned to regularly issue Korean-
language literary collections even after it had decided to publish the 
monthly exclusively in Japanese and abandon its initial schedule of four 
issues per year in Korean and the rest in Japanese. In the announcement 
of the end of the Korean-language issues, Ch’oe argued that national lit-
erature in the genuine sense should be written in Japanese, but at the 
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same time, he insisted that the journal’s decision aimed not to put an end 
to Korean-language literature but instead to encourage intellectuals to 
take the initiative in the everyday use of Japanese. 70

Thus, in Ch’oe’s aspirations, “Korean literature in a time of transition” 
belonged to a liminal state in which Korean-language literature was 
gradually being replaced by a literature that was firmly integrated into 
Japanese literature through the exclusive use of Japanese as the medium 
of literary expression. It was only through translation that the difference 
between Korean literature in the present, which was primarily written in 
Korean, and the national literature that was to come in the future, which 
would be written exclusively in Japanese, could be instantly transcended. 
As a consequence, one form of transitional Korean literature advocated 
by Ch’oe was literature in translation from Korean into Japanese. As a 
matter of fact, as early as 1936, he had begun translating Korean stories 
into Japanese.71

Two chapters of Korean Literature in a Time of Transition were Ch’oe’s 
own Japanese translations of two earlier essays he had originally written 
in Korean. In a sense, the translations can be seen as another example of 
his attempts to put his idea of national literature into practice. Ironically, 
however, minuscule differences between the original articles and the 
translations foreshadow the inevitable failure of his attempts. When 
reading the original articles and the translated chapters side by side, the 
reader can detect a subtle difference in the assumed readership between 
the originals and the translations. In lieu of conclusion, I show the ways 
in which such one difference destabilized Ch’oe’s framing of Korean 
culture and literature under the category of the Japanese national cul-
ture and literature and interrupted his ultimate endeavor to establish an 
autonomous space for Korean culture within the Japanese empire.

TranSlaTing differenCe
Ch’oe wrote most of the essays included in Korean Literature in a Time of 
Transition in Japanese, but the first two chapters were his own transla-
tions into Japanese of articles he had first published two years earlier, 
in 1941, in his Korean-language literary journal Inmun Pyŏngnon. The 
first chapter, “Tenkanki no Bunka Riron” (Cultural Theory in a Time of 
Transition), was a Japanese translation of an essay that Ch’oe previously 
had published in Korean under a slightly different title, “Chŏnhyŏnggi 
ŭi Munhwa Iron” (Cultural Theory in a Time of Change).72 In the essay, 
Ch’oe criticizes both the popular understanding of culture as the pursuit 
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of the Western lifestyle and intellectuals’ privileging of culture as an 
absolutely autonomous realm insulated from secular life and politics— 
the two tendencies he perceived to be dominant in Japan and Korea dur-
ing the 1920s and 1930s. Ch’oe goes on to call for a new culture firmly 
rooted in the nation state to replace modern culture, which, in his view, 
would be based on rationalism, individualism, and cosmopolitanism.

The second chapter, “Bungaku Seishin no Tenkan” (Shift in Literary 
Spirit), was a critical essay in which Ch’oe traced the cause of the ongoing 
cultural crisis to the world historical transition that resulted from con-
flicts among nations and states in the late 1930s and early 1940s. Ch’oe 
argued that such a seismic change in history invalidated modern litera-
ture and its ideological underpinning— individualism— and called for a 
new literary spirit connected to the nation state. Its Japanese title was 
the literal translation of “Munhak Chŏngsin ŭi Chŏnhwan,” the title of the 
original Korean language essay.73

Ch’oe’s criticism of modernity and cosmopolitanism in both essays 
was in tune with the dominant Japanese discourse of the late 1930s and 
early 1940s, which denounced the cosmopolitan tendencies in Japanese 
society of earlier decades.74 The ascendancy of cosmopolitanism and its 
association with commercialism in interwar Japanese popular culture 
provoked anxiety among intellectuals over the Japanese national iden-
tity.75 Because cosmopolitanism was based on a belief in universal cul-
ture, a growing number of intellectuals felt anxious about the potential 
threat that such universalism posed to the national subjectivity. Many 
Japanese intellectuals began to critically reflect on the universalist impli-
cations of cosmopolitanism for the Japanese national identity in reaction 
to the ascendancy of cosmopolitanism during the 1920s.

Whereas Japanese cosmopolitanism between the wars aligned Japa-
nese civilization with that of the West on the basis of universalism, the 
growing anxiety over such cosmopolitanism led many intellectuals to 
perceive Japan as becoming culturally colonized by the West. On the 
other hand, both Japanese cosmopolitanism and anxiety over it did not 
take serious account of Japan’s relationship with its colonies in their 
schemas of Japanese cultural identity with respect to the West. It would 
not be an unjustified exaggeration to say that Japanese intellectual dis-
course on cultural identity remained oblivious of Japan’s colonies until 
the early 1940s, when the Japanese government needed support for war 
efforts from its colonies and pressed intellectuals to embrace the idea of 
the unity between Japan and its colonies.

In the early 1930s, the Japanese state stepped up persecution of the 
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Proletarian Literature Movement that had dominated Japanese literary 
circles since the 1920s. Under pressure from the state, a majority of leftist 
intellectuals recanted their political beliefs.

As briefly discussed in Chapter 2, following the ideological conversion 
(tenkō) of leftist intellectuals, those associated with the Japan Romantic 
School expressed their concern about the rapid ascendancy of mass cul-
ture accompanying the economic boom after World War I and its degen-
erative effect on society. The commodification of culture was regarded 
as a result of a modernization, which was equated in Japan with west-
ernization. Therefore, anti– Western sentiments in Japan were embedded 
in criticism of the commodification of culture. More and more Japanese 
intellectuals ranging from the communist Takakura Teru to the cultural 
conservative Yasuda Yojūrō deemed Western modernity to be a threat 
to the indigenous tradition of Japan. They saw Japanese culture being 
colonized by modern culture, which they conflated with Western cul-
ture and commodification. The Japanese intellectuals came to regard the 
creation of literary works that confirmed the Japanese national identity 
as the only cure for the malaise of modern culture. This was what they 
called kokumin bungaku.

Since the Meiji Restoration, Japanese intellectuals had been educated 
in the tradition of the European humanities. However, many Japanese 
intellectuals began to think that modern Japanese culture was a mere 
copy of Western culture and came to believe that the copy could never 
match up to the original, let alone exceed it. Many Japanese intellectu-
als felt their culture was an inferior translation of the original text, and 
lamented that they had let their own tradition be subsumed in a copy of 
Western culture. Such critics as Asano Akira and Yasuda thus denounced 
modern Japanese literature since the Meiji Restoration as the product 
of parasitic intellectuals detached from the Japanese nation (kokumin). 
These intellectuals called on writers to create a new literature grounded 
in a conceptualization of a Japanese nation. As Japan’s aggression in the 
Asian continent escalated into the war against America and Britain, 
Asano and Yasuda came to see the conflict as an opportunity to recover 
“the spirit of the opening of the nation.”76 However, the national litera-
ture debate cannot be dismissed as merely the expression of an absurdly 
fanatic nationalism. As discussed above, the anxieties of intellectuals 
of different stripes intersected at the point of trying to figure out how 
to cope with the loss of tradition and how to overcome the threat of 
modernity posed by the alien civilization of the West. The remedy they 
proposed was to anchor literature in a fixed foundation that could not be 
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undermined by the incessant churning of modernity. Despite disparities 
in their arguments, those participating in the national literature debate 
agreed that Japanese literature should be based on kokumin (the people of 
the nation or the nation).

The concept of a national literature depended on the ability to define 
the nation. Kokumin is usually translated into English as “nation,” while 
a similar term, jinmin, is translated as the “people” in general. However, 
the two words were used interchangeably to refer to the people of Japan 
during the Meiji period. As seen in the Chinese compound, kokumin, the 
word defines people in relation to the country or state (kuni) in contrast 
to jinmin, which lacks such a connection. As a consequence, more weight 
is placed on people than on the state in jinmin. That might be why social-
ists and leftists frequently used the word jinmin to describe the people in 
opposition to the established order and the government in such cases as 
jinmin sensen (popular front), jinminshugi (populism), and so on. In that 
sense, jinmin is the opposite of kokka (state) or seifu (government).

Another word often used in prewar Japan was shinmin. Although its 
literal meaning is closer to the English term “imperial subject,” shinmin 
also referred to the people of Japan, because they all, under the Meiji 
constitution of 1889, were the subjects of the emperor. The term often 
ap  peared in imperial edicts. As the intellectual historian Yun Kŏnch’a 
has pointed out, even though such Meiji intellectuals as Tokutomi Sōhō 
popularized the term kokumin as opposed to shinmin, the Meiji state cur-
tailed the liberal aspects of kokumin and interpellated the Japanese as the 
subjects of the state.77

According to the social linguist Kyōgoku Okikazu, jinmin was predom-
inantly used in the early Meiji and was especially popular among those 
who were participants in the Freedom and People’s Rights Movement. In 
contrast, kokumin gained currency beginning in the mid– Meiji period 
as the government tried to foster strong loyalty to the state, and more 
and more Japanese intellectuals gravitated toward nationalism.78 It was at 
this same time that the Meiji intellectual Takayama Chogyū (1871– 1902) 
called for the establishment of a national literature (kokumin bungaku) to 
revitalize the Japanese spirit. The nationalism of the mid– Meiji period 
turned on the predominant use of the concept kokumin.

There is another problematic word that must be clarified with respect 
to its relationship with the term kokumin. The English word nation can 
be translated into Japanese as either minzoku or kokumin. Whereas koku-
min emphasizes the people’s relationship with the state, minzoku gives 
more weight to the ethnic aspect of nation. The two terms, however, were 
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used interchangeably throughout the 1930s and 1940s. Nonetheless, such 
Japanese scholars as the sociologist Usui Jishō endeavored to establish a 
more rigorous distinction between minzoku and kokumin. In April 1937, 
the prominent intellectual journal Shisō published a special issue on the 
concept of nation. In the issue, Usui characterized minzoku as a commu-
nity based on culture while defining kokumin as the subjects of the state. 
In the same issue, the economist Yanaihara Tadao saw minzoku rooted in 
culture. And the historian Imai Tōshiki pointed to minzoku as the folk 
based on culture and kokumin as the nation subjected to the state.79

All of these efforts to distinguish minzoku from kokumin reflected the 
political reality of an empire within which not only the Japanese but also 
other peoples (minzoku) were subjects of the state. On the other hand, in 
his book Minzokuron (The Theory of Minzoku), Takata Yasuma (1883– 
1972) stated that kokumin was a modern form of minzoku. He argued that 
whereas minzoku was a passively formed community based on tradition, 
kokumin was an actively formed community based on the conscious goals 
and ideals held by its members. At any rate, there was a loosely shared 
assumption among Japanese intellectuals that minzoku was a cultural 
community based on tradition whereas kokumin was a political commu-
nity associated with the state.80

Such categorization of nation as a political community raises ques-
tions about the Japanese national literature debate of the 1930s and 1940s. 
As briefly mentioned above, the discourse on national literature lacked 
any substantial deliberation on the colonized, who were not ethnically 
Japanese but nonetheless were politically subject to the Japanese empire. 
On the surface, the West was deployed in the debate as the other against 
which the Japanese nation is defined. The Japanese intellectuals who 
engaged in the national literature debate thought that modernity pushed 
Japan into discarding tradition and culturally colonized Japan. Because 
modernity was also associated with the West, the intellectuals’ discourse 
on national literature was built on the dichotomy between the West and 
Japan.

Ch’oe’s essays eerily repeated such Japanese criticism of modernity and 
cosmopolitanism, silencing significant differences between Japan and its 
colony Korea in their relationships with the West and with modernity 
and cosmopolitanism, which were after all introduced to Korea primarily 
through Japan during the colonial period. In that sense, Korea’s relation-
ship with the West from which both modernity and cosmopolitanism 
originated was even more complicated than Japan’s. In the minds of most 
Korean intellectuals, modernity was associated not only with the West 
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but also with Japan. To such Korean intellectuals as the modernist poet 
Yi Sang, Japan was another source of cosmopolitan modernism, not a 
mere copy of a Western cosmopolitan metropolis.81 As a consequence, 
when Korean intellectuals denounced modernity and cosmopolitanism 
and advocated a return to tradition, the target of such criticism could be 
extended beyond the West to Japan as briefly discussed in the previous 
chapter.

The way in which the term national literature (kokumin bungaku) 
gained currency for the first time in Korea clearly suggests the differ-
ence between Japan and Korea. As discussed in the previous chapter, in 
reaction to the rise of proletarian literature in the 1920s, a group of non-
socialist, nationalist intellectuals emphasized the importance of Korean 
cultural tradition in literary creation and called for a national literature. 
They believed that the rise of proletarian literature and its emphasis on 
class conflict undermined the unity of Korean society. The intellectuals 
also felt that a national literature would help raise Korean consciousness 
to withstand pressures to imitate Japan’s mimicry of Western culture. 
Preserving Korean cultural tradition was at the center of their argument. 
Needless to say, in this case, nation referred to the Korean ethnic nation.

However, Ch’oe kept silent on such differences. He mentioned curso-
rily that the entirety of Japanese culture was in crisis, and so was Korean 
culture. He did not even attempt to deliberate similarities between 
Japan and Korea as non– Western societies whose traditions were being 
encroached on by menacing Western cultural influence disguised as uni-
versal culture as if he felt that such an emphasis on similarities between 
Japan and Korea would be redundant. Ch’oe seems to have believed the 
fact that Korea was politically part of the Japanese empire obviated any 
justification for his conflation between the colonizer and the colonized.

When Ch’oe called for a return to tradition in opposition to cosmo-
politanism by following the dominant view of Japanese discourse on 
national identity, however, his emphasis on the importance of tradition 
suddenly destabilized his conflation between Japan and Korea. Although 
the interruption was momentary and compromised in the original text, 
its destabilizing effect on Ch’oe’s overall conflation of Japan and Korea 
was much more pronounced in the Japanese translation of the essay. In 
the original Korean-language essay, Ch’oe wrote,

If turning our eyes back onto ourselves, [we will realize that] we, 
having left the house of our tradition, have wandered on the grounds 
of the houses of others not like us. We mistook the extremely super-
ficial imitation of the Western lifestyle for culture life (munhwa 
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saenghwal in Korean; bunka seikatsu in Japanese). Even those who 
inwardly despised such vulgarization of culture saw the home of their 
heart in “the ether of cosmopolitanism” and wandered around without 
connecting to solid ground.82

Echoing Japanese intellectuals’ poignant nostalgia for lost tradition as 
exemplarily expressed by the poet Hagiwara Sakutarō in his 1938 es -
say “Return to Japan” (Nihon e no Kaiki), Ch’oe called on his readers to 
embrace tradition by establishing a new culture rooted in the nation 
state.83 However, he did not specify what or even which tradition his 
readers should return to, although his readers could conjecture that the 
tradition Ch’oe was talking about was Korean tradition, because it is 
fairly clear that he assumed all of his readers to be Korean.

Ch’oe often used the first person plural pronoun we (uri) throughout 
the essays. A we is ostensibly used to invoke an emotive as well as an 
intellectual community imaginarily formed between the author and his 
readers. Although any author can and must have a target readership in 
mind before and while writing, this we need not be imagined as a homo-
geneous community ethnically, racially, or even linguistically because 
texts can be translated into other languages. As mentioned earlier, it 
is quite clear that Ch’oe considered his readers of his original Korean-
language essay to be Korean. For example, when criticizing the popu-
lar understanding of culture as the superficial imitation of the Western 
lifestyle, Ch’oe took munhwa chut’aek (bunka jūtaku, culture housing), 
the Japanese and Western mixed-style housing, as an example of such a 
misconception of culture:

What mode of life has so-called culture life indicated since the 
Taishō period? What springs to our mind first is culture housing. 
Since it is basically Japanese-West mixed-style housing, the Korean 
style must be added to it when we build it. There must be a gas oven 
in the kitchen and a radio and a gramophone in the living room. 
Every member of the family, dressed principally in Western-style 
clothes, drinks coffee and black tea. The husband and wife go to the 
movies once a week and generally hold a liberal attitude toward their 
children’s education, decisively turning against old customs and 
tradition, but they lack any discipline or principle in their life. Their 
only personality trait is cheap hedonism. Thus, the culture life is an 
extremely superficial imitation of the Western-style way of life at 
the service of cheap pleasure taken to an extreme. At the same time, 
the real facts of the culture life are the ignorance of, and pretended 
disinterest toward, real daily life and the more important aspects of 
tradition.84
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As seen in his cynical caricature of the culture life presented above, Ch’oe 
addressed Koreans as “we,” seeming to take it for granted that a com-
munity formed between him and his readers through the interpellation 
of “we,” the first-person plural pronoun, was exclusive to Koreans as the 
Korean-style added to culture housing was inseparably connected to the 
we in the phrase in question.

Ch’oe faithfully rendered this part of the essay in his Japanese transla-
tion, with one significant exception. “Since it is basically Japanese-West 
mixed-style housing, the Korean style must be added to it when we build 
it” (uri ŭi sonŭro chiŭlt’aeen) in the original was altered in the transla-
tion to read “since it is basically Japanese-West mixed style housing, the 
Korean style is naturally added to it on the peninsula (hantō no baai).”85 
The we in the original text is erased in the translated passage, and instead 
it is replaced with the peninsula. Human subjectivity inscribed in the 
we is suppressed in the replacement, the peninsula, which is the name 
of a geographical object as seen from the Japanese archipelago. In that 
sense, through translation, Koreans are doubly objectified; first, they are 
deprived of the first person plural we; and second, they are metonymi-
cally replaced with an object, the peninsula, which also figures in the 
pejorative “hantōjin” or “peninsulars,” the meaning of which can be made 
out only in opposition to “naichijin,” the people of the Japan proper, in 
other words, the real Japanese people. In short, at this specific moment in 
the Japanese translation, Ch’oe did not take it for granted that his readers 
were Korean as he had in the original Korean-language text.

