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Abstract 

Geographic maps and cartographic representations have become the new battle arenas where 

countries contest claims regarding territorial ownership, the exact location of borders and the 

names of disputed places. This paper analyzes the role of traditional and digital maps in 

asserting national identity and reinforcing claims of ownership by examining the case of 

Dokdo Island (South Korean name) or Takeshima Islands (Japanese name). According to the 

research findings, both countries understand that maps from earlier imperialistic periods have 

no legal value in proving their claims of sovereignty. Nevertheless, both make extensive use 

of historical maps as perceptual and propaganda weapons in order to gain a moral advantage 

in presenting their territorial claims as well as to shape the collective national consciousness. 
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1. INTRODUCTION  

National identity and defined territory are two important components in establishing a sense 

of nationalism. The myths of a particular nation emerge from the association between these 

two components, and its maps serve as a tool for expressing this association. 

Geographic maps, and particularly political maps, are educational tools (Leuenberger & 

Schnell, 2010; Pickles, 1992) that exert a great deal of influence in shaping or changing 

worldviews. Maps help create national narratives and affect how national images, power 

relations and values are formulated. Moreover, they influence knowledge perception and 

interpretation and the cultivation of distrust in the other in the context of territorial claims. 

Thus, the appearance of a nation’s maps is of prime importance in how readers interpret these 

maps (Austin, 2012).  

Critical cartography research began to develop toward the end of the 1980s. Geographer J. 

Brian Harley was the first to develop theories regarding the significant power of cartography 

as well as the subjectivity of cartographers, who cannot avoid representing their own 

worldviews and social and cultural values in the maps they produce (Harley, 1988). 

According to Harley, "maps are the products of power and they produce power." In contrast 

to the scientific view that sees maps in essentialist terms, Harley cast maps as social 

constructions and as expressions of power/knowledge (Kitchin & Dodge, 2007). 
Today cartography is based on aerial and satellite photographs and on engineering and 

mathematical calculations. For this reason, people think of it as an exact science and tend to 

trust maps (Monmonier, 1996; Wood, 1992; Wood, 2010; Leuenberger & Schnell, 2010). Yet 

research by geographers, historians, cartographers and political scientists who have continued 
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to develop Harley's theories has cast doubts on the ostensible objectivity of cartography 

(Collins-Kreiner et al., 2006; Crampton, 2001; Kosonen, 2008). 

Research studies have attempted to examine maps in the cultural context of their producers 

them according to the mappers' motives, the publishers' interests, the sponsors' policies, the 

public's expectations and the balance of powers in the society that produces and uses them 

(Wood, 1992; Agnew, 1999; Harley, 2001). These studies led to increasing recognition that 

not only are maps culturally misleading, they also must be understood as part of a deeper 

ideological-political reality (Leuenberger & Schnell, 2010; Pickles, 2004). Maps provide a 

point of departure for interpretations of reality. The cartographers who explain this reality are 

subjective human beings whose work is influenced by their political and cultural perceptions 

(Harley, 1990; Monmonier, 1996; Crampton, 2001; Pickles, 1992). 

The term "map" has also been used in psychological and intellectual contexts. Mental or 

cognitive maps reside in our emotions or in our minds and are therefore not visible. These 

maps have a major impact on determining how individuals make vital decisions, such as how 

to choose a place to live and or work, how to decide where and how to spend their leisure 

time, how to navigate through the city and how to plan their morning route to work 

(Portugali, 1996).  

While cognitive maps are personal and generated in the mind of each individual, some 

groups share similar cognitive maps. For example, the collective maps shared by national 

groups, ethnic groups, social groups and the like resemble a common language, and members 

of different groups are likely to build different maps describing the same phenomenon or the 

same territory. Collective maps usually that are an integral part of the culture in which people 

live. These stereotypes are indeed influenced by distinctions between groups, but their 

primary influence derives from the ways groups relate to one another. When the interests of 

two groups are at odds, negative stereotypes will emerge (Ager, 1978; Pickles, 2004).  

To reiterate, maps describe power relations and worldviews (Culcasi, 2006). Maps can 

convey "made to order" reality that transcends physical reality, thus turning maps into 

powerful political tools. This conveyed reality encompasses demands of civilian or military 

authorities to censor or cover up certain topics or to stress national, economic, political or 

social issues (Andersson, 2013). National states, the supreme sovereign bodies in the modern 

age, understood the constructivist power of maps so that until recently cartography was 

nationally administered (Meishar-Tal, 2014). 

