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(ABSTRACT)

A restrained relationship between the Soviet Union and
Japan, great military and economic powers and geographically
close neighbors in Northeast Asia, is an international ano-
maly of considerable magnitude. Resolution of this anomaly
has been delayed for the last forty-five years by several
factors, but none more so than that of what has commonly
been referred to as the "Northern Territories" dispute.

The territorial dispute of the Northern Territories,
otherwise known as the four islands of Etorofu, Kunashiri,
Shikotan and the Habomai group is discussed in relation to
both the historical and contemporary policies of Japan and
the USSR. According to the Soviet’s perspective these
islands belong to them on the basis of their military annex-
ation in 1945. Japan fails to recognize this sovereignty,
hence, leaving Japan and the USSR in a technical state of
war, impeding normal Soviet-Japanese relations.

Presently, Gorbachev’s policy of Perestroika has indi-

cated the possibility of concessions and rapprochement over



the islands after forty-five years of consistent deadlock.
This new Soviet policy is aimed at improving relations with
Japan and moving toward more economic and political cooper-
ation, allowing the Soviets to participate in the economic
prosperity of the Pacific Basin. However, Japan refuses to
comply with such concessions, and demands Soviet recognition
of the territorial issue prior to negotiations. Further-
more, opposition toward such conciliation exists in the USSR
since any concession might lead China and other nations to
press their own territorial claims. Thus, the political,
economic and strategic implications of the Northern Territo-
ries problem ensures that it will remain a critical contem-

porary geopolitical issue in Northeast Asia.
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Chapter I

HISTORY OF THE NORTHERN TERRITORIES DISPUTE

1.1 INTRODUCTION TO THE NORTHERN TERRITORIES PROBLEM

Few bilateral relationships in the world have a greater
unrealized potential than that between Japan and the Soviet
Union.- The two nations are neighbors on the Asian-Pacific
rim, an area being transformed by multilateral diplomatic
adjustments, comparatively high rates of economic growth,
and integrationist trends affecting the entire Pacific
basin. Japan and the USSR have two of the largest economies
in the world. Moreover, their economies complement one
another, with Siberia’s natural wealth and Japan’s technol-
ogical-industrial capabilities holding out the prospect of
large-scale cooperation. Yet de;pite a respectable level of
trade and investment and an absence of confrontation,
Japanese-Soviet relations have developed neither to Tokyo’s
nor to Moscow’s satisfaction. Symbolic of the psychological
distance between the two nations is the anachronismlthat for
well over forty years after World War II, the Soviet Union
and Japan have yet to sign a peace treaty (Ellison
1987:135).

In the midst of all the ferment created by Soviet General
Secretary Mikhail Gorbachev’s Perestroika, the relations
between Japan and the Soviet Union basically have remained

unchanged. The characteristics of the relationship can



be traced back to the earliest encounters between the two
nations. Since 1945, however, their relations have been
influenced by additional factors such as the circumstances
of the Soviet Union’s entry into World War II against Japan;
the American dominated occupation of Japan leading to
subsequent close association with the United States; and the
dispute over the Northern Territories (Mendl 1989:455).

In the sometimes turbulent course of postwar Japanese-
Soviet relations no issue has been more central, none more
difficult, and few more persistent than that of the disputed
Northern Territories.

Before examining this problem further, it is necessary to
define the actual area in dispute. The Japanese use the
term Northern Territories (Hoppo Ryodo) in two different
ways. In the broad sense, the term refers to all territo-
ries north and northeast of Japan under Japanese sovereignty
prior to the Second World War, encompassing southern Sak-
halin, south of 50°N latitude, the entire Kurile Island
chain, Shikotan Island and the Habomai group just off Hok-
kaido (Map 1). In the narrow sense of the term, Northern
Territories refers to the southern Kuriles comprising Eto-
rofu and Kunashiri, Shikotan Island and the Habomai Islands
(Kim 1974:17-18). The official claim of the Japanese gov-
ernment and the one that is most commonly recognized in both
Japan and internationally has been confined to the Northern