The community established between the author and his readers 
through the interpellation of we in the Japanese translation includes 
anyone able to read the Japanese text. The assumed readership includes 
the Japanese, who are signified in opposition to the peninsula, which 
in turn stands in metonymically for the Korean people. When readers 
juxtaposed this replacement and displacement of Koreans with Ch’oe’s 
call for a return to tradition, they surely felt that the meaning of “our 
tradition” to which Ch’oe urged his readers to return is undecidable in 
Derrida’s sense. To which tradition was he urging his readers to return? 
Because his readers were not limited to Koreans, it was unclear whether 
the tradition was Korean or Japanese, or even that of East Asia as a whole, 
which would subsume both.

Indeed, there is the possibility that the tradition might refer to some-
thing other than Korean tradition per se because the essays advocate the 
establishment of a new culture on the basis of the nation state with Japan 
being the state to which Koreans belong. In some of his essays origi-
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nally written in Japanese, Ch’oe argued that Korean intellectuals should 
immerse themselves in Japanese cultural tradition by studying such his-
torical and literary classics as the Kojiki and Manyōshū, as well as such 
works of the 18th-century “nativist learning” scholar Motoori Norinaga, 
including his Kojikiden (Commentary on the Records of Ancient Matters), 
Naobi no Mitama (The Rectifying Spirit), and Tamagatsuma (Wicker 
Basket). On the other hand, as mentioned earlier, Ch’oe urged Korean 
writers to continue writing about Korea, old and new, and to maintain the 
Korean cultural particularity. His treatises on Japanese national litera-
ture bristle with contrasting polarities, which actually work to maintain 
the consistency of his arguments that are at pains to carve out a space 
for Korean culture within the Japanese empire. The difficulty in deter-
mining the meaning of tradition certainly comes not least from Ch’oe’s 
use of polarities. But there is a more fundamental issue implicated in the 
indeterminacy of the meaning of tradition.86

Strictly speaking, there would be no logical inconsistency even if 
Ch’oe had Japanese tradition in mind when he was calling on his Korean 
readers to return to tradition, because, in his framing, Korean tradition 
could be considered a subset of Japanese tradition inasmuch as Korean 
culture was deemed to be part of Japanese culture. As seen in his title 
Korean Literature in a Time of Transition, however, there remained 
ambivalence in Ch’oe’s thinking on the relationship between Japan and 
Korea. Japan retained residues of the primordial community of Japanese 
folk rather than the community of the higher order, the Japanese state. It 
is not always clear whether the sign Japan signified the primordial ethnic 
community or the political community mediated by the state. In other 
words, Japan is an oscillating signifier whose meaning is undecidable. 
This undecidability interrupted Ch’oe’s discursive project of subsuming 
the Korean people into Japan, the meaning of which was intended to be 
fixed onto “the Japanese state.” In his attempt to ward off the undecid-
ability, Ch’oe deployed nation (kokumin) as a sphere inclusive of both 
Koreans and Japanese to unravel the tenacious conflation of ethnic Japan 
and the Japanese state. The slippage between Japan as the ethnic group 
and another Japan as the political collectivity parallels the incongruence 
of the first-person plural we between the original Korean text and Ch’oe’s 
own Japanese translation.

Korean (Chōsen) in the book title is itself haunted by undecidability. 
It is undecidable whether the adjective is related to Korea as a primordial 
community irrespective of the Japanese state or as an ethnic group bound 
by blood but firmly subsumed into the Japanese nation. The signification 
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of Korea exceeds the meaning that Ch’oe deemed desirable. As mentioned 
above, in urging writers to moderate the use of Korean local color in their 
creative writing, Ch’oe warned that writers’ emphasis on Koreanness 
might mislead readers into interpreting their works as signaling a politi-
cal message of support for Korean independence. The warning marked 
his anxiety over the undecidability of Korean, which destabilized his 
framing of Korea as part of the Japanese empire politically as well as 
culturally and thus enabled his own advocacy of the particularity of 
Korean culture to register as a subversive message. In that sense, the 
book Korean Literature in a Time of Transition was ultimately an attempt 
to exorcise the undecidability of Korea by redefining Korean literature as 
an integral part of Japanese literature. Needless to say, the attempt was 
anything but successful as seen in the undecidability of the meaning of 
tradition.

The Korean in the book’s title resonates with the undecidability of 
Japan, the meaning of which oscillates between Japan as the community 
of higher order inclusive of Koreans and other colonized peoples within 
the Japanese empire and as the primordial ethnic community exclusive to 
the Japanese people. Korean in the title simultaneously masks and traces 
the lack of transparent significance of Japanese as distinct from Korean. 
In that sense, Korean literature in Ch’oe’s title is a Derridean supplement 
to Japanese literature.87 As a Derridean supplement, it is distinct from 
but simultaneously subordinate to Japanese literature, the literature of 
the ethnic Japanese, which does not need to be particularized as seen 
in Aono’s book title. On the other hand, Korean literature registers as 
something necessary to make Japanese literature complete so that the 
latter can become the literature of the Japanese empire, which ultimately 
must be inclusive of Korean literature and Taiwanese literature along 
with the Japanese literature of the Japanese folk. Thus, Korean literature 
simultaneously portends the presence of Japanese literature, as in the 
literature of the Japanese folk, and traces the lack of it, as in the litera-
ture of the Japanese empire. In other words, Japanese literature emerges 
at the moment when Korean literature is placed in juxtaposition to it. 
This dynamic inevitably establishes a hierarchical relationship between 
Korean literature and Japanese literature. Japanese literature is thus 
assumed to be the standard against which the value of Korean literature 
is judged. Moreover, the hierarchy in discourse mirrors the hierarchical 
relationship between the colonizer and the colonized in colonial society.

Ch’oe’s attempt to frame the particularity of Korean culture as the 
fence to protect its autonomous space was parasitically dependent on 
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the hierarchical structure of colonial society. The parasitic dependence 
was clearly revealed at the moment Ch’oe argued that Korean literature 
advanced the theory of national literature further than its Japanese 
counterpart because Japanese loyalty to the Japanese state was a given.88 
Japanese ethnicity automatically ensured the allegiance of those identi-
fied as the Japanese folk (minzoku) to the Japanese state. Needless to say, 
not only was the end goal for Koreans to become part of the Japanese 
nation (kokumin) temporally placed in the future when Koreans’ alle-
giance to the Japanese state would no longer be questioned, but the model 
of the Japanese nation for Koreans was also spatially assigned to the 
Japanese folk (minzoku) whose loyalty did not need to be interrogated as 
rigorously as that of Koreans. Ch’oe’s deployment of nation was thus des-
tined to preserve the colonial order that prioritized the Japanese folk over 
Koreans, despite his intention to neutralize the centrality of Japanese folk 
by using the term nation, exactly because he never intended to challenge 
the legitimacy of colonial domination. Instead, he intended to beg for as 
much autonomy for Korean culture as the Japanese colonial authorities 
would allow.

Unlike the many other Korean intellectuals who halfheartedly col-
laborated with the Japanese colonial government when being forced to 
commit themselves to the Japanese colonial policy of assimilation, Ch’oe 
tackled the contradictions brought about by the assimilation policy in the 
late stage of Japanese colonial rule over Korea. Ch’oe’s writings centered 
on two contradictions: that between the autonomy of culture from poli-
tics and the supremacy of politics over culture and that between Korea as 
a cultural community distinct from Japan and Korea as a political com-
munity subject to the Japanese state. However, Ch’oe never attempted to 
overcome the contradictions politically even though they were rooted in 
the politics of colonization and the ensuing assimilation policy. Instead, 
he struggled to deal with them aesthetically by calling for the estab-
lishment of national literature. Needless to say, the irony was that his 
endeavors in the realm of aesthetics to establish a new national culture 
and literature not only ensued from the political demands of the assimi-
lation policy but also colluded with the politics of colonial domination.
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4. Translation and Its 
Postcolonial Discontents
The Postwar Controversy over  
Tōma Seita’s Reading of Kim Soun’s 
Japanese Translations of Korean Poetry

It was a chilling moment in Japanese literary circles in 1956 when the 
translator Kim Soun attacked an ostensibly sympathetic reading of his 
own new collection of Korean poetry in Japanese translation, an expan-
sion of a series of colonial-era anthologies dating back to 1940. Kim, 
the preface to whose earlier collection of Korean folksongs in Japanese 
translation was by Kitahara Hakushū and was discussed in the intro-
duction, opened his scathing denunciation of commentaries published in 
1954 by the renowned Japanese historian Tōma Seita (1913–  ): “I feel it 
even more difficult to offer corrections and explanations to wild specula-
tion and dogma held by a historian especially because they do not derive 
from his ill will but come shrouded in good will for the Korean nation.”1 
The language of Kim’s response was harsh and judgmental throughout, 
and even sarcastic at times. Such a hostile response from Kim must have 
been disconcerting to Tōma, given that his essays held the Korean poetry 
in high regard. What was it that so incensed Kim, whose translations 
of Korean folk songs, children’s songs, and modern poetry during the 
colonial period earned him respect and a reputation as the authoritative 
guide and consummate translator of Korean culture and literature in the 
Japanese language? The chapter delves into that question, which, as dem-
onstrated below, requires an examination of a series of additional ques-
tions concerning history, representation, literature, translation, national-
ism, and modernity in the context of Japanese colonialism in Korea.

A prominent Marxist historian specializing in ancient Japanese 
history, Tōma is best known for his endeavor to raise a national con-
sciousness conducive to a democratic society by proposing during the 
postwar period a new national history centered on the Japanese people 
(the minzoku, or ethnic nation) rather than the state or ruling elite. He 
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hoped that such a national history would not only refute the right-wing 
chauvinist history dominant in prewar and wartime Japan but also lead 
the Japanese masses to rally against what postwar Japanese leftists saw 
as American imperialist hegemony in East Asia.

In 1954, Tōma ventured outside of his vocational realm and wrote a 
series of essays titled “Notes on Korean Poetry.” In his view, the Korean 
poems, which were written during the colonial period and subsequently 
collected in Kim’s Korean Poetry Anthology, could be read as allegories of 
the Korean people’s plight under Japanese rule. Tōma especially valued 
the collective national identity expressed by the modern Korean poems 
and reasoned that modern Korean poetry represented the sentiments 
of the Korean people because it carried on literary traditions from pre-
modern folksongs that had also shown the Korean people’s resilience to 
oppression by the ruling classes.

Tōma deemed “hometown” (furusato) to be a recurring theme run-
ning through a number of Korean poems in the anthology and held this 
emphasis up as proof that Korean intellectuals and poets had not lost 
contact with their people. Moreover, in Tōma’s eyes, in the Koreans’ nos-
talgia for the hometown and laments for the irrevocable changes brought 
to their native land during the colonial period, the poems told allegori-
cally of the people’s suffering under Japanese colonial rule. Tōma found 
modern Japanese poetry, in contrast with Korean poetry, lacking such a 
thematic emphasis on hometown, a sign of the breakdown of the sym-
bolic linkages between intellectuals and the masses.

While upholding modern Korean poetry over its Japanese counter-
part for thematic emphasis on the hometown, however, Tōma hardly 
touched on the Korean poems’ literary value. When he did, he mentioned 
rather dismissively that they were rustic and unsophisticated (soboku) 
compared to stylistically better crafted modern Japanese poetry. In re -
sponse, Kim blamed Tōma for simplistically reducing literature to his-
tory. In Kim’s view, Tōma’s reading violently reduced the lyrical poems 
into easily understood reflections of Koreans’ colonial experience. Indeed, 
in his essays, Tōma did not give due thought to the stylistic quality of 
the Korean poems because he was reading them for their references to 
history, crudely assuming that words and phrases from the poems cor-
respond transparently to historical facts and events outside of the textual 
realm.

On the other hand, it can also be argued that because the Korean 
poems listed in the 1953 Korean Poetry Anthology were written during 
the colonial period, the conflicts and contradictions of colonial society 
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could not help but have affected the ways in which these literary works 
were written, no matter how tenuous that influence might have been. 
One can further argue that colonial experience should be the ultimate 
hermeneutical horizon on which literary interpretation of colonial lit-
erature is located. Because the oppressive mechanisms of colonial rule 
permeated every nook of colonized society, including its cultural realm, 
the history of colonial experience lies latent under the surface of every 
text. Thus, even if a text does not stand in transparent referential rela-
tion to colonial history, its narrative nevertheless tells the reader about 
colonial reality refracted in it. Kim sweepingly denied the possibility of 
reading colonial history into the poems, however, calling attention to the 
persistent problem of the relationship between history and literature.

Tōma’s reading was especially egregious in Kim’s eyes because what 
he saw as Tōma’s misinterpretations relied exclusively on Kim’s own 
translations into Japanese. Tōma knew no Korean. The problem of trans-
lation loomed even larger than Kim insisted and Tōma realized. Kim 
often took the liberty of rendering poems so far beyond usual limits set 
on translators that many of his translations would easily make Japanese– 
Korean bilingual readers raise their eyebrows if they were to compare the 
originals with his translations.2 Drawing on conventional Japanese poetic 
diction, Kim often replaced original expressions with his own, expunged 
words without providing alternatives, and even added entirely new words 
to his translations. Kim defended his method, saying that to communi-
cate the spirit of the original poems to Japanese readers he had to sacrifice 
literalness and alter the sense of the originals because irreducible differ-
ence in language and culture between Japan and Korea prevented literal 
translation from conveying the poetic sentiments of the originals.

Kim’s tendency for liberal translation is pertinent to a discussion of 
Tōma’s controversial interpretations especially because the historian’s 
first essay on the 1953 Korean Poetry Anthology pivoted on Kim’s own 
expressions, which he inserted in his Japanese translations, critical 
alterations of the original poems that Tōma did not have the linguistic 
abilities to detect. Despite his righteous condemnations of what he saw as 
Tōma’s misreadings of the poems, Kim himself did not say a word about 
his own intentional mistranslations even though it was his alterations 
that provided Tōma with motifs for reading the Korean poems as the 
national allegory of Koreans’ plight under Japanese rule. Tōma’s absolute 
dependence on translation in appreciating the poems and Kim’s troubling 
silence on his amendments raises the question about what makes trans-
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lation felicitous in colonial and postcolonial contexts. This question of 
translation is another focus of discussion in this chapter.

The chapter examines the theoretical implications of the issues raised 
by the debate between Tōma and Kim through Fredric Jameson’s 1986 
essay “Third-World Literature in the Era of Multinational Capitalism.”3 
Even at a cursory glance, Tōma’s reading of modern Korean poetry echoes 
Jameson’s contentious essay in which Jameson suggested that the litera-
ture of non– Western, former colonies should be read as national allegory. 
As shown by Aijaz Ahmad’s trenchant criticism, Jameson’s essay has 
been criticized for its problematic demarcation of the so-called Third 
World, its indiscriminate grouping of vastly diverse bodies of literature 
under the single rubric of “Third-World literature,” and its reductive read-
ing of “Third-World” literature as the allegory of non– Western peoples’ 
collective experience with colonialism.4

Jameson himself was well aware that his approach risked positing dif-
ferences of the other. Invoking Edward Said’s Orientalism, he conceded 
that his argument could not help “othering” non– Western literature. In 
other words, Jameson knew well that his advocacy for Third-World litera-
ture as national allegory could not help but commit the epistemological 
violence of appropriating the radical difference of the other even though 
it was intended to affirm rather than deny the value of non– Western 
literature. Jameson suggested there are only two options available to 
Western intellectuals when encountering Third-World literature: They 
can either approvingly recognize its difference or unreflectively evaluate 
it against Western cultural standards. He was willing to take the risk 
of appropriating the radical difference of Third-World literature through 
recognition of its value rather than repeating the mistake of evaluating it 
against conventional standards based in Western liberal and humanistic 
universalism.

The fundamental issue of representation lies at the core of the prob-
lem that pervades Jameson’s discussion on Third-World literature, and 
it is not easily resolved. Nevertheless, the difficulty in tackling the issue 
should not lead to settling for either the domestication of the other’s 
radical difference or a return to liberal and humanistic universalism. 
Envisioning an alternative is another thread of this chapter’s argument. 
To look beyond the two modalities to which Jameson confined himself 
in encountering the other, I interject Emmanuel Levinas, who criticized 
Western philosophy for violating the radical difference of the other and 
assimilating it into the same.
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It cannot be stressed enough that my intention in this chapter is not 
to dismiss the sincerity of progressive Japanese intellectuals in their 
attempt to align the Japanese with other Asian peoples. I rather call 
attention to a blind spot in their attempt to emulate the nationalism 
of the formerly colonized and to reconfigure Japanese nationalism for 
progressive causes. More specifically, I critique the Japanese leftist intel-
lectuals’ lack of attention to the difference between Japan and Korea in 
their alignment with Korean nationalism. In other words, I intend not to 
demean the Japanese leftist intellectuals’ sincere endeavors to establish 
solidarity with Koreans but to examine their failure to uphold the other-
ness of Koreans in their endeavors. Furthermore, I emphasize that failure 
to recognize the alterity of the other is not limited to the particular his-
torical moment of postwar Japanese leftist nationalism. I bring in Fredric 
Jameson’s thesis on Third-World literature to discussion exactly because 
I want to highlight the persistent difficulty of upholding the alterity of 
the other when progressive intellectuals positively evaluate the cultures 
of formerly colonized nations. As briefly mentioned earlier and further 
discussed later, the problem lies at the center of the issue of representa-
tion itself. By invoking Levinasian ethics, which urges reflection on the 
violence inherent in representation and restraint from violating the alter-
ity of the other, I argue that only the radical insistence on ethicality in 
one’s relationship with the other can serve as a guide out of the pitfalls 
that beleaguer progressive intellectuals when they attempt to ally them-
selves with the formerly colonized.

