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This book provides a comprehensive survey of Japanese-Russian relations from
the end of the Russo-Japanese War until the present. Based on extensive original
research in both Japanese and Russian sources, it traces the development of rela-
tions from the tumultuous pre-war period, through the Second World War, Cold
War and post-Cold War periods. Considering the wider international situation,
domestic influences and ideological factors throughout, it shows how the hopeful
period of the late 1990s — when Japanese-Russian relations briefly ceased to be
acrimonious, and it seemed that normal relations might be established — was not
unique. Joseph P. Ferguson argues there have been several previous occasions when
rapprochement seemed possible, which in the end proved elusive: rapprochement
frequently becoming the victim of domestic factors which often worked against
and took precedence over good relations. The book concludes with an assessment
of the present situation and of how relations are likely to develop in the immedi-
ate future.

Joseph P. Ferguson is Vice President of the National Council for Eurasian and East
European Research and Adjunct Professor at the University of Washington. He is
also Associate Editor of the journal Problems of Post-Communism. He received his
Ph.D. in International Relations from the John Hopkins University Nitze School
of Advanced International Studies (SAIS).
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Abstract

The period 1996-2007 marked a time of tremendous anticipation in bilateral
relations between Japan and Russia. For the first time in over two hundred years
neither country viewed the other as a direct security threat. Bilateral political
contacts of the highest level proliferated, highlighted by warm personal contacts
between the leaders of both nations. Relations between the defense establishments
of both nations sprouted seemingly overnight, perhaps even surpassing bilateral
political relations in terms of atmospherics and good will. And by the end of the
1990s Japanese-Russian and international energy consortia in the Russian Far East
actually began producing and exporting energy. For the first time since the end of
the Second World War there was a palpable mood in both countries that the long-
standing enmity could be put aside and that the relationship could finally be normal-
ized. By 2007, however, it was clear the two nations were still far from settling the
territorial dispute that had prevented a normalization of relations since the end of
the Second World War. This study explores why the two nations have been unable
to normalize relations. Japanese-Russian bilateral interaction is examined in the
context of international structural forces, domestic politics, and ideational factors.
The two nations have been brought together in brief periods of rapprochement
throughout the twentieth century, due primarily to international structural factors,
but domestic political and ideational factors have often hindered the relationship
from advancing beyond a mere temporary dalliance of convenience. This study also
explores how states react to change wrought by structural transformation, and how
this affects their diplomacy. This study contributes to the literature on Japanese and
Russian foreign policy making, and on the international relations of Northeast Asia
in the post-Cold War era, by examining the different influences and factors behind
the decision-making process of the dominant political elite in both countries, based
on a review of Japanese and Russian language sources and interviews with a wide
range of decision makers and experts in both countries.
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Introduction

Continuing patterns

As the twenty-first century begins, intellectuals have been debating over the past
several years what sort of period the global community is entering. ‘Post-Cold
War’ is the term generally settled upon, but various other designations, such as
‘the New World Order,” ‘the End of History,” and ‘the Clash of Civilizations,’
have been used to describe the world system as it enters the third millennium AD
Some people feel that the Cold War has not truly ended, and that the collapse of
the Soviet Union served as a mere respite from an East-West conflict, in which the
eastern half has merely shifted some 4,000 miles farther to the east from Moscow
to Beijing. Whichever argument is most valid, the world community is clearly in a
transitional period marking not just a new millennium but also a new political order.
And yet two countries, Japan and Russia, are mired in an acrimonious territorial
dispute that dates from the Second World War. The two nations still have not signed
a peace treaty, more than six decades after the Pacific War ended. Why have the
two nations failed to normalize relations, and move forward into the twenty-first
century to meet the new challenges confronting each one at home and abroad?
Why, incredibly, are the two nations still unable to sign a peace treaty ending the
Second World War, despite the domestic changes in each country and the global
changes that have transpired since the end of the Cold War?

This anomaly of ‘Post-Cold War’ politics is important to understand, because it
is not as if two small nations, on the far periphery from great power intersection,
are arguing over an issue or geographical area of minimal importance. Japan and
Russia are two major powers. The area of contention itself lies within a region that
many predict could be the tinderbox of the next great power conflict — Northeast
Asia. Furthermore, by exploring this particular bilateral relationship in an era of
international change we can better understand the nature of bilateral relationships
in periods of international systemic change. The history of this particular bilateral
relationship can tell us something about how changes in the international system
and in domestic politics (in this case domestic change associated with the broader
systemic shifts) can affect bilateral relationships. How do nations react to major
international change, particularly when this change has such a great influence
on domestic processes? There is a broader analytical value that should be recog-
nized. International systemic change and domestic political change affect not only
nation-states themselves, but also the nature of discourse and relations with other
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countries. In the case of Japan and Russia, this it is especially pertinent given the
fact that the larger systemic changes associated with the end of the Cold War have
been closely linked to domestic institutional changes in each country.

The late 1990s and the early 2000s marked a period of tremendous anticipation
in bilateral relations between Japan and Russia, particularly the years between
1996 and 2007. For the first time in over two hundred years neither country viewed
the other as a direct security threat. Bilateral political contacts of the highest level
proliferated, highlighted by warm personal contacts between the leaders of both
nations. Relations between the defense establishments of both nations sprouted
seemingly overnight, perhaps even surpassing bilateral political relations in terms
of atmospherics and goodwill. And although economic relations were somewhat
stagnant, by the end of the 1990s Japanese-Russian and international energy
consortia in the Russian Far East actually began producing energy after years of
mere talk and planning. Oil produced off of Sakhalin Island in the Russian Far
East began being shipped to Japan. At the grass roots level, citizens in the border
areas of Hokkaido and the southern Kuril Islands were permitted visa-free visits
between the two regions. For the first time since the end of the Second World War
there was a palpable mood in both countries that the long-standing enmity could
be put aside and that the relationship could finally be normalized. As the 1990s
came to a close, however, it was clear the two nations were still far from settling
the territorial dispute that had prevented a normalization of relations since the end
of the Second World War.! The optimism that pervaded the relationship during the
latter half of the 1990s had seemingly evaporated as the self-imposed deadline for
a peace treaty expired at the end of the year 2000.2 And by the middle of the decade
after 200607 the awkward — if not acrimonious — dialogue that marked Japanese-
Russian relations during the Cold War also seemed to reappear at times.

The rapprochement of the late 1990s and the early 2000s was not the first
instance over the past century that Japanese-Russian relations have undergone a
sudden improvement, marked by a dramatic increase in political, diplomatic, and/
or military contacts. Each time the two nations seemed to be on the brink of a
genuine political breakthrough, however, constraining factors have emerged, thus
leaving relations between Moscow and Tokyo to their prior cold state. This is a
pattern that has repeated itself on at least half a dozen occasions since the end of the
Russo-Japanese War in 1905. This pattern demonstrates that the roots of bilateral
tension preceded and transcended the Cold War, and even the Second World War,
and suggests that the failure to normalize relations is probably not due solely to the
territorial dispute. Attempts to explain the impasse by pointing solely to the territo-
rial dispute miss the mark. The mistrust has existed longer than just six decades.

This work frequently utilizes the French term ‘rapprochement’ to describe any
warming in Japanese-Russian relations that includes a step-up in good faith diplo-
matic efforts to resolve not only the territorial dispute but other issues of economic
and political importance (such as fisheries agreements). Such efforts are often
accompanied by an increase in high-level political interaction, and by attempts
to bolster trade and investment, to shape public understanding, and to increase
military-to-military contacts. During periods of Japanese-Russian rapprochement
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there are numerous references in Japanese writings to sekkin and in Russian writ-
ings to sblizhenie. These are the nearest translations to rapprochement in the two
languages. Therefore, when one detects a noticeable increase in the usage of these
terms over a certain period of time, particularly in official statements or writings,
it is a good indication that the two governments are making sincere efforts to im-
prove relations. In this work the term ‘normalization’ of Japanese-Russian relations
refers to the signing of a peace treaty ending the Second World War and acknowl-
edgements from both sides that the territorial dispute has been resolved to mutual
satisfaction.* Normalization is used more loosely in reference to events prior to
the Second World War, when territorial disputes also from time to time dogged
the relationship, and at times threatened war. Nevertheless, diplomatic relations
prior to the Second World War were never for long held hostage to these disputes.
The often-bloody confrontations from the early part of the twentieth century and
the resentment that accompanied them, however, have remained to seethe in the
respective national psyches. There they remain today.

For the purposes of this work the term rapprochement does not necessarily de-
note ‘normalization.’ In fact, one could argue that since the end of the Second World
War, Japan and Russia have not had ‘normal’ relations, because they have not actu-
ally signed a peace treaty ending the war. Prior to the Second World War, Japan
and Russia/the Soviet Union had ‘normal’ diplomatic relations (except in times
of actual war, of which there were four during that period) in that they recognized
one another’s government and one another’s territorial integrity. After the Second
World War, the two nations went more than ten years without diplomatic recogni-
tion and still do not have a peace treaty. Therefore, the question of normalization
is the focus of the late 1990s and the early 2000s. Why are relations not ‘normal,’
and why is there no peace treaty? What has prevented this?

Although this work examines earlier periods of Japanese-Russian rapproche-
ment during the twentieth century, its focus remains on the period 1996-2007.
Therefore, attempts to describe the earlier periods should be seen as summaries,
not comprehensive histories. Accordingly, bibliographic references to the earlier
periods are also not meant to be comprehensive; they are meant to give a general
overview. It should also be pointed out that the main focus of the research in this
work is on the upper level of each nation’s leadership. The relationship between
Japan and Russia throughout the twentieth century up until the 1990s was domi-
nated by exclusive groups of top leaders in each nation. This changed somewhat
in the 1990s given the birth of democracy in Russia and its further development
in Japan. As such, there is little reference to public opinion polls before the 1990s.
Where appropriate, references to such opinion polls appear in the chapters dealing
with the 1990s and 2000s. Unless noted (as in Chapter 6), when reference is made
to national ‘attitudes,’ it is being made with dominant elite attitudes in mind. It is the
elite that have, for the most part, dominated policymaking toward one another.

The reference to “three dimensions” denotes the three areas that frame this
historical analysis of bilateral relations: international structural forces, domestic
politics, and ideational factors. Each of the periods of rapprochement in the twenti-
eth century that are the focus of this study will be examined against the background
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of international events, domestic politics, and the general ideas and ideologies that
influenced each society during the specific periods.

Historical patterns of Japanese-Russian relations

Periods of cooperation and rapprochement between Japan and Russia during the
twentieth century were numerous, however short-lived each one may have been.
Within two years of the end of the Russo-Japanese War of 1904-05* (hence the
beginning date of this study — 1907) Japan and Russia had begun a political ac-
commodation that culminated in a military alliance in 1916 during the First World
War. In 1925, after the withdrawal of Imperial Japanese forces from the Russian
Far East and Northern Sakhalin Island following the Russian Civil War, Japan
and the Soviet Union established diplomatic relations and engaged in political
and economic cooperation (which some historians think was aimed at opposing
the United States).” The Soviet-Japanese neutrality pact that lasted from 1941 to
1945 was another instance of bilateral cooperation. In 1956, although no peace
treaty was signed, the two nations agreed to recognize one another and commence
economic cooperation. Again in 1972—73, Japan and the Soviet Union pledged to
increase economic and political cooperation. The accession of Mikhail Gorbachev
as Secretary-General in the Soviet Union in 1985 was welcomed enthusiastically in
Japan. It was hoped in Japan that under Gorbachev bilateral relations would finally
be fully normalized. The same type of euphoria in Japan came about with the ac-
cession of Russian President Boris Yeltsin just a few years later in 1991-92.
Each brief period of political rapprochement ended in mutual suspicion at best,
and in conflict in three cases. The 1917 Russian Revolution ended the Japanese-
Russian alliance, and Japanese troops soon occupied large parts of the Russian Far
East. Even after the Japanese government recognized the Soviet Union in 1925,
the growth of conservative power in Japan and Soviet mistrust of Japanese inten-
tions in China and Northeast Asia killed off any hope of a ‘normal’ relationship.
Conflict ensued in the late 1930s. The Soviet Union invaded Manchuria and seized
both Sakhalin and the Kuril Islands in August 1945, violating the neutrality treaty
that had governed relations since 1941. After mutual recognition in 1956, bilateral
political cooperation and all hopes for a resolution of the territorial dispute died
with the controversial renewing of the US-Japan Security Treaty in 1960 and with
the ending of the first period of US-Soviet détente. The visit of Japanese Prime
Minister Kakuei Tanaka to Moscow in 1973 marked a supposedly ‘new era’ in
Soviet-Japanese relations. Promises to expand Japanese investment in the Russian
Far Eastern energy complex seemed logical given the worldwide energy crisis of
that year. But by the mid-1970s realities and obstacles brought to an end the brief
warming of relations. The accession of Mikhail Gorbachev to Soviet leadership
also raised hopes in Japan. However, by the year of his visit to Tokyo (1991), it
was clear no major concessions would be forthcoming from either side. The excite-
ment surrounding the birth of a Russian democratic government in late 1991 was
soon dampened after Russian President Boris Yeltsin cancelled a scheduled visit to
Japan in the fall of 1992. As was the case in each of the previous eras of Japanese-



Introduction: continuing patterns 5

Russian/Soviet reconciliation, the palpable hope surrounding the rapprochement
of 19962007 also seemed to taper off by the middle of the first decade of the new
millennium.

Was the political rapprochement of the late 1990s and early 2000s similar to the
previous eras of rapprochement? Can similarities be discerned in the respective
domestic political contexts and in international relations during these periods of
political amicability? Can similarities be found in the re-emergence of confron-
tational relations that disrupted each of these periods? Answering these questions
must be done against the background of the continuing pattern in bilateral relations
between Moscow and Tokyo during the twentieth century.

New areas for examination in Japanese-Russian relations

Japanese and Russian journalists, scholars and politicians have filled the scholarly
journals and newspapers of both nations over the past few years with articles on
the bilateral relationship. In Japan,® Shigeki Hakamada, Hiroshi Kimura, Nobuo
Shimotomai, Kazuhiko Togo and others have closely followed and described unfold-
ing events in the pages of publications such as Chuuo Koron, Foresight Magazine,
Sekai, the Asahi Shimbun, the Yomiuri Shimbun, and the Sankei Shimbun. In
Russia, Vasilii Golovnin, Georgii Kunadze, Aleksandr Panov, Konstantin Sarkisov,
and others have done the same in the pages of Izvestia, Mezhdunarodnaya Zhizhn’,
MEiMO, Novoe Vremya, and other publications. The accounts are descriptive,
sometimes prescriptive, and oftentimes biased, depending on the nationality of
the writer. Needless to say, they are excellent sources of information on the day-
to-day political changes. Unfortunately, almost all of these works are found only
in Japanese or Russian language periodicals.” Works on this topic in English have
been limited the past half-decade, apart from occasional journal articles.?

Although these studies all have their particular strengths, in the past few years
various new factors have emerged in the bilateral relationship that for the most
part have been overlooked in the literature. These factors, though they may have
existed in the past eras of Japanese-Russian rapprochement, must be re-examined
in the context of international relations of the early years of the twenty-first century.
The traditional analyses tend to return to oft-repeated and oft-examined issues (the
Cold War, territory, etc.) while missing the changes that have influenced bilateral
relations over the past few years. These changes associated with the post-Cold War
era have significantly affected bilateral relations, but most of the works covering
Japanese-Russian relations during the 1990s are still influenced by Cold War think-
ing, and Cold War terminology.’

Unfortunately, the territorial dispute has become the beginning point and the
ending point of much of the analysis undertaken to date. Utilizing historical ex-
aminations that begin with the earliest explorations of the disputed islands, many
authors attempt to establish who had the earliest territorial claims, thus from the
very beginning focusing on a dispute which has really only existed since the end
of the Second World War."* In fact, the malaise in relations predates the territo-
rial dispute. The dispute does not define the relationship, as is often the mistaken
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assumption. The territorial dispute is currently the outstanding issue dividing
the two nations, and it serves as the primary negotiating point for policymakers.
Nevertheless, the territorial dispute is more a symptom of the general malaise in
relations than the source of the abnormal relationship.

The roles of domestic actors in both countries have been transformed because
of the dramatic political changes of late in both nations. Throughout much of the
Cold War the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA) was a unitary actor
that dominated policy toward Moscow. Today MOFA is no longer as unitary as it
once was, and it has lost much of its influence. MITI (today renamed METI, for
the Ministry of Economics, Trade, and Industry), has gained more influence, and
there are new actors in the Japanese political arena — such as the Japan Defense
Agency, the Ministry of Finance, the Maritime Safety Agency — who have gained
more influence over Russia policy.

Within the ‘Russia School’ of the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs there has
been tremendous discord over Russia policy over the past decade. As mentioned,
the Russia School had once been a unified core in the formulation of Japan’s Soviet
and Russia policy over the Cold War decades and into the 1990s. Differences within
the ministry have surfaced and have complicated Japan’s Russia policy over the
last decade. This is an issue that has received little attention in even the most re-
cent studies, due to the controversial and sensitive nature of the subject.!’ Elected
politicians in Japan (especially among the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) elite)
have also increased their role in the formulation of Russia policy. They have taken
advantage of discord within the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to leverage their power
and influence. Little attention has been given to the role of bureaucracies in the for-
mulation of Japan’s Russia policy since Donald Hellman’s work on the Japanese-
Russian rapprochement of the 1950s.'> Hasegawa gives extensive coverage to the
role of the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, but much less attention to other
ministries. Gilbert Rozman also touches on the subtleties of Japanese domestic
policymaking in one of his works, but it covers only the Gorbachev years."

In Russia, too, the various governmental ministries and agencies tend to view
relations with Japan differently from one another as they vie for control over the
decision-making process. It is vital to point out that the collapse of the Soviet
system resulted in the collapse of centers of policymaking and the fragmentation
of the policymaking process. The Russian Foreign Ministry seems less influential,
while other government ministries (such as the Ministry of Fuel and Energy, the
Ministry of Natural Resources, the State Fisheries Committee, and others) have
increased their clout. The Ministry of Defense has retained most of its power in the
inter-governmental ranking in Russia, especially concerning relations with Japan.
Perhaps the most important change in Russian foreign policymaking has been the
increase in the role of local governments in the Russian Far East, especially their
influence on Japan policy. To date there has been little analysis of the intricacies
of internal Russian policymaking in the late 1990s and early 2000s and how this
has affected the formulation of Japan policy.