Territories in the second sense, i.e., the Habomai Islands,



Shikotan, Kunashiri and Etorofu (Map 2). Unless specified
otherwise, the term "Northern Territories" as used hereafter
will refer to these four territorial entities. The Soviets,
for their side, do not have a similar term and commonly
refer to the islands that make up the Japanese claim as the
"southern Kurils." As such, the more internationally famil-
iar Japanese term for this issue as well as place names for
the Kurile islands will be used. For both Russian and Japa-
nese place names of these islands refer to (Figure 1, Appen-
dix A). For a Russian perspective on these islands refer to
(Map 3). Thus, this study is concerned with the lingering
territorial dispute involving essentially the four islands
that make up the Northern Territories.

In recent years the Northern Territories dispute has
remained a significant factor in Japanese-Soviet relations
and in world politics. This dispute has prevented the sig-
ning of a permanent peace treaty officially ending Second
World War hostilities between Japan and the Soviet Unicn.
Successive Japanese premiers have stated that withouf a sat-
isfactory outcome to the territorial problem there can be no
treaty between Tokyo and Moscow (Rees 1980:13). Further,
the intractable nature of the dispute can also be seen in
the Soviet’s reluctance to admit the existence of a territo-
rial problem in its relations with Japan. Moreover, it is
an issue that clearly transcends the narrow confines of Mos-

cow-Tokyo negotiations and rhetoric. Indeed, the military,



political, psychological and economic ramifications of the
territorial question go to the heart of vital Soviet and
Japanese security concerns in this important and often tro-
ubled region of the world. What is more, the impasse
reaches outside the two countries directly involved. The
United States and China are actively interested parties.
Other nations are keen observers, for the legitimacy of the
USSR’s frontiers throughout central Europe and Asia will be
affected by the issue’s ultimate disposition (Stephan
1974:197). Thus the dispute remains for both Japan and the
Soviet Union a volatile issue with considerable geopoliti-
cal, economic, strategic, and international security impli-

cations.

1.2 GEOGRAPHY OF THE KURILES

The geography of the Kurile Islands merit special atten-
tion for their enduring role in Japanese-Soviet relations.
The archipelago has acted as a meeting ground for the two
nations for over two hundred years and as such has been an
important aspect in their relationship. This is no less
true today, for the role of geography continues to act as a
significant component in the present Northern Territories
dispute.

The Kurile Islands commonly have been regarded as the
epitome of remoteness. Yet, Kurile remoteness proves to be

more illusory than real if the islands are viewed from



another perspective. The Kuriles are actually a meeting
point. Geologically, the archipelago lies along the junc-
ture of the Asian continental shelf and the Pacific seabed.
Prehistoric migrants used the Kﬁriles as stepping stones
between Asia and America. For over two centuries, Russia
and Japan have faced each other across a shifting Kurile
frontier which has culminated in the present Northern Terri-
tories dispute.

The Kurile Islands stretch for 1200 kilometers along a
northeast to southwest axis from the southern tip of Kam-
chatka to the eastern edge of Hokkaido. One of several vol-
canic areas which girdle the Pacific basin, they form the
northernmost section of the insular outer coast of East Asia
and divide the Sea of Okhotsk from the Pacific Ocean
(Stephan 1974:1-2). Parallel to the southern portion of the
Kurile archipelago clusters a group of islets (Habomai
Islands and Shikotan), (Map 4).

There remains the question of what is and is not part of
the Kurile Islands or more precisely, how Japan and fhe
Soviet Union, respectively answer that question. The Japa-
nese government distinguishes Kunashiri and Etorofu from the
Kuriles and considers Shikotan and the Habomai group of
islands as always having been geographically part of the
Hokkaido. The Soviet Union, on the other hand, chooses to
regard not only Kunashiri and Etorofu as Kuriles, but also

Shikotan and the Habomai Islands as comprising the "little



or lesser" (malaya) Kuriles (Swearingen 1978:187-8). Today
all the Northern Territories are governed as an integral
territory of the Russian Socialist Federated Soviet Republic
of the USSR. However, the Japanese claim that all four
islands are "part of Japan’s inherent territory geographi-
cally and should naturally be under this country’s sove-
reignty" (Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs 1977:2).

