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Japan’s Border Disputes:
Dokdo at the Center of Bigger Things

Alexis Dudden
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Regardless of whether the European Union (EU) is a good or bad idea or whether it
has a chance of succeeding, one of the most important preconditions for a state’s
entry into a regional union is the absence of border disputes. To be sure, there are
occasional instances of border friction among EU members — to say nothing of the
problem of open and closed borders throughout Europe as far as immigration is
concerned. Yet, from a macro perspective, the situation could not seem more
different in Asia, especially Northeast Asia. From China’s refusal to recognize Taiwan
as a separate entity to the painful, protracted way of lite that is the Korean War, Asia
is rife with big-ticket border problems. Thus some scholars argue that the Cold War
never ended in this region, largely because the era’s wars were always “hot” here.
Those conflicts are now nervously held in check in many places and living strong in
people’s memories throughout the region.!

Noticeably, in the midst of this state of affairs, Japan — theoretically the most stable
country in Northeast Asia — has promulgated a surprising new map of itselt during
the past two decades, which in many ways exacerbates the country’s plentiful border
disputes that have lingered since the collapse of its empire in 1945.

[n many ways, the new map of Japan (see Figure 1) clearly represents an ideal: should

Tokyo be able to assert uncontested control over all the islands that it claims as its
sovereign territory — which includes the Northern Territories/Kurils, Dokdo/Takeshima,
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and Senkaku/Diaoyutai — and define far-Hung
reefs as islands (particularly Okinotorishima),
then this lumpy circle with its misshapen
donut hole would in fact define Japan as the
“sixth largest nation in the world”.? At the
same time, for many Japanese, especially most

policymakers, this map is far more than an
ideal; it is the current representation of the
nation. It already defines Japan’s borders and
i | demarcates the area that Japans military forces
;; A co ke are charged with guarding on behalt of the

L ey nation.
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Thus, although each nation in Northeast Asia has its own serious border disputes —

from the division of North and South Korea to the question of Taiwan’s separate
existence from mainland China — Japanese leaders and policymakers appear to be
going beyond other countries by drawing increasingly rigid borders with each of
Japan’s neighbors. Moreover, by pursuing a policy of all-or-nothing possession of the
islands to nervously mark Japan’s borders to the north, west, southwest, and south,
Japan would seem to have the most to win or lose. Uncontested ownership of these
territories would unequivocally grant Japan a far larger space on the planet than
what many might currently imagine as the shape of Japan.

In a region rife with high-stakes territorial disputes, such as the conflict on the
Korean Peninsula or tensions over Taiwan and Tibet, the expression “island disputes”
may appear to suggest that Japan’s border contests are somewhat inconsequential.
From Tokyo’s vantage point, though, all of Japan’s island disputes taken together
mean that, except for the Pacific Ocean to the east, the nation’s borders are entirely
up for grabs, a situation that appears to explain Japan’s all-or-nothing stance. For
Japan to lose even part of one of its contested islands (as little as halt of Dokdo, for
example) would mean losing claim to all of the disputed islands and all of the
associated maritime space. In other words, Tokyo’s decision to promote the territorially
expanded view of Japan reflected in the map shown in Figure 1 relies entirely on
“winning~ each of its island disputes, even at the cost of regional stability.
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One reason for this predicament stems from how recent international law attempts
to define territorial boundaries and how it interacts with the endless historical
debates over Japan's attempts to control Asia between roughly 1870 and 1945, the
time period that comprises the substance of the “history” required by these very

same laws to legitimate present-day borders and sovereignty. In other words,

p

international law requires that something called “history” determine today’s

disputed borders even though all sides disagree over the history involved as well as

how to interpret it. 'This has resulted in today’s intensely volatile state of affairs.

In simplest terms, the islands in question are the indeterminate remnants of Japan’s
once vast empire as well as that of the San Francisco Treaty process itself. Since the
treaty entered into force in 1952, there have been numerous disagreements among,
Japan, Russia, the Koreas, China, Taiwan, and the United States over all of the
disputed islands, as well as countless agreements and conventions regulating rights
of passage, use of natural resources, and military bases.? Sketches of fishing-limit
lines surrounding the islands contested between Japan and South Korea as well as

lighthouse positions, for example, comprise most of the appendix material of the
1965 Treaty of Basic Relations Between Japan and the Republic of Korea.*

Noticeably, however, since the mid-1990s Japan’s actions concerning the islands
would suggest that its leaders have increasingly decided to make a national policy
out of upping the ante. This remains true (and perhaps even more so) in the wake of
the cataclysmic earthquake, tsunami, and nuclear disaster of March 2011. In other
words, although disputes have surrounded these islands since the end of World War
[1, the stand-ofts have recently changed in tenor and intensity. They would appear to
be continuing along the same path despite Japan's myriad new problems. 5

On the one hand, state-to-state discussions have maintained a rough stasis vis-a-vis
fishing-limit lines and gas and oil drilling (although this, too, would increasingly
appear to be changing, especially between China and Japan). On the other hand,
public outcries over recurrent clashes have become increasingly entangled in the
so-called history problems and apology politics. As such, open popular involvement
disproportionately emphasizes fluid definitions of national borderlines that rest on
far more contingent factors than the location of natural gas deposits, for example.
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Not coincidentally, as old age has increasingly taken survivors of the well-known
touchstones of the region’s unending history problems, public clamor for control
over the islands has supplanted focus on the survivors and moved the islands to
center stage in the drama of the history wars. A 2011 opinion poll conducted by the

Asan Institute for Policy Studies in Seoul discovered that South Koreans overwhelmingly

regard the island clash with Japan as the “biggest obstacle to the development of

Korean-Japanese relations”, averaging at just above 60% across the spectrum in both

age and ideological-leaning categories, with the controversy over Japanese history

textbooks coming in second at roughly 30% and compensation for “comfort
3 . d 0 6

women just under 10%.

