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Abstract

Conflict studies focus on conflicts or disputes over geographic names, territorial boundaries or resources, and make up a well-
defined subfield within political geography. Studies have traditionally drawn on a mix of geopolitics, the politics of identity
and/or international affairs to explain the complexities involved in these conflicts. However, studies of nature or environment
as a physical entity within toponymic conflicts tend to be missing in these conceptual explanations. To strengthen and deepen
future analyses, this theoretical paper argues that conflict studies could benefit from incorporating key theoretical insights from

political ecology.
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Introduction

Two names. one sea.

The names of an ocean, sea or lake seem just that — a name.
However, over the past century, Japan and the two Koreas
have been fighting a long and fierce argumentative battle
over what to call the body of water that separates them.
Most international documents and maps have adopted the
“Sea of Japan” as their official term (the name preferred by
Japan), while relegating other names such as the “East Sea”
or “Donghae” (the names favored by Korea) to a
“parenthetical” existence. Situated in a series of competing
historical claims that are deeply intertwined with the
countries’ national identities (Choo, 2010; Oh, 2017) [7 %I,
this toponymic conflict has been studied drawing on insights
from international affairs and political geography. These
studies have provided invaluable insights into how nation-
state actors employ narrative and symbolic techniques to
substantiate their claims (Casino & Shin, 2010; Choo, 2010)
(571, What is often missing from these analyses, however, is
a direct or indirect recognition that the “sea” constitutes a
physical entity that is independent of the names that
describe it.

This “omission” matters because the *“sea” that is being
fought over has experienced significant environmental
problems — issues that either have been theoretically
sidelined, or in some cases entirely “forgotten”. Serious
cases of overfishing (Zhang, Seo, Kang, & Lim, 2019) 1“4,
benthos  contamination  (Belan, 2003) Bl major
anthropogenic pollution (Vashchenko, 2000) B heavy
metal and chemical pollution (Kobzar & Khristoforova,
2015; Tkalin, 1991) [*7- 351 risks of seismic disasters (Hong,
Park, Lee, & Kim, 2020) Tkalil4n, and diminished seawater
quality (Yoon, 2018) have been documented in this “sea”.
By reducing the conflict to dispute over a geographic name,
other elements of the same conflict — arguably more
important ones — can get left out. To help conflict studies
move forward, this short paper, therefore, aims to show how
political ecology can strengthen the understanding of

toponymic disputes and other resource-driven conflicts. By
definition, political ecology combines concerns of both
ecology and political economy, and provides a broader view
of bio-environmental relationships within political issues
including conflicts (Robbins, 2008) 3%, Studying conflicts
and environmental degradation from a political ecology
perspective can unpack how hidden political and economic
discourses drive geopolitical fights over resources and/or
how disputes over seemingly inconsequential geographic
names are often part merely the tip of the iceberg of much
larger issues (Escobar, 2006) (1%, Political ecology, in short,
offers the possibility to bring nature and the environment
back into clearer theoretical focus — and in doing so —
provides an interdisciplinary vehicle for mutual learning
(Robbins, 2008) (3,

The Limits of the Existing Paradigm

Political geography— as the existing paradigm - has
traditionally played an important role in understanding
toponymic and territorial conflicts. Studies in this field tend
to draw on core concepts such as territory, territoriality,
and/or boundaries to show how political entities spatially
form, evolve, and eventually collapse (Agnew, 2003) [,
Conflicts — from a political geography perspective — thus
often arise when claims over territorial boundaries or spatial
order are normalized by competing political discourses. The
field covers a wide range of research areas that involve: (1)
different types of conflict (e.g. resource conflicts versus
boundary conflicts), (2) the politics of identity (e.g. the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict), (3) issues of globalization (e.g.
shifts toward a deterritorialized and borderless world), (4)
symbolic representations of political power, to (5) the role
of new social movements in conflict evolution (Monnet,
2011; Newman, 2006; Reuber, 2000) [?3 25 291 More
recently, political geographers have also begun to adopt
aspects of postmodern and social constructionist
approaches. These perspectives focus more strongly on how
different social actors construct, reproduce or reconstruct
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territorial meanings and spatial boundaries. Together, these
studies have provided invaluable insights into how conflicts
are created, maintained and ended.