Consisting of thirty-six islands and innumerable rocky
protrusions, the Kuriles have a total area of 15,600 square
kilometers. The total area of the four disputed islands is
4996 square kilometers, with Etorofu covering 3139 square
kilometers and Kunashiri 1500 kilometers. The area of Shi-
kotan is 255 square kilometers and that of the Habomai
Islands 102 square kilometers.

For a more detailed geographic description of the Kurile

Islands and the Northern Territories refer to (Appendix B).

1.3 DISCOVERY AND EXPLORATION

The significance of the discovery and exploration of the
Kuriles transcends purely abstract inquiry. The debate sur-
rounding the issue of who discovered the Kuriles is by no
means simply academic. Soviet-Japanese rivalry over the arc
has politicized the issue with nationalistic rhetoric and
has confused it with fanciful interpolations. Consequently,
there is a need to penetrate the polemical assumptions

inherent in such contradictory claims in order to recon-



struct a pattern of events (Stephan 1974:30).

"Because of their remote location in a climatically
inhospitable corner of the Pacific basin the Kuriles eluded
discovery until comparatively recent times" (Stephan
1974:31). But after about 1640, small groups of Dutch, Rus-
sians, and Japanese converged on the Kuriles for differing
reasons and from different directions. The Russians came
from Kamchatka in search of furs, the Dutch came from Java
in search of the "golden isles" that were believed to exist
north of Japan, and the Japanese from Hokkaido sought to
develop trading relations with the indigenous Kurile Ainu.
Unaware of each other, Dutch, Russians and Japanese reached
the Kuriles at astonishingly close intervals, so close that
it is virtually impossible to identify a single discoverer
Stephan 1974:31-2).

It is hardly surprising that the first Europeans to
behold the barren volcanic protrusions between Hokkaido and
Kamchatka came with the expectation of finding mountains of
gold. Misguided enthusiasm led anticlimactically to the
discovery of the fog bounded volcanic chain. In 1642 the
Dutch East India Company, undeterred by earlief failures,
ordered Maerten Gerritsz de Vries to undertake a search for
the golden isles and for a north-east passage from the
Pacific to Atlantic Ocean. Vries accomplished neither but
he stumbled upon the Kurile Islands. Uninformed about Japa-

nese or Russian explorations, the Europeans continued to



seek out the fabled golden isles well into the 18th century.
With the passage of time, however, informed opinion began to
suspect the promise of Kurile gold and consegquently many

Europeans lost interest in the arc (Harrison 1953:145-55).

1.4 EARLY RUSSIAN DESCENTS FROM THE NORTH

The Russian discovery and exploration of the northern
Kuriles stemmed from an eastward movement across Siberia
from the Urals that began in the late 16th century. The
incentive was the fur trade. A search for pelts of foxes
and sables propelled groups of Cossacks along Siberian riv-
ers and across taiga and tundra to the sea of Okhotsk. The
pursuit of furs in turn generated ancillary needs and incen-
tives. Eastern Siberia’s lack of resources to provision
isolated settlements impelled the Russians to probe south-
ward (Rees 1985:6-7).

Just as Vries had reached the Kuriles in search of the
golden isles, so the earliest Russians descending on.the arc
from Kamchatka were attracted by the lure of soft golden
pelts. During the 18th century, however, the islands
assumed a new significance in Russian eyes. They came to
represent stepping stones to Japan, a bridge along which
trade could start.