Most of the work to date published on this topic does reference economic rela-
tions, but it is never a major focus. Indeed, except for a brief period of time during
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the First World War and in 1970, neither country has ever been a principal trading
partner for the other." During the latter half of the 1990s and into the 2000s energy
cooperation began to take on an important role in the relationship. This is especially
significant since cooperation is no longer a bilateral affair, but now includes the
United States, China, Great Britain, India, and South Korea. Only in the last few
years has production begun on the Sakhalin Island shelf, and only recently has
there been activity in multi-national extraction and supply (or pipeline) projects
elsewhere in the region.'® This is an area that deserves more examination, particu-
larly against the background of rising oil demand across East Asia, the growth
of the East Siberian energy projects, and the effect this has on both Russian and
Japanese policy. The last decade has been a time of great activity in the energy field
and recent studies have neglected this. Energy and resource development has been
important to the Japanese-Russian relationship since the early days of the twen-
tieth century. But now the issue has become more internationalized, with multi-
national consortia taking the lead in energy development in the Russian Far East.
Additionally, strategic factors are important to consider in analyzing energy trends.
Since 2002 Japan and China have been engaged in an intense competition over
the course of oil and gas pipelines coming from Siberia to the Far East. Japanese
commercial and diplomatic activity in Central Asia is focused squarely on energy,
and is also linked to its Russia policy. Tied in with the energy factor, environmental
issues began to assume more importance in the late 1990s, as is evidenced with the
recent Sakhalin imbroglio. Nuclear non-proliferation initiatives have also come to
figure prominently in the bilateral relationship. Together these issues have become
an area of major concern, particularly for Japanese policymakers, and already they
have had an effect on the formulation of policy in Japan. All of these issues merit
more attention than has been given recently.

The end of the Cold War and the demise of the Soviet Union have dramatically
affected the situation in Northeast Asia. The specter of the ‘Northern Threat’ (i.e.
the Soviet Union) had been one of the driving forces of Japanese defense and
security policy during the Cold War (in fact, this threat had been a major factor in
Japanese strategic planning as early as the eighteenth century). Suddenly, with the
end of the Cold War, the primary rationale for Japan’s national defense strategy
disappeared. The rise of China and questions about the US commitment in the
region, along with various other events of the mid-1990s, prompted new Japanese
policy initiatives. Russian leaders, also concerned about China’s intentions in the
Russian Far East and in Central Asia, as well as US intentions in Eastern Europe
and Eurasia, also realized that a dramatic shift in their nation’s strategic calculus
was in order. Consequently, during the late 1990s, the territorial debate became
part of a broader picture.

Korean Peninsula issues provide interesting insights into the recent diplomatic
efforts in Japan and Russia. The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea’s pursuit
of nuclear weapons and development of ballistic missiles drove Japanese policy-
makers to reconsider existing security policies in the early- to mid-1990s. Russia
also was concerned about conflict on the Korean Peninsula along its border, and
had to reevaluate its position in the region. Additionally, early US-led international
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efforts to bring about peace and reconciliation on the Korean Peninsula aroused
concerns in both Moscow and Tokyo. This was not because a lessening of tensions
would be adverse to national interests, but because the initial dialogues did not
fully include either Japan or Russia. Despite the inclusion of the two nations in
the Six-Party talks on Korean Peninsula nuclear issues, diplomats in both nations
often feel that they are on the outside looking in. The two nations realize that they
now play a minimal role in events on the Korean Peninsula, which had been the
traditional crossroads of Japanese-Russian confrontation and diplomacy early in
the twentieth century. Japan and Russia have called for a wider dialogue in Korea
that would include their participation. Japan wants to demonstrate that it has the
capability to influence the regional political agenda; Russia wants to show that it
is still a player in East Asia. Both sides hope to regain lost diplomatic clout and to
enhance their political positions in Northeast Asia. For Japan events on the Korean
Peninsula took on additional meaning. Were Korea to reunify (whether on southern
terms, or even in the unlikely event that North Korea would dictate terms), Japan
would be faced with a potentially hostile neighbor.!® Analyses of Japanese-Russian
relations and Korean Peninsula issues tend to be treated separately but, in fact,
there is a direct linkage.

International factors also influence non-traditional factors such as national iden-
tity and perception. Since the middle of the nineteenth century the ups and downs
of Japanese-Russian bilateral relations have often reflected concerns of regional
hierarchy and political-economic development for both countries. Both nations
strove to modernize their economies and develop a catch-up strategy vis-a-vis
perceived threats from the West at the same time, in the mid-1850s. They have
been on a parallel development course since that time, and have directly competed
as latecomers to industrialization and in the game of power politics in East Asia.!”
Traditionally, when one country had the upper hand over the other, it reflected
badly on the other nation both at home and internationally. This is of particular
importance for these two nations because they each have a tendency for prioritiz-
ing status, or hierarchy, in international relations. This has become crucial at the
dawn of the twenty-first century as both nations attempt to define a new national
identity (or mission). Both Japan and Russia, amid global and domestic change,
seek a higher place for themselves in the emerging international hierarchy.

Furthermore, the studies on Japanese-Russian relations have to date been too
narrowly focused on the territorial dispute, failing to place it in the context of
broader international issues. An example is the role played by the Soviet Union
in the formulation of policy by conservative forces in Japan both before and after
the Second World War. Conservative forces in Japan utilized the Soviet specter to
cement themselves in political power for almost four decades. Interestingly, dur-
ing the Cold War, many conservative Japanese politicians favored recognition of
the People’s Republic of China. Although China is a communist country, many
conservative policymakers in Japan saw great advantage in dealing with their
closer socialist neighbor.'® It can be deduced, therefore, that the Russian form of
socialism was seen as a bigger evil to many Japanese policymakers. This suggests
that the image or perception of the Russian threat has played an important role in
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Japanese policymaking, especially among conservative leaders and even in social-
ist political circles.” This attitude has existed for a better part of the last century.
Robert Jervis has noted that, “it is often impossible to explain crucial decisions
and policies without reference to the decision-makers’ beliefs about the world and
the images of others.”?

Long subsumed by Cold War political priorities, the importance of the role of
historical memory cannot be too strongly emphasized. Japan has still not come
to terms with its wartime actions. While many nations in Asia demand that the
Japanese government make amends for its checkered past, Japan clings to the
idea that it was also a victim in the war. This ‘victim mentality’ (higaisha ishiki)
is particularly stressed in reference to the actions of the Soviet Union at the end of
the war in August 1945.2! Japan can conveniently point to this experience when
decrying its own suffering in the Second World War.

Similarly, Russia has not truly come to terms with its history. In particular,
Russia has a hard time accepting its reduced role in East Asia. Russia clings to
Soviet notions of being an East Asian power. It suffers from a double identity when
it comes to its Asian neighbors. In the past Russia (and the Soviet Union) viewed
itself as a bridge between an advanced Europe and a backward Asia. Now that
much of East Asia has developed to economic levels higher than that of Russia, the
nation grapples with traditional feelings of superiority, and a newfound inferiority
complex.? In no other relationships is this more obvious than in Russia’s relation-
ships with Japan and China. These issues deserve more attention, and indeed are
crucial to understanding the course of relations over the past decade.

A major new factor in the bilateral relationship is the growth of democratic poli-
tics and the free market economy in both countries, and the effect this has had on
policymaking and public opinion. For the first time in its modern history Russia has
a democratically elected government. In the 1990s Japan also underwent a major
transition when the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) lost absolute power and the
Japanese ‘economic miracle’ came to an end. Earlier this century, Japan and Russia
were two imperial powers on the rise in Asia. Today, these two democracies are
experiencing growing pains, and they are both answerable to the general public.
This undoubtedly affects policymaking. Japanese interest groups and regional
governments also play a role in influencing policy decisions. In Russia, the roles
of interest groups and particularly of regional governments have grown substan-
tially. How have these new roles changed the relationship? What new actors are
influencing policy in these two democracies?

Along with the process of democratization, leaders in both countries must
adjust to the economic and political forces associated with ‘globalization.’? In
both Japan and Russia politicians and the public are having a difficult time assess-
ing their nation’s place in this newly emerging system. These new forces affect
economic, political, and social institutions, and consequently they affect foreign
policymaking. Although their respective experiences are quite different, both Japan
and Russia are finding it difficult to adjust to the new changes associated with the
shifting dynamics of the global political economy.*

By examining the historical pattern that has pervaded Japanese-Russian relations
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it will be possible to assess the factors that have remained constant in the relation-
ship, and the factors that have changed. Past studies have traced the history of
relations chronologically, but they do not make a comparative historical study. As a
result they have neglected the historical/psychological forces that have definitively
shaped this relationship over an entire century. An historical study can help to shed
light on what transpired during the last days of the tumultuous twentieth century.
It is equally important to identify new or transformed factors, and to explain how
these factors might set the period 19962007 apart from the general pattern of
relations that has existed throughout the twentieth century.
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1907-45: Japanese-Russian relations
over four decades, and among four
wars

Japan and Russia are two countries that are on paper vastly different. One is a multi-
ethnic nation that is also a vast continental power, with seemingly no maritime
tradition.! The other country is a homogeneous island-nation that by geographical
necessity lives by maritime trade and by what the sea produces. Japan is known
for its innovation and adaptability; Russia is often viewed as being slightly behind
the times (especially in comparison to its European neighbors) and perhaps too
closely tied to its history and traditions. While Japan had the luxury several times
during its ancient and modern history of shutting itself off from the rest of the
world, Russia has often been at the mercy of hostile neighbors, and has never had
the luxury of remaining isolated from the world. Russia has in the last few centuries
been preoccupied with events in Europe. Japan has, and always will be, first and
foremost an Asian country. Little seems to tie the two nations together other than
geography: Russia is Japan’s closest neighbor.

History demonstrates, however, that the two nations, though often at odds over
one issue or another, can come together when political necessity dictates arapproche-
ment. Two prominent historians of Japanese-Russian relations, George Lensen and
Peter Berton, have argued that bilateral relations have not been as bad as is com-
monly perceived. These two historians point to the pre-Second World War period
in particular to demonstrate that relations are relatively friendly when the needs of
politics and strategy intersect. They have both argued that the periods of rapproche-
ment offer “proof of the possibility and feasibility of close cooperation” between
the two countries.? Former Russian Deputy Foreign Minister Georgii Kunadze feels
that although Japanese-Russian relations have been less than ideal since the Second
World War, they have generally been better than many other bilateral relationships
in Northeast Asia, such as the Sino-Russian, Sino-Japanese, or Japanese-Korean
relationships. He points out that since the end of the Second World War there has
never been a threat of war between the two, and that a certain “stagnant cordiality”
has existed among the leadership in both countries since 1956.> Kunadze generally
agrees with the Berton-Lensen argument that cooperation between Moscow and
Tokyo can and does exist when the situation calls for cooperation.

Both before and after the Second World War, the two nations did agree to co-
operate economically and politically at various times, even as they were agreeing
to disagree on issues such as the territorial dispute. Although it might be argued
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that the international situation after 1991 and the collapse of the Soviet Union
is different from that of previous periods, the brief political rapprochement that
marked the years 1996-2007 echoed earlier periods of bilateral cooperation in
certain ways. An examination of these earlier periods of rapprochement, therefore,
would seem to be a logical step toward understanding not only the evolution of
bilateral relations, but also the constraints on full cooperation and normalization.
What do the earlier periods of rapprochement have to tell us about the latest period
of cooperation? Furthermore, and more importantly, what do earlier failures to
completely normalize relations tell us about the most recent failure to sign a peace
treaty after the year 2000?

1907-16: From wartime enemies to wartime allies

In February 1904, after a significant deterioration of relations that dated from the
early 1890s, war between Japan and Russia broke out. The war was essentially
fought over control of port and railroad facilities in Manchuria and over the political
domination of the Korean Peninsula. The war was a costly affair — economically,
militarily, and politically — for both countries.* By the summer of 1905 both Japan
and Russia were already exhausted from the short war. In Japan questions arose
over whether the government could meet its loan repayments to third-party nations,
due to the rising costs of the war. In Russia the public was growing weary of the
bad news streaming in from the front, and the government feared a revolutionary
movement would grow from the bloody demonstrations in St. Petersburg. Both had
also suffered enormously on the battlefield. Besides losing more than one hundred
thousand lives each, Russia lost almost its entire Baltic and Far Eastern surface
fleet, and Japan was forced to call up more and more reserves as battlefield casual-
ties mounted. After 18 months of combat both nations were ready for peace.

In a remarkable turn of events within two years of the end of the war, Japan
and Russia had signed the first of four different treaties, culminating in an alli-
ance aimed ostensibly toward Germany in 1916 at the height of the First World
War.’ In 1907 the Japanese and Imperial Russian government, concerned about a
renewal of tensions in Northeast Asia, signed a treaty known as the Russo-Japanese
Convention of 1907. This treaty came into effect on July 30, 1907 and it had both
public and secret clauses. The public clause recognized the territorial integrity
of China, while the secret clause reaffirmed Japan’s ‘special’ position in Korea
and Russia’s ‘special’ position in Outer Mongolia (today the sovereign nation of
Mongolia). The secret clause also reaffirmed the divisions of respective spheres of
influence in Manchuria (in rough terms, the northern half lying in Russia’s sphere
and the southern half in Japan’s).® An agreement was also reached on commercial
fishing rights around Sakhalin and the Kuril Islands.

Just three years later on July 4, 1910 the two nations yet again signed a pair
of treaties, public and private. The public treaty reaffirmed the 1907 convention,
while a secret clause outlined the right of each nation to undertake any measures
necessary to maintain the status quo in Manchuria (i.e. to guard and maintain each
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nation’s “special interests”).” Article 5 of the secret treaty went so far as to state:
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In the event that these special interests should come to be threatened, the two
High Contacting Parties will agree upon the measures to be taken with a view
to common action or to the support to be accorded for the safeguarding and
the defense of those interests.®

The treaty took on the form of a quasi-alliance, already five years after the
Russo-Japanese War and four years before the First World War.

Yet again on July 8, 1912, a third secret treaty was signed between the two
nations. This third treaty recognized each nation’s sphere of influence in Inner
Mongolia (part of China proper today). Unlike the previous two conventions this
treaty had only a secret clause and was unknown to the rest of the world. Japan also
recognized yet again Russia’s special interests in Outer Mongolia.’

The last of the four conventions was signed on July 3, 1916 during the First
World War. The 1916 convention dealt with all the areas outlined in the three earlier
treaties. The public convention announced that the two nations, if necessary, would
undertake joint measures to maintain the status quo in China, Korea, Manchuria,
and Mongolia. Several articles stipulated for the supply of Japanese munitions to
Russia’s beleaguered armies on the Eastern Front in Europe. In return Russia also
extended new river navigation and railroad rights to Japan in northern Manchuria.
In a secret clause the two nations promised that no third power should come to
dominate China, and that in the event of such a threat the two nations promised
to cooperate militarily, even if only one of the two nations should be drawn into a
war initially with a third power.'°

The international context

It is important to understand the rapidly changing international situation as the
context for the series of public and secret Japanese-Russian conventions from
1907 to 1916. It should be remembered that in 1907, the year of the first Japanese-
Russian convention, Great Britain had patched up its differences with Imperial
Russia, and had joined Russia and France in the Triple Entente. It should also
be remembered that Britain had been Japan’s ally since 1902, and so there was
an intersection of interests between the three nations. Britain in no way urged
Japan or Russia to seek a rapprochement, but for leaders in both St. Petersburg
and Tokyo, it was clear that their interests coincided strategically. Leaders in
Japan and Russia were also concerned that misunderstandings stemming from
the war in 1904-05 could get out of hand and cause a second war between the
two. Japanese and Russian leaders were consequently interested in shoring up the
bilateral relationship, in order to concentrate on their particular areas of interests
without raising the suspicions of the other. Japanese generals in particular were
concerned about Russia launching a possible “war of revenge.”!! In fact, even after
the 1907 convention there was still talk in both Japan and Russia about a second
war, and in Japan the national defense plan still outlined Russia as Japan’s biggest
threat.'? It was no coincidence that Japan’s final annexation of Korea was carried
out on August 22, 1910, six weeks after the July 4 Japanese-Russian convention.'
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In 1911 the Chinese Revolution and the overthrow of the Ch’ing dynasty put a
question mark over the issue of all foreign concessions in China. Japan and Russia
wanted to make sure that there would be no confusion about the status quo in
Manchuria. In addition, Japan was increasingly nervous about Britain’s commit-
ment to the 1902 Anglo-Japanese alliance, whose utility was being questioned in
Britain by 1911.'#

Perhaps most important to Japanese and Russian leaders was the newfound
American interest not only in China proper, but especially in Manchuria. In 1899,
US Secretary of State John Hay and his staff had formulated a US plan for an
‘open-door’ policy in China. Although Hay formulated this policy with respect
to trade, it was also seen as a tacit call for the political equality of the Western
powers (and Japan) in China. The international response to the Boxer rebellion in
1900 seemed to advance Hay’s idea even further. In 1902 Hay addressed Russia
regarding the open-door policy, and questioned Russian designs in Manchuria.'s
Meanwhile relations between Japan and the United States (which had been tense
since before the US annexation of Hawaii in 1898) began to deteriorate further
while the Portsmouth peace negotiations were still under way. During the 1905
Russo-Japanese peace negotiations (which US President Theodore Roosevelt had
offered to mediate), Japan insisted on an indemnity of a sum between $600 mil-
lion and $1.2 billion from Russia. The United States strongly opposed this and
soon Japan was forced to relent. The United States also opposed Japan’s desire
to “temporarily” occupy all of Manchuria after the war, and insisted on a neutral
Manchuria with an ‘open door.” The 1907 US Immigration Amendment Law pro-
hibited further Japanese immigration from Hawaii into the United States. These
events combined with the beginning of the construction of the Panama Canal
(completed in 1914), and the tour of the American Great White Fleet in the Pacific
left the Japanese wary of the growing assertiveness of the United States in the
Pacific and Northeast Asia.'®

In November 1909 the new US Secretary of State, Philander C. Knox, encour-
aged by American railroad executives such as E.H. Harriman and a group of
investment bankers led by J.P. Morgan, called on Japan and Russia to permit their
railroad concessions in Manchuria to be placed under control of an international
consortium in accordance with the open-door policy.'” Knox’s railroad neutrality
plan was a potential blow to Japan and Russia’s ambitions in Manchuria. In ad-
dition, the Russian-built China Eastern Railroad (which crossed Manchuria from
the Lake Baikal region into the Russian Maritime Province and on to Vladivostok)
was seen in Russia as an actual national railroad whose function was to succor
and protect the vital and outflanked Maritime region that hosted the Russian Far
Eastern fleet. Japan was also loath to part with Japanese-constructed railroads in a
region over which they had spilled blood to acquire. What made Japan even more
nervous was British support for Knox’s plan. American, Japanese, and Russian
historians are virtually unanimous in their agreement that the 1910 Japanese-
Russian convention was signed in response to the stepped up US political pres-
ence in northeastern China. Two Japanese historians claim that Knox’s proposal
demonstrated America’s ambition to expand her political and economic influence
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in the region.'® A Russian historian concurs and wrote that the convention of 1910
was aimed solely at opposing the United States.'” An American historian pointed
out that with his plan Knox had nailed the ‘open door’ shut with the United States
looking in from the outside.? Perhaps the final irony of this whole affair was that
this ‘anti-US’ Russo-Japanese convention was signed on July 4, 1910.