In disputes, maps serve as perceptual and propaganda weapons in putting forth the 

territorial claims of each party. Those who commission the maps deliberately exploit 

cartographic tools to design maps intended to deliver their messages and create their own 

“truth.” These maps focus only on those facts or apparent facts likely to shape the observer's 

worldview or those in line with the direction desired by the one who commissioned the map 

(Herbert, 2011). Mark Monmonier’s iconic book How to Lie with Maps (Monmonier, 1996) 

demonstrates how and why mapping is manipulated. 

Conflicts over territorial ownership, the exact location of borders and the labeling of 

places on maps exist almost everywhere in the world and constitute one of the most sensitive 

geopolitical issues in international relations. Google's technical adviser notes that the 

company has received at least 250 complaints from various countries regarding where 

borders should be placed and how place names should be marked on Google Maps (Jones, 

2008). Often the parties involved in a conflict argue over the exact location of a borderline or 

over territorial ownership, each basing its legal arguments on maps they believe prove the 

legitimacy of their claims (Weissberg, 1963; Turnbull, 1993). The parties to the dispute tend 

to use maps as evidence of their ownership over disputed land/territory or as evidence of the 

exact location of borderlines between countries (Hyung, 2005). Hence, maps can constitute a 

decisive legal factor in settling international disputes (Kaikobad, 2002). 
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International courts and courts of arbitration are aware that in many cases the "reality" 

represented on maps is not objective and consequently tend to disregard map-based evidence 

as proof of territorial ownership. Official maps prepared and certified by official government 

bodies receive similar treatment. Therefore, in every case where a written agreement between 

countries contradicts what is shown on the map, the written agreement is binding (Hyung, 

2005; Austin, 2012). 

Most research involving geopolitical analysis of maps has considered traditional maps 

drawn on paper. Today, however, the public gets most of its information from online maps 

available on the internet (Andersson, 2013). Cartography has shifted to a digital environment 

and the internet now makes it possible to produce and disseminate maps easily and quickly. 

These maps are more current and include information from new and diverse fields. In 

contrast to traditional maps, the digital environment also enables users to use interactive tools 

and other functions (Meishar-Tal, 2012). In addition, capabilities for enlarging maps and 

adding additional layers of information have eliminated limitations on the amount of 

information displayable on printed maps. Digital maps therefore have a greater impact on 

people's worldviews and opinions. Moreover, digital maps have made people more aware of 

their geographic surroundings and thus increased their regional geopolitical consciousness. 

Google Maps and Google Earth were first launched in 2005. With over one billion users 

each month, they are now the world's most predominant source of cartographic knowledge 

(Gravois, 2010; Google, 2011; The Economist, 2014). Now that maps are online and can take 

advantage of satellite imagery, they are more detailed, accurate and multi-dimensional than 

ever. Recent studies (Crampton, 2009; Sheppard & Cizek, 2009; Gravois, 2010) show that 

Google has taken over map production from sovereign nations and is undermining their 

authority in mapping their territory (Meishar-Tal, 2014). Google, a US-based company, must 

conform to United States security regulations, such as rules regarding the resolution of its 

maps. Yet the company has autonomy in making decisions with respect to marking 

borderlines and labeling place names (Quiquivix, 2014). 

The entry of Google and similar companies into the field of mapping constitutes a new 

milestone in the development of power relations deriving from changes in the sources of map 

production. Google’s cartographic technology, which enables the creation of information 

layers on maps, provides countries, organizations or stakeholders with the possibility of 

tagging information on maps and even of using the layers as a platform for political 

propaganda by creating maps displaying virtual conveyed reality. Thus, digital maps have 

become a new battle arena between nations embroiled in territorial disputes, with each party 

to the dispute submitting maps compatible to its point of view (Quiquivix, 2014). 

The issue of labeling names on maps requires cartographers to be particularly sensitive 

(Azaryahu & Golan, 2001). In many cases, place names symbolize independence and are a 

source of national pride. They express ownership and a sense of belonging and serve as an 

ideological tool for establishing sovereignty (Pickles, 1992). Indeed, names express power 

relations and the labeling of places on the map makes a political statement. Mappers seek to 

win the trust of map users and hence cannot avoid references to places that are the subject of 

sensitive geopolitical disputes. 

