




The name “Sea of Japan” came
into gradual use and acceptance in Europe

from the 18th century.

More than 97% of maps
used throughout the world
display only the name “Sea of Japan”.
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t is likely that the name “Sea of Japan” came to be 
generally accepted because of one geographical factor : 
this sea area is separated from the Northern Pacific 
by the Japanese Archipelago.

As described above, western explorers explored this sea area 
from the late 18th century to the early 19th century and 
clarified the topographical features of the Sea of Japan. One of 
them, Adam J. Krusenstern, wrote in his diary of the voyage, 
“People also call this sea area the Sea of Korea, but because 
only a small part of this sea touches the Korean coast, it is 
better to name it the Sea of Japan.”

In fact, this sea area is surrounded by the Japanese 
Archipelago in the eastern and the southern parts, and by the 
Asian Continent in its northern and western parts. ROK and 
DPRK have coastal boundaries in the sea,s southwestern part, 
but their coasts face only about one fifth of the total length of 
the coast of the Sea of Japan.

Hideo Kawai, the aforementioned Japanese researcher, 
examined the geographical validity of the name “Japan Sea” in 
a paper presented to the Oceanographic Society of Japan in 
2001. Kawai pointed out that the most frequently used 
method of naming sea areas separated from an ocean is to use 
the name of a major archipelagic arc or a peninsula that 
separates the sea area in question from the ocean. The 
examples he cited include the “Sea of Japan,” the “Andaman 

Sea” (separated from the Indian Ocean by the Andaman 
Islands), the “Gulf of California” (separated from the 
southeastern part of the Northern Pacific Ocean by the 
California Peninsula), the “Irish Sea” (separated from the 
northeastern part of the North Atlantic Ocean by Ireland) 
and so on. (See Fig. 3.)

According to Kawai, the “East Sea” name advocated by 
ROK is based upon another method of naming, a method 
that names a sea area based upon a direction from a specific 
country or region toward that sea area. Examples include the 
“North Sea” and the “East China Sea.” However, according to 
Kawai, a comparison of the naming methods used for the 
“East Sea” and for the “Sea of Japan” shows that while the 
“East Sea” is a subjective name as viewed from the 
geographical locations of ROK and DPRK, the “Sea of Japan” 
is a name that focuses on the geographical feature — the 
Japanese Archipelago — that is indispensable for the existence 
of this sea area. Herein lies the objective validity of the use of 
the name “Sea of Japan.”

One of the reasons why Koreans might oppose the name 
“Sea of Japan” could be that they think that this name implies 
“Japanese ownership” of this sea area. However, the name “Sea 
of Japan” is based upon the geographical features of this sea 
area and its established use in Europe from the late 18th 
century to the early 19th century. As such, the name itself 
does not imply any political intent.
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Summary

SEA OF

he following three points summarize the studies 
on the name “Sea of Japan” presented in this 
pamphlet:

A recent Japanese study of 392 maps in 60 countries 
revealed that only 11 maps (2.8%) did not describe the 
sea area using solely the name “Sea of Japan.”  On those 
11 maps, both the name “Sea of Japan” and the name 
“East Sea” were shown. There was no map that described 
the sea using solely the name “East Sea.”

Historically, the name “Sea of Japan” became widely 
accepted and established in Europe from the late 18th 
century to the early 19th century. It did not come 
about, as asserted by ROK, as a result of 
Japan,s colonialistic and imperialistic 
intent in the first half of the 20th 
century.

In view of the methodology for 
geographical naming, the name 
“Sea of Japan” was objectively 
determined by its geographical 
characteristics — the sea area is 
separated from the Pacific Ocean 
by the Japanese Archipelago. By 
contrast, the “East Sea” is a

subjective name proposed from a perspective centering on 
ROK and DPRK.

The adoption of the name “East Sea” was first proposed 
by ROK and DPRK at the sixth United Nations Conference 
on the Standardization of Geographical Names in 1992. 
Today, only ROK and DPRK advocate the adoption of this 
name. Considering the fact that only one name, the “Sea of 
Japan,” is broadly accepted and internationally established  
and that there is virtually no historical or geographical basis 
for the use of the name “East Sea,” one may infer that the 
assertions of ROK and DPRK are backed by strong political  
intentions.

If a firmly established sea name were to be 
changed for the political intentions of only a 

few countries without a valid reason, such 
an action would not only bring about 

confusion in the world,s geographical 
order, but also would leave a bad 
precedent for generations to come. 
Japan strongly opposes such an 
attempt. We sincerely hope that
the international community will 
understand and support Japan,s

position.
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The name “Sea of Japan” is geographically 
and historically established and is currently 
used all over the world, except for a few 
countries claiming that the name should be 
changed to the “East Sea”.

However, their argument is unfounded and 
will only cause confusion in the international 
geographical order.

This pamphlet provides objective and factual 
information to help the  international community 
to understand this issue.