Considerably more debate has been undertaken with reference to the 1916 treaty.
The majority of historians feel that, like the 1910 convention, the 1916 wartime
alliance was aimed primarily at the United States. In fact the new Soviet govern-
ment, soon after taking power, published the contents of the secret agreement of
1916. Lenin himself declared that the treaty was aimed at “the United States, Great
Britain, and the people of China.”?! In spite of this Soviet declaration it is still un-
clear against which “third” country the treaty referred to. The logical choice is of
course Germany, since the two nations were fighting on the side of Britain, France,
and Italy in 1916. Japan had been sending large amounts of weaponry to shore up
Russia in its struggle with Germany on the Eastern Front. Already by the middle of
1915 (a year before the last treaty was signed), 500 cannons, nearly half a million
rifles, and several million rounds of ammunition had been delivered from Japan to
Russia via the trans-Siberian railroad. In a dramatic gesture that demonstrated the
turnabout in relations, Japan returned to Russia the massive siege guns that had
been captured from Port Arthur after the fall of that city in 1905.2 The question
arises, however, if Germany was the target of the secret clause of the 1916 alli-
ance treaty, why did it have to be kept a secret? Peter Berton argues forcefully that
the treaty was not simply aimed at the United States, but was a broader effort by
the Japanese to avoid being opposed by a coalition of powers in Northeast Asia,
whether it be Anglo-American or German-American. Japanese leaders dreaded
the idea of an ‘all-white’ alliance aimed at carving up China and opposing Japan
in East Asia.?? Another historian feels that Japan and Russia themselves could not
agree against whom the alliance was aimed.?* As far as this work is concerned it
is really of no consequence what the purpose of the alliance was. The decision by
Japan and Russia to sign both public and secret conventions between 1907 and
1916 was undoubtedly influenced greatly by numerous international events during
this highly fluid period in world history.

The domestic political context

Domestic politics, as is usually the case, played a strong role in policy formula-
tion in both countries during the period of the four treaties. Both countries were
in periods of internal transformation. In Japan, the passing of the Emperor Meiji
in 1912 and the accession of his weak-minded son were, and still are, seen as a
major milestone in modern Japanese history. In Russia after the 1905 revolt in St.
Petersburg, the Tsar was experimenting with a representative legislative body for
the first time in the history of the Romanov dynasty.

In Japan pro-British and pro-Russian factions battled for influence. These two
factions were also divided on views concerning the United States, the pro-British
faction being seen as more conducive to working with the United States, and
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the pro-Russian faction being more bellicose toward the United States. Count
Hirobumi Ito, one of Japan’s original modern genro (or oligarchs) was seen as one
leader of the pro-Russia faction. After his assassination by a Korean nationalist
in Harbin in 1909 (where he was on the way to a meeting with Russian officials),
the leadership torch of the pro-Russia faction passed to Prince Aritomo Yamagata,
also a genro and the founder of the Imperial Japanese Army. Ironically, Ito and
Yamagata did not see eye to eye on most issues, but on this one they did. In fact,
many Japanese leaders saw the advantages in shoring up relations with Russia.
Among them were Baron Shimpei Gotd, Marquis Kaoru Inoue, General (later
Prime Minister) Giichi Tanaka, and Prime Minister (1901-06) Taro Katsura. The
fact that these conventions were signed demonstrates the power of the pro-Russia
faction and the growing disillusionment (even before the First World War) with the
Anglo-American powers.” The power struggle in domestic politics between the
two factions was reflected in the power struggle between Yamagata and Baron (and
Foreign Minister) Takaaki Kato. A Russian historian has pointed out that Japan’s
search for national autonomy and a way out of the impending post-war economic
slump began as early as 1916, with special attention given to Russian oil deposits
in northern Sakhalin.?® Although this seems rather early for Japan to have been con-
templating a slump that would not come until 1919-20, it is plausible that Japanese
economic planners foresaw the drop-off in demand for Japanese goods in Europe
and North America after the termination of hostilities in Europe.

In Russia the decision to move closer toward Japan after 1905 was seen by at
least one historian as part of a broader struggle within the Russian government be-
tween pro-British and pro-German elements. The pro-British faction won out. The
decision was made not only to join the Triple Entente with Britain and France, but
also to improve relations with Japan, a British ally.”” Russian leaders also undoubt-
edly wanted breathing space in the Far East to be able to complete construction of
the trans-Siberian railroad (especially the Amur mainline around Manchuria) and
to develop the Russian Far East both economically and militarily. At the same time,
French loans started to pour into Russia, overtaking American loans. Consequently,
an anti-US treaty with Japan would not sound a death knell for Russia’s developing
economy. Finance Minister Sergei Witte, who initially supported the 1904-05 war
with Japan, later was to become a proponent of shoring up relations with Japan in
order to concentrate on domestic economic reform, particularly in the Far East.
Although many in Russia feared that another war might ensue in the Far East with
Japan, war with Germany and Austria in Europe was deemed a greater overall
strategic threat to Russia.”®

The ideational context

Did something beyond mere political convenience push the governments in both
Japan and Russia to undertake efforts to cement a political rapprochement so soon
after the war in 1904-05? As mentioned, Japan and Russia were two nations un-
dergoing dramatic political transformations at home. In addition, at the turn of the
century both Japan and Russia were still developing economically and playing a
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catch up game with the Western powers. In essence, the two nations were in search
of a national identity and national mission at the dawn of the new century. And
because of the brutal nature of the recent war the image of each nation played a
large role in shaping the national psyche of the peoples in Japan and Russia.

Japan’s internal political struggle that began after the Emperor Meiji’s death in
1912 was, in the words of one historian, “a battle for national identity.”?* Aritomo
Yamagata wanted a return to the Meiji glory, which involved oligarchic rule
backed by the support of the Imperial Army. His opponents wanted a more liberal,
Western-leaning form of government. Yamagata’s vision was more similar to that
of Nicholas II than to that of David Lloyd George or Woodrow Wilson. Yamagata’s
view prevailed for the next several decades in Japan, but the collapse of the Tsarist
government in 1917 had to be seen as an ominous sign of the shortcomings of such
a system of governance. When, in fact, the Bolsheviks did take power in Russia it
came as a grave shock to the Japanese. As one Japanese leader proclaimed, “No
one imagined that the [Russian] Imperial Household, which possessed an enormous
army and international renown, would meet in an instant such a fate.”* The demise
of the Ch’ing Dynasty — as well as the Houses of Hapsburg and Hohenzollern — was
seen as a worrying trend to those in the Japanese government who were dedicated
to the continuation and the integrity of the national polity (or kokutai), represented
by the emperor. Some Japanese were even more worried about Woodrow Wilson
and democracy than they were about Bolshevism.?! Russia’s collapse gave Japanese
military leaders the opportunity to do what they had wanted to do for a while —
go into the Russian Far East. The Siberian Intervention began in 1918 and lasted
until 1925 (although Japanese forces were withdrawn from the mainland in 1922,
remaining only thereafter in northern Sakhalin).

Russia was perhaps less driven by ideas in its attempts to repair relations with
its erstwhile enemy in the Far East. Nevertheless, the movement toward a rap-
prochement with Japan between 1907 and 1916 played to the imagination of the
Eurasianist movement in Russia, which had argued that Russia looked too atten-
tively toward Europe and in doing so had ignored its Asian heritage. As Aleksandr
Block wrote in his famous 1918 poem ‘The Scythians’: “Yes, we are the Scythians.
Yes, we are Asiatics/With slanting and greedy eyes!”*? The Eurasianist movement
(or perhaps more properly, idea) had begun earlier in the nineteenth century, but
undoubtedly Japanese exploits and events in China at the turn of the century cap-
tured the imagination of the proponents of Eurasianism in Russia.

It should also be pointed out that in the first two decades of the twentieth century
cultural contacts between Japan and Russia saw a period of flowering which has
perhaps never been surpassed in the history of their bilateral relations. Although
they were political rivals in Northeast Asia, there was a profound mutual admiration
and fascination among the peoples of the two nations. This mutual admiration was
of course concentrated in the educated and elite urban classes, but it was a strong
feeling. In Japan the love for Russian literature, especially Chekhov, Dostoyevsky,
and Tolstoy, was profound.* The same admiration extended to Russian classical
music. A popular Japanese song in the days after the Russo-Japanese War said:
“Yesterday’s enemies are today’s friends.” [Kino no teki ha kyo no tomo.]** In
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Russia, too, a growing admiration for Japanese culture became apparent after the
Russo-Japanese War. France is partly responsible for introducing the movement
known as le japonisme, which influenced painting, fashions, and literature of wide-
spread circles of artists throughout Europe, before moving into Russia.’> Russian
fascination, not only with Japanese art and culture, but also with Japan’s political
accomplishments, grew through the decade, even after the Bolshevik revolution.
Karl Radek, a well-known Soviet journalist and communist party insider, later
insisted that after the 1905 war, the Russian public felt antipathy for the Tsarist
government, not Japan.*® Although the role of culture should not be overplayed, it
was nonetheless a very important factor in shaping national perceptions. “Culture
is not independent of politics, but it does have a life of its own, and in nations like
Russia and Japan, where cultural accomplishment is esteemed, it can cast a strong
and persistent shadow.”’

But is must not be forgotten that the war had a tremendous psychological
impact on Russia, whose condescending and racist attitude toward Asian nations
made the defeat to Japan that much more difficult to stomach. Although attitudes
among some elite may have been more balanced, the majority of people in Russia
undoubtedly felt shame at the defeat at the hands of an Asian nation.

Since the beginning of efforts at modernization and national revitalization in
the 1850s both Japan and Russia have always felt the necessity of ‘catching up’
with the West.*® As Western nations scrambled to find their ‘place in the sun,’
Japan and Russia also battled to find their own place in the Darwinian struggle
of international power politics. The two nations viewed one another as rivals in
political and economic development, not just in Northeast Asia, but also in regards
to relations with both Great Britain and the United States. Not only were Japan
and Russia in competition for sources of investment, but also for sources of inter-
national political support. The two nations’ search for allies led them in parallel
directions, toward Great Britain and away from the United States (ironically after
the United States had helped broker a peace in 1905). When Great Britain and the
United States drew together before the First World War this helped to push Japan
and Russia together.

Another perspective argues that Japan and Russia were not two powers on the
rise at the turn of the century. In fact, “Japan and Russia were both backward, brittle
societies, compared with the rapidly industrializing Americans and West Europeans
... both [Japan and Russia] were being driven outward by weaknesses and divisions
at home.”* Whatever was the ultimate cause of the Japanese-Russian rapproche-
ment of 190716, the fact is the two nations did come together at a time of national
reckoning and national transformation. How far-reaching the rapprochement might
have been is up for speculation. Soon the Bolshevik revolution put an end to it.

The breakdown

When the new Soviet government decided to withdraw from the war against
Germany in early 1918, the era of Japanese-Russian rapprochement came to an
end. The provisional government under Aleksandr Kerensky had kept alive hopes
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that cooperation could be maintained, but after its fall from power cooperation
proved impossible. Not only was the Bolshevik government anathema to the
conservative Japanese leadership, but the crumbling of authority gave Japanese
military leaders something they had longed hoped for: a free hand in Manchuria,
Mongolia, and the Russian Far East. In July of 1918, more than seven thousand
troops from the Japanese Imperial Army were deployed in the Maritime Region
up to Khabarovsk. By November 1918 there were almost fifty thousand Japanese
troops deployed across the Russian Far East from Sakhalin to the Baikal region.
Soon this number would expand to seventy thousand.*

The breakdown of the Japanese-Russian rapprochement was a foregone conclu-
sion once the Bolsheviks seized power. It is not assured that the era of goodwill
would have continued much longer, even if Imperial Russia had emerged unscathed
from the First World War. There were clear signals of suspicion from the leader-
ship in both countries during the entire period from 1907 to 1916. Nevertheless,
both countries did make a conscious effort at all levels to improve the relationship.
Political contacts proliferated, economic interaction grew to the extent that by 1916
Japan was Russia’s largest trading partner,*! territorial issues were settled to mutual
satisfaction, and cultural contacts flourished.

The two nations’ domestic political structures and elite attitudes and perceptions
were unprepared to consider the rapprochement anything more than an expedient
measure. Additionally, elite rulers in Japan, grounded in the imperial, oligarchic
system, were loath to consider a partnership with a nation of ‘Bolsheviks.” The
mere idea would have been repugnant, although this would change soon enough.

1923-25: Japan recognizes the Soviet Union

Japanese forces withdrew from the Russian Far East in October 1922, except
for a contingent that remained on northern Sakhalin Island until 1925. Southern
Sakhalin Island had been annexed by Japan after the Russo-Japanese War in 1905.
This created some of the mistrust that lingered in Russia even during the period of
rapprochement from 1907 to 1916, because the Russians viewed Sakhalin (unlike
concessions in northeastern China) as Russian soil. Japanese forces crossed over
into northern Sakhalin in the summer of 1918, as other troops landed in the Russian
Far Eastern Maritime Province. Within Japan, the Imperial Army leadership, for-
merly enthusiastic supporters of rapprochement and friendship with Tsarist Russia,
held a deep suspicion toward the new Soviet Union. Ideologically, Bolshevism was
seen as a threat to the imperial system and, hence, the Japanese kokutai.

The First World War economic boom in Japan was coming to an end by 1918—19
and horrible deflationary pressures caused great economic dislocation. Army lead-
ers were worried that events such as the rice riots that hit every major Japanese city
in 1918 (caused by a spike in the price of rice) portended serious civil unrest and
promised trouble for the conservative leadership.*? Bolshevism, they felt, could
throw gasoline onto the fire. Consequently, there was little support for recognition
of the new Soviet regime. During the Russian Civil War, the Japanese government
supported anti-Bolshevik, white Russian leaders such as Dmitri Horvath, Grigorii
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Semyonov (both located in Harbin, Manchuria), and ultimately Admiral Aleksandr
Kolchak.*

In July 1920, as the Russian Civil War wound down (and after Aleksandr
Kolchak had been executed) the Japanese government partially ‘recognized’ the
short-lived Far Eastern Republic, but not the government in Moscow. In Tokyo,
however, the Far Eastern Republic (a rump republic founded by the Soviet Union
whose territory extended from east of Lake Baikal to the Maritime Province) was
seen as no more than an appendage of the Bolshevik government in Moscow. A
temporary buffer zone was convenient for Japan while Japanese troops occupied
large parts of the Russian Far East.* Fighting between Japanese troops and Red
partisans, as well as Red Army forces, occurred almost from the very beginning of
the Siberian intervention and lasted until Japan’s withdrawal from the mainland ar-
eas. In many cases the fighting was of a particularly savage and bloody nature, and
involved Japanese and Russian civilians residing in the region. Both sides commit-
ted atrocities, against civilians and soldiers alike. There were reports that Japanese
soldiers routinely executed captured Russian partisans and soldiers.* The event
that captured the most attention was the so-called Nikolaevsk Massacre, which
occurred in March 1920 in the town of Nikolaevsk near the Amur River estuary
on the Sea of Okhotsk. In this battle a group of Red forces with partisans took the
town and allegedly slaughtered 700 Japanese prisoners (both soldier and civilian),
including the resident Japanese counsel and his family. The Soviets claimed that the
Japanese had shown the white flag and then opened fire on advancing Red troops;
the Japanese claimed that they had surrendered and were needlessly butchered.*
Whatever both sides might have claimed, the four-year ‘Siberian intervention’ was
a sordid affair that cast a long shadow on bilateral relations.