Since the launch of Google Maps, circumstances have forced its creators to provide 

multiple interpretations of the Earth’s geography and to adjust these to the sensitivities of 

global geopolitics (Google, 2009). Google's technical advisor notes that Google must seek 

cartographic solutions for approximately 250 international conflicts regarding borderlines and 

place names (Jones, 2008). Of these, Google is having difficulty finding cartographic 

solutions for 32 border disputes (Yanofsky, 2014).  

Google claims it attempts to maintain neutrality and objectivity in the hope of meeting the 

expectations of most map users (Google, 2009). Yet this is not always possible. As a result of 
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Google's attempt to remain neutral in international geopolitical disputes, 32 countries today 

do not have clearly delineated borders on Google (Yanofsky, 2014). Moreover, in an attempt 

to avoid taking sides in sovereignty disputes, Google tries to use only local names recognized 

by certified international bodies, such as United Nations publications (though many countries 

also suspect the UN of having political interests) (Mclaughlin, 2008). Another Google 

solution is to mark the borders between countries using a special line indicating disputed 

borders. Sometimes Google even refrains from marking the border, as in the case of the map 

of China appearing on local servers in China (Jones, 2008).  

This paper examines the political use of geographic maps in struggles over territorial 

ownership and national identity, as well as the solutions Google has chosen to avoid being 

party to territorial disputes. To exemplify this point, the paper discusses the case of the 

dispute between Japan and Korea over ownership of Dokdo Island (South Korean name) or 

Takeshima Islands (Japan’s name) and the disagreement between these two countries over the 

name of the Sea of Japan. 

2. THE DISPUTE BETWEEN JAPAN AND KOREA OVER OWNERSHIP OF 

DOKDO ISLAND (SOUTH KOREAN NAME) OR TAKESHIMA ISLANDS 

(JAPANESE NAME). 

The disputed area is a group of islands situated between Japan and Korea. Both countries 

claim ownership of this small group of volcanic islands (total area 0.2 square kilometers) 

located in the Sea of Japan (Japanese name) or in the East Sea (Korean name). This group, 

situated 215 kilometers from Korea and 250 kilometers from Japan, contains two large 

islands and around 30 small islets. The region is abundant in fish and apparently has natural 

gas reserves as well. Today the islands are under Korean rule and constitute the last territory 

remaining in dispute between Korea and Japan since the peace treaties signed at the end of 

World War II. 

The two countries' conflicting claims of territorial ownership of the islands find expression 

in three areas: contrasting interpretations of historical facts regarding ancient historical 

ownership of the islands; contrasting interpretations regarding the legality of Japan's 

annexation of the islands during its war with Russia in 1905; and contrasting interpretations 

of the peace treaty signed between Japan and Korea in San Francisco in 1951. 

Both countries claim long-lasting historical ties to the islands. Both corroborate their 

major claims through a variety of documents and historical maps. Moreover, each country 

attempts to undermine the historical claims of its opponent. 

The Japanese base their territorial claims (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, 2013) on 

documents dating back to the 17th century showing that the islands were part of Japanese 

territory and were used for fishing and as hunting grounds for sea lions (Hyung, 2007). From 

the cartographic perspective, Japan offers a variety of historical maps to prove its ownership 

of the islands. The oldest such map, drawn by Japanese cartographer Nagakugo Sekisui, dates 

back to 1779 (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, 2015). Japan claims that the Japanese 

government reaffirmed its sovereignty at the beginning of the 19th century and subsequently 

when Japan re-annexed the islands to the Empire in 1905. Therefore, according to Japan, 

Korea's annexation of the islands in 1952 violates international law because the islands are 

not included in the territory returned to Korea according to the 1951 Treaty of San Francisco 

(Sean, 2005). 

The Koreans base their historical claims on documents dating back to the sixth century 

CE, on maps describing the borders of Japan in 1667 (Barber, 2015) and on a wide range of 

maps, mainly from the 18th and 19th centuries (Van Dyke, 2007). Korea demands 

international recognition of its sovereignty over the islands since it gained political 
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independence in 1945. For Korea, the Dokdo/Takeshima conflict can only be understood 

from the perspective of its experience as a Japanese colony. Japan formally annexed the 

Dokdo/Takeshima islets in February 1905, five years before Korea was effectively forced to 

surrender its entire territorial sovereignty to Japanese colonial control. The period of Japanese 

rule lasted 35 years, from 1910 to 1945, when Japan surrendered after World War II 

(Bowman, 2014). Korea questions the legality of Japan's annexation of the islands during the 

1905 Russo-Japanese War, stressing that Japan's ownership claims derives from a continued 

tradition of Japanese colonialism and imperialism. 