To be sure, as noted in my preface, Levinas was unwilling to iden-
tify actual colonized peoples, especially the victims of the Israeli state’s 
violence, as the other. Furthermore, his indifference to cultures outside 
the West makes one hesitant to invoke him to critique colonial and post-
colonial texts and contexts.5 Nevertheless, his relentless concern for the 
alterity of the other merits attention partly because it is inspiration to 
see the ethical issues lying at the center of the epistemological problem 
of representation. In other words, his concern demands his readers real-
ize that ethics is the first philosophy, preceding epistemology, ontology, 
and politics. The Levinas I invoke in the chapter is more Levinasian than 
Levinas himself, because he hesitated to condemn the violence of the 
Israeli state and refused to identify Palestinian refugees as an other. It 
is instead a proper name, which exceeds the person to whom the name 
is attached. It is Levinasian thinking rather than Levinas himself, the 
thinking that requires opening up to unceasing ethical concern for the 
other. The theoretical discussion in this chapter is a Levinasian gesture.6
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The PrehiSTory of The 1953  
Korean PoeTry anThology
An examination of the prehistory of Kim’s Korean Poetry Anthology is 
necessary to understand the colonial and postcolonial contexts of its pub-
lication. The translator Kim Soun first published an anthology of modern 
Korean poetry in 1940 under the title Chichi Iro no Kumo (Milky Clouds). 
It contained translations of 101 poems by 43 poets, almost all of whom 
were to become canonical figures in modern Korean literary history. Kim 
seems to have selected the poems by consulting other anthologies avail-
able in Korea in the late 1930s.7

Following the outbreak of the Sino-Japanese War in 1937, the impor-
tance of Japan’s largest colony, Korea, had come into clearer view because 
of its proximity to China and its large population. Accordingly, Japanese 
interest in the colony and its culture surged as the war in the Asian con-
tinent intensified. The publication of Kim’s Milky Clouds marked this ris-
ing interest in Korean culture. The anthology was very well received by 
the Japanese literary establishment. The fact that Shimazaki Tōson, one 
of the most established Japanese writers, wrote the preface demonstrated 
how much attention its publication attracted in Japanese literary circles. 
Although graciously commending the anthology, Tōson’s preface was, 
however, no more than a gentle encouragement from a literary luminary.

A substantial response to the publication of the anthology was given 
by the poet, writer, and critic Satō Haruo, who, in a welcoming remark 
included in the anthology, praised the “poetic spirit of Asia” he found in 
the Korean poems. In his view, the Asian poetic spirit the Korean poems 
gave off was unadulterated by Western literary influence because Korea 
had escaped Western colonization. Certainly, such a remark can be inter-
preted as a defense of Japan’s preemptive colonization of the country, 
indicating how Satō’s essay clearly showed the political circumstances of 
the specific historical juncture when Japanese ideology emphasized the 
solidarity of the Asian race not only to secure the loyalty of its Asian 
colonies but also to justify its expansion into China and to criticize the 
increasing pressure from the United States and Britain.

Although this aspect of Satō’s essay may lead to it being characterized 
as a cowardly concession to the Japanese government propaganda, the 
essay itself was not a mere vindication of the political motivations behind 
rising interest in Korean culture in the early 1940s. To be fair to Satō, 
his essay contained criticism of Japanese colonial language policy even 
though the criticism was muffled in the ambiguity of convoluted rheto-
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ric. Satō asked himself, for example, “whether or not we can be deeply 
touched by the special case similar to a situation in which poets sing the 
last songs in their own language which is about to perish.”8

Satō’s introductory essay suggestively revealed the limits of a liberal 
and conscientious intellectual of the colonizing country, a writer who was 
critical of colonial oppression but unconscious of the collusion between 
colonial domination and his own patronizing sympathy toward the colo-
nized. One glaring example was his remark that oppressive rule from the 
late Koryŏ period throughout the Chosŏn period had turned the Korean 
people into a nation of scheming incompetents, although— he conceded— 
they were not so by nature. He followed with praise for Korean poetry, 
which he found blessed by excellent poets singing about daily life and 
ordinary people. Satō neatly concluded that the people excelled in the 
realm of poetry despite failing in politics. In other words, to stress his 
praise for the excellence of Korean poetry, Satō contrasted it with Korea’s 
loss of self-government, reiterating dominant colonial discourse on the 
misery of the Korean people under oppressive rule before colonization 
and reproducing a biased image of scheming, incompetent Koreans. 
Although, as he brought his essay to an end, Satō reminded the reader 
that, historically, the influence of civilization from the Asian continent 
always spread to Japan not only geographically through the Korean pen-
insula but culturally through the mediation of Korean interpreters, this 
recognition corresponded primarily to his earlier valuation of the pure 
Asian poetic spirit in Korean poetry, which served obliquely to justify 
Japanese colonization of Korea.

Kim himself regarded his anthology as the introduction of Korean 
poetry to the Japanese literary establishment. In the afterword written in 
an epistolary form addressed to his friend R, obviously a Japanese with 
little knowledge about the Korean literary scene, Kim mentioned that he 
had intended to publish an anthology of modern Korean poetry for more 
than 10 years because he hoped such an introduction of modern Korean 
literature would help overcome the marginality of Korean poetry on the 
Japanese literary scene.9 Kim did not miss the chance to lament the grim 
future of the Korean language as it was rapidly disappearing from the pub-
lic sphere in the colony as the colonial government increasingly encour-
aged the exclusive use of Japanese. The anticipated doom of the Korean 
language, however, did not spoil the optimistic mood of the afterword. 
Kim claimed in an optimistic tone that no matter what happened, Korean 
literature would survive, although he did not specify how it would survive 
and what it would turn out to be like. An even more celebratory note from 
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the prominent Korean intellectual Yi Kwangsu also appeared in the anthol-
ogy. Yi took the publication of the anthology as a promising opportunity 
for strengthening ties between the Japanese and Koreans. Yi reasoned that 
because the Japanese (yamato) and Korean nations (minzoku) are destined 
to unite in defense of the empire of Japan, the task of literature was to 
foster such unity by touching the hearts of the two peoples.10

At the request of the Japanese publisher Kōfūkan, Kim launched 
another poetry anthology project soon thereafter, culminating in the 
publication in 1943 of a two-volume anthology titled Chōsen Shishū 
(Korean Poetry Anthology). A planned third volume was never pub-
lished. Out of the 101 poems collected in Milky Clouds, 90 reappeared 
in Kim’s 1943 Korean Poetry Anthology. The new anthology also included 
97 newly translated poems. Kim gave a more concrete reason behind 
his continuing publication projects of Korean poetry anthologies: In the 
preface, he complained that Korean literature had been placed ambigu-
ously with respect to Japanese literature. Kim concurred with the view 
that it should not be treated as foreign literature like German and French 
literature, but, at the same time, he accepted that Korean literature could 
not be part of (Japanese) national literature (kokubungaku) and so ended 
up awkwardly lumped together with Manchurian and Chinese literature 
under the rubric of “continental literature” (tairiku bungaku). Kim antici-
pated that under the circumstances of accelerating assimilation policies, 
the Korean language would be completely replaced by Japanese as the 
literary language of Korea, but he contended that that process would be 
completed only in the future and that Korean literature was still “crossing 
the bridge” from tradition based on the Korean language to a new future 
premised on Japanese. He further argued that given the importance of 
this juncture, the Japanese literary establishment needed to extend a 
helping hand to Korean literature and lead it to becoming an integral part 
of Japanese culture. He saw his new anthology as an attempt to encour-
age the Japanese literary establishment to step up such an effort.11

The poetry collection that Tōma consulted when writing his essay 
“Notes on Korean Poetry” was a new one-volume anthology published 
in 1953 under the same title as the previous edition in the Korean Poetry 
Anthology. Except for eight newly translated poems, all the poems were 
taken from the previous two anthologies without modification. Kim did 
not provide any introductory essay this time, but a postscript written by 
a Yun Chawōn positioned the anthology as a representative record of the 
Korean mind under colonial rule. Yun reminded the reader that some of 
the poets included in the anthology disappeared while in exile abroad or 
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lost their lives during the colonial period and claimed that the suffering 
of the Korean nation intensified their national sentiments and cultivated 
their affection for their homeland. His postscript went on to argue that 
the poems recorded the history of Korean mind expressing the emotions 
about life under foreign rule. Thus, even though this new anthology did 
not differ much from the previous ones in terms of contents, the way in 
which it was characterized by Yun’s postscript was in marked contrast 
with the characterizations given to the colonial-era anthologies. As 
a matter of fact, this valorization of the new anthology as the literary 
manifestation of the Korean nation’s love for their homeland is a key to 
understanding why Tōma paid attention to the new anthology.

Around the time that the new Korean Poetry Anthology came out 
in 1953, political developments in East Asia and Japan were pushing 
Japanese leftist intellectuals to imagine a potential Japanese revolution 
in the framework of nationalism. In the initial phase of the occupation, 
the Japanese Communist Party took a moderate stance on the U.S. pres-
ence and on the appropriate goals and tactics for revolution in Japan. The 
Party viewed the completion of a bourgeois-democratic revolution as 
the immediate task and regarded the occupation as a necessary stage of 
the “progressive” bourgeois-democratic revolution in Japan. As a conse-
quence, the party espoused a peaceful revolution.

As Communist Party influence grew in the Japanese labor move-
ment and communist sentiments mounted in East Asia, U.S. occupation 
authorities tried to “reverse course.” Public employees were prohibited 
from launching strikes, and the leftist labor movement was suppressed, 
beginning as early as 1948. A number of leftists were blacklisted and 
purged from public positions between 1949 and 1950 and later also from 
the private sector. Authorities also reinstated right-wing wartime leaders 
who had been purged in the initial phase of the occupation.12

Meanwhile, the Chinese communists had driven Chang Kaishek 
and his army into Taiwan and taken power in mainland China in 1949. 
The Korean War also broke out in 1950 when communist North Korea 
launched a full-scale attack against U.S.-backed South Korea. The war 
was one of the first military conflicts exploding out of the Cold War ten-
sion between the communist bloc and the U.S.-led Western world. Mean-
while, the Japanese government began rearmament in 1950, and signed a 
security treaty with the United States in 1951 over international protests 
and objections from Japanese dissidents.

The Japanese Communist Party came under severe criticism from the 
Cominform in Moscow for its conciliatory attitude toward the occupation 
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forces. As a consequence, the party changed its orientation from peaceful 
democratic revolution to militantly nationalistic anti-imperialism. For 
example, in his report to the central committee plenum in January 1950, 
the secretary-general of the Japanese Communist Party, Tokuda Kyūichi, 
called attention to the revolutionary struggles for national liberation in 
China and compared Chang Kaishek’s Guomindang government to the 
Yoshida administration in Japan.13 In the eyes of Japanese leftists, the 
Communist takeover of China was the victory of Chinese nationalism, 
and the Korean War was the anti-imperial struggle of the Korean nation. 
Many intellectuals believed that as the war on the Korean peninsula 
escalated, the ever-expanding presence of American military forces in 
Japan had turned the country into a virtual colony of the United States. 
After Japan signed the San Francisco Treaty in 1951, the archipelago 
became an invaluable military base for American forces in the region.14 
The Japanese government’s willing compliance with the demands of the 
United States was in sharp contrast to the Chinese Communist Party’s 
victory over the Guomindang government and North Korea’s tenacious 
fight against the U.S.-led United Nations forces.

The leftist intellectuals looked to Asian nationalism as a model for 
Japanese nationalists to emulate in standing up to American imperialism 
as well as in remedying the ultranationalism of wartime Japan. Recon-
figuring Japanese nationalism, however, required rewriting the historical 
relationship of Japan to Asia and to the United States. By positing a colo-
nial relationship to the United States, Japanese leftist intellectuals con-
flated the Japanese people with Asian peoples who had strived for libera-
tion from the shackles of colonialism. Moreover, by casting the Japanese 
people as subalterns to the Japanese government, the leftist intellectuals 
also let them escape accountability for Japan’s own colonial expansion in 
the past. Thus, while attempting to differentiate their vision of national-
ism from prewar right-wing nationalism, the leftist intellectuals obfus-
cated the Japanese people’s own responsibility for colonial expansion.

Nationalism came to the fore in Japanese literature as well. As the 
theme for its 1951 conference, the Nihon Bungaku Kyōryokukai (Japanese 
Literature Cooperative Association) discussed “Minzoku Bungaku” (eth-
nic nation literature). The “ethnic nation” or “folk” (minzoku) became 
the most fashionable topic in the Japanese literary establishment. Their 
vision was of a national literature that would contribute to the Japanese 
people’s struggles against American imperialism and the reactionary 
Japanese government sycophantically obedient to the United States.

Tōma’s attention to the 1953 Korean Poetry Anthology can be best 
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understood when read against the background of the surge of interest in 
nationalism during the postwar period. In his essays on Kim’s anthology, 
Tōma attempted to encourage his readers to see what was absent from 
modern Japanese poetry, by which he meant the collective identity of 
intellectuals as the integral part of the nation, who, in his eyes, constitute 
the base for healthy nationalism. Tōma urged Japanese poets and writers 
to learn from the ways in which the Korean poems represented the senti-
ments of the masses. That was a pressing imperative for Tōma because 
Japan was not a colonizing power any more and was now a virtual colony 
under U.S. hegemony. The Japanese needed to build up a national con-
sciousness on the basis of the masses to resist both U.S. hegemony as 
well as the reactionary Japanese government.

The next part of the chapter will examine Tōma’s 1954 essay titled 
“Furusato: Chōsenshi ni Tsuite no Nōto I” (Hometown: Notes on Korean 
Poetry I) and revisit the issues raised above: the relationship between 
history and literature, the problem of translation, and the appropriation 
of radial difference in representing the other.

loST in TranSlaTion: Tōma’S inTerPreTaTionS  
of Korean PoeTry and Kim’S refuTaTion
Over the course of 1954, Tōma published four essays on Korean poetry in 
the literary journals Nihon Bungaku (Japanese Literature) and Bungaku 
(Literature).15 The essays make up the core chapters of a book published 
the following year by the Tokyo University Press under the title Minzoku 
no Shi (The Poetry of a People). Here, I am focusing on the first essay 
titled “Hometown: Notes on Korean Poetry, Part I,” because it raises 
questions about the issues of translation and the relationship between 
history and literature and took the brunt of Kim’s criticisms of Tōma’s 
essays on Korean poetry.

The essay begins with Tōma’s reading of two Korean poems written 
by Yi Hayun and Pak Yongch’ŏl, respectively.16 For Tōma, the two poems 
stand out due to their strong nostalgia for one’s native place.

grave of an unKnown Soul

A grave of
An unknown soul
Covered with grasses
Along the north gate road.
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A wandering
Traveler stops,
To catch his breath
Beside it.

With the building
Of the national road
The grave was flattened,
No trace remaining.

How empty it makes one feel
That the moss and dirt
That covered the grave
Were swallowed up by the road.

A grave of yesterday
Is weeping with a song of the passing years
As heartless people
Trample it underfoot.

Here lies
The unclaimed grave of an unknown soul,
A traveler’s
Resting place.

無縁塚

北門の
道の傍(かたへ)に草生える
無縁佛の
塚一つ

さすらひの
旅ゆく人が足とめて
塚のほとりに
憩ひしが、

國道の
拓かれてより　かの塚の
押し潰(くづ)されて
跡もなく、

塚の上(へ)に
蔽(おほ)へる土や苔草の
道に食(は)まれて
はかなしや
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こ ろ々なき
人に踏まれて過ぎし日の
うたに噎(むせ)ぶや
昨(きぞ)の塚

主(あらじ)なき
無縁佛の塚ありて
旅ゆく人の
憩ひしが。17

In Kim’s translation “Muenzuka” (The Grave of an Unknown Soul) of 
Yi’s poem “Irŏjin Mudŏm” (A Grave Lost), Tōma interpreted the grave 
destroyed by the construction of a road as the symbol of the hometown 
irrevocably transformed by the cultural and economical changes of 
the colonial period. Tōma associated the grave extradiegetically with a 
Korean folk custom of burying those who died without leaving descen-
dents to attend to their graves beside the road outside of their villages. 
These unfortunate souls included those who died too young to marry 
and those who died with their families as a result of epidemics. Located 
outside a village, the graves also provided a place for travelers to rest. 
Travelers felt especially close to those buried in such graves because they 
themselves were treated as deceased by the families and villages they left 
behind. Tōma understood that because Korean villages were so isolated 
from the outside world, anyone who left home was regarded as in another 
world and no longer among the living. Out of compassion, passing travel-
ers piled small stones on these graves to prevent wild animals from vio-
lating the dead bodies as a way of consoling and appeasing the spirits of 
the dead. Tōma reasoned that such a custom disappeared when the graves 
were destroyed by the progress the new road symbolizes in the poem.

Tōma acknowledged that the narrative voices in the poems are not 
identical to the poets themselves, and he recognized that both Yi and Pak 
came from wealthy families and even studied in Japan and thus would 
have not suffered as much as the ordinary Korean masses had under Japa-
nese colonial rule. Nevertheless, he conflated the narrative voices of the 
poems with the poets themselves because, in his view, the poems reveal 
the poets’ consciousness about their nation: They are not alienated from 
the Korean masses and they share a communal identity with the Korean 
nation, the majority of which is rural. Put differently, Tōma argued that 
their poems prove their communal identity because they express empathy 
with the Korean masses who suffered traumatic changes brought about by 
colonial rule.
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In a similar way, Tōma focused on the image of the village well 
(muraido) in Pak’s poem “Kohyang” (Hometown) translated by Kim as 
“Furusato o Kohite Nanisemu.”

whaT good iS iT To long for my homeTown?

What good is it to long for my hometown?
When ties with my kin are cut off and our house is lost?
I wonder if a lone evening crow is crying.
I wonder if the village well has been moved.

Leaving the dreams of my childhood
At Mother’s grave, I became a wanderer.
Ten years a floating cloud are gone away.
What good is it to long for a hometown?

Shall I try to paint on the sky
A new hope and pleasure?
Wind, blow the scattered blossoms of memory
Over my restless body!

In vain was the dream of my hometown
Trampled underfoot now,
Like the sorrow of the first love
I vowed to a girl
From whom I was kept away.

ふるさとを戀ひて何せむ

ふるさとを戀ひて何せむ
血縁(ちすぢ)絶え　吾家の失せて
夕鴉(ゆふがらす)ひとり啼くらむ
村井戸も遷されたらむ。

をさな夢　母の墓邊に
とどめてぞさすらひ流る
浮雲の十年(ととせ)はるかよ
ふるさとを戀ひて何せむ。

かの空に描(ゐが)きても見む
新らしき希望(のぞみ)、歓び、
想ひ出は散らしく花の
吹けよ風　憩ひなき身に。

はかなしや　ふるさとのゆめ
いまははた踏みしだかれて
契(ちぎ)りつ 人々に堰(せ)かれし
初戀のせつなきに似る。18
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The village well functions as a motif that allows Tōma to historicize 
the poem. Because the Korean mountains were denuded of trees, he 
explained, rain escaped quickly to rivers as soon as it hit the ground and 
people had a hard time finding enough water to sustain themselves. In 
the face of such difficulties, villagers cooperated in digging wells, which 
then served as the center of communal interactions in rural villages. 
Tōma argued that moving the village well as described in the poem thus 
suggests a drastic change taking place in the village. At this point, Tōma 
speculated that such a drastic change must have to do with “development” 
projects carried out in rural areas by the colonial government.