Yet, as early as mid-1921, it appeared that Japan was prepared to make a deal
with the new Soviet government. A bilateral conference was convened in Dairen,
China in August 1921 to discuss mutual recognition. The conference broke down
over the issue of Japanese troops in Russia and over the Nikolaevsk Massacre. A
second conference was convened in Changchun, China in September 1922 after
Japanese troops were withdrawn from the mainland. Like the Dairen conference
the Nikolaevsk affair was a stumbling block, as was the disposition of Japanese
troops in northern Sakhalin. The Far Eastern Republic was incorporated into the
Soviet Union on December 30, 1922. From 1923 Japan began dealing exclusively
with the Soviet government in Moscow.¥’

Baron Shimpei Gotd (Lord Mayor of Tokyo at the time, as well as former
Foreign Minister of Japan) took it upon himself to begin negotiations with the
Soviet government. Gotd’s counterpart was the able Soviet diplomat Adolf Ioffe.
Ioffe had experience in Asia, and was actually in China at the time in January 1923
as plenipotentiary representative extending Soviet promises of material and moral
support to the Kuomintang (or KMT) government of Sun Yat-sen.*® Goto and Ioffe
agreed to meet on an informal basis in Yokohama, Japan in early 1923. As noted
earlier, Goto had been a proponent of the 1907-1916 Japanese-Russian rapproche-
ment, and so his involvement with the Bolshevik representative suggested that
Japan was treating the negotiations sincerely. The Japanese government decided to
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begin formal negotiations with Ioffe in Japan. Representing the Japanese Foreign
Ministry was Toshitsune Kawakami, Japan’s Minister to Poland. The negotiations,
which lasted through the summer of 1923, once more ground to a halt over the
issues of the Nikolaevsk Massacre (Japan demanded a formal Soviet apology)
and northern Sakhalin (which Japanese troops still occupied). Japan wanted the
Soviet government to sell it the remaining half of Sakhalin. Moscow refused to
entertain this idea.*

In the spring of 1924 negotiations were resumed in Beijing. This time the rep-
resentatives were the Japanese and Soviet ministers in China, Kenkichi Yoshizawa
from Japan and Lev Karakhan from Russia. The negotiations ran through the end
of the year, and finally on January 20, 1925 a treaty of recognition was signed. In
return for Japan returning northern Sakhalin, the Soviet government recognized
the validity of the 1905 Portsmouth Treaty and granted Japanese companies oil
and coal concessions on Sakhalin. Japanese troops were withdrawn from northern
Sakhalin on May 15, 1925. Subsequent commercial negotiations yielded settle-
ments on fishery issues in 1928.%°

The international context

The period that witnessed the brief rapprochement culminating in Japanese recog-
nition of the Soviet Union in 1925 was another time of great ferment in world poli-
tics, especially in Northeast Asia. China was still the center of attention in East Asia
for all nations involved in this region, especially Japan, Russia, the United States,
and Great Britain. The Washington Conference of 1921-22 was convened in large
part to settle the China issue. Both Britain and Japan agreed to give up concessions
in lower China (outside of Manchuria). The issue of tariffs and extradition treaties
was to be addressed, and the policies described in the US open-door notes of the
early 1900s were once again announced as the principles on which to base relations
among the powers in China, and between the powers and China. This meant equal
opportunity for foreign trade and the preservation of China’s territorial integrity.
Japan was less than happy with the results of the conference agenda on naval arma-
ments in the Pacific region, as it was not given parity in tonnage allowed with either
the United States or Great Britain. The Soviet Union and the KMT, of course, were
even less thrilled with the results of the Washington Conference as each had been
denied the right to participate (as was the case at Versailles in 1919).

The Chinese Revolution that began in 1911 was still an unfinished chapter. Sun
Yat-sen was desperately trying to unify the country against the growing power of
regional warlords. Meanwhile a communist movement was born in the southern
regions of China and, though still weak, it was attractive enough to invite the in-
terest of Sun and several of his top lieutenants, including Chiang Kai-shek, who
was to leave China briefly in 1923 to spend time training in the Soviet Union.
The Soviet Union rejected all past Tsarist policies and promised to give up all
claims on China, including Boxer indemnities and the Chinese Eastern Railroad in
Manchuria. Minister Lev Karakhan’s charm offensive in China was also backed by
increasing Soviet material support not only for the KMT, but also for communist
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groups in China. The KMT also openly supported the Chinese Communist Party
and the Comintern at one point.>! Early on Soviet leaders recognized China as a
fertile breeding ground for communism.

Japan, meanwhile, was concerned about both Western and Soviet designs on
China. As the Japanese economy worsened in the early 1920s, China was seen as
a possible elixir for the country’s economic ills. Just as Japanese leaders feared
Western domination in China, they also feared Chinese-Soviet collusion. The
Washington Conference had further left Japan with a feeling of isolation, because
it called for the revocation of the 1902 Anglo-Japanese Alliance. Meanwhile,
US-Japanese relations continued their downward spiral, and immigration issues
became an area of serious contention. Exclusionary policies had existed among lo-
cal governments in the western United States, and attacks on Japanese immigrants
there were a common occurrence. By 1924 a Japanese Exclusion Act was passed
by the US Congress.? Japan was unhappy that immigration and race issues were
not covered either at Versailles or at the Washington Conference. Japanese foreign
ministry documents from the period that cover the Japanese-Soviet normalization
talks are full of negative references to the United States. The Japanese government
was not only concerned about tensions in the Western Pacific, immigration policies,
and China issues; there was also a reawakening of concerns regarding US inten-
tions in Manchuria and in the Russian Far East. Japanese leaders were also worried
that the United States might recognize the Soviet Union and reap windfalls in the
Far East, including on Sakhalin.>® The Japan Weekly Chronicle quoted Goté as say-
ing: “The restoration of Japanese-Russian relations will bring about a considerable
change in the policy of Britain and America toward Russia, Japan, and China, and
the relations between [the four] will become more complicated than ever.”>

The Soviet Union was also somewhat preoccupied with the United States, al-
though for different reasons. The leadership in Moscow wanted an active US pres-
ence in Northeast Asia to keep Japan occupied until the Soviet Union was able to
rebuild its capabilities in the region. Keeping China in turmoil was another Soviet
tactic designed to keep Japan involved elsewhere. Playing Japan and the United
States off of one another was not hard to do given the state of US-Japanese relations
at the time. When Japan did finally recognize the Soviet government, Karakhan
was quoted in Izvestia saying, “The agreement with Japan, by strengthening our
position in the Pacific, serves as a warning to America which, by not making a
treaty with us, only makes its own position worse.”* A cartoon which accompa-
nied the article in /zvestia showed a lonely Uncle Sam standing on the street as a
Japanese soldier marches into a door with a sign overhead reading, “Recognition
of the USSR.” The caption reads, “Uncle Sam remains alone.”® Lenin had also
advocated letting the United States and Japan eventually come to blows, something
he believed was ‘inevitable.’

International factors continued to greatly influence the bilateral relationship
between Japan and the Soviet Union. Press reports from the day in Europe, Japan,
the Soviet Union, and the United States were full of references to the anti-US tilt
of Japanese-Soviet normalization.”” Unlike the unsteady transformations under way
in Japan and the Soviet Union, the only change in progress in the United States
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with regard to Northeast Asia was its increasingly powerful profile there. In Japan
this was seen as a cause for great concern; in the Soviet Union it was seen as an
opportunity.

The domestic political context

The transformation of the international system during this second period of rap-
prochement was also reflected in the respective domestic arenas of Japan and
Russia. Japan was still recovering from the effects of the passing of the Meiji
Emperor and domestic political struggles continued throughout the 1920s. The new
Soviet government in Russia was also still in a formative stage. Not only did Soviet
leaders have to contend with shifting international issues, but also during the early
1920s the domestic political hierarchy was still being sorted out in Moscow.

In the early 1920s, led by Kijuro Shidehara (Ambassador to the United States
and then later Foreign Minister), Japan flirted briefly with an accommodating
policy toward the Western powers and the Soviet Union. The Japanese govern-
ment also began working more closely with international organizations such as
the League of Nations. Shidehara took the new policy of equitable relations with
Japan’s neighbors to such an extreme that even the United States government criti-
cized Japan’s new flirtation with the Soviet Union.*® The Japanese Imperial Navy
was also a backer of normal relations with the Soviet Union. Indeed, the Prime
Minister in 1923, when Japanese-Soviet negotiations began, Tomsaburd Kato, was
an admiral and served concurrently as Minister of the Navy. The navy was not only
concerned about a stable flank for Japan to the north, but it was also interested in
the oil of northern Sakhalin. The navy leadership was particularly interested be-
cause the Soviet government had granted oil concessions in northern Sakhalin to
an American oil company during the Japanese occupation of the early 1920s.%°

But resistance to recognition of the Soviet Union was strong in Shidehara’s own
Foreign Ministry. Shidehara’s predecessor as Foreign Minister, Yasuya Uchida,
was particularly concerned about the Comintern and the potential for subversive
activities in Japan.® The issue of fishing in the waters off Sakhalin and the Russian
coast became a controversial matter in Japan as various groups connected to the
fisheries industry lobbied hard for an agreement with the Soviet government.®!
Meanwhile Shimpei Gotd, whose influence remained strong, continued to lobby
for good relations with the Soviet Union.> But suspicion toward the new Soviet
government was deep-seated among the Japanese army leadership. Not only was
communism seen as a threat in China, but it was also seen as a threat to the kokutai
of Japan itself. By the late 1920s the groups favoring accommodation with the West
and with the Soviet Union began to lose influence to a group whose sole concern
was preserving Japan’s ‘special interests’ in China. The Imperial Army leadership
dominated this group.

The Soviet government’s teething process was dramatically upset with the in-
capacitation and death of Vladimir Lenin in early 1924. By 1922 Lenin’s first of a
series of strokes had already taken him somewhat out of the picture. As for policy
in East Asia, Soviet intentions (at least for the short term) were to try to create a
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peaceful border to give the Russian Far Eastern provinces time to recover from the
ravages of war and foreign intervention (which mirrored Soviet policy throughout
the country). Some Soviet leaders and diplomats (such as loffe, Karakhan, Blukher,
and Borodin) felt that East Asia afforded the young Soviet nation opportunities to
expand the revolutionary wave. China was seen as offering the greatest of these
opportunities, and historian Adam Ulam has suggested that China, along with
Germany, was the focus of the new government’s diplomacy.®® At this stage of the
Soviet government’s formation there was little luxury in choosing foreign policy
priorities; nevertheless, loffe, Karakhan, Blukher, and Borodin, as well as the head
of the People’s Committee of Foreign Affairs (Narkomindel), Georgii Chicherin,
favored a new policy toward Asia. While this group still held favor in Moscow
(many of them started out as Mensheviks), relations with Japan benefited. Already
by the late 1920s, the influence of this group had begun to wane, as Joseph Stalin’s
influence and power rose. Even had new leaders in Moscow wanted better relations
with Japan, by the late 1920s events elsewhere might have forced them to take a
hard look at their preferences.

The ideational context

In spite of the fact that the Siberian intervention was carried out by forces from
France, Great Britain, and the United States, as well as from Japan, memories of
the Japanese intervention in Russia were particularly fresh. Up until 1925 Japanese
forces occupied all of Sakhalin Island. In contrast, Soviet relations with Germany
had been normalized with the Rapallo Treaty in 1922. Although most diehard
Bolsheviks viewed Great Britain as a principal evil in the world, Britain was the
first Western power that had intervened in the civil war to eventually recognize
the Soviet Union in January 1924 (commercial relations had been established as
early as 1920). The Soviet leadership also desired relations with the United States.*
Relations with Japan were a more difficult matter. As mentioned, the 1904-05 war
was still a fresh memory, as was the long Siberian intervention and the continued
occupation of Sakhalin.

In Japan the feeling seemed to be no different. Communism was viewed as a
cancer that threatened both China and Japan. The day the recognition protocol was
signed in January 1925, Prime Minister Kato, addressing a group of his fellow party
members (the Kenseikai), said: “The Soviet government at Moscow, which is only
another name for the Third Internationale, never misses an opportunity to propagate
communism in every country of the world, whether or not there are diplomatic rela-
tions.”® As mentioned before, ideologically the Soviet Union opposed everything
Japan stood for. Japanese leaders were still nervous about what had happened to
the imperial families in Russia, Germany, Austria, and China.

No matter how desirous the Soviet Union was of peaceful relations with Japan
in order to buy time to settle the situation in the Russian Far East, the distrust of
Japan was deep-seated among the leadership and the people, especially in the
provinces occupied by Japanese troops. Chicherin, in a letter to the Soviet ambas-
sador in Tokyo, cautioned:
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Not one state, after recognizing our government, was so friendly in its ex-
pressions toward us as the Japanese one. Your reports ... point to a strikingly,
even exceptionally strikingly underlined friendliness. What is the meaning
of this? That is what one must decipher. What do they expect? Do they want
territory for immigration, do they want concessions, or do they want a safe
rear for the coming war with the United States? There is a clash [of interests]
between us and the Japanese ... This question is most serious. If the Japanese
have further designs on Eastern Siberia, there can be further friction with them
and they will be beset by disappointment.*

This feeling of mutual suspicion was further complicated by psychological
issues, such as ‘saving face.” This came up time and again during the protracted
normalization negotiations between 1922 and 1925. Ioffe mentions this in a 1923
letter to Goto, saying that Russia, too, has a pride and is loath to see it wounded.®’
In a gesture that would repeat itself in the early 1990s, the Japanese government
refused Soviet food and material aid that was transported to Yokohama in the
aftermath of the Great Kanto earthquake of 1923. The relief ship, Lenin (the first
foreign relief vessel to arrive in Japan), was forced to turn around fully laden with
supplies after it had arrived. Japanese army units responsible for distribution in
the stricken areas were suspicious of Soviet motives and would not allow Soviet
workers to do the off-loading and distribution. This gesture deeply offended the
Soviet government.®

Mutual recognition in 1925 did not bring about a drastic change in the way
both governments and both peoples viewed one another. Mutual perceptions were
perhaps at an all time low. The wounds received in 1904-05 were reopened in
1918-22, and they would leave deep scars that showed for decades to come.

The breakdown

It was not long before the latent mistrust surfaced once again after diplomatic rela-
tions were established. Spy scandals and expulsions began almost immediately af-
ter the treaty of recognition was signed. Soviet support of the Japanese Communist
Party was increased, prompting increased surveillance of Soviet citizens in Japan.
Soviet diplomats were constantly harassed by Japanese nationalists, and often
Japanese citizens working at the Soviet embassy in Tokyo were attacked by their
fellow Japanese. Japanese citizens in the Soviet Union were also kept under close
surveillance. The respective diplomatic delegations became virtual house prisoners.
“The Japanese trusted the Soviets as little as the Soviets did them,” commented one
historian.® The Japanese government rejected Soviet proposals for a neutrality pact
in August 1926. The following May a Soviet request for a non-aggression pact was
also turned down. In addition, negotiations over fishing rights bogged down.™

In 1929 when Chinese Nationalist (KMT) troops seized the Russian-controlled
Chinese Eastern Railroad, Red Army forces counter-attacked and routed the
Chinese. The Japanese looked on as neutral observers, but they had sympathy for
the Soviets. They understood that attempts by the KMT to nationalize railroads in
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northeastern China were not in Japan’s best interests. The speed and effectiveness
of the Soviet counter-attack, however, gave some Japanese concern that Russian
power in the Far East was greater than had been assumed.” Two years later when
the Kwantung Army subjected Manchuria to de facto Japanese control, the Soviet
Union also looked on as a neutral observer. It was clear to leaders in Moscow,
however, that Japan now no longer looked to its neighbors for cooperation in es-
tablishing a peaceful region. The events of 1929-31 heightened the mutual distrust.
In 1930 the Japanese government commemorated the twenty-fifth anniversary of
the victory in the Russo-Japanese War, with much more enthusiasm than in the
past. An elaborate kabuki play was staged at the national Kabuki Theater in Tokyo,
reenacting the fall of Port Arthur. A plethora of newly published books, magazines,
and paintings celebrated the victory.”” In 1932 the Japanese government rejected
the final Soviet request for a non-aggression pact after the Japanese takeover of
Manchuria. In 1935 the Soviet Union sold its rights to the Chinese Eastern Railroad
to Japan, primarily because Stalin saw the vulnerable stretch of railroad as more
of a liability than an asset.”

Leaders of the Kwantung Army and elements in the Imperial government in
Tokyo clamored for a war against the Soviets. Japan became even more nerv-
ous when the United States finally recognized the Soviet Union in 1933. Fears
of American-Soviet collusion against Japan in the Far East were reawakened.™
Japan was also concerned about Soviet aid to the KMT, which continued even
after the Japanese invasion of China-proper in 1937. Soviet aid to the KMT lasted
until the United States became Chiang Kai-shek’s principal backer in 1941. Until
then Soviet aid was not insubstantial (loans amounted to more than $200 million
between 1937 and 1939). Red Army officers trained Chinese soldiers, and Soviet
‘volunteer’ pilots took to the skies and fought against the Japanese for several
years (over 100 gave their lives).” Japanese militarist circles were already openly
talking about the upcoming war with the Soviet Union when in 1936 the Japanese
government signed an anti-Comintern Pact with Nazi Germany.”® There was con-
cern in the Soviet Union that Japanese interests in Outer Mongolia extended to
the far western Chinese province of Xinjiang. Japan, it was reasoned, had designs
on Siberia’s industrial centers that could be outflanked from China’s Far West.”
In fact, Japan’s interest in Xinjiang was probably linked more to Central Asia
and the resources of the Middle East than to Siberian factories.” Japanese-Soviet
border skirmishes along the Manchurian and Mongolian borders began escalating
by the late 1930s. In 1938 a sizeable battle was fought by Lake Khasan near the
Korean-Soviet border (known as the Changkufeng Incident to the Japanese). In the
summer of 1939 a huge battle involving one Japanese division of the Kwantung
Army and armored units of the Soviet Far Eastern Army took place along the
Mongolian-Manchurian border at Khalkhin-Gol (Nomonhan to the Japanese).
Red Army units (and units of the Mongolian People’s Army) under the leadership
of Georgii Zhukov (later to become famous as the conqueror of Berlin) deliv-
ered a stinging blow to the proud Kwantung Army, destroying an entire division
(Japanese casualties totaled close to 17,000). The devastating defeat helped to
finally convince Japanese leaders to turn southward to attack Western colonial
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possessions in Southeast Asia in 1941, rather than teaming up with Germany to
attack the Soviet Union.”

It was probably clear to leaders of both sides long before the harsh rhetoric and
pitched battles of the 1930s that any broad efforts at cooperation between Moscow
and Tokyo were doomed to failure due to the unhappy combination of international,
domestic, and ideational factors.

As in the 1907-16 period, the brief Japanese-Soviet rapprochement of 1923-25
was a product of international structural forces. Recognizing potential dangers in
the Far East, the leaders of both nations sought to shore up their strategic position.
Moving toward one another was a temporary tactic designed to shield vulnerabili-
ties. The geopolitical nature of the rapprochement was attested to by both sides.
As for the breakdown in relations, it seems to have been due to a combination of
domestic ideational factors and international structural factors. Growing political
conservatism in Japan, along with a growing Soviet agenda in the Far East, ruled
out a long life for the rapprochement. The political ideologies and the negative
mutual perception of the two societies killed off this short period of amicability
between the leaders of both sides.