In 1952, Syngman Rhee, president of South Korea, unilaterally decided to extend Korea's 

territorial waters and its economic borders (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, 2015b). The 

new border, marked on the maps as the Syngman Rhee Line, in effect annexed the chain of 

islands to Korea (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, 2013). This boundary line gave rise to 

the current territorial dispute between the two countries (Sakamoto, 2013), which after 65 

years only appears to be getting stronger. 

Several times since 1954 Japan has asked to bring up this territorial dispute for discussion 

in the International Court of Justice (ICJ) (Miller, 2014), but Korea has consistently refused 

(Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, 2015C). The official Korean position is that there is no 

dispute about the islands since they are an integral part of Korean territory both for 

geographical and historical reasons and by international law. Over the years, Korea has taken 

a number of steps intended to increase its effective control over the islands. It stationed 

security forces there, built a lighthouse and a pier, issued stamps with a map of the islands, 

registered residents as Korean citizens, built a museum and developed tourism to the islands. 

In response to these Korean actions, in 2005 Japan began celebrating Takeshima Day to 

mark Japan's 1905 annexation of the islands. Textbooks are also a weapon the propaganda 

war between the countries (Japan Times, 24/11/2014). In April 2014, the Japanese Ministry 

of Education issued a directive (Nikkei Asian Review, 07/04/2015) mandating the 

development of new geography and history curricula by 2016 to expand and underline claims 

that the islands are an integral part of Japanese territory (Japan Times, 07/04/2015). This 

directive immediately aroused sharp protests and anti-Japanese demonstrations in Korea 

(Reynolds, 2015). 

As noted, in recent years digital maps have also become a new field of battle between 

these two countries. The conflict focuses primarily on how the islands are labeled on maps. 

Mappers' choice of which name to use for the islands reinforces or weakens the parties' 

claims of territorial ownership. Maps are seen as perceptual and educational weapons in the 

territorial claims of each of the parties to the conflict. As such, they are intended to influence 

worldwide public opinion regarding the territorial dispute. Hence, the foreign ministries and 

activists in both countries are engaged in mutual attacks regarding the naming of the islands 

on maps. 

As noted, Today Google is the world's largest provider of online maps, and Google's 

decision to label a place with a particular name is seen as siding with one party to the 

conflict. Google claims that it strives for neutrality and has recently developed a creative 

solution: the names of the islands that the citizens of each country see on the maps are in line 

with their geopolitical perspective. Thus in the case of the territorial dispute between Korea 

and Japan, Korean citizens see the Korean name Dokdo (Figure 1) on Google Maps, while 

Japanese citizens see the Japanese name Takeshima (Figure 2). In contrast, those who open 

the international site for Google maps (google.com) see the name Liancourt Rocks (Figure 3). 

This name is ostensibly neutral because French whalers gave it to the islands in 1849 and 

therefore it does suggest the territorial ownership of either of the disputing countries. Both 

countries object to Google's creative solution and its attempt to remain neutral in the dispute, 

claiming that the name on the map must represent the sovereignty over the islands. 
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Unlike Google Maps, Microsoft's search engine Bing Maps attempts to overcome the 

dispute and maintain neutrality by labeling the islands with all three names (Figure 4). 

  

Figure 1. Map of the islands on Google Korea1. Figure 2. Map of the islands on Google Japan2. 

  

Figure 3. Map of the islands on Google 

International3. 

Figure 4. Map of the islands on Bing Maps4. 

The Japanese government's dissatisfaction with how Google labeled the place names on its 

maps led it to officially ask local government authorities and universities to stop using 

Google Maps and to use only maps produced by the Geospatial Information Authority of 

Japan on which the names were compatible with Japanese Foreign Ministry policy (Japan 

Times, 28/09/2013). The Japanese Ministry of Education also warned teachers not to use 

unauthorized study materials, among them maps that labeled disputed territories with names 

that are not Japanese (Japan Times, 04/03/2015). 