Unlike territorial conflicts, which involve clashes over
resources or geographic boundaries, toponymic conflicts
involve disputes that are driven primarily by identity politics
(Alderman & Inwood, 2013; Woodman, 2014) 2401, Ethnic,
religious or nation-state identities are mobilized to support
political claims to land and/or the right to name geographic
places. In the conflict over the “Sea of Japan” (“East Sea”),
for example, South Korea and Japan, in particular, have
made claims and counterclaims that mobilize powerful
national symbols and patriotic imageries (Paasi, 1998) 7],
The actor that wins this claims-making process — as Tuathail
(1998) 361 has rightly observed — tends to get to name of the
place and impose its historic views onto the international
community. While the substance and history of the
arguments is important, the comparative power of a country
within in the larger nation-state system can often tip the
scales in these conflicts (Paulson, Gezon, & Watts, 2003)
1281, While providing important theoretical insights, conflict
studies — especially those situated within a postmodern
and/or global tradition — often de-contextualize or decouple
conflicts from the “real” physical essence of place.
Territories, borders and natural resources become names,
references and/or footnotes in an intricate game of political
power and intrigue. However, by reducing places to mere
toponyms, maps, and symbolic referents, this type of
analysis risks eliminating the physicality of space. One
needs to remember that issues of post-territory are — in a
sense — all aspects of territoriality; not a substitute for them.
A more holistic understanding of conflicts, therefore,
necessitates the affirmation and/or reintroduction of
physical space at the center of any analytical framework.

The Promise of Political Ecology

Political Ecology- as an alternative paradigm — can play a
complementary role in studying toponymic conflicts (or
other types of conflicts). It focuses on how economic,
political, and socio-historical forces affect nature, and, as
such, maps out the broader political economy of nature. The
tradition can be traced back to the radical Neo-Marxist
geography of the early 1970s (Harvey, 1982) 2l though
more recently the tradition has started to incorporate other
perspectives (e.g. feminist and postmodern epistemologies).
While political ecology like political geography increasingly
shows post-territorial or post-modern influences, the
framework reaffirms the centrality of nature and the
physical environment in all of its theoretical variations
(Sheppard, 2011) 2. Despite internal divisions, political
ecology offers a number of key theoretical insights to
conflict studies. It draws much closer attention to how
power differentials among actors affect the actors’ views on
the environment but also how they can shape the very nature
of conflicts. Social constructionists within the tradition
further broaden these realist assumptions by looking how
meanings of place, nature and the environment are linked to
the political interests of particular actors. And finally,
political ecology also puts the environmental/ecological
physicality of space - something that tends to be missing in
many other discussions — back into the theoretical center of

all its analyses (Robbins, 2008; Walker, 2005; Watts, 1983)
[30, 38, 39]
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Shifting the analytical focus to nature and the environment,
however, does not need to compromise the theoretical rigor
of conflict studies but it can add to it. Political ecology, for
example, can enable researchers to deconstruct geopolitical
forces that drive resource conflicts, and with it, help them
broaden the scope of their analyses. Conflicts often occur
within regions that have long histories of resource overuse
and environmental degradation (Hilson, 2002; Milligan &
Binns, 2007) '3 201, Political ecology, as a result, suggest
that existing resource exploitation and environmental
problems can shape current and future conflicts in ways that
have traditionally gone unacknowledged. By shifting
attention to the environmental context and physical space,
analyses of toponymic conflicts, could thus be further
deepened. Political ecology also aims to transcend the
politics of words by reminding us that nature (and its
resources) have an ontological existence independent of any
signifiers. Toponymic conflicts cannot settle issues of
resource ownership, nor can they give adequate attention to
the role of international law that regulates access to marine
resources in the area (Rothwell & Stephens, 2010) B33,
Conflicts over resources thus be re-framed as “conflicts over
nature”. This shift is both discursive and substantive. It
situates conflicts within the actual physical reality of nature,
and in doing so creates theoretical openings to address
related issues (e.g. environmental degradation in a fought
over region). By drawing attention to the political
dimensions of ecological issues, political ecology can this
help conflict studies refine, broaden, and deepen its analyses
of traditional resource conflicts.