Tōma’s reading hinges figuratively on a chain of metonymies and her-
meneutically on the assumed referential connection between the text and 
the external world. Both “the grave of an unknown soul” and “the village 
well” symbolize the hometown, which, in turn, ultimately expresses the 
ethnic nation. Needless to say, the nation refers outside the text to the 
historical reality of the Korean nation, which suffered under Japanese 
colonial rule. Furthermore, according to Tōma, the poems reflect the 
total process of transformation that the Korean nation underwent under 
Japanese colonial rule.

Reasoning that tradition constitutes a cultural reservoir for the nation, 
Tōma ascribed the poets’ feats to the tradition of folksongs modern Korean 
poetry allegedly carries on. In Tōma’s view, Korean poets struggled with 
their tradition and did not break free from it. They realized that no mat-
ter how much they tried to come up with a new self free from the age-old 
tradition, they could not help but return to their nation as symbolized 
by the hometown in their poems. In contrast to modern Korean poetry, 
modern Japanese poetry lacked such expressions of communal identity.

Tōma contended that because the Japanese middle class had grown 
rapidly following the Russo-Japanese War, an increasing number of 
intellectuals came from the middle class and these individuals were 
instrumental in the development of modern literature. In contrast, 
Korean intellectuals may have been “baptized” by modern thought but 
were still under the sway of the dominant feudal norms of society. He 
further reasoned that Korean intellectuals were so much under the heavy 
pressure of the traditional norms of society that they must have been 
envious of their Japanese counterparts because Japanese intellectuals 
were more free and individualistic, that is, more modern. He went on to 
conjecture that as a result Kim was moved by Kitahara Hakushū’s poetry 
and asked him to write the preface to his collection of Korean folksongs. 
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Nevertheless, Tōma argued, although Japanese intellectuals could afford 
to be apolitical, Korean intellectuals were made politically aware as colo-
nized by colonial realities whether they liked it or not. No matter how 
much they became like Japanese, they were faced daily with discrimina-
tion and prejudice and could not think of themselves apart from their 
nation. Tōma asserted that however attracted they were to the greater 
freedom and literary development achieved by Japanese intellectuals, 
Koreans were kept away from an individualist world view in which the 
Japanese were entrapped.

Tōma argued that the situation had drastically changed since the end 
of the war. The confined world of Japanese intellectuals had been shat-
tered when Japanese imperialism was defeated, although its legacy lin-
gered on in the form of racial prejudice against Koreans. Tōma concluded 
with a call for a united front between the masses and intellectuals under 
the leadership of the proletariat to lead Japan to genuine modernity.

On the occasion of the re-publication of Tōma’s essays two years later 
as a book titled Minzoku no Shi (The Poetry of a People), Kim published 
his harsh refutation of Tōma’s readings in the journal Literature.19 In 
the beginning of the essay, Kim revealed that Tōma had contacted him 
before writing the essays. Feeling obliged as the translator of the poems 
and knowing Tōma was a respected historian, Kim did his best answer-
ing Tōma’s questions but, when reading Tōma’s essays published in the 
journals Japanese Literature and Literature, he could not help but feel 
distraught because Tōma had almost completely ignored his input and 
offered what Kim saw as distorted interpretations to advance his own 
agenda. Kim confided in the reader that the reason he was belatedly 
responding to Tōma’s essays two years after the publication of the origi-
nal essays was that, as translator, he could not tolerate any more of the 
confusion Tōma’s misinterpretation would cause the Japanese readers.

Kim devoted the first half of his essay to debunking Tōma’s reading of 
the two poems by Yi and Pak. Kim’s criticism was aimed at exposing how 
misinformed and misleading Tōma’s interpretation of some key words 
of the poems was. For example, Kim focuses on the word grave in “The 
Grave of an Unknown Soul” because Tōma had anchored his reading on 
the word and interpreted the poems as an elegy for a hometown irrevo-
cably changed by colonial development, which the construction of a new 
road symbolized for Tōma. Kim argued that the grave the poem describes 
is not the type of graves on which Tōma dwelled. He pointed out that the 
grave in the poem is covered with grass, not stones and pebbles as Tōma 
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described it. He then asserted that this was not a grave where a lonely 
traveler might stop to rest. Out of a groundless assumption about the 
grave, Tōma developed his thesis on the exclusiveness of Korean rural 
communities and defined colonial development as the antithesis to the 
hometown. Thus, Kim contended that Tōma’s reading relying on a chain 
of metonymies made no sense at all because it began with a false assump-
tion. Although Tōma explained the poem as an allegory of the violent 
change an isolated village was subjected to by colonial development, in 
Kim’s view, it was Tōma’s reading itself that was violent because he unjus-
tifiably and forcedly read his own agenda into the poem. Kim protested 
that, in Tōma’s hands, the pathos and nostalgia for the hometown evoked 
by the lyrical poem was turned into a crudely political condemnation of 
Japanese colonialism.

Kim’s criticism of Tōma’s reading of “What Good Is It to Long for My 
Hometown?” similarly centered around the two key words muraido (vil-
lage well) and hatsukoi (first love) on which Tōma built his argument. As 
discussed above, spotlighting the importance of the village well as the 
center of communal interactions, Tōma reasoned that the moving of the 
well must symbolize violent change brought about by colonial develop-
ment. Similarly, first love in the poem was crucial for Tōma to differenti-
ate modern Korean poetry from its Japanese counterpart. Tōma argued 
that first love is inseparably connected to the hometown in “What Good 
Is It to Long for My Hometown?” whereas love in Kitahara Hakushū’s 
poetry refers to no more than amorous feelings. Thus, the word first love 
enables Tōma to highlight modern Japanese poets’ disconnection from 
their hometowns.

Kim curtly responded that villagers moved their wells whenever they 
deemed it to be necessary and that colonial development did not neces-
sarily have anything to do with it. Kim asked why these Korean poems 
should be read as allegories of the Korean nation’s colonial experience 
when similar elegies for the hometown are found all over the world.20 
Kim further asserted that although Japanese colonialism could and 
should be criticized for many reasons, these lyrical poems ought not be 
reduced to political condemnation of Japanese colonialism.

As mentioned briefly in the beginning of this chapter, Tōma’s readings 
pivoted on Kim’s less-than-faithful translations. Tōma was aware that his 
readings vulnerably depended on translation and questioned why Kim 
had not included in his anthology more overtly political poems equiva-
lent to Japanese proletarian poems.21 His question was, however, limited 
to the range of Kim’s selection of poems in terms of their political con-



Translation and Its Postcolonial Discontents    /    121

sciousness. Given the assertiveness of his arguments about the Korean 
poems, Tōma did not seem suspicious of the faithfulness of Kim’s transla-
tions. However, the problem of translation was much more crucial than 
Tōma may have realized. One of the key expressions on which Tōma’s 
reading pivoted was one of Kim’s substitutions for the original phrase. 
Here is my English translation of Pak Yongch’ŏl’s poem, which Kim 
translated into Japanese under the title of “Furusato o Kohite Nanisemu” 
(What good is it to long for my hometown?). As noted above, its original 
title is “Kohyang” (Hometown).

homeTown

For what shall I return to my hometown?
My family is scattered and the house is decayed.
I wonder if autumn grasses make the evening crow cry,
If the brook near the village has changed its course.

Leaving the dream of my childhood behind on top of my dear
Mother’s grave,
I went staggering on,
Following drifting clouds for ten-odd years.
For what shall I return to my hometown now?

Shall I draw new happiness on the end of the sky?
Why must I not forget what I left behind?
You, ruthless wind, blow to the full.
Where do scattered petals find their rest?

To give a thought to my hometown
Trampled underfoot by rude feet
— even in a hurried trip in a foggy dream— .
Feels like a bitter memory
About my trusty old love who was stolen away.

고향

고향은 찾어 무얼하리
일가 흩어지고 집흐너진데
저녁 가마귀 가을풀에 울고
마을앞 시내도 넷자리 바뀌었을라.

어린때 꿈 엄마 무덤우에
남겨두고 떠도는 구름 따라
멈추는듯 불려온 지 여나무해
고향은 이제 찾아 무얼 하리.
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하날가에 새 기쁨을 그리어보랴
남겨둔 무엇일래 못잊히우랴
모진바람아 마음껏 불어쳐라
흩어진 꽃닢 쉬임어디 찾는다냐.

험한발에 짓밟힌 고향생각
—아득한 꿈엔 달려가는 길이언만—
서로의 굳은뜻을 남게 앗긴 

옛사랑의 생각같은 쓰린 심사여라.22

A glance at Pak’s original reveals that Kim replaced the key phrase 
in the last line of the first stanza “the brook near the village” (maŭl ap 
sinae) with “village well” (muraido) in his translation. Thus, Tōma based 
his extended argument on Kim’s own word choice, which was not found 
in the original. The original phrase does not quite support Tōma’s overall 
argument because Tōma put so much emphasis on the village well as 
the center of a rural community and interpreted the dislocation of the 
well as the result of an irrevocable change to the village caused by colo-
nial development. Any possible correlation between the change of the 
brook’s path and colonial development was much more tenuous than that 
between the change of the village well’s location and colonial develop-
ment. Nor was “first love” in the last line of the fourth stanza, the other 
phrase Tōma focused on, an exact translation of the original. Its literal 
translation should be “past love.” The original phrase squared less with 
Tōma’s argument about the hometown because “past love” could be just 
one of many amorous relationships unlike “first love,” which is singular, 
similar to one’s hometown.

Tōma’s interpretations of Kim’s mistranslations do not, however, en -
tirely invalidate his reading of the poem as an allegory of the Korean 
national suffering under Japanese rule. Tōma could still read the poem 
allegorically even though the specific arguments he based on Kim’s re -
placements and mistranslations were less convincing once it is apparent 
what alterations Kim made to the original poem. More important, that is 
not the only translation-related problem at issue.

In publishing his first anthology Milky Clouds (1940), Kim altered 
some of the poems he included not for literary reasons but for political 
ones. To avoid conflict with the colonial authorities, he either altered or 
expunged original expressions from his translations that would possibly 
raise red flags with the censors. One example, as noted by the literary 
critic Yu Chongho, was his problematic translation of Chŏng Chiyong’s 
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“Kap’e P’ŭrangsŭ” (Café France). Because this example illustrates well the 
central issue of translation with regard to colonial censorship, it merits 
discussion, although neither Tōma nor Kim mentioned it.23 Kim rendered 
one crucial sentence, “na nŭn narado chipto ŏptanda” (I have neither coun-
try nor home), as “watashi ni wa ie mo sato mo nai” (I have neither home 
nor hometown) in his Japanese translation. As Yu points out, there could 
not have been any justifiable reason for the change other than Kim’s con-
cern about censorship. Put simply, Kim replaced the Korean “nara” (coun-
try) with the Japanese “sato” (home village) because he worried that the 
original word might lead the censor to interpret the poem as a lamenta-
tion about the loss of Korean independence because of Japanese coloniza-
tion, if the censor had considered the sentence to refer to political reality 
external to the text. Kim replaced “country” with “hometown” because he 
must have thought that although the latter was metonymically associ-
ated with the former it would be regarded as a less subversive term. It 
is interesting to note, in other words, that it is not unthinkable, even for 
Kim, to suppose that “hometown” can fill in for “country” or even nation. 
That is exactly what Tōma assumed in his reading of the Korean poems, 
although, in his reading, the metonymic conversion from “hometown” to 
“nation” is the reverse of Kim’s intentional mistranslation.

“Muenzuka” (The Grave of an Unknown Soul) is another instance in 
which Kim preempted a political interpretation by altering the original 
text. As seen in my English translation from the original poem “Irŏjin 
Mudŏm” (A Grave Lost), the possessive “the mortal enemy’s” (wŏnsu ŭi), 
which modifies “new road” in the first line of the third stanza, clearly 
shows the narrator’s antagonism toward the road that destroyed the 
grave. In his Japanese translation, however, Kim expurgated the expres-
sion and neutralized the poem’s clear antagonism toward the change 
brought to the hometown.

a grave loST

On a solitary path
Around the mound of the north gate
There was the thick-grass-covered grave
Of an unknown soul.

Whenever a lone vagabond
Passed by,
He would sit and rest
Before the grave.
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After the mortal enemy’s new road
Was built over it,
No trace of the grave is found
Anywhere.

Dirt and grass
Covering the grave
Turned into a road
Tramped over and over,

Are now singing
A sorrowful old song
Whenever heavy footprints are
Left on them.

Here was
The grave of an unknown soul
Where a drifting passerby
Used to rest nearby.

일허진 무덤

北門턱 외딴길에
풀닙 거츠른
님자일흔 무덤이
하나 잇더니

放浪의손 외로히
지날때 마다
무덤앞에 안저서
쉬고 가더니

원수의 신작로가
생긴이후로
패여간 무덤자최
간곳 업노라

무덤우에 덮엇든
흙과 잔듸는
밟히고 짓밟히는
길이 되여서

묵어둔 발자욱에
눌닐때 마다
애닯흔 옛노래를 
읇고 잇노라
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님자일흔 무덤이
하나 잇서서
흘러가는 行人이

쉬고 가더니24

By calling attention to Kim’s surreptitious alteration of the original 
texts, however, I do not intend to criticize his self-censoring and def-
erence to the Japanese government. What is at issue is Kim’s attitude 
toward translation in general and his refutation of Tōma’s political read-
ing in particular. In the afterword of Milky Clouds, his 1940 anthology 
on which the postwar Korean Poetry Anthology was based, Kim remarked 
that although ideally the poetry translator should not take translated 
poems as his own, he himself had failed to achieve such a state of mind. 
He even confessed that the anthology amounted to a collection of his own 
poetry. He nevertheless refused to be apologetic because he reasoned that 
apologizing for his mistakes implied that he would not do the same thing 
again, but, he declared, he could not help but do it over and over again as 
long as he was translating Korean poetry.25 As noted above, when pub-
lishing the postwar anthology, Kim did not revise the translations origi-
nally included in Milky Clouds. The three poems discussed here were 
originally translated for the first anthology and were included without 
revision in the postwar anthology.

In his afterword to the 1943 version of Korean Poetry Anthology, Kim 
revealed that he had abandoned a translation of No Ch’ŏnmyŏng’s poem 
“Puni,” which depicts a mother’s sorrow over Puni, the daughter she has 
lost, because the poem resisted Kim’s efforts to transfer its sentiments 
into Japanese even though he was very much moved by it and eager to 
translate it.26 He seemed to imply that if an original text resists a transla-
tor’s will to render it appropriately in the target language, the translator 
should not force it into translation. Although this notion appeared to tes-
tify to Kim’s respect for the integrity of the original text, what it actually 
revealed was that the poems Kim translated were those that, in his eyes, 
surrendered to his will. This attitude of Kim’s toward his translations 
offers a clue to understanding his absolute rejection of Tōma’s political 
reading of them. For him, those poems were as much his own literary 
works as the poets’. In his mind, he absolutely knew the authorial inten-
tions because the poems translated into Japanese were almost his own 
literary creations. When he asserted that the anthology was his, the pos-
sessive “his” was purely possessive. His assertion did not indicate any 



126    /    Translation and Its Postcolonial Discontents

willingness to face up to any inevitable injustice he had done to the origi-
nal. Kim’s attitude toward his translations lacks self-reflectivity. Put dif-
ferently, his view on translation did not recognize the alterity inscribed 
in the original, which no translator can domesticate.

enCounTering The oTher
However problematic Kim’s views on translation were, he did raise 
important issues relevant to any meaningful discussion on postcolonial 
encounters between the former colonizers and colonized in the realm 
of culture. As mentioned earlier, he demanded to know why the Korean 
poems should be read as allegories of the Koreans’ colonial experience 
when similar elegies for one’s hometown are common in other countries, 
too. He wanted to know why Tōma reduced the universal feeling of nos-
talgia for one’s lost hometown expressed in the poetry to the particularity 
of Koreans’ historical experience. In other words, Kim questioned why 
the history of colonial experience should be the ultimate hermeneutical 
horizon on which the interpretation of the Korean poetry is placed.

Another point that deserves our attention is Kim’s protest at Tōma’s 
representation of Koreans and Korean culture. In denouncing Tōma’s inad-
equate knowledge about Korean culture and literature, Kim was criticizing 
the general tendency he found among Japanese intellectuals to represent 
Korean culture based on superficial observation. Kim offered one example 
of such violent representation: He reported that he had once read an article 
in the tanka poetry journal Shinjin (Man of Truth) about certain peculiari-
ties of the Korean language. The article informed its readers that Koreans 
say “feeding a clock” instead of “winding a clock” and they use “saw rice” 
(topap) and “plane rice” (taep’aepap) to refer to sawdust and wood shavings. 
From this observation, the author concluded that the verb expression “to 
eat” appears in so many idiomatic expressions in the Korean language that 
it must reflect Koreans’ obsession with food. Kim responded sarcastically 
to such a crude reasoning about the Korean psyche by asking rhetori-
cally whether the Japanese are cannibalistic because they say “that guy is 
inedible” (kuenai yatsu) to mean “he is devious” and say “telling a story of 
having eaten a man” (hito o kutta hanashi) to mean “telling a tall tale.”27 
Kim’s protest at the Japanese representation of Korean culture bears on 
his criticism of Tōma’s reading of Korean poetry, because one of the main 
complaints Kim lodged against Tōma was that the latter put forth wild 
speculations about the poems on the basis of fragmented pieces of infor-
mation and superficial knowledge about Korean literature and culture.
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Tōma responded quickly to Kim’s criticism in an essay titled “Gendai 
Chōsen Bungaku no Hitotsu no Mikata” (One Perspective on Modern 
Korean Literature) published two months later in Literature, in August 
1956.28 Tōma argued that once a literary work leaves the hands of its 
author, the critic should respect the reader’s interpretation as long as it 
is reasonable even if the critic believes it to be contrary to the author’s 
intention. Tōma’s response itself, however, is not helpful for duly exam-
ining the issues raised by Kim.