1941-45: A neutrality doomed to failure

George Lensen, quoting a Japanese historian, referred to the state of relations
between Moscow and Tokyo during the Second World War as the “Strange
Neutrality.”®° Perhaps a better moniker would have been the ‘Temporary Neutrality.’
The two nations did a remarkable job maintaining the neutrality for as long as they
did. Japan was abetting the Soviet Union’s principal enemy, Germany, while the
Soviet Union was allied with Japan’s principal enemy, the United States. Yet
somehow they maintained a civilized cordiality. The neutrality was a mere stop-gap
measure meant to provide relief while greater evils were combated. Almost from
the beginning it was clear that neither side trusted the other and that the neutrality
would last no longer than each nation’s enemies remained standing on the bat-
tlefield. Unlike other periods of rapprochement, the neutrality of 1941-45 was
not accompanied by efforts of both governments to truly improve relations. More
pressing matters were at hand, namely the stake for national survival.

As mentioned, by the early 1930s it seemed not a question of whether Japan
and the Soviet Union would go to war, but when the two would go to war. After
the two nations did engage in combat in 1938-39, both sides were forced to reas-
sess the practicality of continuing to aggressively oppose one another and engage
in small-scale wars that might escalate into a general war in Northeast Asia. In the
late summer of 1939 the Japanese received a double blow, which caused them to
reassess the situation along the Manchurian-Mongolian-Soviet border. First, the
Kwantung Army had been humiliated at Khalkhin-Gol/Nomonhan. Then came
the news that the Nazi-Soviet non-aggression pact had been signed on August 23,
1939. This ‘duplicitous’ act was a rude awakening for the Japanese government.
After the Russian Civil War Japanese military leaders had assumed that it would be
a long time before the Russian threat from the north would make its reappearance.
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The Red Army purges of the late 1930s, which shook the Far Eastern forces every
bit as much as those in the western Soviet Union, seemed to vindicate this line
of thinking.?! On the battlefield in 1938-39 Japanese army leaders realized they
were sorely mistaken in these assessments of the Red Army. When Japan’s ally
Nazi Germany signed a non-aggression pact with the Soviets, Japan’s leaders felt
that a rug had been pulled from under them. Japanese leaders considered the 1936
Anti-Comintern pact as primarily an anti-Soviet agreement. Suddenly Japan was
forced to re-evaluate the changed situation. It was as much of a shock to Japanese
leaders as the 1941 German invasion of the Soviet Union would be. The twin
thunderbolts of Nomonhan and the Nazi-Soviet Non-aggression Pact forced a
shake-up in Japanese thinking.

Japan, which had twice rejected Soviet overtures for a non-aggression pact
earlier in the decade, now approached Moscow with its own set of overtures.
The cabinet of Prime Minister Kiichird Hiranuma was forced to resign in late
August 1939 because of the humiliation of being left in the dark by Hitler about
the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact. General Nobuyuki Abe formed a new cabinet and
began working almost immediately on improving relations with the Soviet Union.
Japan’s ambassador in Moscow, Shigenori T6go, was instructed to begin working
with Soviet counterparts to secure some kind of entente.?> Now the tables were
turned and unlike in the early 1930s the Soviet Union had the strategic upper hand.
Stalin was somewhat cool to Japanese approaches. But as the wars in Europe and
China heated up, the two sides were pushed to reach an understanding. A border
agreement signed on June 9, 1940 eased tensions along the Soviet frontier in
the Far East. As for a general agreement, Japan held out for the sale of northern
Sakhalin, whereas the Soviet Union desired a withdrawal of Japanese companies
from oil concessions in northern Sakhalin (and even intimated that they desired
to purchase southern Sakhalin). Finally, in early 1941 Japanese Foreign Minister
Yosuke Matsuoka took it upon himself to personally sign a neutrality agreement
with the Soviet Union and he traveled to Moscow in March to do so. On April 13,
Matsuoka got what he (and the Japanese government) desired: a neutrality pact.
Matsuoka and the head of the Narkomindel, Vyacheslav Molotov, signed the pact
in the presence of Joseph Stalin. Japan and the Soviet Union agreed to remain neu-
tral in the event that either one became engaged in a war with any third party. The
Japanese side was unable to acquire northern Sakhalin, and Japanese oil companies
were to withdraw from their concession areas at a later time to be specified.®* In
a final gesture of friendship, Stalin accompanied Matsuoka to the train station to
see him off on his return to Tokyo. Among wishes of goodwill and toasts aplenty,
Stalin remarked that the two countries could now solve the world’s problems.®
Both sides consistently observed the neutrality for more than four years in spite of
whatever ill will may have existed in the minds of both leaders.

The international context

Little explanation is necessary to understand that the international situation during
the years 1941-45 was extremely complex and fluid. Japan and the Soviet Union
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were, however, remarkably successful in treating their relations almost as if they
existed in a vacuum. The Soviet Union fought its successful Great Patriotic War
against Nazi Germany in Europe, and eventually triumphed. Japan was less suc-
cessful in the war for its Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere in the Pacific.

The most complicating factor in maintaining the ‘temporary’ neutrality was
the United States. Nazi Germany was a factor in some respects, but cooperation
between the Nazis and the Japanese never existed to the extent of the cooperation
between the Americans and the Soviets. Japanese leaders were fearful that Stalin
might be persuaded to allow the United States to establish air bases in the Russian
Far East from which American aircraft might bomb Japan and interdict Japanese
shipping. Indeed, the Roosevelt administration lobbied the Kremlin extensively
for such rights.® The United States also repeatedly requested Soviet participation
in the war against Japan.®*® American fliers that had flown bombing raids against
the Japanese homeland and naval targets sometimes landed in Soviet territory due
to mechanical and weather-related problems. This created diplomatic incidents
for the Soviet Union, when Japan asked the Soviets to either not allow landing
rights or that they hand over any American pilots that landed on Soviet territory.
The Soviets instead interned approximately 300 of these American pilots, but then
stage-managed their ‘escapes,” normally through Central Asia to British forces in
Persia (Iran).’” Japanese leaders also frowned upon American shipping of Lend-
Lease goods to Soviet Far Eastern ports. But there was little they could do as the
goods either arrived on Soviet transports or on US Liberty ships flagged with the
Soviet hammer and sickle. Occasionally the Japanese sank some of these ships,
either by design or accident. US submarines operating around the Japanese home
islands and the Kuril Islands at times also inadvertently sank several of these
ships.®® American-Soviet naval cooperation in the Far East went beyond Lend-
Lease. Soviet naval aviators began receiving training in the United States in 1944.
In the spring of 1945 American naval forces in Alaska secretly began training and
equipping Soviet naval forces for amphibious operations against Japan.®

By 1944 it should have been clear to Japan’s leaders that it was only a matter
of time before the Soviet Union joined its American and British allies in the fight
against Japan. Nevertheless, many leaders in Tokyo tried their best to convince
themselves and others that the Soviets would abide by the neutrality pact, and that
they would have a year’s notice if the Soviets decided to withdraw, as the treaty
stipulated. Japanese diplomats in Moscow and Tokyo constantly sought Soviet
reassurances of neutrality as the war wound to its conclusion. By the end of 1944
circles within the Japanese government vainly hoped for Soviet mediation to an
end to the war against the United States. It was, however, becoming painfully clear
to the Japanese which way the wind was blowing. In a November 1944 speech,
Stalin referred to the Japanese as one of the “aggressor countries.” On April 5,
1945 Molotov informed Japanese Ambassador Naotake Satd in Moscow that the
Soviet Union would not renew the neutrality pact. The Japanese frantically tried
to restore relations or to head off an impending catastrophe, but all efforts failed
when the Soviet Union attacked Japanese forces in Manchuria and Korea on
August 8, 1945,
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The domestic political context

Within the Japanese leadership there was a split between two groups regarding
Soviet policy. Deep rifts over Soviet/Russian policy had become a tradition within
the Japanese government dating to the end of the nineteenth century. In the Soviet
Union, by the end of the 1930s there was little opposition to the wishes of Joseph
Stalin, though the turnover in leadership at the head of the Narkomindel during
this time portended some change.

Prime Minister Nobuyuki Abe, who was asked to form a cabinet after the Nazi-
Soviet non-aggression pact in August 1939, was inclined to improve relations
with the Soviet Union, but his Foreign Minister, Kichisaburd Nomura, favored
improved relations with the United States and Great Britain.”' Abe’s cabinet lasted
in power only until the end of 1939. The Foreign Minister of the new Yonai cabinet,
Hachird Arita, was an avowed anti-communist and favored an Anglo-American tilt
in Japanese policy. But three influential groups within the government favored a
rapprochement with the Soviet Union. The first group was led by Japan’s ambas-
sador in Berlin, Toshio Shiratori, who wanted to follow in step with the Germans.
A second group originated in the ‘Soviet School’ of the Foreign Ministry and was
led by Ambassador Shigenori Togo in Moscow. A third group came from within
the Imperial Army General Staff, and it wanted to end Soviet aid to the KMT in
China.”

Within the Japanese Army, the Imperial Way (Kodo) Faction and the Control
(Tosei) Faction, who struggled for the good graces of the emperor, were also at
odds over Soviet policy. The Kodo Faction, led by Sadao Araki (one time Army
Minister), was deeply opposed to Bolshevism as an ideology, because of its com-
plete incompatibility with an imperial system. The Tosei Faction (which would one
day be led by Hideki T6j0) wanted to accommodate the Soviets to have a free hand
in China. The pro-Soviet group had its victory, and serious negotiations with the
Soviets began in the summer of 1940. In July 1940 the Konoe cabinet was formed,
and Yosuke Matsuoka was named Foreign Minister. Matsuoka had served with the
Foreign Ministry in Russia before the revolution and had grand ideas about Japan’s
place in the new world order. In his mind this meant cooperating with the Soviets.
After lengthy negotiations, the neutrality pact was signed by Stalin and Matsuoka
in the spring of the following year.*

In May 1939 Stalin replaced Maxim Litvinov with Vyacheslav Molotov as
People’s Commissar at the head of the Narkomindel. Litvinov was not very fa-
vorably disposed either toward Germany or Japan, and so his dismissal paved
the way for the Nazi-Soviet Non-aggression Pact in August. Litvinov tended to
lump Germany and Japan together, which Stalin did not do.** Litvinov, like some
Japanese leaders, preferred working with the West (particularly Great Britain and
France), and was against cooperating with Nazi Germany and its fascist allies.
Stalin did not seem averse to cooperating with Germany or Japan, and evidently
he felt that Molotov was the one to carry this policy out. When negotiations with
Japan appeared to have become bogged down in March 1941, Stalin’s personal
intervention secured the neutrality treaty.”> Of course, history shows that this was
but a temporary phenomenon.
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The ideational context

There was little room for ideas and cultural exchange during the tumultuous years
of the Second World War. The exigencies of war demanded that both countries
formulate policy and strategy based purely on national interests and national
survival.

In Japan the group of leaders opposed to the Soviet Union and the communist
ideological threat remained powerful throughout the war. After 1940, however, the
group favoring rapprochement with the Soviet Union actually won out. In spite
of the hatred for the Soviet Union, the national strategy was based on meeting the
immediate needs of the war. In spite of the ideological gulf there was some admi-
ration in Japan toward the fighting qualities of the Red Army soldiers (instilled no
doubt after Nomonhan). Japanese generals were even told by American and British
observers in the late 1930s and early 1940s that the Japanese Imperial Army was
the purest form of communism.” The influence of Russian literature still lingered,
and in one of his most famous novels (Sasame Yuki — or, ‘The Makioka Sisters,’
in its English translation) Junichir6é Tanazaki touched briefly on the lives of one
Russian émigré family living in the Osaka area during the war. One son of Russian
émigrés in Tokyo even became a famous baseball player in the Japan pro leagues
both before and during the war.’” As mentioned, by the end of 1944 certain circles
in Japan were in favor of bringing in Soviet mediation to end the war. Japanese
diplomats made unsuccessful efforts throughout the first half of 1945 to bring this
about.”® Up until the bitter end the Japanese leadership (including the emperor)
convinced itself that the Soviet Union could be an impartial arbiter.”

Policy in the Soviet Union was quite simple. Ideology ceased to have the power
in the Soviet Union that it did prior to the war. Stalin reached back into Russian
history to find heroes and traditions to rally the people of ‘Mother Russia’. The
Soviet leadership dealt with fascists and democrats alike in order to keep from be-
ing overwhelmed from all directions. Stalin made a deal with the Japanese to quiet
the east while the Soviet Union dealt with a growing crisis in the west. Although
the crisis in April 1941 did not seem quite as dire, this would change for the Soviets
in June 1941. Citizens and politicians in the Soviet Union had little time to think
about Japan during the war. Stalin’s November 1944 speech (cited above) identify-
ing Japan as an aggressor nation, however, was a clear signal that it was time to
start thinking about Japan as an enemy.

The breakdown

The ultimate breakdown in Japanese-Soviet relations occurred when Red Army
forces invaded Manchuria on August 8, 1945 and smashed Kwantung Army forces
stationed there. The rapprochement of 1941-45 was a brittle one. Its demise
was evident as early as two months after the signing of the neutrality pact when
Germany invaded the Soviet Union on June 22, 1941.

It was in late June 1941 when the Japanese government began debating whether
it should take advantage of the opportunity afforded by Germany’s invasion to set-
tle the score once and for all with an old foe. Ironically, one of the most forceful
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advocates for an invasion of the Russian Far East was the very man who had signed
the neutrality pact for Japan, Foreign Minister Matsuoka.'® A July 2, 1941 imperial
conference tentatively sanctioned a build-up of forces in Manchuria for a possible
push northwards, should the Soviet Union collapse from the Nazi onslaught. But a
group led by Prime Minister Fumimaro Konoe insisted on watching events closely
in the Soviet Union and in Southeast Asia before any hasty action was taken.
Matsuoka’s insistence was such that Konoe decided to replace him as Foreign
Minister with Admiral Teijird Toyoda, himself a cautious figure.!°! The decision not
to move north was made final when Japanese forces occupied southern Indochina
and the United States froze all Japanese assets and imposed an embargo on oil and
gasoline exports to Japan in late July 1941. The decision was made then to attack
American, British, and Dutch possessions in the Asia-Pacific region.

The roles were significantly reversed as the fortunes of war turned to the allies
in 1943. At an allied foreign ministers conference in Moscow in October 1943,
Soviet leaders verbally assured the US Ambassador Averill Harriman that the
Soviet Union would enter the war against Japan after Germany’s defeat. Stalin re-
iterated this promise to Roosevelt at the Teheran conference in November 1943.102
In 1944 Japanese fishing rights around northern Sakhalin were restricted and oil
and coal concessions were shut down. In a meeting in the fall of 1944 with British
Prime Minister Winston Churchill, Stalin again gave clear assurances that the
Soviet Union would enter the war against Japan after the surrender of Germany. As
planning for the final phases of the war with Japan developed in the United States,
both sides began discussing conditions for Soviet entry. By the Yalta conference
in February 1945, it was agreed that the Soviet Union would enter the war against
Japan three months after Germany’s surrender. In return southern Sakhalin and
the Kuril Islands would become Soviet possessions. The Soviets would also have
lease of certain concessions in China, including the Chinese Eastern and South
Manchurian Railroads, and a naval base on the Liaotung Peninsula (close to the
former Russian base at Port Arthur).'%

When Soviet Army Forces attacked the Japanese it probably should have come
as no great surprise in Tokyo, but Japanese leaders had hoped to the very end that
war could be avoided. Kwantung Army forces had been stripped over the years and
this once proud army was a shell of its former self. Although there were pockets of
spirited resistance, Japanese forces simply collapsed after a week.!** And thus, too,
collapsed the neutrality whose days were numbered from the very beginning.

The rapprochement, or ‘temporary neutrality,” was a factor of the international
structure during the turbulent years of the Second World War. So was the break-
down. Geopolitical interests and war exigencies dictated policy in both nations.
International factors dominated the relationship during this time. Additionally,
ideational factors continued to weigh heavily, in a negative sense. The mili-
tarism of Japan and communism of the Soviet Union were simply fated to be
incompatible.
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The Cold War and its influence on
Japanese-Soviet relations

The series of wars fought between 1904 and 1945 left a legacy of deep suspicion
and mistrust in Japan and Russia that the opposing sides of the Cold War were able
to use for maximum benefit in their respective propaganda campaigns. Although
the fighting subsided after 1945, the rhetoric at times was every bit as harsh and
the hostility remained just below the surface in both nations. There were periods
of brief rapprochement during the Cold War that reflected the pre-war pattern of
fluctuating relations, but by the early years of the twenty-first century Japan and
Russia were no closer to normalization than they had been in 1945.

1955-60: Diplomatic recognition

For ten years after the end of the Second World War, Japanese-Soviet relations re-
mained in a state of suspension. The Soviet Union maintained a diplomatic mission
in Tokyo during the occupation years (1945-52), but the mission spent more of its
time dealing with the US occupation authorities than with Japan’s leadership.' The
Soviets had representatives on the two Allied consultative bodies that ostensibly
governed occupation policy in Japan, but they had no say in the way policy was
carried out. When the Allied occupation ended in 1952, the Japanese government
asked the Soviet mission to leave, and most members returned to the Soviet Union,
but a skeleton staff was maintained at the embassy building in Tokyo.

As early as 1952 it was clear that at least some leaders on both sides were in-
terested in establishing diplomatic relations, despite the fact that the Soviet Union
had refused in 1951 to sign the San Francisco Peace Treaty that ended the Pacific
War.2 On New Year’s Day 1952 in a radio address Joseph Stalin sent his greetings
to the Japanese people, hinting at the Soviet Union’s desire to establish friendly
relations. But six months later the Soviet mission in New York vetoed Japan’s ap-
plication for admission to the United Nations.? In Japan political factions within
the conservative leadership and certain business circles also were interested in
establishing diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union immediately after the occu-
pation.* Yet, domestic political events in Japan and in the Soviet Union kept the two
nations from being able to deal with this issue for the next few years. In Japan, post-
occupation political rule was still being sorted out. In the Soviet Union, Stalin’s
death in early 1953 set off a political struggle and it was a year before the picture
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became somewhat less muddled, and several years before Nikita Khrushchev was
truly able to establish himself at the top of the Soviet hierarchy. The political lead-
ership in both nations was simply unable and unwilling to deal with the relatively
minor issue of diplomatic recognition while questions of political hierarchy were
being wrestled with at home. Admittedly, in Japan, because of the territorial issue,
UN membership, and the repatriation of Japanese POWs imprisoned in the Soviet
Union, diplomatic recognition with the USSR was of greater importance. As long
as the Soviets were unwilling to negotiate, however, there was little the Japanese
leadership could do.