If archival records are strictly interpreted, it would

appear the Russians first learned about the Kuriles some

time during the 1690’s. At this time, armed Russian bands



made periodic forays southwards to collect tribute from Ainu
tribes on the northern Kuriles. Stirred by the prospects of
fur trade and prospects for opening commercial relations
with Japan, Peter the Great’s interest in the Kuriles was
stimulated. He issued a series of exploratory missions into
the islands during the ensuing three decades. Each mission
penetrated farther south than its predecessor and each
brought back more valuable geographic, ethnographic, and
economic data that clarified the arc’s population, size,
shape, and relationship to Japan. By the middle of the 18th
century, the Kuriles had emerged as Russia's.main gateway to
Japan (Stephan 1974:39-41).

Actual exploration of the Kuriles began in 1711 with an
effort carried out by two rebel Cossacks, Danilo Antsiferov
and Ivan Kozyrevski. The two raided the three northernmost
isles of the Kuriles and made a survey of them before leav-
ing. Their expeditions in 1711 and 1713 produced noteworthy
historical contributions in two areas (1) maps of the arc,
and (2) the political and economic status of the arc’s inha-
bitants. These revelations and expectations of trade with
Japan encouraged Tsar Peter to continue exploration of the
Kuriles with renewed vigor.

Peter the Great chose two highly trained marine geodes-
ists (Ivan Evreinov and Fedor Luzhin) and instructed them to
chart the Kuriles and find a route to Japan. In the summer

of 1721 after reaching the sixth Kurile island a storm
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damaged their ships and swept them 800 kilometers southwest
to Kunashiri. Their odyssey marked the first time that Rus-
sians had penetrated the southern extremity of the Kurile
Islands. For the next ninety years, their successors conso-
lidated Russia’s position in the arc by charting its envi-
rons, collecting tribute from the aboriginal Ainu, and set-
tling some of the northern and central islands. However,
Russian efforts to open trade with Japan continued to be
fruitless.

Tsar Peter’s death in 1725 did not reduce momentum of
Russian expansion in the North Pacific. Responding to the
urgings of entrepreneurs, Catherine I ordered Afansa Shesla-
kov to explore the Kuriles and to subjugate their inhabi-
tants in preparation for approaching Japan. During 1732-3,
Shestakov advanced only as far as the fifth Kurile but in
the eyes of some Soviet historians did enough to consecrate
Russian acquisition of the northern part of the chain.

More significant than the Shestakov excursion were two
well known expeditions led by a Dane in Russian service,
Captain Vitus Bering. Bering’s first expedition (1725-30)
attempted in vain to determine the relation between Asia and
America. The second expedition (1733-42) encompassed an
imposing variety of objectives: the exploration of the
Pacific coasts of Russia, Japan, and America and the scien-
tific investigation of Kamchatka, Siberia, and the Kuriles.

In 1733 he dispatched Lieutenant-Commander Martin Span-
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berg to proceed along the Kurile archipelago and make con-
tact with Japan. Spanberg’s expedition in 1739 achieved few
noteworthy results, but his survey of the Kuriles corrected
some cartographical misconceptions and accelerated Russian
absorption of the arc. On the Qay back he became the first
Russian to sight Shikotan and the Habomais Islands. Span-
berg concluded that the Kuriles constituted a political
vacuum between the possessions of Russia and Japan (Lensen
1954:47-57). However, when Spanberg found no Japanese on
any of the Kuriles, he assumed that none of the islands
belonged to Japan. This observation and enthusiastic
reports about the abundance of furs precipitated a fur rush
to the Kuriles during the remainder of the 18th century
(Gibson 1969:17).

After Spanberg’s surveys of 1738-39, the direction of
Russian activities in the Kuriles shifted from exploration
to settlement, subjugation of the aboriginal population, and
commercial approaches to Japan. By the 1770’s, Russians had
trodden upon nearly every island of the Kurile chain;
thereby accomplishing almost single-handedly the arc’s pre-

liminary exploration.

1.5 EARLY JAPANESE APPROACHES FROM THE SOUTH

Through Ainu intermediaries on Hokkaido, the Japanese had
begun trading with the Kurile Ainu at least as early as the

16th century. Japanese goods circulated up the Kuriles and
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to Kamchatka in exchange for furs. This trade was further
rationalized in the early 17th éentury with the evolution of
the basho (trading post) system.