To fully comprehend the theoretical implications of the issues, I enlist 
Jameson’s essay on non– Western literature, one of the very few attempts 
to construct a general theory of non– Western literary texts. It was first 
and foremost an endeavor to grapple with the unease so-called First-
World intellectuals have with the radical difference of the Third World. 
In Jameson’s essay, the “Third World” refers to the formerly colonized and 
semicolonized nations in Asia and Africa, the conditions of which are in 
contrast to those of the First World, that is, advanced capitalist countries 
most of which were former colonial powers.29 In the very beginning of 
his essay, Jameson remarked that Third-World intellectuals are obsessed 
with the collective identity of their nations. He summed up the way in 
which First-World intellectuals feel perplexed about that difference in 
the following sentences: “This is not the way American intellectuals have 
been discussing ‘America,’ and indeed one might feel that the whole mat-
ter is nothing but that old thing called ‘nationalism,’ long since liquidated 
here and rightly so.”30

Jameson traced the origin of Western intellectuals’ unease with 
national identity to the split between the private and the public entrenched 
in the advanced capitalist society of the West. Western culture is over-
determined by a series of splits between the private and the public, the 
poetic and the political, and the psychic subject and the social subject. 
These splits ultimately result from the capitalist mode of production, the 
development of which inheres in Western countries and Japan, an excep-
tional non– Western First-World country.31 In contrast, such splits have 
not yet pervaded Third-World culture because Third-World countries 
have encountered capitalism as an encroachment on their societies from 
outside. Put differently, the trajectory of the Third World’s encounter 
with capitalism is the history of colonialism. Because of the history of 
colonial experience, Third-World literary texts, even when telling private 
stories with a strongly libidinal dimension, necessarily allegorize “the 
embattled situation of the public third-world culture and society.”32

Jameson gallantly endeavored to offer a sympathetic view of non– 
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Western literature, looking beyond culture to the structural base that 
determines the production of literary texts in the last instance and 
debunking the claustrophobic self-referentiality of texts, the interpretive 
strategy that, in his judgment, dominates Western literary criticism.33 
Certainly, Jameson offered a much more nuanced argument than a 
crudely reductive reading of literary texts as the transparent reflection 
of colonial experience, and it would do a disservice to him if his notion of 
“national allegory” were lumped with Tōma’s reductive reading strategy.

Nevertheless, it is also undeniable that Jameson’s essay resonates with 
Tōma’s essays in that, for both Jameson and Tōma, colonial history con-
stitutes the ultimate hermeneutic horizon on which the interpretation of 
literature produced in former colonies should be carried out. Furthermore, 
Jameson’s essay operates on a desire structurally parallel to that which 
propels Tōma’s essays. As mentioned above, Tōma found a strong con-
nection between intellectuals and the masses in modern Korean poetry 
and lamented the lack of such awareness of collective identity in modern 
Japanese literature. In a similar vein, Jameson’s essay seeks to locate a 
bond between politics and poetics as well as between the public and the 
private in literature identified as other than his own while supposing 
such a bond, much like the lost innocence of the past, disappeared from 
Western literature with the advent of modernism, a loss that, needless to 
say, Jameson regarded as his own.

As Marxists, both Tōma and Jameson were concerned with modern 
individuals’ alienation from human beings’ natural sociality. Whereas 
Tōma privileged the nation as the manifestation of such sociality, Jame-
son certainly did not have such strong faith in the nation or, for that mat-
ter, in a collective identity. Nevertheless, Jameson ultimately recognized 
the political value of such a collective identity, which he observed many 
Third-World intellectuals invoke for revolutionary causes.34 Jameson 
could not agree more on Tōma’s view that the primary role of intellectuals 
in society is political. Both consider the political to involve envisioning 
utopian possibilities denied us by the current capitalistic system. Finally, 
although both Tōma and Jameson depended absolutely on translation for 
their readings of Korean poetry and Third-World literature, respectively, 
neither gave much thought to the implications of relying on translation. 
In his scathing response to Jameson’s article, Aijaz Ahmad thus com-
plained that Jameson’s argument cannot apply to most Third-World texts, 
as they are not available in Western languages.35

The problem of translation, however, is more than the limited avail-
ability of non– Western literary texts in Western languages. Translation 
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presupposes the presence of the other in the first place, whom the self 
cannot understand on its own and which bring the self ’s understanding 
into question. The necessity of translation thus reminds us of that ulti-
mately unbridgeable distance from the other. I suspect the lack of concern 
about translation in both Tōma and Jameson shows symptomatically 
their fear of encountering the truly radical difference of the other that 
resists appropriation.

By keeping the parallels between Tōma and Jameson in focus, it is 
possible to recognize that one important aspect of the controversies over 
both Tōma’s essays and Jameson’s argument is the relationship between 
the self and the other. The problem of Jameson’s essay most relevant to 
this discussion is that when encountering the radical difference of the 
other, his essay suggests, there is no choice other than to settle for either 
the appropriation of radical difference or liberal and humanistic univer-
salism. Jameson acknowledged that his call for reading Third-World lit-
erature as national allegory inevitably domesticates the radical difference 
of the other even though it aims to positively evaluate rather than to 
devalue non– Western literature. Nevertheless, he accepted fatalistically 
such epistemological violence as an inevitable course in encountering the 
other because he does not “know how a first-world intellectual can avoid 
this operation without falling back into some general liberal and human-
istic universalism” other than to resort to some sort of orientalism, in 
Said’s sense, which inevitably reifies difference as a tangible quality.36

What Jameson accepted as unavoidable epistemological violence de -
serves careful examination. The argument can be pushed further, to the 
point where it intersects with the recurrent problem of representation in 
the Western philosophical tradition. If the experiencing subject has no 
direct but merely indirect access to reality through representation alone, 
then the irreparable gap between reality and its representation always 
poses the question of epistemological violence because, no matter how 
faithfully that representation corresponds to reality, the two are not iden-
tical, and reality is always presented as other than itself through repre-
sentation. If that is the case, the problem of representation is never lim-
ited to the appropriation of the other’s radical difference, but it pertains 
to perception and the conceptualization of every single object, which is 
brought to consciousness from outside.

The problem of representation in epistemology has been tackled by 
numerous philosophers among whom Kant stands out for an enduring 
legacy still strongly felt in many disciplines within the humanities. Kant 
introduced the transcendental subject to ensure the possibility of objec-
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tive knowledge about the external world outside of the subject. According 
to Kant, we human beings can have objective knowledge about the world 
because we are equipped with the a priori faculty of understanding, 
although we still do not have direct access to things in themselves and 
only know the phenomena, objects as structured by the faculty of under-
standing. Kant’s efforts might not be satisfactory enough to ward off 
the accusation against Western philosophy of epistemological violence, 
especially when it is necessary to tackle the issue of encountering the 
radical difference of the other. Among various possible objections to and 
reservations about Kant’s transcendental philosophy, what is particularly 
relevant to this discussion is the concern about whether the transcenden-
tal subject Kant introduced can constitute a universally objective vantage 
point or coincide only with the perspective of an 18th-century European 
male cultural elite. Put differently, one might argue that the transcenden-
tal subject cannot be completely insulated from all the conventions and 
customs, let alone prejudices and ignorance, of the particular time and 
place in which the empirical subject is placed. For example, the categories, 
the pure concepts of the faculty of understanding in Kant’s epistemol-
ogy, are derived from Aristotle’s 10 classifications of terms originating 
in ancient Greece, although, within Kant’s framework, the categories 
inhere a priori in humans as rational beings regardless of their particular 
attributes.

Even if the ways in which we make sense of the world are primarily 
determined by the conventions of the communities to which we happen 
to belong, our epistemological dependence on communal norms itself will 
not deal a detrimental blow to the general validity of representation as 
long as we interact only with those from our own communities, because 
how to experience reality, that is, how to represent things outside of the 
subject, is securely anchored in each community’s shared norms. The 
real problem arises only when the self encounters the other with radical 
difference: How can the self conceptualize and articulate the difference 
without assimilating it into something familiar and understandable to 
the self? The problem goes further. Because the other does not share the 
same epistemological substratum with the self, the self ’s representation of 
radical difference always eludes the other. The other thus calls into ques-
tion the ways in which the self sees the radical difference between itself 
and the other. When the other approaches the self and disrupts the self ’s 
complacency, it emerges as the other, the other with radical difference.

It goes without saying that no community in reality can impose norms 
on its members to such an absolute degree that the shared norms exhaus-
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tively dictate the ways in which its members perceive and conceive the 
world. There exists no such completely homogeneous community, and 
every community is fractured from the beginning regardless of its size. 
As a consequence, the other, the other with radical difference, does not 
necessarily come from outside of any given community and might come 
from within.

To envision an alternative way of encountering the radical difference 
of the other, I turn to Levinas. Levinas suggests that when encountering 
the other, the alterity of the other subjects the self to constant reflection 
on the harm the self does to the other and thus makes the self vulnerable 
to the call from the other to be ethical. What makes such an encounter 
possible, according to Levinas, is the self ’s desire for the other coming in 
need, that is, the other, whom the self cannot appropriate in the self ’s own 
image. This desire, however, does not ensue from the egoistic claim of the 
self. On the contrary, it comes along with the self ’s shame, which brings 
the self ’s legitimacy into question. As the self ’s desire for the other, as 
long as it is a desire, is insatiable, the self ’s obligation to the other cannot 
be exhausted. Only through constant ethical vigilance can a person con-
firm subjectivity. There is no logical and chronological priority granted 
to the constitution of subjectivity over one’s ethical relationship with the 
other. In Levinasian ethics, the subjectivity emerges to be ethical with 
the other, not to hypostatize the identity of sameness.37 Levinasian ethics 
is helpful for understanding the problem of the other underlying Tōma’s 
reading of Korean poetry as well as at the core of Jameson’s reading of 
Third-World literature.

Certainly, it was laudable that Tōma made an effort to understand the 
culture of Korea, Japan’s former colony, and to build solidarity between 
the former colonized and the people of the former colonizer in their 
fight against the structures of colonial domination lingering on in East 
Asia. However, such solidarity should be premised on the recognition of 
radical difference between the two, and it is questionable whether Tōma’s 
endeavor measured up to such an exacting demand.

Even though Tōma started his essays with an emphasis on the dif-
ference of modern Korean poetry from its Japanese counterpart, which 
resulted from the history of Koreans’ colonial experience, such difference, 
in the end, proves to be not absolute but rather is appropriable because 
Tōma placed Japan, which he saw as a virtual colony under postwar 
American hegemony, on the same footing with Korea, a former colony of 
Japan. In other words, Tōma initially highlighted the difference of Korean 
poetry only to emphasize the importance of Japanese collective identity 
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as a nation. Thus, when Tōma urged Japanese intellectuals to emulate 
their Korean counterparts’ allegiance to the collective identity of their 
own nation, he risked appropriating the difference of Koreans for the 
affirmation of the Japanese self-sameness and losing sight of their alter-
ity with its origins in historical differences between their experiences of 
colonialism.

In considering the historical difference between the former coloniz-
ers and colonized, what especially pertains to this discussion is Levinas’s 
notion of eschatology because it offers a way of recounting the past alter-
natively to history, which is seminal to both Tōma’s reading of Korean 
poetry and Jameson’s reading of Third-World literature. Levinas is criti-
cal of history, which tends to totalize different individuals’ singular expe-
riences into “a coherent discourse.”38 According to Levinas, individuals 
in history are deprived of their own voices and presented only “in the 
third person.” Thus, the judgment of history is a trial in absentia. It is 
inattentive to the unseen sufferings of individuals. To uphold justice, the 
individual should be present at that trial not only to give testimony but 
also to apologize if necessary.

No one can, however, testify indefinitely because every person is sub-
ject to the violence of death. The voices of the dead can be approached 
only through their work, the products of their labor, which is, in turn, 
vulnerable to the interpretations of those who survive. Thus, the past is 
appropriated by and consumed for the victors, the survivors in history. 
An individual can be free from the totalization of history only in the 
individual’s interiority, which separates the individual from the totality. 
Interiority is what grants the individual subjectivity. As a consequence, 
Levinas appeared to argue that the ethical relationship with the other 
takes place outside history.39

Nevertheless, I argue that Levinas did not completely rule out the pos-
sibility of an ethical way of recounting the past. History is callous to the 
invisible sorrow and pain of individuals. However, the invisible that is 
outside of history manifests itself when those from the past are welcomed 
as the other, as strangers who summon the self to be ethical. When the 
self stops appropriating, taming, and domesticating the other’s alterity 
for its own benefit, it steps out of history. Then, individuals’ fear of death 
that deprives them of a voice in the judgment of history becomes the 
concern that that individual might annihilate the alterity of the other.40 
At that moment emerges the possibility of an ethical recounting of the 
past. This is what Levinas called eschatology. Past events are no longer 
framed in a certain way so that they can serve to legitimize the present. 
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In eschatology, each individual is given a chance to speak for him- or her-
self. The erratic and incoherent stories of individual experience are not 
sacrificed for the teleological narrative of history. Every sigh and mur-
mur is heard. However, the eschatological judgment does not allow an 
individual to speak whatever he or she wants. The alterity of the other is 
paramount over the self ’s freedom in eschatology. The totality of history 
breaks down and the difference of an individual stands out in eschatol-
ogy, revealing that an individual being has an infinity that the totality of 
history cannot encompass.41 Eschatology is thus radically different from 
both Tōma’s conventional Marxist history and Jameson’s “History as the 
Real,” which is indirectly accessible only through narration but nonethe-
less determinant in the production of texts.42 Eschatology does not nar-
rate past events in relation to the present.

One might ask whether it is possible to think of eschatology without 
acknowledging the presence of God. Is eschatology nothing but a theo-
logical view of history? The eschatology in the Levinasian sense does not 
necessarily presuppose the presence of omnipotent and omnipresent God 
who tells the good from the bad. However, the concept of eschatology is 
certainly meaningless without the possibility of redemption. In eschatol-
ogy, an individual is given a chance to be redeemed from the loss of the 
past, which is condemned to oblivion in history.43

Then how does eschatology materialize as a discourse? Through 
memory, according to Levinas. It is imperative to remember the sorrow 
and pain of those of the past. However, such remembrance should not be 
aimed at ironing out the wrinkles of the past for the benefit of the sur-
vivors in the present.44 Memory is not to interiorize the past within one 
who remembers in the present. Remembering the past involves patiently 
lending an ear to the sighs and murmurs of the past even though they 
may be incoherent and unreasonable to the self and exceed the self ’s 
totalizing comprehension of the past. Eschatological remembrance does 
not constitute a volitional or spontaneous act on the part of the self, which 
would suggest the self ’s supremacy as the transcendental ego. If the self 
was such a transcendental ego, it would suppress the alterity of the past 
by synthesizing the erratic contours of an individual’s lived experience 
of the past into the coherent narrative of history.45 The past cannot be 
brought back to be present or even represented in the consciousness of 
the ego through the act of remembrance issuing from the ego’s freedom. 
In remembering what concretely happened in the past, the self is rather 
being haunted by the memory of the past as a trace, the absolute absence, 
which establishes the self ’s relationship with the past as the other and 
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thus enables the constitution of the self as the ethical subject. As saying 
disrupts the said and ethics unsettles politics as discussed in the preced-
ing chapters, eschatology thus interrupts and disjoints history, which, 
claiming to conjure up the past as presence within the consciousness of 
the ego, confirms the ego’s totalizing cognitive power. Certainly, it is 
impossible to face all the concrete details of the past. However, it is pos-
sible to move closer to the ethical by struggling to remember in response 
to the call from the other, despite the impossibility of the task.

This insight from Levinas points to the possibility of solidarity 
between the former colonized and colonizer in protest against colonial 
domination. Eschatology serves to keep the people of the former colonizer 
vulnerable and responsive to the ethical call from the former colonized, 
the victims of colonial violence. Only through responding to the call is 
it possible to avoid the problem of appropriating the radical difference 
of the former colonized. The exacting demand on former colonizers to 
constantly be alert to the alterity of the former colonized might be mis-
taken for the Manichean world view on which colonial domination itself 
relies. However the ethical attention to the difference between former 
colonizers and colonized need not involve any essentialist identification 
premised on race, ethnicity, culture, language, or nationality as already 
discussed in Chapter 2. Having originated in colonial domination and its 
unceasing differentiation between colonized and colonizer as it institutes 
discrimination against the former in favor of the latter, difference is what 
constitutes the alterity of the former colonized.

The controversy over Tōma’s essays on Korean poetry is indication of 
just how hard a task respecting the alterity of the other is. Even conscien-
tious people in a former colonizing power need to be constantly alert to 
the risk that their good will may lead them to appropriate the radical 
difference of the postcolonial other.
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An entry the poet Kim Suyŏng (1921– 1968) wrote in his diary 16 years 
after liberation provides a window into the plight of the generation of 
Korean intellectuals who were more fluent in Japanese than Korean be -
cause of the colonial education they had received.

僕ハ僕ニ死ネトダケイヘバ死ヌシ、死ヌナトイヘバ死ナナイコトモ出来
ルソウイウ馬鹿ナ瞬間1 ガアル。

ミンナガ夢ダ。
コレガ「疲レ」トイフモノカモ知ラナイシ、コレガ狂気トイフモノカ

モ知ラナイ。
ボクハ話ニナラナイ低能児ダシ、ボクノ詩ハミンナ芝居デ、嘘ダ。
革命モ、革命ヲ支持スル僕モミンナ嘘ダ。タダコノ文章ダケガイクラ

カ2 真実味ガアルダケダ。僕ハ「孤獨」カラ離レテ何ト長イ時間生キタ
ンダラウ。今僕ハコノ僕ノ部屋ニ居リナガラ、何処カ遠イトコロヲ旅行
シテイルヤウナ気ガスルシ、郷愁トモ死トモ分別ノツカナイモノノナカ
ニイキテヰル。或ハ日本語3 ノナカニ生キテイルノカモ知レナイ。

ソシテ至極正確ダト自分ハ思ッテイルコノ文章モドコカ少シハ不正
確ダシ狂ッテイル。

マサニ僕ハ狂ッテイル。ガ　狂ッテイナイト思ッテ生キテイル。
僕ハシュルリアリズムカラアマリニ長イ間離レテ生キテイル。僕ガコ

レカラ先(何時カ)　本當ニ狂フトシタラソレハ僕ガシュルリアリズム4 
カラアマリ長ガイ間離レテイタセイダト思ッテ呉レ。妻ヨ、僕ハ遺言状
ヲ書イテヰル気分デイマコレヲカイテヰルケレドモ、僕ハ生キルゾ。5

I had a moment so idiotic that I would die if I am told to and not if I 
am told not to.