The Kremlin made the first move toward Japan, establishing a pattern that would
also repeat itself throughout the Cold War. Soviet Premier Georgii Malenkov called
for the normalization of relations with Japan in an August 1953 speech. A year
later in September 1954 Soviet Foreign Minister Vyacheslav Molotov announced
that the Soviet Union was ready to establish diplomatic relations with Japan, if
Japan were ready to reciprocate. The first formal initiative did not take place until
January 1955 when the Soviet government sent a note to the Japanese govern-
ment requesting negotiations leading to a peace treaty, diplomatic recognition,
and normalization.’ The new Japanese government, led by Prime Minister Ichird
Hatoyama of the Democratic Party, agreed to negotiations despite the hesitancy and
initial opposition of his Foreign Minister, Mamoru Shigemitsu, and bureaucrats in
Japan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

Hatoyama appointed Shin’ichi Matsumoto as Plenipotentiary Ambassador to the
negotiations. Matsumoto was a career diplomat and had the confidence of the Prime
Minister. For Japan the negotiations centered not just on the twin issues of a peace
treaty and normalization, but also on the more pressing matters of the repatriation
of Japanese POWs (of whom there were an estimated 170,000 still in Soviet camps
in the early 1950s), fishing rights in the disputed northern areas, and UN member-
ship. The first round of negotiations was held in the summer of 1955 in London.
Matsumoto’s Soviet counterpart was lakov Malik, the Soviet ambassador to Great
Britain. The negotiations were cordial but became bogged down over the territorial
dispute. Japan initially asked for the return of the entire Kuril archipelago, as well
as the southern half of Sakhalin Island.® The Soviets countered by offering to return
the two southernmost of the Kuril Islands, Shikotan Island and the Habomai group
of islands, which in fact met the original initial minimum Japanese requirement for
a peace treaty. The Soviets also intimated that they would not insist on a US military
withdrawal from Japan upon the signing of a peace treaty. Matsumoto indicated that
these terms were acceptable but that he would need to check with Tokyo. Back in
Tokyo Shigemitsu and the Foreign Ministry insisted that Matsumoto demand the
return of the ‘Northern Territories’ (i.e. the four southernmost of the Kuril Islands)
and that the Soviets agree to address the status of the rest of the Kuril Islands and
southern Sakhalin at a later conference that included Allied (British and US) partici-
pation. When Matsumoto presented these new demands to Malik the negotiations
were broken off. The issue of POWs was left unresolved as well.”

The negotiations were resumed in London in January 1956 but no agreement
was reached and the stalemate continued. Fishery talks were taken up in the spring
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after the Soviet Union published a set of restrictions on salmon and trout fishing
in the northern Pacific waters contiguous to the Kuril Islands. The limit on fish-
ing as well as the growing clamor to bring home the POWs brought a sense of
urgency to the Japanese government. Normalization seemed more important than
ever. Negotiations were continued in July 1956 in Moscow, this time with Foreign
Minister Shigemitsu at the head of the Japanese delegation. After initially holding
out for the return of Etorofu and Kunashiri, as well as Shikotan and the Habomai
group, Shigemitsu appeared willing to agree to the return of only the latter two
after seeing the hard line taken by the Soviet leadership (he conferred personally
with Soviet Foreign Minister Dmitri Shepilov, chairman of the Council of Ministers
Nikolai Bulganin, and Khrushchev).? Ironically, it was Shigemitsu’s hard line back
in 1955 that pushed the Soviets into a tougher negotiating stance. When Shigemitsu
consulted with Prime Minister Hatoyama in Tokyo, he was instructed to hold out
for all four of the southern island groups, as Japanese public opinion had hardened
in the last few months, mainly due to the publicity efforts of Shigemitsu’s own
Foreign Ministry. As historian Tsuyoshi Hasegawa writes, “Shigemitsu became a
victim of his own public relations [campaign].” Still it was unclear whether or not
the Japanese would accept the two-island formula.

The United States entered the picture at this point. Like a large number of
Japanese politicians in the conservative ranks, influential policymakers in the
United States did not want Japan to accept just Shikotan and the Habomai group.
They expected Japan to hold out for all four of the southern islands. Shigemitsu
traveled to London in August 1956 during a break in the negotiations to attend
a foreign ministerial conference to discuss the Suez Crisis. There he met with
US Secretary of State John Foster Dulles. Dulles informed Shigemitsu that he
was not at all happy with the idea of Japan merely accepting Shikotan and the
Habomai group in exchange for a peace treaty. He stated that the United States
was prepared to invoke article 26 of the San Francisco Treaty, which promised
equal treatment to any signee of the treaty should Japan subsequently sign a new
peace treaty with another nation. He brought up the issue of article 26 with the
understanding that should Japan acquiesce in the Soviet annexation of the Kuril
Islands, the United States might not be obliged to return Okinawa and the Ryukyu
archipelago to Japan. Dulles urged Shigemitsu to demand the return of all four
southern island groups.'® Shigemitsu, taken aback by what he viewed as a veiled
threat of his American counterpart, had to then return to Moscow and inform the
Soviets that Japan could not accept the two-island formula. Most Japanese and
Russian historians have blamed the United States for sabotaging the peace talks
through the ‘Dulles threat incident.”!! It is not entirely clear what Dulles meant
with his warning to Shigemitsu. Even Dulles’ own State Department seemed taken
aback by his words."? Three American historians have argued that Dulles’ inten-
tions were benign and that he was hoping to convey more leverage to the Japanese
side during negotiations. An article authored by these historians based on recently
published archival material argues that Dulles urged Shigemitsu to use the specter
of a permanent American occupation of Okinawa as an inducement with which to

convince the Soviets to return the four ‘Northern Territories’."?
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Whatever Dulles’ intentions may have been, the discussions between Japan
and the Soviet Union were once again stalemated. At the eleventh hour, Japanese
Prime Minister Hatoyama decided to lead a delegation to Moscow to reach some
sort of agreement. Prior to his departure Hatoyama had cabled Bulganin with a list
of five matters that he proposed to discuss. These were: (1) the technical ending of
the state of war; (2) the establishment of diplomatic relations; (3) the repatriation
of Japanese POWs; (4) the implementation of a fishery agreement; and (5) Soviet
support of Japan’s UN membership.!* The territorial issue would be discussed
only after these issues had been settled. The Soviets accepted and in October 1956
the Hatoyama delegation arrived in Moscow. The two sides were able to hammer
out a Joint Declaration based on the five points outlined above. The Soviet Union
agreed that upon the signing of a peace treaty it would return Shikotan Island and
the Habomai group to Japan. The legislatures in both countries duly ratified the
Joint Declaration by the end of the year. Negotiations culminating in a peace treaty
were to be held in the near future, and then the territorial issue could be solved
once and for all.

Upon the exchange of permanent diplomatic missions, trade volume increased,
Japanese UN membership was confirmed, and, most importantly, the repatriation
of Japanese POWs began, the last returning in 1958. In January 1960, the United
States and Japan renewed and revised the security treaty that had been signed in
1951, allowing US bases to remain in Japan. Massive protests in Japan signaled
widespread public discontent over the new treaty. Khrushchev took this opportunity
to attempt to sow public discontent in Japan, and to push Japan and the United
States apart by unilaterally declaring that the Soviet Union would only sign a
peace treaty and return two of the disputed islands when the last foreign (i.e. US)
soldier left Japanese soil. Khrushchev was in fact reneging on an agreement that
his government had already ratified. The Japanese response was terse — Japan
would determine its own security policy independent from outside counseling.
Khrushchev continued to insist on a US withdrawal.!® From that point on over the
next decade diplomatic relations were barely cordial. Thus by the end of 1960 the
brief era of Japanese-Soviet détente had come to an end.

The international context

Not coincidentally the brief rapprochement between Japan and the Soviet Union
came about during an era of international flux. The events transpiring between
1953 and 1956 were momentous in scale, and a quick glance can provide an un-
derstanding of how the events of this period influenced decision-making in both
Japan and the Soviet Union.

The major event of early 1953, the death of Joseph Stalin, helped to bring to
a close the bloody Korean conflict that had so destabilized Northeast Asia. Both
Japan and the Soviet Union had actively participated, in auxiliary roles, in that
conflict. Japan was America’s major supply base; the Soviet Union was the major
supplier of hardware to both the North Korean and Chinese forces fighting on
the peninsula. In some cases both Japanese and Soviet individuals participated in
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combat or direct support operations.' Another major event affecting international
relations in Asia was the ending of the war in Indochina and the French withdrawal
from Southeast Asia in 1954. Obviously, the revolution in China (1949) and the
independence of Indonesia (1949) affected the international climate in East Asia
during the early 1950s as well.

In Europe major changes were also under way. In 1955 the Soviet Union negoti-
ated neutrality treaties with Austria and Finland, in both cases withdrawing troops
from those countries. In 1955 the Soviet Union and West Germany established
diplomatic relations, indefinitely postponing a territorial settlement (in the same
year West Germany joined NATO). The ‘Spirit of Geneva’ resulting from the 1955
American-Soviet summit meeting in that city signaled a thawing in East-West
relations across the globe. Khrushchev had announced that international relations
should be based on the principles of ‘peaceful coexistence.’ His speech at the twen-
tieth Party Congress of the Communist Party of the USSR in which he denounced
Stalin and the cult of personality was a further indication of the newfound quest
for global normalcy after the dark early days of the Cold War.

It is against this background of global change that the events surrounding the
Japanese-Soviet rapprochement should be understood. To be sure, there was still
conflict and strife across the globe (Guatemala, Hungary, Indochina, Suez, the
Taiwan Straits, etc.), but both sides in the Cold War wished to step back from
what they feared could become a nuclear nightmare in Northeast Asia and Central
Europe. It was in this context that Nikita Khrushchev claims in his memoirs that
he wished to approach the Japanese leadership and normalize relations. Of course,
he also intimates that he wished to sway public opinion in Japan to somehow drive
a wedge between Tokyo and Washington."”

The cabinet of Prime Minister Hatoyama in Tokyo was also in search of a new
direction for Japan’s foreign policy. Partly for domestic political reasons (to be
discussed below), and partly out of conviction, Hatoyama felt that Japan needed
to wean itself from its over-reliance on the United States. As early as 1952, even
before he became Prime Minister, Hatoyama advocated for the normalization of
relations with the Soviet Union and the People’s Republic of China.'® Early in 1954
while Yoshida Shigeru was still Prime Minister Japan had recognized the Chinese
government on Taiwan. In fact, Yoshida had been in favor of recognizing the
communist Chinese government in Beijing but his hand was forced by the United
States.!” The American government, though wary of a Japanese-Soviet rapproche-
ment, could not pressure the Japanese government to not establish relations with the
Soviet Union, because Washington maintained relations with Moscow. Hatoyama
was eager to move Japan in a more independent direction, and establishing rela-
tions with Moscow was a start (that ultimately was to become an end in itself for
the Hatoyama cabinet).

The United States government, meanwhile, kept a vigilant watch on the
Japanese-Soviet peace negotiations. US leaders were wary of Soviet intentions,
and were nervous that the establishment of Japanese-Soviet relations might be fol-
lowed by Tokyo’s establishment of relations with the communist government in
Beijing. Leaders in the United States were also concerned that should the Soviet
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Union return the disputed ‘Northern Territories’ to Japan, demands for the reversion
of Okinawa would intensify, and that the Soviet propaganda machine would use
this and the continued presence of US troops in Japan to maximum effect. There
was in fact a growing opposition in Japan to the US military presence after the
occupation, and a series of bloody labor riots on May Day in 1952 added to the
American disquiet.”° Therefore when the Japanese-Soviet normalization talks were
under way in London and Moscow, the United States kept a close eye on events. In
this context it is much easier to understand the ‘Dulles’ threat incident.’

By the early 1950s it seemed to most casual observers that Japan was firmly
entrenched in the American camp, with China firmly in the Soviet bloc. Fissures
in the latter relationship, however, were already apparent to some even before the
start of the Korean War. Mao’s dislike for the Soviet leadership (and for Stalin
in particular) dated back to the 1920s and 1930s, when the Soviet Union and the
Comintern’s involvement in the domestic politics of China was often at the expense
of the young Chinese communist party.?! Mao’s enmity was further enhanced dur-
ing his highly publicized visit to Moscow in early 1950, when he spent most of his
time waiting in a guest dacha for ‘audiences’ with Stalin.? It was probably already
clear to the leadership in Moscow in the early 1950s that China would not be satis-
fied playing the role of a mere client state. The fissures in the relationship became
even more apparent in 1956 with China’s lukewarm response to Khrushchev’s
speech at the twentieth Party Congress, where he attacked Stalin and the ‘cult of
personality.” Mao undoubtedly read into this a veiled criticism of his leadership in
China. The Soviet leadership felt that its policy in East Asia was in need of a new
focus. Khrushchev and Bulganin had already visited India in 1955 and had been
successful in getting Indian leaders to look to the Soviet Union for assistance and
guidance. In Northeast Asia, however, relations with China were proving difficult.
Khrushchev and the Soviet leadership, meanwhile, were optimistic that Japan could
somehow be separated from the American-led camp.?

The impact of the international situation in the early and mid-1950s was every bit
as large as it had been in past eras of Japanese-Russian rapprochement, and much
like the earlier eras the role of the United States continued to be a major one.

The domestic political context

As mentioned earlier, the changes in the international system in the mid-1950s mir-
rored changes under way in the respective domestic political arenas of both Japan
and the Soviet Union. Japan was still grappling with the post-occupation political
issues in Tokyo. Similarly, the Soviet Union was dealing with its own political
infighting in the Kremlin.

By the mid-1950s the post-occupation political landscape in Japan had become
relatively polarized. The two political forces competing for control were not left
versus right, but rather two competing forces within the conservative leadership.
Socialist political forces had been strong in the early days of the occupation, and
a socialist prime minister had even formed a coalition cabinet in 1947-48. But the
onset of the Cold War and the ‘reverse course’ in US occupation policy doomed the
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chances of success for the Japan Socialist Party in its earliest days. Instead, by the
early 1950s two conservative parties, the Liberal Party (led by Shigeru Yoshida)
and the Democratic Party (led by Hatoyama) vied for control of the government.
The two leaders of these parties had originally been political allies. Yoshida was
Hatoyama’s political protégé when US authorities purged Hatoyama early during the
occupation, barring him from holding public office. When Hatoyama re-emerged on
the political scene in 1952, Yoshida refused to give up the reins of the conservative
movement that Hatoyama had bequeathed to him in 1946.>* Even when the two
parties merged to form the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) in 1955 the struggle
between the two did not die off. When Hatoyama pushed for normalization with
the Soviet Union in that same year, Yoshida’s faction fiercely opposed him.?

Consequently, one must consider whether Hatoyama’s decision to re-establish
relations with Soviet Union was pushed through to a conclusion before Japan was
ready to arrive at an agreement mutually satisfactory to both sides. The five points
agreed to in the Joint Declaration were amicably adhered to, but in the end Japan
settled for the return of no territory. As Hatoyama’s health failed and as his faction’s
power base became shaky, the move to normalize relations took on an extra urgency
for his cabinet. It was in fact the last major act of his career. He died shortly after
his return from the peace talks in Moscow. In spite of the political infighting in
Japan it must be remembered that the normalization talks with the Soviet Union
did have an urgency of their own, due to the issue of UN membership, the matter
of fishery agreements, and, most importantly, the grave problem of repatriating
Japanese POWs from Siberia and elsewhere in the Soviet Union.

In Japan the prime minister and top political leaders dominated the formula-
tion of Soviet policy in the early post-war years. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs
(MOFA) was still relatively weak, in spite of the strong leadership of Shigemitsu.
Many bureaucrats in the ministry were still very loyal to Yoshida (himself a career
diplomat), and this forced Hatoyama and his followers to work as much as pos-
sible around the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. In some ways, MOFA officials were
seen as more of a hindrance than an asset to the Prime Minister. The Ministry
of Agriculture and Forestry played a big role, due to the strong leadership of its
minister Ichird Kono, who had a close relationship with Hatoyama. Hatoyama used
Kono at times to bypass the Foreign Ministry. For example, during Japanese-Soviet
fishery talks in early 1956 Kono was given a green light to discuss the territorial
issue by the Prime Minister. The role of Japanese big business (zaikai) also helped
speed Hatoyama along in making his decision. Certain businesses were anxious to
import Soviet products — mainly in the lumber and fishing industries — and they let
this be known to Hatoyama and the rest of the government.?’” At the same time, other
business groups more closely linked to trade with the West wished Hatoyama to
go slow so as not to antagonize the United States.?® Hatoyama also had to take into
account the growing clamor among the Japanese public to bring home the POWs.

The Soviet leadership was still dealing with issues of succession in 1955-56.
Though the Bulganin-Khrushchev clique had seemingly gained the upper hand
over the Malenkov-Molotov faction, Khrushchev probably felt himself on shaky
ground given the history of internal Soviet politics over the preceding three
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decades. Nevertheless, the general atmosphere of détente afforded the Soviet
Union opportunities in areas around Asia where it had previously been shut out.
Japan was one of them.