The body of water that the world knows as the “Sea of
Japan” has a long and contested history. To Korea, the sea is
the “East Sea” (or “Donghae”) and not the “Sea of Japan”.
While the meaning of the “East Sea” has undergone a series
of changes from its sino-centric origins to its more
contemporary usage (Dormels, 2009) P!, many Koreans
associate “Donghae” with the making of a nation. The place
evokes precious childhood memories of the heroism of King
Gwanggaeto the Great, the enchanting mysteries of guardian
deities and/or the promise of life with vast and bountiful
natural resources (Choo, 2010) /1. The “Sea of Japan” also
triggers painful stories of Japanese expansionism on the
Korean peninsula. To the Japanese, in contrast, the name
“Sea of Japan” simply continues a European origin story.
Dismissing charges of Japanese colonialism, Japan
maintains that the term has been used internally since the
17" century. The term was further popularized for an
international audience by Russian explorer Fyodorovich
Kruzenshtern. Kruzenshtern wrote in his 1812 book, for
example, that "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."
(Japan-Coast-Guard, 2005) [ While sympathetic to
Korea’s attempt to remove traces of its painful Japanese
colonial past, Western scholar Mark Monmonier (2007)
[22largues that Japanese nautical maps from that time support
Japan’s narrative claims. Whatever the facticity of these
historical positions, beginning in the early 20" century
professional  associations  like  the International
Hydrographic Organization started to adopt the Japanese
usage of the term. Over time, many other international
organizations followed suit seemingly reifying a highly
contested word (Choo, 2009) [l While systematic
objections have been expressed since the 1992’s United
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Nations Conference on the Standardization of Geographical
Names (Ministry-of-Foreign-Affairs-of-Japan, 2017) and
many compromises have been suggested, none of these
efforts have been able to resolve the conflict (Choo, 2012)
i8]

While political geography has been seminal in illuminating
the complex nature of claims-making in this toponymic
conflict (Johnson & Balentine, 2014) %1, one could argue
that it has failed in other ways. Toponymic conflicts like the
one over the “Sea of Japan” (“East Sea), for example,
deemphasize or draw attention away from the physical
characters of the actual body of water. While it is important
to deconstruct the evolution of geographic names, it de-
politicizes nature and dismisses the environment as
legitimate subject of scientific inquiry. By analyzing the
symbolic politics of the names, nature as an actual place
often gets “forgotten”. In contrast, political ecology draws
systematic attention to the social relations that exist among
nations. It would point out, for example, that the United
States is a powerful arbitrator that mediates between the
claims made by different actors — in this case mainly
between South Korea and Japan (Short & Dubots, 2020;
Stoltman, 2019) [ 341 Within the system of neoliberal
capitalism, political power of a nation-state actor depends
(in part) on how it can leverage this political power. Seen
from this perspective, the name “Sea of Japan” as an
internationally accepted “reality”, thus may — to some extent
— reflect Korea’s unequal standing within this system.
Drawing attention to how the political economy plays out in
toponymic conflicts, however, is also not sufficient.
Political ecology can also provide important insights into
how the claims-making process legitimizes one reality (“Sea
of Japan”) while — at the same time — acquiescencing others
(e.g. “Nature™). The two toponyms “Sea of Japan” and “East
Sea”, from this perspective, constitute merely a spatial
rhetoric that establish linguistic legitimacy among
respective audiences. While the international community,
including International Hydrographic Organization, has
engaged both countries to agree on using both names
(Moon, 2011) 4 these efforts have failed to open any real
dialogue on how to, for example, share information on water
quality, species diversity and/or other marine resources—
aspects that get sidelines by the conflict. In a sense, what is
not being talked about here (“nature™) can be as important
as what is (“the name”). Political ecology can offer
important theoretical points of departure here.