It was all a dream.
It might be what is called “fatigue” and might be what is called 

insanity.
I am a hopelessly feebleminded kid and my poetry is all just per-

formance, lies.

5 Toward a Monolingual Society 
South Korean Linguistic Nationalism 
and Kim Suyŏng’s Resistance 
to Monolingualism
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The Revolution and I who support it are all lies.6 Only this writ-
ing has any ring of truth. What a long time I’ve been away from my 
“isolation”? Here in this room of mine, I feel like I am traveling to 
some place far away and I am living in a place that is distinguishable 
from neither nostalgia nor death. Or, perhaps, I live in the Japanese 
language.

However, even this text which I consider extremely accurate is 
somewhat inaccurate and even insane.

Certainly, I am insane. But, I live believing I am not.
I have been living far away from surrealism for too long a time. 

Believe me, if I really go insane (sometime) from now it is because I 
have been far away from surrealism for too long.

My dear wife, although I am writing this with the feeling that I am 
making my will, I will live on.

By the time this diary was written, Korea had experienced the U.S. occu-
pation of the South and the Soviet occupation of the North (1945– 1948), 
the establishment of separate governments in the South and in the North 
(1948), and a fratricidal civil war (1950– 1953) that resulted in at least three 
to four million casualties, a corrupt dictatorship in the South, and the 
fortification of the communist regime led by Kim Ilsŏng in the North. In 
South Korea there was a brief period of exuberance following the popular 
uprising in April 1960 that overthrew the dictatorship of Yi Sŭngman, its 
first president.

Through trauma and violence, the North and South had each built 
a modern nation state. As each side claimed it would continue to force 
Japanese colonial legacies out of its sovereign territory, what was shared 
across the virtually impenetrable border that divided the peninsula was 
anti– Japanese nationalism. The remnants of Japanese culture, Japanese 
customs, and, above all, the Japanese language were identified as colonial 
legacies both in the North and the South. As a consequence, the Korean 
nation was most vividly imagined in opposition to “Japan.”

In that context, the most telling detail about Kim’s diary is that it was 
written in Japanese. Furthermore, it was written in katakana and in the 
prewar orthography no longer in use in postwar Japan. In the private 
space of the diary some 16 years after the end of Japanese colonial rule, 
Kim confessed to himself that he still lived in Japanese. “What is distin-
guishable from neither nostalgia nor death” is what is associated with 
the word “Japanese”; the reader can justifiably conclude that to the author 
Kim Suyŏng, Japanese was something nostalgic and dying out, or more 
precisely, it had the whiff of nostalgia because it was disappearing.

Kim left a series of notes on his poetry, and they attest to the lingering 
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presence of colonial bilingualism in postliberation South Korea despite 
the South Korean state’s systematic suppression of it. In the notes, Kim 
confessed that writing for him entailed continual negotiation between 
the Korean and Japanese languages. His case calls into question the ideol-
ogy of the national language that works to obliterate the foreignness of 
speech and reinforces monolingualism as the normative linguistic condi-
tion of a cultural community.

Certainly, the Japanese language spread unevenly through Korea dur-
ing the colonial period. The colonial government census of 1930 recorded 
that less than 7 percent of Koreans could understand Japanese. Moreover, 
where about 16 percent of Korean men were conversant in Japanese, fewer 
than 2 percent of women were. Only about 22 percent of Koreans were 
literate even in Korean, and there was a large gap in literacy in general 
between the urban and rural populations. The capital and also such 
provincial centers as Taegu and Kunsan had much higher Japanese and 
Korean literacy rates than rural areas. In short, Korean speakers of Japa-
nese tended to be urban, elite, and male.7 The experience of the poet and 
literary critic Kim Pyŏnggŏl reflects these discrepancies. Born in a rural 
area of the peripheral province of Hamgyŏngnamdo and raised in a non-
affluent family, he went to an uncertified elementary school. Because the 
school operated outside of the formal education system, Korean was used 
as the instructional language, although Japanese was also taught. In his 
autobiography, Kim recalled that when he went to Japan at the age of 18 
in 1939 for further education, he could not say a single word in Japanese, 
whereas those Korean youth who had received formal education at certi-
fied elementary schools could speak Japanese. Nor could the Koreans he 
met delivering newspapers in Tokyo understand his heavy Hamgyŏngdo 
dialect.8 As time passed, however, not only did his Japanese improve 
vastly, but he also began writing poetry in the language. He continued 
to write poetry in Japanese even after liberation because he felt he could 
not do so in Korean. Like many of his generation, his primary literary 
language was Japanese, not Korean.9

Certainly, the Japanese and Korean languages were placed on differ-
ent planes during the colonial period. Whereas one was the language 
of administration, education, abstract thought, and science, the other 
was “the mother tongue,” associated with feeling and emotion. Korean 
remained the dominant mode of literary expression throughout the colo-
nial period, but Korean intellectuals and students began to lean toward 
Japanese literature from the 1930s until the end of Japanese rule. More-
over, by that time, more and more young people were not able to read 
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and write Korean because they had not learned it at school. They became 
more fluent in Japanese than in Korean and, as a result, certain segments 
of the population in postcolonial Korea were more fluent in Japanese than 
Korean.10

The number of Koreans who understood Japanese increased rapidly 
after 1937 as the assimilation policy was accelerated in the last phase 
of colonial rule. After liberation, the leading authority on the Korean 
language, Yi Hŭisŭng, argued that the common use of Japanese words 
in everyday life was the biggest obstacle to cleansing liberated Korea of 
Japanese colonial legacies. Lamenting the lack of patriotism in people’s 
language use, Yi demanded that Koreans should learn to speak the stan-
dard Korean language correctly.11 His lament was testimony to the mark 
the Japanese language policies had left on the daily language use of the 
Korean people.

The suppression of postcolonial bilingualism was an essential part of 
modern nation state-building in Korea. Immediately after the liberation 
of Korea from Japanese colonial rule in 1945, Yi offered a definition of 
national language that succinctly captures the inseparable connection 
between the national language and the modern nation state. Yi defined 
national language as both the language in which the majority of the 
nation communicates and the official language of the state.12 As Koreans 
aspired to build a modern nation state, it was not only inevitable but also 
imperative for them to have one unifying and unified national language.

In the process of building a monolingual society, the Japanese language 
was forced to disappear from public spaces in South Korea (as well as in 
the north) through the systematic suppression of the  Japanese– Korean 
bilingualism of the generation of Kim Suyŏng and Kim Pyŏngŏl. Many 
of the generation that had to learn the Korean writing system (hangŭl) 
as young adults after 1945 familiarized themselves with it through read-
ing Korean literature. Thus Korean literature functioned as the primary 
institution through which Korean youths were inculcated with the na -
tional language.

In this chapter, I tackle the issue of national language in postliberation 
South Korea by examining the process by which postcolonial bilingual-
ism disappeared from Korea and monolingualism came to dominate. 
Paying special attention to the role of literature in the dominance of 
monolingualism in South Korea, I also explore the experience of the gen-
eration of Koreans who were more familiar with the Japanese language 
than with Korean because of their colonial experience and education. 
Many of them had to learn the Korean writing system after liberation 
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when they were in their teens or early 20s because of the oppressive 
language policy during the final stage of colonial rule. The process of 
learning the writing system of their supposed native language was quite 
traumatic. Intellectuals of this generation felt shame and even guilt 
because they did not know “their own language,” and instead were versed 
in the colonizer’s language. During the colonial period, they did speak 
Korean at home and in private and, as a consequence, knew the colloquial 
language. Conversely, after liberation, they continued to speak Japanese 
with their friends out of school despite scoldings from their teachers. A 
number of primary sources indicate that they felt more comfortable with 
the Japanese language, as discussed in detail below.

Finally, by focusing on Kim Suyŏng’s notes on his poetry, the chapter 
highlights Kim as a rare example of a critical intellectual who warned 
against the repressive nature of monolingualism in postliberation South 
Korea.

The language SiTuaTion in Colonial Korea
It is often said that the Japanese colonial authorities aimed at eradicat-
ing Korean and replacing it with Japanese. However, the language policy 
of Japanese colonialism was actually more complicated. It was only in 
the final stage of Japanese colonial rule that the colonial government 
systematically suppressed the use of the Korean language and promoted 
Japanese as “the national language” (kokugo) in colonial Korea. Earlier, the 
Japanese colonial government had also aimed to standardize the Korean 
language, and particularly its orthography, to bring a colony-wide order 
to the educational system. When the colonial government announced the 
first colonial education law (Chōsen Kyoikurei) in 1911, a combined Korean 
and classical Chinese (Chōsengo oyobi Kanbun) course was designated as 
mandatory for elementary education.13 In 1912, the colonial government 
issued a set of standard rules of orthography for elementary school edu-
cation (Futsū Gakkō Genbun Teijihō). In 1921, the colonial government 
put out a revised version of the rules, replacing them yet again in 1930 
with a new version that reflected the suggestions of Korean scholars of 
linguistics who participated in the research committee formed by the 
colonial government.14

Korean linguists themselves took pains to standardize Korean orthog-
raphy independently of the Japanese colonial government. For them, 
the standardization of orthography was the first step toward a modern 
Korean language on par with the languages of other civilized nations. 
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They believed that the modernization of Korean would stimulate the 
development of modern Korean culture. Thus, the prominent Korean lin-
guist, Yi Kŭngno, calling for the compilation of a Korean lexicon, argued 
in 1932 that a nation with aspirations to advance its culture must stan-
dardize the language that constitutes its cultural foundation.15

Despite the common nationalist desire to renovate Korean culture 
through the standardization of the language, Korean linguists through 
the 1920s lacked a unified voice concerning the Korean grammar and 
orthography. Opinion was split between the supporters of the Chosŏn 
Ŏhak Yŏnguhoe (Association for Research in Korean Linguistics), led by 
Pak Sŭngbin (1880– 1943) and those of the Chosŏnŏ Yŏnguhoe (Associa-
tion for Korean Language Research), organized by the disciples of the 
pioneering Korean grammarian Chu Sigyŏng (1876– 1914). The two 
groups of Korean linguists competed to control the standardization of 
the Korean language.

Chu’s disciples and their Chosŏnŏ Yŏnguhoe, however, began to domi-
nate in 1930 when the colonial government’s new version of orthography 
included many of its suggestions. That same year, it changed its name to 
the Chosŏnŏ Hakhoe (Association for Korean Language Studies) and re -
formulated its organizational structure. When it issued its unified orthog-
raphy of Korean (Hangŭl Mach’umpop T’ong-iran) three years later in 1933, 
such Korean newspapers as Tong-a Ilbo (East Asia Daily) and Chosŏn Ilbo 
(Korea Daily) expressed their support.16 In 1941, Chosŏnŏ Hakhoe issued 
a set of rules for the transliteration of foreign words. Throughout this 
period, the association made a tremendous effort to spread its version of 
orthography by offering workshops for the general public.

The Japanese colonial government sometimes competed and other 
times allied itself with Korean linguists in the standardization of Korean 
orthography. Some apologists for Japanese colonialism today even argue 
that Japanese colonialism helped modernize the Korean writing system 
(hangŭl) and contributed to the development of the Korean language. For 
example, 55 years after the end of Japanese rule in Korea, Nishio Kanji, 
a cofounder of the right-wing Atarashii Rekishi Kyōkasho o Tsukurukai 
(Japanese Society for History Textbook Reform), argued that the Korean 
writing system had been slighted and ignored by the indigenous yangban 
elite who had privileged classical Chinese, and that it was only under 
Japanese colonial rule that the writing system was integrated into the 
elementary school curriculum.17

However, even though the Japanese colonial government did take part 
in standardizing Korean and did not begin to systematically suppress the 
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language until 1938, the Korean language did not receive equal treatment 
in the colonial period. Even before 1938, there were cases of schools dis-
couraging students from speaking Korean not only in class but outside 
of it as well. For example, the Korean newspaper Tong-A Ilbo published a 
column in 1931 denouncing an elementary school in northern Kyŏngsang 
province for forbidding students from speaking Korean. According to the 
column, the faculty of the school forced students to report those who 
spoke Korean even outside of class and penalized them.18

Japanese was the official language of the Japanese empire in Korea. 
All government documents were issued in Japanese. The colonial civil 
service exam and bar exam were given in Japanese. Legal cases were tried 
in Japanese at court. In principle, classes were instructed in Japanese at 
school. All school textbooks except those for the Korean language and 
classical Chinese were written in Japanese.19 Furthermore, Japanese was 
the primary language through which Korean intellectuals encountered 
the world. By the 1930s, about 90 percent of all books imported to Korea 
came from Japan.20 It is not an exaggeration to say that educated Koreans 
were bilingual in Korean and Japanese. They learned Japanese at school 
in Korea and many went to Japan for further education. In contrast to 
colonial Korea, which was under the suffocating control by the colonial 
authorities, Japan offered relative freedom to Korean students, at least 
until the highly regimented mobilization for the war of 1941. In the late 
1920s, quite a few Korean nationalist and leftist groups printed pamphlets 
and leaflets in Japan and shipped them home to Korea to avoid the tight 
censorship of the colonial government. Throughout the colonial period, 
Marxist and Communist books easily available and freely circulated in 
Japan were often arbitrarily confiscated in Korea.21

Above all, Korean intellectuals could encounter modern trends in 
arts and scholarship imported from the West much sooner in Tokyo 
than in Seoul. Thus, the modernist poet Yi Sang not only wrote poems 
in Japanese as well as in Korean but also went to Tokyo to experience 
the modernity offered by the metropole.22 The diarist at the center of 
this chapter, Kim Suyŏng, stayed briefly in Japan during the colonial 
period and was fascinated by such Japanese modernist poets as Nishiwaki 
Junza  burō, Miyoshi Tatsuji, and Murano Shirō as well as T. S. Eliot, W. H. 
Auden, and Stephen Spender. To young Korean intellectuals who were 
attracted to modernism and sensitive to language, Tokyo was the place of 
modernity, and Japanese was the language of literary creation.

Although Koreans who could speak and understand Japanese remained 
a minority, their numbers rose rapidly throughout the 1930s. By 1943, the 
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rate of Japanese literacy among Koreans had reached around 22 percent, 
largely because of the intensification of the promotion of Japanese as the 
national language after 1938.23 Nonetheless, literature remained one of 
the cultural realms in which the Korean language was dominant. A 1929 
essay on Korean literature by the critic Yi Kwangsu can be understood as 
an attempt to maintain the dominance of Korean in literature. Yi wrote 
in response to the decision made by the Korean Language and Literature 
department of Keijō Imperial University to use a Confucian text writ-
ten by Yi I in 1577 called Kyŏngmongyogyŏl (Enlightening Those Who 
Are Ignorant and Recalcitrant) about the morality and manners expected 
from the Confucian gentleman as a textbook for a Korean literature 
course. Yi argued that the text should not be considered as part of Korean 
literature because it was neither creative nor scientific writing and thus 
was not qualified as a literary work no matter how far the boundaries 
of the category were stretched. More important, he argued that it did 
not belong to Korean literature because it had been written in classical 
Chinese. His criticism turned on the preeminence of language in deter-
mining the nationality of a work of literature. He asserted that Korean 
literature should be written in Korean, as English literature should be 
in English and Japanese literature should be in Japanese. He was also 
critical of the decision by the department to assign another fictional nar-
rative written in classical Chinese, the late 17th century Kuunmong (The 
Cloud Dream of the Nine). Yi stressed that even though both texts had 
been penned by Korean writers, the nationality of the writer was not the 
determining factor. He argued that the nationality of a piece of literature 
was based neither on jus soli nor on jus sanguinis. There was another law: 
jus lingua (songmun).24

To understand why Yi favored Korean not only over English and 
Japanese but also over classical Chinese, it is necessary to remember that 
throughout the Chosŏn period (1392– 1897), the Korean phonetic writing 
system (hangŭl) had been treated as inferior to classical Chinese. It was 
only during the colonial period that hangŭl achieved the dominant posi-
tion in Korean literature, as Hong Kimun, the chief editor of the literature 
section of Chosŏn Ilbo, acknowledged at a roundtable discussion in 1936.25

Yi saw an inseparable connection between the Korean language and 
Korean literature. However, despite the prevalence of the Korean lan-
guage in literary works, intellectuals and high school and college stu-
dents began to prefer Japanese literature as they became versed in the 
Japanese language through colonial education. For example, Tong-A Ilbo’s 
1931 survey of the reading habits of male high school students men-
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tioned only one Korean writer, none other than Yi himself. By contrast, 
works by such Japanese writers as Kunikida Doppo and Natusme Sōseki 
were selected as favorites along with those of Erich Maria Remarque, 
Alexandre Dumas, and Leo Tolstoy. Another survey by Tong-A Ilbo in the 
same year showed a similar tendency among female high school students 
in Seoul, although Kikuchi Kan was included instead of Kunikida and 
Henrik Ibsen instead of Remarque in the list of favorite writers.26

A more serious threat to the dominance of Korean as the literary 
language came after 1937 with the intensified assimilation policy as the 
Japanese colonial authorities attempted to secure Koreans’ support for the 
war in China. The propagation of the Japanese language was an integral 
part of the assimilation policy, and it coincided with a policy discour-
aging speaking Korean in public spaces. In 1938, the Japanese colonial 
government revised the colonial education law. The revision was sup-
posedly aimed at merging the separate education systems for Japanese 
speakers and for non– Japanese speakers in Korea. The curricula for non– 
Japanese speakers were changed to be identical with those for Japanese 
speakers. Accordingly, it negatively affected Korean language education 
at school because the Korean-language course had been mandatory 
in non– Japanese speakers’ schools and optional in Japanese speakers’ 
schools. Thus the revision resulted in immediate demotion of the Korean 
language course. At the same time, the use of Japanese language was 
enforced with greater authority in school.27

In 1940, Tong-A Ilbo and Chosŏn Ilbo, the two largest Korean-language 
newspapers that had long provided a venue for Korean-language litera-
ture, were forced out of business by the colonial government. The only 
Korean-language newspaper that remained in print was Maeil Sinbo 
(Daily News), which was published by the Japanese colonial government. 
Korean-language literary journals were also forced out of print around 
the same time. The two most prominent Korean-language literary jour-
nals, Munjang (Writing) and Inmun P’yŏngnon (Humanities Review), for 
example, ceased publication in 1941, and the latter was succeeded by 
Koku  min Bungaku (National Literature) which, initially published in 
Korean for four issues a year and in Japanese for the remaining eight, 
soon became an entirely Japanese-language journal. In addition, as dis-
cussed in Chapter 3, Korean writers and poets were pressed to produce 
literary creations in Japanese.