As for the internal driving forces behind the Soviet Union’s new Japan policy,
there are several possible theories. Soviet foreign policymaking was strictly
centered on the upper echelons of the government hierarchy. The International
Department of the Central Committee of the Communist Party and the Ministry
of Foreign Affairs (MID) were thought to have some influence over Japan policy.
Indeed, they were probably important in fleshing out details given larger guidelines
by the Politburo, but the ultimate power rested at the top level. It has been assumed
that the final decision to approach Japan was made by Khrushchev himself. In his
memoirs Khrushchev insists that he had to convince Molotov that the Soviet Union
had to normalize relations with Japan: “Since we had absolutely no contacts with
Japan, our economy and our policy suffered.”” Khrushchev probably did not re-
ally believe the Soviet economy suffered dramatically due to the lack of trade with
Japan. He wrote his memoirs in the late 1960s when Japan was establishing itself
as an economic dynamo. But in the mid-1950s, Japan’s war-shattered economy was
anything but dynamic. He did point to the potential for trade in raw materials, but
Khrushchev was undoubtedly more eager to exploit political opportunities. This
was particularly the case given labor problems in Japan and anti-US sentiment in
some segments of Japanese society.

Others are not so sure that Khrushchev had a firm grip on Soviet foreign policy.
Russian historian Aleksei Zagorsky attributes the change in Soviet policy toward
Japan not to Khrushchev but to Kremlin insiders Lavrenti Beria and Georgii
Malenkov. Zagorsky ridicules Khrushchev’s grasp of matters pertaining to foreign
affairs, and argues that the initiatives to improve relations with Japan came about
sometime in 1953 after the death of Stalin but before the accession of Khrushchev.
Although Japan was not a central focus of the new Soviet policy, it could be seen
as an offshoot of the newer, relaxed attitude toward certain countries. According
to Zagorsky, Khrushchev merely followed through on initiatives that were already
in the pipeline. Unlike proposals that, for example, envisioned the reunification
of Germany and which would have aroused great opposition in the Soviet leader-
ship, establishing relations with Japan was an easy, safe route for Khrushchev
to follow.*

The historian James Richter feels that Khrushchev’s foreign policy was more
of a compromise between that of Malenkov and Molotov, and that Khrushchev
made gestures toward other nations to offset the differences between the two.
Furthermore, to counteract the US move to ring the Soviet Union with bases,
Khrushchev attempted to make diplomatic inroads into these nations on the pe-
riphery of Soviet territory.*!

The ideational context

After the war ideational factors came to play a large role in bilateral relations.
Arguably the Japanese and the Soviet peoples suffered more than any other in
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the war, apart perhaps from the Chinese.* In this sense the war and the memories
associated with it came to play an enormous role in the minds of both societies.
The war still influences both countries today, perhaps more than anywhere else.
Perceptions of self and of other nations are still colored by associations with the
war. Japan’s relations with its Asian neighbors and its close ally the United States
reflect experiences of the war years. Russia still clings to the past glories associ-
ated with the war, and at the same time it is still scarred by the traumatic events of
those years — the injustices carried out by its enemies, and the injustices the Soviet
leadership perpetrated on its own citizens during the war (such as the Chechens,
the Volga Germans, or the Koreans in the Far East). The bilateral relationship
between Moscow and Tokyo is still heavily influenced by the war, evidenced by
the fact that the two sides have still not signed a peace treaty ending the official
state of war.

In Japan, in spite of the fact that for almost four years the people fought a battle
to the death with the United States, the ‘betrayal’ by the Soviet Union with its last-
minute attack was treated with more anger and indignity. Many Japanese leaders
viewed the US occupation as eminently preferable to the introduction of Soviet
troops on Japanese soil.** All through the occupation and afterwards there was a
sincere concern among Japan’s conservative leadership and among top US poli-
cymakers that the communist/socialist movement in Japan was gaining in strength
and might actually win an electoral victory and control of the Diet. As mentioned
a socialist prime minister (Testu Katayama) had formed a coalition government
in 1947 which lasted barely a year. There was also concern that the split in the
conservative camp would allow the leftist forces to gain victory. In fact, Hatoyama
had used the aid of two socialist parties to help bring down Yoshida’s Liberal Party
in the 1954 election.’* The merger of the two conservative parties to form the LDP,
ironically, was undertaken a year later in response to the socialist ‘threat.’*

Conservative politicians feared that re-establishing ties with the Soviet Union
would open up Japan to potential communist subversion. The communist party in
Japan had been legalized in 1946 and the wretched economic conditions proved
a fertile recruiting ground for members. In addition, the repatriation of Japanese
POWSs who had been in either Soviet or Communist Chinese captivity added more
fuel to the mix. Frequently, such soldiers returned with newly implanted ideas about
‘socialism’ and ‘revolution.’* The Japanese Communist Party (JCP) was an outlet
for many of these individuals, although a split within the JCP in 1950 was disas-
trous for the future electoral chances of this party. The United States was concerned
enough about communism and socialism that in the 1950s the CIA reportedly began
funneling cash to top politicians in the LDP to help keep them in power.>’

After the 1955 merger the LDP became firmly entrenched with a solid majority
in the Japanese Diet. The power of the opposition Japan Socialist Party slowly
faded. The conservatives were able to garner even greater support from Japanese
big business (zaikai) and the United States. As incomes began to rise in the early
1960s, the chances of a socialist electoral victory became ever slimmer.

In addition to concerns about the rise of communism and socialism in Japan,
and lingering public anger over the sudden Soviet attack and seizure of territory in
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1945, the matter of Japanese POWs fueled anti-Soviet sentiment. Some 640,000
POWSs had been kept in the Soviet Union after the war, and though the majority
was returned in 1947-49, there were still approximately 170,000 unaccounted for.
Furthermore, of 2.7 million Japanese civilians in territory captured by Soviet forces
at war’s end, 150,000 were missing. Soviet information on the number of prisoners
was at variance with Japanese statistics, and this led to further tension. The last
POWSs were returned in 1958, but close to 60,000 had died in captivity.*® In spite
of the cruel treatment meted out to Japanese prisoners in the Soviet Union, and the
harsh attitude of Japanese citizens to this bit of history, the Japanese government
might be seen as somewhat complicit. According to Herbert Bix in his biography
of Emperor Hirohito, the Japanese government considered using the forced labor
of Japanese POWs in the Soviet Union as a form of reparations payment for war
damages, and hence turned a blind eye for a while.* Furthermore, certain officials
in Japan insisted that Japan could sacrifice its POWs in order to uphold ‘national
prestige.” One of these was Keidanren (Federation of Economic Organizations, a
powerful business lobby and quasi-governmental organ) President Taizo Ishizaka
who stated that, “neither Japanese captives nor ... fishing rights should be traded
for our national prestige nor our territory [sic].”® It should also be remembered
that Japan was not a signatory of the Geneva Convention on the treatment of war
prisoners, and its treatment of captured soldiers and civilians (especially in China)
was probably no better than that meted out by the Soviets. This is not to condone
what the Soviets did to the Japanese POWs, but the Japanese government could
be seen as partially responsible for what happened. During the war the Japanese
viewed prisoners of war as those without honor and indeed without country; now
ironically these POWs had become a cause célebre.

The issues associated with these wartime experiences left a feeling of extreme
dislike for the Soviet Union among the Japanese. Although an anti-American
sentiment existed in various segments of Japanese society, it was superseded by a
reinvigorated hatred for the Soviet government. The LDP’s ability to capitalize on
this feeling (with US concurrence and assistance) helped it to retain uninterrupted
political control of the Japanese government for 38 years.

After the war years and Stalin’s obsession with Realpolitik, the Soviet Union
once again turned to ideology as a tool in foreign policy. Soviet leaders felt
that Japan offered fertile ground for the spread of communism. In his memoirs
Khrushcheyv stated that the Soviet Union should take advantage of any anti-Amer-
ican feelings still lingering because of the destruction wrought on Japan by the US
atomic bombings. He went on to say:

As soon as our embassy reopens in Tokyo, it will act like a magnet, attracting
all those who are dissatisfied with Japan’s current policies. These elements
will begin to establish ties to our embassy, and we will begin to exert some
influence on Japanese politics.*!

Khrushchev viewed Japan through the lens of the growing third-world non-align-
ment movement. His goal was not to set up Japan as a Soviet client, but merely
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to pull it out of the US orbit through peaceful means. As it turns out, Khrushchev
misread the extent of anti-American feeling in Japan. It existed, but it was tempered
by widespread support for the United States, its occupation policies, and its anti-
communist policy in East Asia.

By 1960 Khrushchev felt that Japan was an even better target for Soviet atten-
tions. The 1960 anti-treaty riots in Japan were seen in Moscow as bringing Japan
closer to a “revolutionary situation.”* The plan to denounce the 1956 Japanese-
Soviet Joint Declaration until all US troops were withdrawn from Japan ended
up backfiring, as Moscow’s actions did nothing to speed along the process of
‘revolutionary socialism’ in Japan. Japan actually grew closer to the United States
and considered the Soviet actions as a breach of a ratified pact and of good faith.
By the early 1960s the Soviet Union’s attention was turned more and more toward
events in Europe, the Middle East, and the Western hemisphere.

The perception of Japan in the Soviet Union was different than it had been
before the war. The people of the Soviet Union had viewed Imperial Japan as an
aggressor of the worst sort. After the war, Japan barely registered in the minds
of the Soviet people. Later, it had taken on a quaint, exotic image.** This view is
visible in Khrushchev’s memoirs, and he probably shared more in common in his
views and opinions with the average Soviet citizen than any Soviet or Russian
leader has before or since. Nevertheless, neither Khrushchev nor the average Soviet
citizen was amenable to returning territory that they felt was earned by the nation’s
travails during the war.

The breakdown

Both international and domestic political factors helped bring Japan and the Soviet
Union to a rapprochement in 1956. By 1961 Khrushchev had admitted that rela-
tions, though on a sounder footing than after the war, were still not completely
normalized.* After Khrushchev’s denunciation of the 1960 US-Japan security
treaty, political relations between Moscow and Tokyo could no longer be said to
be amicable. Although trade volume did increase dramatically, this was from a
zero baseline. Japan did become an important trade partner for the Soviet Union,
but overall bilateral trade figures were still relatively low as a percentage of total
trade.** Meanwhile, Soviet leaders continued to insist on a Japanese renunciation
of the security alliance with the United States.*

The international situation following the détente of the mid-1950s deteriorated
into a second phase of the Cold War. Domestically, in Japan the growth in conserva-
tive strength did nothing to improve the bilateral atmospherics. More importantly,
the negative images associated with Soviet actions in the war continued to poison
the public perception in Japan. The threat of communism spreading throughout
Northeast and Southeast Asia not only frightened Japan’s conservative leadership
but it also frightened the Japanese public.*” Although China was seen as a concern,
the bigger threat seemed to emanate from the north. And once Soviet missiles could
reach Japan in the late 1950s this shaped the negative public perception even more.
In the end, territorial issues combined with the issues surrounding the war to doom
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any chance for a meaningful rapprochement with the Soviet Union. As historian
Tsuyoshi Hasegawa wrote:

To the Japanese the demand for the Northern Territories represented more than
a wish to recapture lost lands. It was rather a moral imperative to right all the
wrongs that had been perpetrated by the Soviet Union in the summer of 1945.
The petulance and tenacity with which the Japanese government clung to the
return of the Northern Territories can be explained by the self-righteous belief
that few people in Japan have questioned — a belief that all justice rested on
their side .... What separated them [from the Soviet Union] was therefore
not merely a difference in views on the territorial dispute, but also the more
profound differences in historical memory about the war and the psychological
needs to cling to the myths they had created.*

The Soviet leadership, meanwhile, viewed Japan more and more as an American
appendage, especially when it became clear that the social unrest of the 1950s was
a thing of the past. No attempt was made by the Soviet leadership to truly cement
relations and build a firm foundation. Improving relations with Japan was seen as
nothing more than an opportunity to poke the Americans in the eye. There seemed
to be little more substance to Soviet motives than this. They did not truly see Japan
as a potential trade partner, or as a nation that could and would formulate an inde-
pendent foreign policy course. Therefore once resistance to normalization was felt
in certain areas, it was easier to turn away than to stay the course.

In spite of the international and domestic factors that pushed Japan and Russia
together briefly in the mid-1950s, the two nations could not get over certain biases
and ideas. Public perceptions of one another were often very far from the mark,
and in the end it was in this graveyard of misperception that normalization at-
tempts foundered. In this period of rapprochement, structural factors were again
key in bringing the leaders of the two nations together. But both domestic issues
(especially in Japan) and ideational factors were also important in bringing about
the rapprochement. But these same ideational factors were part of the breakdown.
The Japanese leaders and the Japanese people were still scarred from the war and
still viewed the Soviet Union through this lens of the war experience. There could
be no true normalization, in their mind’s eye, with the Soviets.

1972-73: The search for partners in an uncertain time

Amid the great international tumult of the late 1960s and early 1970s both Japan
and the Soviet Union began to experience a certain feeling of isolation. Although
Japan had strongly backed the United States and its effort in Vietnam throughout
the 1960s, the US announcement of troop withdrawals, Nixon’s surprise China
visitin 1972, and increasing US-Japanese trade friction created a concern in ruling
circles in Tokyo that the United States was drifting away from Japan.* The Soviet
Union was also feeling somewhat estranged from former friends, not only in East
Asia but also in Eastern Europe. The most disconcerting issue for Soviet leaders
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was the Sino-Soviet rift that had exploded into armed clashes and confrontational
posturing along the length of their several thousand-mile border. And although
the US announcement of a withdrawal from Vietnam was undoubtedly viewed
with joy in the Kremlin, it was very quickly tempered by the sudden and warm
Sino-American embrace. In one fell swoop the Soviet Union’s two gravest en-
emies were fraternizing like two long-lost friends. Practically overnight East Asia
became simultaneously the scene of a great Soviet moral victory over the United
States (in Vietnam), and the arena posing the greatest threat to Soviet homeland
security. Because of the mutual feelings of isolation and the new bond between the
United States and China, leaders in Tokyo and Moscow decided that normalization
between the two countries was a worthy goal.

In spite of the fact that the previous attempt at normalization in 1955-56 had
fallen short, diplomatic relations had been re-established, and the 1960s were by
no means a lost decade in Japanese-Soviet relations. In fact, the two nations had
taken advantage of a 1957 treaty of commerce and trade to greatly expand trade
relations. In 1956 the two-way trade volume equaled approximately $3.6 million.
The next year (1957) it jumped to roughly $21.6 million, and by 1972 the bilat-
eral trade level had already reached $1 billion.® Soviet exports to Japan of raw
materials such as lumber, marine products, raw cotton, coal, non-ferrous metals,
gold and other items soon outpaced Japanese exports to the Soviet Union of steel,
machinery, machine tools, textiles, chemical products, and other materials; until
1975 Japan ran a consistent trade deficit with the Soviet Union. Japan became one
of the Soviet Union’s largest capitalist trading partners (the largest in 1970), but in
comparison with overall trade figures the bilateral trade level remained a fraction
of each nation’s total trade volume. The Soviet Union, for example, never ranked
among the top ten trading partners of Japan. By the end of the decade, however,
Japanese businesses and government leaders became more and more interested in
the prospect of Siberian energy development.®!

During the 1960s there were no bilateral summits between the heads of state.
The respective Foreign Ministers did exchange visits in 1966—67, while other
high-ranking government officials and business leaders visited either Moscow or
Tokyo, and cultural relations were somewhat reawakened. Nevertheless, political
negotiations were non-existent. Japanese leaders still insisted on discussing the
territorial dispute, while Soviet leaders refused to acknowledge that a territorial
dispute even existed.

By the early 1970s, however, it became apparent that leaders and policymakers
in both nations were interested in a rapprochement. Not only was the international
situation in East Asia in a period of transition, but internal political and economic
factors were aligning to the point that policymakers in both countries were able
to contemplate more freely a substantive rapprochement. Attempts at rapproche-
ment prior to 1972 had been greeted with suspicion in both capitals. Japanese
Prime Minister Eisaku Sato had hopes in the late 1960s to completely normalize
relations with Moscow, but his overriding concern was concentrated on the dis-
puted islands, and he had no vision for a working relationship beyond the issue
of territory. Similarly, Soviet General Secretary Leonid Brezhnev’s 1969 proposal
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for a collective security system in Asia (which included overtures to Japan) was
seen by most Japanese policymakers as a ploy to pull Japan away from the United
States.>? But the dramatic international transformation described above, as well as
disconcerting economic trends in both countries, forced a change in thinking.

The first fruit of this new line of thinking was Soviet Foreign Minister Andrei
Gromyko’s visit to Tokyo in January 1972, the first such visit since 1966. Prior
to the visit the Soviet press had begun painting a friendlier picture of Japan, no
doubt to prepare the public for the upcoming change in Soviet East Asian policy.™
Gromyko had also met with the chief of the Japanese delegation to the United
Nations in the fall of 1971. During this meeting in New York Gromyko report-
edly sensed the Japanese nervousness toward the Sino-American rapprochement,
and it was here that he received the official invitation to Tokyo.** Gromyko, who
had earned the nickname ‘Mr. Nyet,” could not have approached his 1972 visit
any differently than his previous visit in 1966. In 1966 he assumed a dour coun-
tenance and maintained it throughout his trip, failing to even acknowledge that a
territorial dispute existed. By contrast, in 1972 he arrived bringing a different at-
titude that helped create a positive atmosphere. In fact, so changed was Gromyko
that the Japanese ambassador to Moscow, Kin’ya Niizeki, referred to the visit as
“Gromyko’s Smiling Diplomacy.” During his visit Gromyko, though careful to
avoid acknowledging the territorial dispute, did not dismiss it out of hand as he and
other Soviet leaders had done in the past. In fact, he hinted that the Soviets would be
willing to return to the 1956 promise to return two of the disputed islands upon the
signing of a peace treaty. Gromyko also requested Japanese economic assistance in
developing energy resources in Siberia. Specifically, he asked for a Japanese loan
to build a pipeline linking Irkutsk (located near the Mongolian border and already
connected with oil and gas pipelines to fields in Western Siberia) to Nakhodka on
the Pacific coast just east of Vladivostok. At the end of his visit a promise was se-
cured to open negotiations toward a peace treaty and an invitation to visit Moscow
was extended to the Japanese Prime Minister (Eisaku Sato, at the time).>

In October of 1972, Japanese Foreign Minister Masayoshi Ohira reciprocated
Gromyko’s visit and arrived in Moscow to represent the new cabinet of Prime
Minister Kakuei Tanaka, who had succeeded Satd in July of that year. Tanaka’s
first major foreign policy act was his recognition of the People’s Republic of
China in September 1972. Now he wished to move his country closer to the Soviet
Union. The atmosphere during Ohira’s visit was decidedly less warm than during
Gromyko’s visit earlier in the year. This was in large part due to Japan’s normaliza-
tion of relations with Beijing, which the Soviet Union was less than happy about.
Ohira spent more time answering questions about Japan’s China policy than about
Japan’s Soviet policy.”’