The government of South Korea sharply protested against the Apple Corporation for 

labeling the islands on its iPhone maps using both the Korean and the Japanese names (Korea 

Times, 11/01/2012). It also launched an extensive public campaign against Google, which 

decided in 2012 to replace the Korean name Dokdo on its American portal with the name 

Laincourt Rocks (Korea Times, 11/01/2012). In 2012, diplomatic tensions between the two 

countries worsened when the president of South Korea visited the islands. This first visit of a 

South Korean president to the islands underscored the country's increasingly nationalistic 

trends. Some claim that this visit was primarily to boost the president's popularity before the 

elections. A document prepared by the United States Department of Defense claims that the 

visit was also a Korean protest against Japan's unwillingness to take responsibility and pay 

                                                 
1https://www.google.co.kr/maps/@37.2404575,131.8632536,6010m/data=!3m1!1e3?hl=iw (10/09/2015) 
2https://www.google.co.jp/maps/@37.2377873,131.8686318,3103m/data=!3m1!1e3?hl=iw(10/09/2015) 
3https://www.google.com/maps/@37.2415623,131.8658815,15.24z?hl=iw-IL (10/09/2015) 
4https://www.bing.com/maps/#Y3A9cTY3dHpwdnpzY2czJmx2bD0xMyZzdHk9YiZxPSVENyVBMSVENyU5QyVEN

yVBMiVENyU5OSUyMCVENyU5QyVENyU5OSVENyU5MCVENyVBMCVENyVBNyVENyU5NSVENyVBOA(10/14

/2015) 

https://www.google.co.kr/maps/@37.2404575,131.8632536,6010m/data=!3m1!1e3?hl=iw
https://www.google.co.jp/maps/@37.2377873,131.8686318,3103m/data=!3m1!1e3?hl=iw
https://www.google.com/maps/@37.2415623,131.8658815,15.24z?hl=iw-IL
https://www.bing.com/maps/#Y3A9cTY3dHpwdnpzY2czJmx2bD0xMyZzdHk9YiZxPSVENyVBMSVENyU5QyVENyVBMiVENyU5OSUyMCVENyU5QyVENyU5OSVENyU5MCVENyVBMCVENyVBNyVENyU5NSVENyVBOA
https://www.bing.com/maps/#Y3A9cTY3dHpwdnpzY2czJmx2bD0xMyZzdHk9YiZxPSVENyVBMSVENyU5QyVENyVBMiVENyU5OSUyMCVENyU5QyVENyU5OSVENyU5MCVENyVBMCVENyVBNyVENyU5NSVENyVBOA
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reparations for using Korean women as comfort women prior to and during World War II 

(Japan Times, 04/03/2015B). In response to this visit, Japan recalled its ambassador from 

Seoul. 

Korean Airlines has also taken an active role in the national effort to represent the Korean 

narrative to the dispute, using maps to reinforce the national ethos and create a perceptual 

map of the political space. On flights from Seoul to Tokyo, the airline makes sure to show the 

disputed islands on the flight map using the Korean name (Dokdo), even though they are 

insignificant based on their physical size (see Figures 5-6). 

  

Figure 5. Asiana Airlines flight map. Figure 6. Korean Airlines flight map. 

3. DISPUTE OVER THE NAME OF THE SEA OF JAPAN 

Japan and Korea also disagree about the correct name of the sea separating the Korean 

peninsula from Japan (see Figure 7). The Japanese refer to this sea as the Sea of Japan, while 

the Koreans call it the East Sea. North Korea uses an even more nationalistic name: East Sea 

of Korea (Lewis, 2012). This dispute is not connected to security or territorial issues or to 

economic interests but rather to matters of historical memory and national pride.  

 
Source: Sizemore 2014. 

Figure 7. Location of the Sea of Japan.  

 

As of today, most international maps and documents use the name Sea of Japan. The 

International Hydrographic Organization (IHO), an international organization whose main 

purpose is "to ensure their countries' charts and maps are up to date and compliant with 

international standards" (Hayashi & Ramstad, 2012), determined this name, which is now 

internationally accepted. 

In 1992, Korea launched an extensive international campaign to change the name from 

Sea of Japan to East Sea, or alternatively to mark both names on international maps. This 

campaign continues until today. Japan rejects the Korean demand, claiming that the name Sea 
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of Japan is the only recognized and authorized international name (Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs of Japan, 2009). 