It was in reaction to this suppression that Korean intellectuals held 
up the Korean language as the essence of the Korean national spirit. In 
particular, the 1942 arrest of members of the Chosŏnŏ Hakhoe by the 
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colonial authorities helped engrave in the minds of Koreans the ruthless 
suppression of their language under Japanese rule. The members were 
suspected of hiding anti– Japanese activities behind the façade of Korean 
language research. Coupled with the overall suppression of Korean lan-
guage use around the time, the persecution of the members of the Korean 
language research group came to symbolize the plight of Korean nation-
alist resistance to the ruthless suppression of the language by Japanese 
colonialism.

By the time of liberation, an overall consensus had already been 
reached among Koreans over the importance of the Korean language 
in building a new Korean nation state. The dispute between Yi T’aejun 
and Kim Saryang over Korean writers’ literary production in Japanese 
demonstrated well the ultimate nationalist value bestowed on the Korean 
language. About a year after liberation, the leftist journal Inmin Yesul 
(People’s Art) convened a roundtable discussion and invited such promi-
nent writers and literary critics as Kim Namch’ŏn, Yi T’aejun, Han Sŏrya, 
Yi Kiyŏng, Kim Saryang, Yi Wŏnjo, Han Hyo, and Im Hwa. Except for 
the writer Yi T’aejun, the panelists had been leftists or leftist sympathiz-
ers during the colonial period.28 They were requested to reflect on their 
activities as men of letters during the colonial period.

During the discussion, tension began to escalate when Yi T’aejun 
denounced those who had written in Japanese under Japanese colonial 
rule. He accused the writers of collaboration because they had succumbed 
to the pressure from the Japanese colonial authorities while Korean lin-
guists were being persecuted and Korean-language media was being 
shoved out of print. He unequivocally insisted that Korean had been on 
the verge of annihilation because of the colonial government’s persecu-
tion and argued that, under the circumstances, writing in Korean should 
have been the primary task of all Korean writers. The tone of his argu-
ment was self-righteous.29

In response to the charge, Yi Wŏnjo, the leftist literary critic, reasoned 
that not all the writers who had written in Japanese had in fact collabo-
rated with the Japanese. For some of them, he said, writing in Japanese 
might have been better than writing nothing at all. Yi pointed out that 
writing in Japanese allowed one to escape censorship more easily. The 
most vehement refutation of Yi T’aejun’s accusations, however, came from 
Kim Saryang, whose story “Deep Grass” I discussed in the introduction. 
Kim had made his debut in the Japanese literary establishment with his 
Japanese-language short story “Hikari no Naka ni” (Into the Light), which 
had been selected one of the finalists for the Akutagawa literary award 
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in 1940. Countering Yi, Kim emphasized that the content of literature 
should be considered more important than its language. He vigorously 
maintained that the passive act of retreating into silence was no better 
than the active move of writing in Japanese. Nonetheless, in newly liber-
ated Korea, his protest sounded feeble. The nationalist imperative was to 
favor Korean as the sole national language.30

naTional CulTure, naTional liTeraTure,  
and naTional language in PoSTColonial Korea
Discourse on national culture (minjok munhwa), national literature (min-
jok munhak), and national language (minjokŏ or kugŏ) proliferated in lib-
erated Korea.31 While leftist intellectuals were calling for a new national 
literature that would connect with the masses and contribute to social 
revolution, conservative intellectuals tended to stress the nebulous idea 
of national spirit. As part of the violent strife between leftists and right-
ists in the political turmoil of South Korea, leftist intellectuals denounced 
their rightist counterparts as national chauvinists who, in turn, accused 
leftists of using literature to instigate class struggle.

Pak Chonghwa, one of the writers in the rightist camp, argued that a 
nation was based on shared tradition, including myths, language, and a 
writing system. He praised those Korean writers who had taken pains to 
preserve Korean by creating literature in the language in opposition to 
the Japanese colonial language policy.32 In a similar vein, another intel-
lectual in the rightist camp, the poet Cho Chihun, argued that culture 
was significant as the site in which national subjectivity would emerge 
to overcome class, gender, and regional differences within the Korean 
nation. He analyzed the crisis of Korean culture as resulting from a lack 
of national subjectivity (minjokjŏk chuch’e ŭi uigi). He explained that 
because the national self (cha-a) had not yet been established, the Korean 
nation could not critically digest foreign ideas nor could it collectively 
struggle against foreign forces that were attempting to expand their 
influence on the Korean peninsula.33

On the other hand, the leftist intellectual and writer Kim Namch’ŏn 
stressed the pedagogical function of literature. He urged writers and 
poets to promote literacy among the masses and to educate them to 
appreciate literature and to write their own literary works. He especially 
focused on the need for linguists, writers, and poets to cooperate in pro-
moting Korean because, he declared, literature is the art that relies on 
language. He also proposed that the purpose of literature is to express 
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correctly and aesthetically the sensations of the everyday life (saenghwal 
kamjŏng) of ordinary Korean people and to discover, clarify, and create 
beautiful words in the Korean language.34

Leftist intellectuals were more cautious about broaching nationalist 
sentiments in promoting Korean. For example, Yi Wŏnjo warned that 
the Korean language itself was not the manifestation of an unchanging 
national spirit.35 Yi noted that Korean had risen to the epitome of national 
consciousness during the colonial period in opposition to the suppression 
of the language by the Japanese colonial authorities. He recounted the 
ways in which the Korean people had taken pains to preserve Korean 
culture and language in reaction to the assimilation policy of Japanese 
colonialism, which aimed at eliminating Korean national consciousness. 
For this reason, he said, the Korean language had been valorized as the 
most precious trait of the Korean nation. In other words, he called atten-
tion to the moment in which there took place an inversion that the Korean 
language itself became equated with national consciousness.

Yi, however, reminded his readers that language was the instrument 
or expression of national consciousness, not national consciousness itself. 
He said that this error had made people fetishize the Korean language. 
Despite this fetishism, he pointed out that Korean changes like any other 
language. Thus, he argued, the means of developing the language should 
not consist of excavating an ancient Korean from the past or creating 
lifeless new expressions. In his view, literature had the most important 
role in the advancement of the language. He explained that the creation 
of language by literature meant that literature should describe change 
and development in society and social consciousness through linguistic 
expressions.36

Even among the leftists, different thinkers placed emphasis on diver-
gent aspects of the problem. Nevertheless, both leftists and rightists 
agreed that ideally a nation constitutes a culturally homogeneous com-
munity and that national literature and national language should play 
a central role in generating such cultural homogeneity. Furthermore, 
although various political factions in Korean literary circles presented 
different ideas of national literature, almost all of them brooked no doubts 
about the language in which the national literature should be written. 
These intellectuals of vastly different spectrums, in fact, all agreed on 
the point that there was the inseparable connection between national 
literature and Korean as the national language.

Although the political status of Korean as the national language was 
unchallenged, there were obstacles to its becoming the national language 
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that would bridge gaps between classes, genders, localities, and gen-
erations. The remnants of Japanese in people’s daily language use were 
viewed as one of the most serious problems. For example, a newspaper 
article published three years after liberation reported that one could eas-
ily hear the influence of the Japanese language and Japanese culture while 
walking through the streets of Seoul. The author of the article chastised 
young women he overheard using such Japanese expressions as “ara, 
iyada” (oh dear, no) and “ jissai” (in truth). The author also denounced 
those shops that still played records of “naniwa bushi” (Japanese story-
telling to the tune of samisen music) and castigated the radio station for 
airing Japan-made “Jazu” (jazz).37

To the intellectuals, Korean had been polluted by Japanese during the 
colonial period, and it was urgent to cleanse it of the impurities left by the 
occupiers. Chang Chiyŏng, linguist and vice chief of the school textbook 
publication section in the U.S. occupation government, published an 
article in the journal Hangŭl illustrating the intellectuals’ concern over 
the influence of Japanese in the people’s daily language use. Chang began 
by identifying Korean as the linguistic medium for expressing a Korean 
national spirit. He lamented that it had been contaminated by Japanese 
words that had infiltrated into Korean during the colonial period and 
argued that Japanese words used in the present-day Korean language 
could not be compared to Latin or Greek words in English or French. 
Although the English and the French had borrowed words from Latin 
and Greek to enrich their languages, Japan had robbed Koreans of their 
language and literature and forced them to speak Japanese. He warned 
that as long as Japanese words remained in Korean, the Japanese spirit 
would haunt the Korean nation.38

Such concern about the pollution of Korean by Japanese led Korean 
officials in the U.S. military government in South Korea to initiate a 
Korean language purification campaign. Although the U.S. military 
government ruled South Korea until 1948, Korean officials in the gov-
ernment held the real power in making education policy. The U.S. mili-
tary government rubber-stamped proposals from an advisory board of 
education composed of South Korean elites. In this case, the Ministry 
of Education instituted a “committee on national language purification.” 
In its “proposal for the restoration of our language,” the committee listed 
862 Japanese words frequently used in daily conversation and their 
Korean alternatives. Despite a minority voice against such coercion, the 
government prohibited the use of the Japanese words and enlisted coop-
eration from newspapers and the only radio station in South Korea, the 
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Seoul Central Broadcast Station, to encourage people to use the Korean 
alternatives.39

The lingering influence of Japanese was not the only problem plaguing 
Korean, however. Despite all the efforts to standardize orthography dur-
ing the colonial period, a thorough standardization of Korean had yet to 
be achieved. Yi Hŭisŭng attributed the lack of standardization to the cha-
otic state of mind of Koreans after liberation.40 The division of society, 
Yi argued, went beyond the conflicts between rightists and leftists and 
between communism and democracy. He recounted a students’ politi-
cal gathering in which Korean students gave patriotic speeches using 
Japanese words, and he argued that the linguistic chaos testified to the 
deficiency of Korean national subjectivity. Thus, in his view, the chaotic 
state of the Korean language was the result not only of Japanese colo-
nialism but also of a lack of a firm national subjectivity. Yi argued that 
consequently the standardization of national language would contribute 
to producing a strong national subjectivity that would unify the divided 
society of postliberation Korea.41

Thus, for those who insisted on the inseparable relationship between 
nation and language, “purifying” and “standardizing” Korean was equated 
with eradicating Japanese colonial legacies and unifying a divided society 
into a modern nation state. Virtually no one in liberated Korea, North 
or South, objected to this nationalist imperative. However, it does not 
take much to extrapolate the conspicuous internal contradictions in the 
ideology of national language. The concept of purification presumed the 
existence of a pristine Korean language before its pollution by Japanese, 
thus locating the ideal language in the past before colonization by Japan 
or even before the sinicization of Korean culture. On the other hand, the 
emphasis on standardization indicated aspirations to a unified Korean lan-
guage that was not only absent in the present but had also never existed in 
the past. In other words, the purification policy presupposed an authentic 
Korean language to which present-day Koreans should return to establish 
a national language. But the urgent need to standardize Korean revealed 
that the language had existed only as divergent linguistic practices that 
had never been systematically unified despite decades of effort. Thus, 
the institutionalization of a national language involved not a return to a 
mythical pristine state of natural Korean before colonization or siniciza-
tion, but rather the invention of a standardized grammar and orthography 
to regulate diverse linguistic practices. This entailed reifying the ideology 
of an internally homogeneous language unit whose boundaries coincided 
with the boundaries of the community interpellated as the nation.



Toward a Monolingual Society    /    149

Japanese colonial rule not only had a drastic but enduring effect on 
the Korean language, but it also produced bilingual Koreans. To avoid 
any unnecessary misunderstanding, it is necessary to specify what this 
bilingualism was. As discussed above, because Japanese was the official 
language used in such public realms as education, court, government, 
and the military in colonial Korea, it was the language of learning, legal 
authority, and state power. Even in the field of literature, although the 
majority of works were still produced in Korean, an elite Korean read-
ership had grown fond of Japanese literature and Western literature in 
Japanese translation. However, although Korean became gradually mar-
ginalized to the private realm of family, especially after 1938, younger 
generations still had to speak the language to communicate with older 
generations. Again, it should be remembered that the bilingual popula-
tion was concentrated in urban areas, and to the younger generations, the 
educated elite, and men. Although the bilingual population was unevenly 
distributed, its numbers rapidly increased because of the intensive pro-
motion of Japanese as the national language in the last stage of Japanese 
colonial rule. Bilingual Koreans were likely to be more fluent in Japanese 
in reading and writing even though they spoke Korean in daily conversa-
tion with their grandparents and parents.

Pak Wansō, one of the most celebrated writers in South Korea, offered 
a personal memory about her school days during the colonial period, 
and it echoes the experience that many in her generation went through 
to learn Japanese.42 When she was a young girl, her family lived in the 
countryside around Kaesŏng, a commercial city northwest of Seoul. 
Because her family had moved there from Seoul, they spoke the Seoul 
dialect, marking their social superiority over those who spoke the local 
dialect. However, when she moved back to Seoul to attend one of the most 
prestigious elementary schools in colonial Korea, her linguistic ability 
was meaningless because Korean, even her proud Seoul dialect, was pro-
hibited at school. Her classmates, who came from good families in Seoul, 
picked on her for not understanding Japanese, the language of instruction.

To make her mother proud, she quickly picked up the language, but, 
as she became fluent in Japanese, she felt ashamed of her mother who 
could not understand the language at all and needed an interpreter to 
talk to her teacher at PTA meetings. As she entered her teenage years, her 
facility in Japanese made her independent of her mother. She could read 
whatever she wanted in Japanese, without worrying about her mother 
finding out and scolding her.

The liberation of Korea came when Pak was 14. Japanese at school 
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was prohibited overnight. Pak could speak Korean, but she did not know 
how to write and read in the language. Even in speaking, she felt much 
more comfortable with Japanese. She continued to talk to her friends pri-
vately in Japanese, risking punishment from her teachers. Japanese still 
remained the language through which she encountered the world, as she 
put it. Used bookstores were filled with Japanese books Japanese resi-
dents had left behind when returning to their country. She read Japanese 
literature and Western literature in Japanese translation. Akutagawa 
Ryūno  suke’s “Haguruma” (Cogwheels) fascinated her and her friends 
be cause of its description of the split psyche of the main character on the 
verge of madness. She reminisced about a tense discussion she and her 
friends had over the story.43 Her literary sensitivity grew in Japanese.

Even though Pak had pleasant memories of her school days before and 
after liberation, the experience must have been traumatic. An anecdote 
introduced in the journal Puin (Woman) in 1946 testifies to the traumatic 
experience of the whole generation of Korean youth who were forced 
to learn Japanese during the colonial period only to be prohibited from 
using it after liberation. The anecdote concerns Chŏngae, an elementary 
schoolgirl who is picked on by her classmates because she cannot speak 
Japanese well and given the nickname “the punishable” (pŏljaeng’i). 
Whenever her teacher, Mr. Kaneyama, finds her using Korean words, the 
teacher shouted “Baka!” (“idiot” in Japanese) at her and slaps her. That 
is how she received her nickname. After liberation, a girl transfers to 
Chŏngae’s school. Her family has lived in Japan for a long time and she 
was born and raised there and cannot speak Korean well. She is always 
alone and other children call her by her Japanese name Kyōko. Chŏngae 
feels sorry for her and wants to make friends with her. When she speaks 
to her in Japanese to make her feel comfortable, the same Mr. Kaneyama, 
who has by now changed back to his Korean surname Kim, hears her and 
slaps her, angrily shouting “Didn’t I tell you not to speak in Japanese?” 44

This tragic– comic scene demonstrates the validity of Jacques Derrida’s 
provocative point that “All culture is originarily colonial.” In Monolin-
gualism of the Other or the Prosthesis of Origin, Derrida deliberates on 
his relationship with the French language from his childhood and youth 
in colonial Algeria as a Jewish Algerian through his first encounter with 
the metropole to his later experiences as a prominent French scholar at 
international conferences. Derrida recounts his school days at a lycée in 
colonial Algeria and reminds the readers how the colonial system con-
stantly subjected students, including Derrida himself, to “the interdict” to 
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prioritize the colonizers’ language over that of the colonized and to view 
the colonial linguistic hierarchy as natural.

Derrida expands this point by arguing that every culture, colonial or 
not, establishes and maintains itself by unilaterally enforcing the politics 
of language. Domination operates, he states, “through the power of nam-
ing, of imposing and legitimating appellations.”45 In other words, cul-
ture legitimizes domination, especially through language. Even though 
Derrida’s discussion of domination and language tends to stress a more 
subtle and less physically coercive aspect of cultural legitimization, he 
is helpful in recognizing the commonalities between Japanese colonial 
education and that in a liberated Korea. Both worked at the service of 
legitimizing cultural domination through language.