A fundamental difference between the island issues and the other components of the
history problems (such as the Nanjing massacre or the notorious comfort women
system) is that the islands themselves have very little human history at stake.” As
such, the islands offer relatively blank fields on which to battle the past in the present.
They are importantly free of problems such as collaboration or complicity, which
complicate pure “us versus them” versions of the past articulated in the other history
problems. The island disputes allow all those who engage in the debates enormous

liberties with the categories of historical perpetrator and victim, among other things.
The Japanese, for example, can much more easily portray themselves as victims in
telling the islands™ history — “We were robbed!” — than when trying to explain away
the atrocities Japanese troops committed in Nanjing. As a result, the islands now
stand as the preeminent objects and markers with which to claim the contested past
for future control of the region.

Japan’s actions concerning the island disputes in the wake of March 2011’s horrific
events are truly noteworthy if only because of the enormity of what befell Japan
during the disaster, which, at least in historical terms, created the possibility for

decisive change. Thus far, however, it would appear that ]apan’s leaders have not
leapt at the possibility to redirect the nation’s course. Japan could have engaged
positively and productively with all its neighboring countries by substantively
demonstrating a change in policies known to rankle relations (a parliamentary
apology and compensation to Japan’s historical victims would have been a start).
Instead, Japanese leaders appear to have dragged Japan even further into what I
would argue is an increasingly “hard” position vis-a-vis the rest of Northeast Asia
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(one that would claim in December 2011, for example, that the comfort women’s
history has been “resolved”). In this vein, on March 30, 2011, Japan’s Ministry of
Education released its middle-school textbook review advising teachers throughout
Japan to instruct children that the small islands dotting Japan’s north, west, and
southwest are respectively called “the Northern Territories”, “Takeshima”, and the
“Senkaku,” and are “Japanese territory” over which Japan alone enjoys “sovereignty”,
among other things. With this latest review, the proportion of approved books con-
talning these names and claims (in gec)graphy, civics, and history texts) rose from
43% in 2008, during the previous round of screening, to 66%.8

Then, on August 2, 2011 — roughly four months after daily radiation readings for
Tokyo and the northeast region of Japan became as regular as the weather map in
major newspapers — the annual “Defense of Japan” guidelines took effect. Each of
the countries surrounding Japan voiced displeasure over how the ministry described
Japan’s future handling of disputes over the very same islands that the Ministry of
Education had earlier in the year called “Japanese territory”. China’s spokesman took
the most umbrage because the guidelines named China “assertive” (“koatsuteki”)
with regard to how it was handling its own territorial claims in the South China Sea,
while declaring for the first time ever that Japanese forces would “respond to attacks
on Japan’s oftshore islands by quickly deploying mobile units to prevent and reject
invasion”.”

And yet, while the Ministries of Defense and Education now bring all the islands
together, Japan’s Foreign Ministry — which is ofhcially still responsible for handling
the diplomatic standofts —appears out of step both with these other ministries
collective approaches (which political leaders in China, Russia, and South Korea
themselves are beginning to espouse in the open as a possible collective strategy) as
well as with the general public, which also is increasingly lumping them all together.

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs continues to categorize each dispute as a bilateral
matter.'” Undoubtedly, it pursues this approach so that the question of Okinawa
remains off the agenda and, along with it, questions of Okinawan, Japanese, and
U.S. sovereignty and control. Such discussions have been remanded to a separate
plane of existence and, remarkably, remain largely removed from much of the discussion
of the history problems writ large. In short, the bilateral approach pursued by the
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Foreign Ministry keeps the island problems squarely associated with the Asian
theater of World War II.

Within Japan’s more immediate Northeast Asian context, however, this country-to-
country approach falters. The Foreign Ministry’s statements erase the historical totality
of the long-vanished Japanese empire, all the while insisting that “history” legitimates
Japan’s sovereignty over the islands today even though it was the course of the
Japanese empire that initially marked all of these islands as under Japanese sovereign
control.! Moreover, logical inconsistencies abound: Japan’s claim to Dokdo — “it is
not specifically included in the Treaty so it is not zot ours” — immediately leads one
to wonder about the approximately 3,000 other islands surrounding the Korean
Peninsula that the treaty fails to mention, given that the “history” in play would
equally legitimate such a cause!® 'Thus, while it might be practical from a tactical
standpoint for the Ministry of Defense to declare what it prepares to defend as
Japanese territory in an ipso facto “I can see it so it is mine” fashion, it is less convincing
in the Foreign Ministry’s version of the same because of its reliance on “history” and
not “mobile units”.

For all practical purposes, Northeast Asias island disputes generate head-on collisions
because of how all sides use history. Arguably, Japanese officials are doing the greatest
disservice now because of their unhelpful determination to will away the nation’s
past. Furthermore, the exclusive economic zone and extended continental shelf

features of the Law of the Sea that were put into practice during the 1990s are
making matters much more difhicult. When disagreement exists, the law advises that
“neighboring coastal States may also need to be approached.”’’ The problem is, of
course, that disagreement exists at each turn, with Japan having the most to win or
lose and history being far from a neutral record. Should history be part of determining
ownership today, all sides involved must allow history to be what it is: messy, open-
ended, and indeterminate. Japanese ofhcials responsible for delineating the shape of
Japan today should more clearly address the edges of historical Japan. Otherwise,
they risk squandering remaining opportunities to craft mutually agreeable and
productively stable boundaries for the future of the nation and the peace of the
region.

*The views expressed herein do not necessarily reflect the views of the Asan Institute for Policy Studies.
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