Tanaka’s visit to Moscow finally took place in October 1973. Just prior to his
visit, the Yom Kippur War broke out in the Middle East. Like Ohira’s visit a year be-
fore, the atmospherics were much less warm compared to Gromyko’s 1972 Tokyo
visit. During his earlier visit Gromyko had invited the Japanese Prime Minister to
visit Moscow, but at the time the Japanese prime minister was Satd. Tanaka had sent
a letter to Brezhnev in January 1973, proposing a Moscow visit and negotiations
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toward a peace treaty. Because Tanaka had in a sense invited himself, and because
he had directly mentioned the territorial dispute in his overture, the Kremlin put him
on ice for a while. But the summit was eventually held in October. Tanaka arrived
and by the second day substantive negotiations were under way. Tanaka made it
clear from the beginning that a resolution of the territorial dispute was Japan’s pri-
mary goal, though the expansion of economic contacts should not be held hostage
to this issue. The principle of the ‘inseparability of economics and politics’ (seikei
Sfukabun) that was to define Japan’s Soviet and Russia policy in later years had
still not become the abiding principle in Tokyo’s policy with Moscow. Brezhnev
made a case for Japanese investment in the development of Siberia, and an interest
existed on the Japanese side (although other factors beyond the mere question of
economic feasibility were complicating these prospects). The Soviet leadership also
reiterated its desire for Japan’s participation in an Asian collective security system.
Japan was amenable to the former offer, but lukewarm to the latter. The two sides
parted, agreeing to continue discussions toward a peace treaty, although there was
a miscommunication about the wording of the final joint communiqué summing up
the summit meeting. Included in the communiqué was a promise by both parties
to strive their utmost to resolve ‘outstanding issues’ (or ‘unresolved problems’)
dating from the Second World War. The Japanese side believed this was a tacit af-
firmation that the Soviets agreed to resolve the territorial dispute before signing a
peace treaty, but the Soviets adamantly denied that this communiqué even hinted
at the territorial dispute. Later, participants of the meeting would argue whether
Brezhnev had uttered ‘Da’ or had merely cleared his throat in response to Tanaka’s
query whether the ‘outstanding issues’ referred to the territorial dispute.*®

The optimism that had arisen during the two years of awkward dancing around
a rapprochement and the blind groping for some sort of normalization vanished
after the October 1973 summit. Another visit to Tokyo by Gromyko in 1976 proved
unsuccessful in mitigating the mutual acrimony. Economic contacts, however,
continued to flourish and the bilateral trade volume grew at an accelerated rate
through the end of the 1970s.

The international context

As has historically been the case, seismic shifts in the international system helped
to trigger Soviet and Japanese overtures to one another in 1972. Although 1972-73
is generally seen as the beginning of the second era of détente, it must be remem-
bered that the several years just prior to this were years in which all three great
powers were engaged in conflict in East Asia. The United States was warring in
Vietnam, while the Soviet Union and China came to blows with one another along
their border in Northeast Asia. And although the powers stepped back from conflict
in the early 1970s, the situation was still fairly tense in East Asia. High concentra-
tions of battle-ready American, Chinese, and Soviet armed forces existed in close
proximity to one another from Sakhalin to Saigon. Soviet and American proxies
continued to do battle from Southeast Asia, through the Middle East and Africa,
into Latin America. Not only did Chinese and Soviet troops engage in conflict, but
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leaders in the Kremlin also considered strikes against China’s atomic assets and
even reportedly solicited American support in this effort. In the Middle East in the
fall of 1973 US and Soviet forces were on a hair-trigger alert that threatened to
expand the Yom Kippur War into a global conflict.*

One prominent Japanese historian has claimed that the events that transpired
in 1972-73 were of more significance for the nations of East Asia than the fall of
the Berlin Wall in 1989.% The events of this period were certainly of enormous
consequence for Japan. Japan’s feeling of shock over Nixon’s secret overtures to-
ward China cannot be overstated. It was even more of an unexpected shock to the
Japanese leadership than had been the announcement of the Molotov-Ribbentrop
Pact in August 1939. Unlike Nazi Germany in 1939, the United States was in 1972
(as it is today) Japan’s guarantor of security. What had made Nixon’s action even
more galling to the Japanese was that it came in the midst of serious bilateral trade
friction, and signaled, many felt, a concerted US effort to move away from, and
even isolate, Japan in the East Asian region.®!

The effects of the changing world situation on Japan were not confined to East
Asian events. The first oil shock in 1973 in the wake of the Yom Kippur War left
an indelible imprint on the Japanese. At the time, Japan relied on imported oil for
close to 75 percent of its domestic energy needs, and 90 percent of this imported
oil originated in the Middle East.®> Oil prices skyrocketed and the Japanese gross
national product (GNP) recorded negative economic growth in 1974 for the first
time since the Second World War. It was also the first time since the Second World
War that Japan found itself at a disadvantage because of its close ties to the United
States. The Arab oil exporting nations tagged Japan as an uncritical ally of the
United States and as a tacit supporter of Israel. Japan staggered, politically and
economically, under the weight of these events.

The events of the early 1970s imparted to the Soviet leadership a paradoxical
mood of newfound confidence, tinged with a bit of unease. The Soviet Union had
achieved strategic parity with the United States, had seen its long time nemesis
get a bloody nose in Vietnam, and the halcyon days of the Brezhnev era reached
their peak before the stagnation of the command economy became apparent. At
the same time, among the leadership there was knowledge of the beginning of eco-
nomic troubles, while the Sino-American rapprochement was the worst of Soviet
nightmares that seemed to be realizing itself. Furthermore, Soviet-American global
confrontation in the Third World, either direct or through proxy, continued apace.
Soviet leaders could not afford to rest easy. Most troubling of all for Soviet leaders,
of course, was China. The only situation that could be seen worse than the current
one that was unfolding would be a trilateral US-China-Japan alliance aimed at the
Soviet Union. Such a scenario was to be avoided at all costs. The Soviet leadership
moved quickly, and when it was established that the Japanese leadership felt every
bit as uneasy about the Sino-American rapprochement (during Andrei Gromyko’s
trip to the United Nations in the fall of 1971) an overture to Japan was extended.
Another factor that gave the Soviet leadership hope that an arrangement could be
worked out with Tokyo was the August 1970 treaty signed by the Federal Republic
of Germany recognizing the status of Europe’s post-Second World War borders.*
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The Soviets hoped to outdo the United States and China by cementing some sort
of agreement with Japan, whether a bilateral peace treaty, or Brezhnev’s idea for
an East Asian collective security organization. Gromyko visited Tokyo in January
1972 one month before Nixon visited China, hoping to achieve progress in diplo-
matic relations that could lead to a substantial breakthrough.

At subsequent meetings between Japanese and Soviet diplomats, the topic of
China frequently arose, whatever issue the negotiations might be covering. As had
been the case prior to the war and after, the United States was still a primary factor
in Japanese and Soviet bilateral discussions. But now a familiar element had re-
entered the picture, this time on a different level. China had always been a factor
in Japanese-Russian/Soviet relations, dating from the 1894-95 Sino-Japanese War.
Now, however, China had emerged as a political player, capable of affecting the
strategic balance between Moscow, Tokyo, and Washington. China was no longer
nothing more than booty to quarrel over; it was now a major actor. Beginning in
the 1970s the KGB made Japan its primary base for gathering intelligence on China
and recruiting Chinese agents.®

The domestic political context

As prominent as international factors may have been to the brief Japanese-Soviet
rapprochement of 1972-73, domestic factors were closely linked to these large-
picture issues and in combination they proved crucial to the changes in thinking at
the top levels of leadership in both nations. Although there was no great transition
under way politically in either country in the early 1970s, subtle changes could
be detected at the very summit of leadership. Additionally, economic factors re-
entered the picture prominently in the early 1970s. Economic relations had always
been somewhat important in Japanese-Soviet relations, but they were often seen as
secondary to political and strategic factors. By the 1970s, economics were directly
linked to strategic issues.

In Japan in the early 1970s the domestic changes under way were primarily in
response to world events. The oil shock had caused a serious disruption in Japan’s
economic machine. As it turned out, the Japan economy rebounded and responded
quite well to the changes associated with higher oil prices. Nevertheless, even
prior to the 1973 oil shock, Japanese leaders had been concerned about the long-
term security of oil supplies and had wanted to find alternative sources in order to
lessen dependence on Middle Eastern sources.® Japanese plans to exploit sources
in Siberia had existed for years, and Japanese Prime Minister Kakuei Tanaka was
a particular proponent of Siberian energy development. Prior to assuming his post
at the head of the cabinet in July 1972, Tanaka had shown great interest in a project
to develop petroleum resources in the Tyumen region of western Siberia as head of
the Ministry of International Trade and Industry (MITI). The project also involved
the construction of a pipeline linking the Tyumen fields via Irkutsk to the Pacific
port of Nakhodka. Later, upon assuming the premiership, Tanaka became even
more attracted to the Tyumen project, to the point of completely separating this
issue from the territorial dispute. In a letter to Brezhnev in March 1973, Tanaka
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stressed the importance to both sides of the Tyumen project. Original estimates for
the project were around $1 billion, but as cost estimates expanded Japanese interest
contracted, especially when the Soviets announced that they would transport the
oil via a new northern branch of the trans-Siberian railroad whose costs were to be
covered by Japanese financing. Although Japanese businesses continued to show
interest in the project, government opposition seemed present in all the concerned
ministries.*

Japanese Prime Minister Kakuei Tanaka was a member of the LDP, as all of his
predecessors had been since 1955, but this is where the similarities ended. Unlike
most of the LDP leadership, Tanaka had not been a politician before the war, and
had no connection to the LDP old-boy network. Tanaka was a self-made millionaire
with no formal education beyond high school. He rose up through the business world
to become a construction magnate, profiting from contracts both during the war and
during the American occupation. Tanaka drew his strength not from party contacts
but from his popular appeal to the Japanese people. Tanaka’s rise and his ability
to raise large amounts of money through business contacts partially transformed
the way the LDP did politics.®” It should be emphasized that Tanaka came into of-
fice viewing the relationship with the Soviet Union as a businessman might: what
can we get out of this? His first thoughts were of the oil industry. As Minister of
International Trade and Industry Tanaka knew that Japan badly needed to diversify
its energy sources, and the Soviet Union, he felt, was a potential source to exploit.
Tanaka also had another motivation. Almost every one of the LDP prime ministers
beginning with Shigeru Yoshida had scored some sort of major foreign policy suc-
cess. Yoshida had negotiated the signing of the San Francisco Treaty and the ending
of the American occupation. Ichird Hatoyama had re-established diplomatic rela-
tions with the Soviet Union. Nobusuke Kishi signed and cemented the US-Japan
Security Treaty. Tanaka’s predecessor Eisaku Satd was responsible for bringing
about the reversion of Okinawa to Japanese political control in 1972. Tanaka wanted
his own legacy to secure his place in history. The two most glaring holes in Japanese
foreign policy were China and the Soviet Union. Tanaka pursued them both. He
visited Beijing in September 1972, and it was agreed that relations would soon be
normalized. He hoped to further this diplomatic breakthrough with a far-reaching
energy agreement with the Soviet Union. Like Hatoyama in 1956, Tanaka wished
to devise a more independent foreign policy with regard to the United States, the
country that many felt had gone behind Japan’s back during the so-called ‘Nixon
shocks.” Tanaka was one of many Japanese politicians angry with US actions in
regards to recognizing China without first having consulted Tokyo.%

Tanaka received unqualified support for his overtures to Moscow from Japan’s
business world (zaikai). The zaikai was partially backed up by MITI, but this sup-
port slowly waned as Soviet financial demands for energy development became
more exorbitant. Like MITI, the Ministry of Finance was initially favorably dis-
posed toward the Tyumen project, but became more disillusioned as time went by
and the details grew clearer. Even the normally cautious Foreign Ministry favored
the use of Japanese bank loans to finance the Tyumen project, but this support
quickly waned as well.® The Japanese Defense Agency (JDA), interestingly
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enough, was concerned about the impact the Tyumen project might have on Japan’s
relations with China. The JDA was also opposed to any project that might further
Soviet strategic capabilities in the Far East.”® China had all the while been warily
eyeing Japanese-Soviet negotiations on the Tyumen project, and this was ultimately
to have an impact as will be seen. By the beginning of 1973 the enthusiasm over
the Tyumen project had disappeared. When Tanaka visited Moscow in the fall of
1973 the priorities of Japan had changed and the territorial issue became once again
Japan’s overriding concern.

One of the Soviet Union’s primary strategies with regards to Japan was eco-
nomics. Soviet leaders hoped to lure Japanese investment into Siberia and the
Russian Far East. As mentioned, by the early 1970s it was becoming clear to some
in the Soviet leadership that the economy was slowly grinding to a halt. Soviet
leaders were particularly concerned about the growing technological gap between
Moscow and the West. The race to achieve strategic parity had exhausted the Soviet
economy, and many in the Soviet leadership recognized this.”' The annual average
growth rate of the Soviet GNP, which averaged 6.4 percent in the 1950s and 5.4
percent in the 1960s, had slowed to 3.7 percent by the early 1970s.”> The Soviets
hoped to rectify the worsening economic situation with a massive development
plan for Siberia and the Russian Far East, involving not only energy but also in-
dustrial and infrastructure development. In their eyes, Japan was the perfect partner
to carry out such an ambitious project.”

Under Brezhnev a range of more diverse players had emerged within the Soviet
policymaking ranks. In the case of Japan policy, certain officials in the International
Department of the Central Committee of the Communist Party and in the Ministry
of Foreign Affairs had carved out positions of influence. Ivan Kovalenko was chief
of the Japan section in the International Department of the Central Committee from
1963 to 1983 (and deputy chief of the department thereafter). He became one of
the primary advisors to the Politburo on East Asian policy. After the Second World
War he had been responsible for overseeing and re-educating Japanese POWs in
Siberia. His experiences left him with a strong impression of Japanese servility in
the face of strength and pressure. He maintained a hard-line stance toward Japan
his entire career until he was forced to retire from the International Department by
Mikhail Gorbachev in 1988. Deputy Foreign Minister Mikhail Kapitsa supervised
East Asian policy in the Foreign Ministry and shared Kovalenko’s views. He,
too, maintained his position and influence for many years into the 1980s when
Gorbachev removed him as well.” With these two men exerting influence on Japan
policy there would be no softening of the Soviet position on the territorial issue.

As was the case though the 1960s, several fishery agreements were signed in
the 1970s. Often the Soviet leadership used the fishery card as a tool for leverage
against the Japanese when something was wanted, or when negotiations came to
an impasse on other issues. This was a tactic used during the 1955-56 negotia-
tions and was used again during the early 1970s. The Soviet Union was able to
do this because most of the discussions over fishery issues focused on Japanese
rights to fish in Soviet territorial waters. From the end of the war until Tanaka’s
1973 Moscow visit, the Soviets allegedly seized close to 1,400 Japanese fishing
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boats and detained almost 12,000 Japanese citizens. The issue became even more
pressing for the Japanese after 1976 when the Soviet Union declared an exclusive
200-nautical mile fishery zone. Incidents at sea between Japanese and Soviet boats
happened with increasing regularity. The Japanese public, backed by the fishing
industry, demanded resolute action from the government. The Japanese govern-
ment was forced to listen because the political influence of the fishery groups in
Japan was something that could not be ignored. Some Japanese today argue that
the fishery issue is every bit as important as the territorial issue.”

The ideational context

The brief period of the Japanese-Soviet rapprochement in 1972-73 rose quite
suddenly, and just as quickly faded. Consequently, there was little increase in con-
tacts beyond the official level. The societies of the two countries were as distant
from one another during this time as perhaps any other time over the past century.
Furthermore, the citizens of each country were as ignorant of one another as they
were distant.

By the early 1970s the citizens of Japan were feeling good about themselves.
The decade of the 1960s was an era of unprecedented growth in Japanese history.
Between 1965 and 1970 the economic growth rate was a staggering 12.2 percent
per year.”® The successes of the 1960s, though due to a myriad of factors, were
brought about in large part by the hard work of the Japanese people themselves. By
1970 they deserved to feel good about themselves and their country, and this also
engendered an unavoidable feeling of smugness. This was perhaps translated into a
growing feeling of superiority toward other countries, including the Soviet Union.
Nowhere was this attitude better personified than in the person of Prime Minister
Tanaka, himself an economic success story. According to several commentators,
Tanaka’s brusque, confident style put off Brezhnev and the Soviet leadership during
his 1973 visit to Moscow.”” Tanaka was sure that the Soviet appeals for Japanese
investment were out of necessity, while Brezhnev seemed to go out of his way to
tell Tanaka that Japanese investment was not necessary, merely desired.”® This
misperception of the other side’s motivations and desires has continued to dog the
relationship up to the present.

In the Soviet Union by the early 1970s, the people still lived in the ignorant bliss
of the Brezhnev years, which were rapidly approaching their twilight. The average
Soviet citizen had a feeling of superiority when it came to Japan. This was not due
to recent events as was the case in Japan, but more to the smug nature peculiar
to citizens of a great empire. Of course, no one could be fully aware in the 1970s
that the Soviet Union’s days were numbered. In 1972 the Soviet Union was at the
zenith of its power and influence. If Tanaka personified the attitude of the Japanese
people in the 1970s, then Soviet Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko perhaps best
personified the attitude of the Soviet people during the Brezhnev years. Gromyko’s
diplomacy was based squarely on the bilateral Cold War confrontation with the
United States. Any diplomacy was undertaken with the United States foremost
in mind, and perhaps secondarily China. Japan and its leaders were viewed as
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politically reliant on the United States. As for Japan and its people, one historian
points out that Gromyko’s view was that of a quaint, vaguely exotic little country
in the Far Ea