To Korean intellectuals who aspired to the establishment of a new 
nation state, the presence of Korean– Japanese bilingualism symbolized 
an embarrassing colonial legacy that needed to be eradicated as soon as 
possible. Nevertheless, colonial bilingualism did not die out overnight, as 
seen in the case of the writer Pak Wansŏ. To those Korean youth in their 
mid-teens and early 20s at the time of Korea’s liberation in 1945, Japanese 
was the language of abstract thought, artistic creation, and scientific 
research.46 Many Korean writers and poets of that generation wrote their 
literary works in Japanese and translated them into Korean well into the 
1950s. What they thought in Japanese had to be translated into what they 
wrote in Korean. Even as late as 1961, the poet Chŏn Ponggŏn, for exam-
ple, confessed that Japanese was still his primary mode of literary expres-
sion. When liberation came in 1945, he “barely read Korean,” and it was 
only after practicing reading Korean diligently that he was finally able 
to read it as quickly as he could Japanese. He admitted that even many 
years after liberation, he still developed poetic images in Japanese in his 
mind and translated them into Korean.47 Chŏn’s confession reflected the 
common experience of the writers and poets of his generation. Thus, one 
could dare to argue that Korean literature by the generation in the 1950s 
and early 1960s was translated from Japanese.48

At the same time, literature was the most important medium through 
which the generation learned how to read and write Korean. For example, 
one of the leading writers of the 1950s, Chang Yonghak, did not learn 
hangŭl until after liberation. In his memoir about Korean literary circles 
of the 1950s, the poet Ko Ŭn stated that Chang read “Poktŏkpang” (A Real 
Estate Office), one of Yi T’aejun’s famous short stories from 1937, for the 
first time after liberation so he could study Korean. According to Ko, 
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Chang had to copy a Korean dictionary word by word over the course of 
a year before he could read the language.49

Yi T’aejun’s 1940 primer Munjang Kanghwa (Lectures on Writing) 
was very influential in teaching this generation Korean. A writing text-
book that drew examples from such prominent writers and poets as Yi 
Kwangsu, Kim Tongin, Chŏng Chiyong and Yi Sang, Munjang Kanghwa 
was initially serialized in the journal Munjang in 1939 and published as 
a book in 1940, then republished after liberation in 1947.50 Just as the 
book is still regarded as one of the most authoritative writing textbooks 
in South Korea, it stood out among a number of books in the genre of 
writing textbooks popular from the 1910s through the 1930s because 
the author tackled the issue of the relationship between writing and 
speech.51 From the beginning, Yi insisted on the idea of writing based on 
spoken language (ŏnmunilch’i) by emphasizing that “writing records and 
expresses language. In other words, writing cannot exist independently 
of speech (mal). Unless letters turn into pictorial images (hoehwa), writ-
ing will remain the record of language.”52 At the same time, Yi pointed to 
the difference between the written and spoken language. He stressed that 
although one could speak without consciously practicing speech, one must 
practice to write aesthetically and informatively. In other words, writing 
is not the verbatim record of speech but rather a system of principles one 
should follow to write effectively. Yi also emphasized the importance of 
individual style, arguing that one should avoid conventions of writing to 
be original. Thus, the two seemingly opposed imperatives of normativity 
and originality alternate in Yi’s argument. These two imperatives worked 
together to establish Korean as a fully functional literary language.

Yi’s endeavors to refine Korean-language writing provided him with 
support when he confronted Kim Saryang for writing fiction in Japanese 
during the colonial period at the roundtable discussion mentioned above. 
Yi had taken pains to develop Korean as a fully functional modern lan-
guage in the face of the dominance of Japanese. Furthermore, Munjang 
Kanghwa, along with Yi’s literary works, helped Korean youth to learn 
how to read and write in Korean after liberation.

an elegy for The diSaPPearing language
Thanks to such literary contributions as Yi’s Munjang Kanghwa, Korean 
grew to maturity as a modern literary language during the colonial 
period. From its inception, however, the development of Korean as a 
modern literary language and modern Korean literature itself was also 
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deeply influenced by modern Japanese literature. Kim Suyŏng, the poet 
who wrote the Japanese-language diary introduced at the beginning of 
this chapter, was one of the few intellectuals in postliberation South 
Korea who publicly acknowledged the determining influence of modern 
Japanese literature over the development of modern literature in Korea. 
In an essay published in 1964, he observed that many literary works pro-
duced after liberation were merely repetitions of works written during 
the colonial period. This was not because postliberation writers con-
sciously imitated such prominent colonial literary figures as Yi Hyosŏk, 
Kim Yujŏng, and Sim Hun, but because the determining influence over 
both the colonial and postcolonial writers came from the same source: 
modern Japanese literature.53 What was a problem in Kim’s eyes was that 
the younger generations of writers were ignorant of foreign literature, 
both Japanese and Western. Unlike their older colleagues, who were 
very well-read in modern Japanese literature and conscious of its influ-
ence over their literary work, the younger generations of writers were 
ignorant of modern Japanese literature despite its influence over them. 
Furthermore, they were poorly informed about American literature 
although they had been under its influence since liberation. To be more 
exact, Kim continued, just as Korean literature was influenced during the 
colonial period by Western literature through the mediation of Japanese 
literature, postliberation Korean literature continued to be influenced by 
Western literature but later western literary influence was imposed on it 
through the mediation of American literature.54

Certainly, Kim was not the first literary figure to make such a public 
acknowledgement about the determining influence of foreign literature 
on the development of Korean literature. During the colonial period, the 
prominent literary critic, poet, and literary historian Im Hwa wrote a 
series of controversial essays in which he asserted modern Korean litera-
ture developed through the “transplantation” and “imitation” of Western 
literature, and such transplantation and imitation proceeded through the 
mediation of modern Japanese literature.55 Im especially emphasized the 
importance of Japanese literary influence over the development of mod-
ern literature in Korea. He also contended that Meiji literature produced 
within the Japanese movement to modernize its own writing under the 
rubric of genbun itchi (literally, the unification of speech and writing) was 
decisively influential in the development of modern Korean literature 
because modern Korean literary pioneers, inspired by the Japanese ver-
nacular writing, experimented with different styles of vernacular writing 
and developed the Korean literary vernacularism.56
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What is especially worthy of attention in Kim’s essay, however, is the 
implication that foreign influence over Korean literature is necessary for 
its survival and prosperity. Although Kim seems to have made a rather 
trite remark about the shift in cultural hegemony in South Korea from 
Japan, the former colonial master, to the United States, the guardian of 
the anti– Communist regime in the newly independent country, his real 
aim in the essay was to criticize his fellow Korean writers who pursued 
literary styles of Western literature but failed to understand its spirit or 
raison d’être. In his view, the spirit of Western literature is the aspira-
tion to absolute freedom, and the task of literature is to continuously 
invent and innovate modes of expression that bring to life such freedom 
in language.

By suggesting that Korean literature requires foreign influence to 
innovate and sustain itself not only in styles but also in spirit, Kim argued 
not for a slavish pursuit of Western literature or Japanese literature as the 
necessary mediation of Western literary influence but rather he believed 
that literature and culture become stale and ultimately perish if they are 
insulated from interactions with outside. That is why he warned against 
strong nationalistic sentiments permeating the poetry of nationalist 
poet Sin Tongyŏp, which he saw as growing into xenophobic chauvin-
ism despite Sin’s poetic prowess and progressive and populist political 
views.57 In a similar vein, he was concerned that the poetic consciousness 
of many younger poets who advocated social engagement was couched in 
crude nationalist sentiments.58

Kim’s admonition against nationalist chauvinism manifested in post-
liberation and post– Korean-war literature carried over into his attitude 
toward language and culture. In his 1966 essay titled “Kajang Arŭmdaun 
Urimal Yŏlkae” (Our Ten Most Beautiful Words) he claimed that the most 
beautiful linguistic expressions are those alive in poetry and they are 
what should constitute the genuine language of Koreans. Kim stressed, 
however, that those expressions need not necessarily be native Korean 
words and further argued that nationalism should not dictate culture. 
Obviously in opposition to linguistic nationalism, he went on to insist 
that language naturally changes as the daily life of the masses changes, 
and any forced nationalist attempt to police culture would be futile.59

Kim’s critical view of cultural and linguistic nationalism shaped his 
attitude toward the Japanese language. Kim left a series of “notes” on his 
poetry, mostly fragmentary thoughts on his poems as he was writing 
them and on poetry in general.60 In one note, originally composed in 
1966, Kim’s complicated attitude toward Japanese is revealed not only 
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in its content but in the fact that he wrote it in Japanese. As such it is 
evidence for the existence of Japanese– Korean bilingualism in 1960s 
South Korea, despite systematic efforts to eradicate it through education, 
literature, and mass media. Kim sent the original Japanese-language 
manuscript to a journal that decided to translate it into Korean, likely 
for the benefit of readers who did not understand Japanese.61 However, 
the poet’s intention and the journal’s reaction can be fully understood 
only in the light of the intense anti– Japanese sentiment that had arisen at 
that time over the reestablishment of diplomatic relations between South 
Korea and Japan.

In South Korea, a series of fierce protests erupted against the nor-
malization of relations with Japan between 1964 and 1966. Although 
normalization negotiations between the South Korean and Japanese 
governments had been held since 1952, progress had been impeded by 
disagreements over such issues as reparations for Japan’s colonization of 
Korea and maritime border disputes. However, as the military govern-
ment of Pak Chŏnghŭi in South Korea began to put its economic develop-
ment plans into practice, South Korea desperately needed economic aid 
and loans from Japan. The military government understood well that its 
legitimacy would hinge on the success of its economic development pro-
gram.62 The Japanese government saw the reestablishment of diplomatic 
relations as an opportunity to begin exporting Japanese capital to the rest 
of Asia.63 The United States further pushed the two countries to normal-
ize relations, hoping to bolster its anti– Communist sphere of control in 
East Asia.64 Because all three countries favored the reestablishment of 
diplomatic relations, the pace of negotiation hastened. The majority of 
people in South Korea, however, objected to the normalization of rela-
tions because they believed the South Korean government was too will-
ing to give in to the demands of the Japanese government. They regarded 
the diplomatic normalization as a national humiliation. The opposition 
of the Korean people to the normalization grew coupled with antimili-
tary government sentiments. The military government felt compelled to 
declare martial law.65

Kim clearly anticipated that his readers would accuse him of being 
pro– Japanese for writing in Japanese. He began by pointing out that 
the Japanese writer Koyama Itoko had been ignored completely by the 
local media during a trip to South Korea. Clearly, the progovernment 
media avoided dealing with Japan-related topics because it feared possible 
negative reactions both from the opposition party and from radicalized 
university students. On the other hand, he argued, the dissident media 
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harped on Japan-related matters only to sustain anti– Japan sentiments. 
Thus, he concluded that anti– Japanism in South Korea was inescapable.

Kim ironically claimed that he wrote in Japanese to respect the anti– 
Japanese principle. He recognized that his writing in Japanese served 
only to provoke criticism from readers, and thus no writer thereafter 
would dare to write publicly in Japanese. Kim, however, immediately 
contradicted himself by adding that he decided to write intentionally 
in unnatural Japanese to give others a chance to write back in better 
Japanese. He also admitted that for the first time since the liberation of 
Korea he was finally publishing what he wrote without “translating” from 
Japanese. In other words, in his mind, his writing in Korean had, in fact, 
always been a translation from Japanese.66

Kim further raised the question of translation by focusing on the 
colonial-era experimental poet Yi Sang. He explained that he was cur-
rently translating Yi’s Japanese-language poem “Aiya” (Sad Night).67 
While calling attention to the fact that Yi wrote in both languages during 
the colonial period, he expressed dissatisfaction that Yi wrote “Korean 
lyricism in Korean and Japanese lyricism in Japanese.” He insisted that Yi 
should have expressed Korean lyricism in Japanese and Japanese lyricism 
in Korean.

Although Kim seemed to suggest that Yi’s poems were couched in 
uniquely Korean poetic sentiments, the poetry, known for its experimen-
tal abstractness, was not marked with distinctly national sentiments that 
could be unequivocally associated with either Japanese or Korean lyri-
cism. For example, intentionally avoiding the conventional diction rooted 
in either tradition, Yi used mathematical symbols and equations in many 
of his poems, both in Japanese and Korean. Because Kim did not offer 
any further explication, it was not clear what he thought of the nature of 
the difference between Japanese and Korean lyricism that he argued was 
inhered in Yi’s poetry.68 What is certain, however, is that Kim envisioned 
the possibility of what he called “ultimate irony,” the irony that under-
mines the tenacious nationalist idea about literature that the literary 
sentiments of a nation can be expressed only by the national language.

Kim argued that the way he used the Japanese language was different 
from the way Yi had used it 30 years earlier. He enigmatically stated 
that his own Japanese was not Japanese at all: He implied that it was “a 
ghost.”69 He then listed reasons why he still used Japanese: sympathy for 
things people do not use anymore, exasperation with Korean, relative 
ease in Japanese expression, among other reasons. Moreover, he argued 
that he could still look up words in his old Japanese– English dictionary. 
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Through all these experiences, which would not be available to him did 
he reside only in one language, he reflected on and recognized the trans-
formation of his poetic reality, Kim wrote.

Kim’s testament to bilingualism went further than merely noting 
that some Korean intellectuals still wrote in Japanese or that they felt 
more comfortable with the former colonizer’s language in postlibera-
tion South Korea. It also indicated Kim’s resistance to the monolingual-
ism that had been foisted on his generation. Kim noted the subversive 
irony that could be achieved by writing Japanese lyricism in Korean and 
Korean lyricism in Japanese. What is at issue is not that a poet should 
be versed in more than one native tongue but that he had to translate 
his poetry from Japanese to Korean, and it exposed the gulf between the 
native tongue and the national language. Kim’s native tongue was the 
Korean he had learned from his mother, but that language was different 
from the national language that he could not wield freely enough to write 
poems without the help of Japanese. The native tongue was not Kim’s 
own, either. As discussed below, no one possesses language or even a 
language, although he or she belongs in it.

Not only did Kim’s poetry writing involve translation from Japanese 
to Korean. Kim was also a prolific translator of English. He translated 
articles and stories from such English-language journals as The Atlantic 
Monthly, Encounter, and Partisan Review for Korean journals and maga-
zines. As mentioned earlier, he was also influenced by such English 
modernist poets as Eliot, Auden, and Spender. He even asserted that 
the secret of his poetry hid in his translations.70 Kim’s poetry written 
through translation brings into question the ideology behind the naive 
belief that a poet should master his or her native tongue to express poetic 
images most effectively. Such an ideology erases the alterity of language 
and reinforces monolingualism as the normative linguistic situation for 
a cultural community. In other words, by suppressing the alterity of lan-
guage, the tenacious ideology of “national language” presumes that one’s 
native tongue is inseparably and naturally connected to the language of a 
nation in which one belongs.

Again, Derrida’s deliberation on his relationship with the French 
language is helpful for appreciating the alterity of language, which the 
ideology of a native tongue cannot completely exorcize. Derrida insisted 
that French, the only language in which he felt at home, was nevertheless 
not his, not only because he was born into a non– French, Jewish family 
in colonial Algeria and was temporarily deprived of French citizenship 
under Vichy rule as an Algerian Jew— even though he was educated and 
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immersed in French— but also because his experience exemplified the 
alienation inherent in any person’s relationship with language. Because 
of this inescapable alienation, he concluded, every language is a language 
of the other.71 No one can possess a language because it is impossible to 
draw fixed boundaries around a language as an enclosed and autonomous 
unit because of the fact that no language is in isolation from other lan-
guages. If language cannot be assumed to be a clearly demarcated unit of 
a language, then, can it be possible to possess a language? More funda-
mentally, however, no one can own a language because it is impossible to 
have a language at one’s complete disposal. Language always exceeds the 
limits of human freedom. The recognition of the alterity of language led 
him to realize that even if one can speak only one language, one’s mono-
lingual practice is still “absolute translation,” albeit an act of translation 
that does not proceed from a source language, an originary language that 
originates in the ipseity (selfhood) of the speaker. It only aims to arrive 
at a target language, a language of the other. According to Derrida, nev-
ertheless, no one is ever free from the desire to restore an originary lan-
guage. Preceding even the selfhood of the subject, such desire is derived 
from the endeavor to arrive at a target language that never fully succeeds. 
He termed the never-existent originary language “a prior-to-the first lan-
guage.” Because such a preoriginary language does not exist, the desire 
for it becomes instead the desire to invent one. This language that will 
appear only in the future is the language of the other.72 For Derrida, the 
language of the other happens to be an idiom that is called French. What 
should be kept in mind, however, is that Derrida’s French should not be 
equated with the national language of France, whose unity can be thought 
of only through the schematization to identify diverse linguistic practices 
as derivatives of one homogeneous language called French. The language 
of the other rather suggests the alterity of language, and the alterity of 
language in turn serves as a reminder of the inevitable alienation from 
any given language, even one’s own native language. A language one can 
posses as one’s own does not exist, not least because ultimately there is 
no core in any given language that forms myriad instances of linguistic 
practice into a transparently identifiable and thus countable unit of lan-
guage as a conventional understanding of language suggests. A language 
thus always remains as a promise yet to be fulfilled in the future. More 
important, this promise makes speech possible and enables each person 
to engage in dialogue with the other. The language of the other bears on 
language’s ethicality because the language of the other constitutes not 
the language of the other but rather the language for the other.73
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As the alterity of language led Derrida into envisioning even mono-
lingual practice as an act of translation, the translation that Kim’s poetry 
writing required must have constantly alerted him to the alterity of 
language. Even a poet cannot tame, control, and appropriate language 
completely. Thus, the recognition of language’s alterity made him chal-
lenge the widely accepted belief that because the poetic mind of a poet can 
be fully expressed only in that poet’s native tongue, poetry is the literary 
genre that resists translation most completely.74

At the same time, Kim’s elegiac acceptance of the disappearance of 
Japanese from South Korea reflected the inevitable dominance of mono-
lingualism based on the ideology of national language.75 Kim felt attached 
to Japanese because it was disappearing. To be more precise, the Japanese 
language use resulting from colonial bilingualism was forced into extinc-
tion in South Korea. The majority of the new generations of Kim’s readers 
would not know that his literary roots lay in part in Japanese modernist 
poets. Colonial bilingualism was disappearing from Korea along with the 
generation of Kim Suyŏng. But until its, and his, extinction, Japanese 
continued to haunt Korea like a ghost.
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in mind, however, is that although Derrida uses such an expression as “a 
given language,” he does not suggest that such existent idioms as French and 
 English exist homogeneously and autonomously.

73. Ibid., 68.
74. Poetry’s innate resistance to translation was expressed by Samuel 

Johnson in an exemplary way. According to his biographer, James Boswell, 
Johnson said,

You may translate books of science exactly. You may also translate 
history, in so far as it is not embellished with oratory, which is poetical. 
Poetry, indeed, cannot be translated; and, therefore, it is the poets that 
preserve languages; for we would not be at the trouble to learn a lan-
guage, if we could have all that is written in it just as well as in a transla-
tion. But as the beauties of poetry cannot be preserved in any language 
except that in which it was originally written, we learn the language. 

James Boswell, The Life of Samuel Johnson (New York: Modern Library, 1931), 
633.

75. The suppression of the Japanese language use was much more ex -
tensively carried out in North Korea. Government pressure drove Japa-
nese books out of the market entirely. Even Marxist– Leninist books were 
seized by the government if they were in Japanese. As a consequence, 
when Kim Ilsŏng University was founded in 1946, the school library had 
to buy  Japanese-language books on Marxism from Manchuria, China. Yi 
Chungyŏn, Ch’aek, Sasŭl esŏ P’ullida [Books Released from Shackles] (Seoul: 
Hyean, 2005), 252– 53.
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