Analyses that draw upon a political economy or social
constructionist framework are important. To the extent to
which they exclude “nature” or the “environment”,
however, they can fail the analysist. By studying the nature
and origins of these conflicts, conflict scholars risk
becoming part of the very politics they are trying to
understand. The words, symbolic imagery and historical
accounts they choose to illuminate may affirm or challenge
our taken-for-granted reality (Foucault, 1976) ', They can
render existing metanarratives hegemonic and silence
others. Political ecology reminds us that all conflicts play
out with a space that not only has unique socio-political
histories (as seen from the vantage point of particular actors)
but also comes with specific biophysical characteristics.
Thus, by augmenting conflict studies with a political
ecology framework, scholars could better unpack the many
interweaving stories of how nature, politics and the
economy intersect. In doing so, they could also help inform
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a more “rational” policymaking process and/or help enrich
stalled discusses within the public sphere (LeBillon &
Duffy, 2018) [*91, When “nature” gets (added) back into the
theoretical framework, the story of toponymic conflicts
could reveal new and intriguing plots twists — narrative
crescendos that may challenge our taken-for-granted
understanding of the world.

Conclusion

Solomon’s wisdom

All toponymic conflicts come down to conflicts over
resources. Political geographers have successfully drawn
attention to some resources in these conflicts (i.e. symbolic
and political) while de-emphasizing and/or omitting others
(i.e. natural or environmental resources). The continued
political drama between the Koreas and Japan over the
proper “name”, however, challenges not only the ingenuity
of seasoned politicians and activists but also asks researcher
to rethink and sharpen their own analytical toolkits. Science
studies policy as much as policy reflects the “facts” and
“realities that geographers and other social scientists
construct. Whether researchers want to or not — they are part
of the larger social machinery that co-produces reality
(Berger & Luckmann, 1967) 4,

In a well-known biblical story, King Solomon was asked to
adjudicate between the claims of two young women saying
they were the mother of the child. Solomon’s wisdom was
to sidestep these arguments and move the frame of
reference. Rather than examining each respective claim, he
reframed the situation by focusing on what was best for the
child (LaRue, 2004) [*8l, By analogy, political ecology could
help shift the theoretical focus so as to include both nations’
genuine love for the “sea” — a sea whose physical existence
is being threatened by environmental degradation. In doing
so, it can help move beyond the toponym and enrich our
understanding of conflicts, and, if desired, sketch out
possible contours for real-world solutions....

Conflicts of Interest
The authors declare no conflicts of interest regarding the
publication of this paper.

References

1. Agnew J. (Ed.) A Companion to Political Geography.
Chicago: Wiley-Blackwell, 2003.

2. Alderman DH, Inwood J. Street naming and the politics
of belonging: Spatial injustices in the toponymic
commemoration of Martin Luther King Jr. Social &
Cultural Geography,2013:14(2):211-233.
d0i:10.1080/14649365.2012.754488

3. Belan TA. Benthos abundance pattern and species
composition in conditions of pollution in Amursky Bay.
Marine  Pollution  Bulletin,2003:46(9):1111-1119.
doi:https://doi.org/10.1016/S0025-326X(03)00242-X

4. Berger PL, Luckmann T. The Social Conctruction of
Reality: A Treastise in the Sociology of Knowledge.
Garden City, NY: Anchor Books, 1967.