According to Korea, the Japanese demand to refer to the East Sea as the Sea of Japan 

arose only at the beginning of the 19th century with Japan's increasing military strength, 

colonial expansion and control over Korea in the period 1910-1945 (Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs of Japan, 2003a). For the Koreans, the use of the name Sea of Japan symbolizes a 

period of colonial humiliation. In contrast, the government of Japan claims that the name Sea 

of Japan was used in China and in Europe from the 16th century. By the end of the 18th 

century, when Japan was still an isolated country, the name Sea of Japan was commonly 

accepted in Europe. In support of its arguments, the Japanese government presents historical 

maps dating back to 1602 using the name Sea of Japan (see Figure 8). 

 
Source: Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan 2003. 

Figure 8. Map printed in China in 1602, with the name Sea of Japan printed in Chinese characters. 

  

According to Korea, Matteo Ricci's 1602 map of the world (Roshstein, 2010) already uses 

the name East Sea and a map from 1615 uses the name Sea of Korea (see Figure 9). 

 
Source: Korean Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2014. 

Figure 9. Portuguese map from 1615 with first use of the term Sea of Mar Coria (Korea).  

 

To establish their claims, both countries use historical geographical evidence based mainly 

on research on ancient maps, though research results yield contradictory data. Korea claims 

that it examined 228 maps in the American Library of Congress and that 66% of these maps 

used the name East Sea (Hayashi & Ramstad, 2012; Korean Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 

2014). According to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, its survey of historical maps 

covered many more maps than the Korean survey and therefore is more reliable (Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs of Japan, 2002). The Japanese survey examined 1728 historical maps, and 

77% of these used the name Sea of Japan (Hayashi & Ramstad, 2012). 
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Korea made its first demand to change the name on maps in 1992 at the Sixth United 

Nations Conference on the Standardization of Geographical Names (United Nations, 2007). 

Since then, Korea has raised this issue at every possible international forum. In 2012, Korea 

brought up this issue at the International Hydrographic Organization conference. The IHO 

decided to defer the Korean request and to discuss it again at its next meeting in 2017 (Japan 

Times, 03/05/2012). 

According to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, the name Sea of Japan is the only 

internationally approved name. Beginning in 2004, the United Nations also recognized this 

name as the official geographic term. Moreover, the UN objects to using both names—Sea of 

Japan and East Sea—at the same time (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, 2009). 

The U.S. Board on Geographic Names (BGN) officially recognizes the name Sea of Japan 

and objects in principle to the use of two different names for one geographic region in order 

to avoid creating confusion (North Pacific Ocean, 2008). The State Department also adopted 

this decision (NEXTGOV, 24/04/2012). 

Since the end of 1990, the Koreans have been the publishers of atlases, maps, dictionaries 

and encyclopedias as well as on travel guides and newspapers to use the name East Sea or to 

use both names. This Korean pressure seems to be having an impact (Lewis, 2012). In recent 

years, more and more maps and atlases have added the name East Sea alongside the name 

Sea of Japan (Figure 10) (Korean Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2009). 

 
Source: worldatlas 

Figure 10. Use of both names has become more common.  

 

Korea has applied additional political pressure in regions of the United States with large 

Korean communities, for example the state of Virginia. The residents of this state used their 

political power to pass a bill requiring that new textbooks printed in the state use the Korean 

name East Sea instead of the name Sea of Japan. The name East Sea reflects the Korean 

perspective because in Japan the sea is on the west. This is based on the claim that the name 

Sea of Japan was unfairly imposed when Korea was under Japanese occupation (Bidwell, 

2014). Supporters of the name East Sea also claim that exclusive use of the name Sea of 

Japan undermines Korean claims of ownership of the Dokdo Islands. 

Korea chalked up another victory in 2014 when the Swedish company IKEA stopped 

distributing a large wall map of the world because it used only the Japanese name of the sea 

(see Figure 11). 
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Source: Korea Times November 18, 2014 

Figure 11. Map of the world that IKEA removed from the shelves. 

  

In the current political climate, it is unlikely the two countries will reach a consensus 

regarding the name of the sea, thus making it difficult for cartographers to draw the maps. 

Google found a creative cartographic solution to this conflict, similar to the one used in the 

dispute over the name of the Takeshima/Dokdo Islands. Citizens of each of the countries see 

the name of the sea according to their geopolitical worldview (see Figures 12-13). In contrast, 

on Google's international site (google.com) the sea is labeled as the Sea of Japan. 