Over the next century this trading connection developed
into a feudal, tributary relationship between the southern
Kurile Ainu who visited Hokkaido and the Japanese Lord of
Matsumae. It is believed that a retainer of the Lord of
Matsumae, Murakami Hironori, visited the southern Kuriles in
1635 to map these lands north of Hokkaido. Evidence that
supports this assertion, however, is somewhat tenuous. Nev-
ertheless, a map based on his report does depict a cluster
of islands off Hokkaido which would appear to be the Kuriles
(Rees 1985:8-9).

The Japanese made their first documented landing on the
southern Kuriles in 1754, when a merchant named Hidaya Kyubu
established a basho on the southern extremity of Kunashiri.
Japanese explorers, however did not really probe the arc
until Mogami Takuna, a surveyor attached to a shogunal mis-
sion, tried to ascertain the extent of Russian settlement
along the country’s northern frontier in 1785. Mogani
visited Kunashiri, Etorofu and Uruppu, but weather precluded
further exploration northward.

Increasing awareness of Russian activity in the southern
Kuriles prompted several shogunal missions to Kunashiri dur-
ing 1789-92 to develop the island’s economic potential.

Takuna returned to the southern Kuriles during this period,
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and on a visit to Etorofu and Uruppu in 1792 he found there
were no Russians present. With the emergence of a Russian
colony on Uruppu in 1795, the Japanese could no longer avoid
the implications of increasing Russian pressure on the -
Kuriles from the north and steps were taken to further
develop the southern Kuriles and check the Russian advance
(Rees 1985:8-9).

Comparisons of Russian and Japanese explorations and pre-
liminary settlement suggests how futile it is to ascribe
exclusive discovery and exploration of the Kuriles to
either. The Japanese most likely set foot on the islands
first, but their landings are undocumented and hence undat-
able; moreover their contacts were most likely limited to
the southern Kuriles. Russians investigated the northern
part of the chain and were exploring the remainder just as
Japanese merchants began to exploit Kunashiri. European
visitations to the Kuriles after Vries came only in the late
18th century and did little more than verify and refine dis-
coveries already made by the Russians and Japanese. .Ulti-
mately therefore, the honor of discovering and exploring the

Kurile Islands must be shared by several nations.

1.6 FORMATION OF A RUSSO-JAPANESE FRONTIER 1750-1875

The present Northern Territories dispute must be seen in
the context of at least 200 years of Russo-Japanese contact

and rivalry in and over the Kuriles. It is important to
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point out that a Russo-Japanese frontier developed almost
imperceptibly over a period of years during which national
boundaries in the modern sense of the word did not exist.
Until the mid 19th century neither Japan nor Russia had a
clear conception of how far its sovereignty extended in the
Kuriles and thus each country’s status in the islands
remained undefined. As continued Russian expansion eastward
and Japanese expansion northward met on maritime Northeast
Asia, conflict over this frontier area became inevitable
(Stephan 1974:60-1).

By the middle of the 18th century the Kuriles were on the
threshold of becoming a crucial arena of Russo-Japanese con-
tacts. At first tentative and sporadic, these contacts
gradually proliferated and raised political problems as both
sides grew conscious of the other’s presence but remained
uncertain of the other’s intentions. The formation of the
Kurile frontier shaped the development of Russo-Japanese
relations, and sowed the seeds of an issue that involyes
several great powers today.

As Japan came to be regarded as a potential market for
furs and as a source of supplies for vulnerably isolated
settlements along Siberia’s Pacific fringe, Russian mer-
chants and envoys made more determined bids to challenge
Japan’s seclusion. 1In 1772 a Russian merchant named Pavel
Lebedev-Lastochkin was instructed to conclude a trade agree-

ment with Japan, investigate the suitability of the south
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Kuriles for agriculture and settlement, build a fortress on
Uruppu, and bring south Kurile Ainu under Russian protec-
tion. His expeditions failed but they brought about more
Russian interest in the southern Kurile Islands (Lensen
1959:84-95).