5. Casino ES, Shin M. Restoring the Name ‘East Sea’ for
‘Japan Sea’: Strategic Choice between Continental and
Maritime Cartographic Traditions. International Area
Review,2010:13(2):213-233.
d0i:10.1177/223386591001300211

6. Choo S. Re: Strategic Solutions for Toponymic Conflict
on the East Sea and Dockdo, 2009.

96


http://www.socialsciencejournal.in/

International Journal of Humanities and Social Science Research

7.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

Choo S. Geopolitics of the East Sea and the Isse of Its
Naming. Journal of the Korean Cartographic
Association,2010:10(2):1-11.

Choo S. Recent Discussions on the Naming of the Sea
between Koera and Japan and Topics of the
Geogrpahical Toponymy. Journal of the Korean
Geographical Society,2012:47(6):870-883.

Dormels R. Semantic Change in one of the Meanings of
the Terms "Donghae (East Sea) and "Sea of Japan".
Paper presented at the The 15th International Seminar
on Sea Names, Sydney, Australia, 2009.
http://www.eastseal994.org/data/bbsData/14630288781
pdf

Escobar A. Difference and Conflict in the Struggle
Over Natural Resources: A political ecology
framework. Development,2006:49(3):6-13.
doi:10.1057/palgrave.development.1100267

Foucault M. The Archaeology of Knowledge. New
York: Harper & Row, 1976.

Harvey D. The Limits to Capital. Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1982.

Hilson G. An overview of land use conflicts in mining
communities. Land Use Policy,2002:19(1):65-73.
doi:https://doi.org/10.1016/S0264-8377(01)00043-6
Hong TK, Park S, Lee J, Kim W. Spatiotemporal
Seismicity Evolution and Seismic Hazard Potentials in
the Western East Sea (Sea of Japan). Pure and Applied
Geophysics,2020:177(8):3761-3774.
doi:10.1007/s00024-020-02479-z

Japan-Coast-Guard. Japanese Basic Position on the
Naming of the "Japan Sea", 2005. Retrieved from
https://web.archive.org/web/20110524092704/http:/ww
wl.kaiho.mlit.go.jp/GIJUTSUKOKUSAI/nihonkai/posi
tion_eng.htm

Johnson CM, Balentine MD. Politics in the Landscape:
Reading Toponymy in Political Geography, 2014.
Retrieved from
http://eastseal994.org/data/bbsData/14906097691.pdf
Kobzar AD, Khristoforova NK. Monitoring heavy-
metal pollution of the coastal waters of Amursky Bay
(Sea of Japan) using the brown alga Sargassum miyabei
Yendo, 1907. Russian Journal of Marine
Biology,2015:41(5):384-388.
doi:10.1134/S1063074015050065

LaRue LH. Solomon's judgement: A Short Essay on
Proof. Law, Probability and Risk,2004:3:13-31.
LeBillon P, Duffy R. Conflict Ecology: Connecting
Political Ecology and Peace and Conflict Studies.
Journal of Political Ecology,2018:25(1):239-260.
doi:https://doi.org/10.2458/v25i1.22704

Milligan S, Binns T. Crisis in policy, policy in crisis:
Understanding environmental discourse and resource-
use conflict in northern Nigeria. The Geographical
Journal,2007:173(2):143-156.
doi:https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-4959.2007.00231.x
Ministry-of-Foreign-Affairs-of-Japan. The Issue of the
Name of the Sea of Japan, 2017. Retrieved from
https://www.mofa.go.jp/policy/maritime/japan/index.ht
ml

Monmonier M. From Squaw Tit to Whorehouse
Meadow: How Maps Name, Claim, and Inflame
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007.

Monnet J. The symbolism of place: a geography of
relationships between space, power and identity.

24,

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

35.

36.

37.

38.

39.