  

Figure 12. East Sea as labeled on Google 

Korea5. 

Figure 13. Sea of Japan as labeled on Google 

Japan6. 

4. SUMMARY 

Territorial disputes between countries seem more compatible with 19th century history than 

21st century diplomacy. Yet such disputes have the potential to threaten relations between 

nations. Such is the territorial dispute between Japan and Korea over a small group of islands. 

This dispute may seem petty in that it focuses primarily on control over territorial waters, 

fishing rights and perhaps natural gas, but when taking into consideration the harm it has 

caused to the bilateral relations between these two nations, the conflict is definitely 

significant. These two groups live in the same geographical area, and each has created its 

own cognitive map. Each is aware of the existence of the other entity, but pays no attention to 

the other because each embraces and abides by its own nationalistic social order. 

                                                 
5https://www.google.co.kr/maps/@39.8151133,127.5244424,2968935m/data=!3m1!1e3?hl=iw 
6https://www.google.co.jp/maps/@35.8713311,128.76793,3106473m/data=!3m1!1e3?hl=iw 

https://www.google.co.kr/maps/@39.8151133,127.5244424,2968935m/data=!3m1!1e3?hl=iw
https://www.google.co.jp/maps/@35.8713311,128.76793,3106473m/data=!3m1!1e3?hl=iw
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Geographical names often have serious implications for the perception of a nation’s 

identity, culture, language and history. Thus, finding a proper name for the body of water 

between the Korean peninsula and the Japanese archipelago is not just a question of changing 

the name of a geographical feature. It is rather a part of Korean national efforts to erase the 

legacy of the colonial past and to redress the resulting unfairness. The emotional weight that 

South Korea attributes to the issue of territorial ownership of the Dokdo Islands exemplifies 

the strength of historical memory. This memory unites the Korean people without regard for 

their political leanings, a rare occurrence in a country that itself is embroiled in ideological 

and political disputes. Indeed, the hatred for Japan seems to be the only topic on which the 

two parts of the divided country agree.  

Both sides to the conflict present a variety of geographical maps, some hundreds of years 

old, to prove the justice of their claims, despite their understanding that these maps in essence 

have no legal value. Moreover, both sides understand that modern perceptions of sovereignty 

and borders cannot be based upon maps from former imperialistic periods. International 

courts and arbitration courts also are aware that modern maps are not always objective in 

presenting reality because cartography has the ability to represent conveyed reality. Thus, 

courts tend to disregard maps when discussing countries' territorial claims. 

In view of this understanding, the two countries' widespread use of historical maps has 

several other objectives. Maps serve as perceptual and propaganda weapons. They offer a 

significant moral advantage in presenting the territorial claims of each of the sides. Moreover, 

they serve as a tool for influencing world public opinion regarding territorial disputes. Maps 

are also intended to establish an internal political sense of creating historical justice. In a 

conflict, maps also serve as an ideological tool for educating and shaping ideological 

perceptions and the collective national consciousness. Thus, the countries make sure to use 

the "right" maps in their educational systems. 

This paper has focused on the sensitivities of Japan and Korea in labeling the names of the 

Sea of Japan and the Dokdo Islands on maps. The two countries understand that the choice of 

toponyms appearing on maps is of dramatic geopolitical significance. For each country, these 

names are major symbols of independence and national pride. For each, the names express 

ownership and belonging and serve as an ideological tool for establishing a perception of 

sovereignty. Naming places on the map is also a political statement, for names express the 

balance of power in a particular space. 

Circumstances have forced Google's mappers to offer multiple interpretations of the 

Earth's geography and to adapt these to global geopolitical sensitivities. Google's policy is to 

attempt to avoid taking sides in disputes by labeling places using local names and displaying 

the maps in each country in accordance with its citizens' perspective. Thus, in the dispute 

over the names of the islands, Google offers three different versions of the map, with each 

version geopolitically appropriate to the residents of the country that open the digital map. 

Yet the solution of providing several versions of the map is not acceptable to the countries 

claiming complete ownership of the territory. Both Japan and Korea strongly object to 

Google's cartographic solution and have reservations about providing two names on the map. 

This objection derives from their unwillingness to compromise on territorial matters. Thus, 

both sides see Google, which chooses the names shown on the map, as the enemy. 
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