The Kuriles gradually lost their pre-eminence as an
exclusive gateway to Japan, the economic potential attracted
increasing attention. This attention gave birth to an abor-
tive colonial experiment on Uruppu that galvanized Japan’s
leaders into an awareness of a frontier problem. However,
Russia’s 18th century probes into the southern Kuriles
failed to achieve their objectives.

As Japanese authorities became conscious of an alien
presence in the Kuriles, reactions to the unforeseen con-
tiguity with Russian power evolved. 1In 1785 after Mogami
Takuna’s mission to survey the shogunate’s northern front-
ier, a wide range of measures was taken including putting
the islands under Hokkaido’s control, road building, eco-
nomic supervision, and the construction of guard stations on
Kunashiri and Etorofu. Meanwhile, the Russians had aban-
doned their settlement on Uruppu in 1805. The Japanese
could therefore claim that its northern frontier had been
stabilized along the strait which divided Etorofu and Uruppu
(Map 5), today’s disputed frontier (Rees 1985:171). There
was even the possibility that Japan might move into the cen-

tral and northern Kuriles (Harrison 1953:chapter 2).
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At this stage, a new development almost led to hostili-
ties between Russia and Japan. During 1804-05 a Russian
named Nikolas Rezanov attempted to negotiate-a trading
agreement with the Japanese. Rebuffed, Rezanov was so angry
that throughout 1806-07 he and his men raided Japanese posts
on Sakhalin and the southern Kuriles (Stephan 1971:46-7).
There were Japanese causalities, alarm in Japan, and the
shogunate on Hokkaido responded by sending military rein-
forcements to its garrisons on the Kuriles.

A few years later the Japanese on the southern Kuriles
took revenge on a Russian survey officer named Vasilii Gol-
ovnin and his crew. They were captured as they landed on
Kunashiri and then taken to Hokkaido. They were not
released until 1813. However, during negotiations over Gol-
ovnin and his crew, the Russians tentatively suggested a
partition of the Kuriles based on Japanese claims to Kunash-
iri and Etorofu. Attempts to bring about further Russo-
Japanese contacts on this settlement failed. So, Russian
and Japanese sovereignty in the Kuriles continued to be def-
ined purely by their respective spheres of activity and the
prospects for friction remained (Rees 1985:9-10).

The conclusion of the Golovnin incident presaged a pro-
longed 1lull in Russo-Japanese relations in and over the
Kuriles. The Russian empire was preoccupied with its Euro-
pean relationships in the post Napoleonic world, while the

Shogunate of Hokkaido relinquished direct rule over its
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northern regions in 1821 on grounds of expenses. As both
Russia and Japan thought the other had lost interest in fur-
ther contacts, their relations in the Kuriles dwindled.
Although the Kuriles temporarily slipped from the focus of
Russo-Japanese relations they did not escape from the atten-
tion of other countries. The British and Americans
approached the arc from the Pacific in search of whales, sea
otters, and harbors for provisioning and trade. The
increased European and American presence on the Kuriles
began to concern both the Japanese and the Russians. The
situation became more critical when the Crimean War spilled
over into Northeast Asia in 1854. During that war an Anglo-
French naval contingent briefly occupied Uruppu in the cen-
tral Kuriles for about a month (Stephan 1974:84-6).

All of these pressures in addition to the opening of
Japan by the United States, Great Britain and Russia during
1835-55 drew Japan into the international community of sove-
reign states and provided for the first demarcation of the
Kuriles. A Russian expedition under Admiral Evfimii
Putiatin in addition to opening commercial and diplomatic
relations hoped to make an agreement on the Russo-Japanese
frontier in the Kuriles and Sakhalin (Stephan 1974:52-4).

For several decades, Russia had been content to leave the
frontier with Japan vaguely defined but the new internation-
alist environment made such an arrangement hazardous. Dur-

ing the boundary negotiations that began with Putiatin’s






























































































































































































