40.

www.socialsciencejournal.in

Cybergeo: Revue européenne de géographie/European
journal of geography(562), en ligne, 2011.
doi:10.4000/cybergeo.5316

Moon G.-l. Gov't goes easy on East Sea renaming
demand. Korea Joongang Daily, 2011. Retrieved from
https://koreajoongangdaily.joins.com/news/article/articl
e.aspx?aid=2935590

Newman D. The resilience of territorial conflict in an
era of globalization. In B. F. Walter & M. Kahler
(Eds.), Territoriality and Conflict in an Era of
Globalization. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2006 , 85-110.

Oh SJ. An Identity Aspect to the "Wars" of Maps in
East Asia: Focusing on the East Sea/Sea of Japan Name
Debate. Korea Observer,2017:48(1):57-83.

Paasi A. Boundaries as social processes: Territoriality
in the world of flows. Geopolitics,1998:3(1):69-88.
d0i:10.1080/14650049808407608

Paulson S, Gezon LL, Watts M. Locating the Political
in Political Ecology: An Introduction. Human
Organization,2003:62(3):205-217.  Retrieved  from
http://www.jstor.org/stable/44127401

Reuber P. Conflict studies and critical geopolitics —
theoretical concepts and recent research in political
geography. Geo Journal, 2000:50(1):37-43.
doi:10.1023/A:1007155730730

Robbins P. The State in Political Ecology: A Postcard
to Political Geography from the Field. In M. L. a. J. R.
Kevin Cox (Ed.), The SAGE Handbook of Political
Geography. Los Angeles: SAGE Publication, 2008.
Rothwell DR, Stephens T. The International Law of the
Sea. Portland, US: Hart Publishing, 2010.

Sheppard E. Geographical Political Economy. Journal
of Economic Geography,2011:11:319-331. Retrieved
from
https://www.geog.ucla.edu/sites/default/files/users/eshe
ppard/522.pdf

Short JR, Dubots L. Contesting Place Names: The East
Sea/Sea of Japan Naming Issue. Geographical Review,
2020, 1-20. doi:10.1080/00167428.2020.1827936
Stoltman J. Sea Names, Public Policy, Textbook
Publishing, and Educational Practice, 2019. Retrieved
from
http://eastseal994.org/data/bbsData/15919292351.pdf
Tkalin AV. Chemical pollution of the northwest
Pacific. Marine Pollution Bulletin,1991:22(9):455-457.
doi:https://doi.org/10.1016/0025-326X(91)90215-E
Tuathail GO. Political geography Ill: Dealing with
deterritorialization. Progress in Human
Geography,1998:22(1):81-93.
doi:10.1191/030913298673827642

Vashchenko MA. Pollution in Peter the Great Bay, Sea
of Japan, and its biological consequences. Russian
Journal of Marine Biology,2000:26(3):155-166.
doi:10.1007/BF02759533

Walker PA. Political ecology: where is the ecology?
Progress in Human Geography,2005:29(1):73-82.
d0i:10.1191/0309132505ph530pr

Watts MJ. Silent Violence: Food, Famine and
Peasantry in northern Nigeria. Berkely: University of
California, 1983.

Woodman P. The Interconnections between Toponymy
and Identity. Review of Historical Geography and
Toponomastics 1X, 2014, 7-20. Retrieved from

97


http://www.socialsciencejournal.in/

International Journal of Humanities and Social Science Research

41.

https://geografie.uvt.ro/wp-
content/uploads/2015/06/06_ ARTICOL_WOODMAN.
pdf

Zhang C.-l, Seo Y-I, Kang H.-J, Lim J.-H. Exploitable
carrying capacity and potential biomass yield of sectors
in the East China Sea, Yellow Sea, and East Sea/Sea of
Japan large marine ecosystems. Deep Sea Research
Part Il: Topical Studies in Oceanography,2019:163,
16-28. doi:https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dsr2.2018.11.016

www.socialsciencejournal.in

98


http://www.socialsciencejournal.in/

