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INTRODUCTION 

For a long time, many studies on place name of the East Sea area have dealt with pre-

modern old maps. From the perspective, the current study focuses on geography 

textbooks that well present the geographical perceptions of people at the modern times, 

the transitional period of modern times and today. Old maps have national, military, 

confidential, and artistic characteristics. Although the maps are precious data to 

understand people's perceptions on regions at the time, ordinary people could not access 

to them because of their rarity. On the other hand, geography textbooks in the modern 

times in large quantity have national, social, popular, open, and practical characteristics. 

Therefore, it is better to focus on geography textbooks in order to examine the place 

name notation tendency of the East Sea of Korea and Japan. 

THE SETTLEMENT PROCESS OF THE PLACE NAME OF SEA OF JAPAN IN 
THE GEOGRAPHY EDUCATION OF THE MODERN JAPAN 

In Japan, modern education system was organized due to the Meiji Restoration in 1868. 

Schools were established, and textbooks were published. Figure 1 presents the place 

name notation of the East Sea in the geography textbook of elementary school and 

middle school of Japan. As we can see Figure 1, it is an aboriginal place name of Japan 

(the North Sea) and a foreign place name (Sea of Japan) were appeared at the same time 

in early Meiji era, and then they were used in school. The place name, the North Sea 

and Sea of Japan as a proper noun are relatively small used and rather a sea as a common 

noun is used a lot of percentage. However, as it goes to the middle and late period of 

Meiji era, usage of the North Sea was gradually decreased while the place name of the 

Sea of Japan largely was increased so that eventually the place name, the Sea of Japan 

was settled on Japanese geography textbooks in early 20th century instead of the North 

Sea.  

                                           

This paper is based on the publications of the Journal of cultural and historical geography in 

August 2013, and The Korean Cartographic Association in August 2016. 
* Professor, Seowon University, Republic of Korea. 
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Figure 1. Trend of chronological place names of the East Sea area at geography textbooks 

of modern Japan 

 

Introduction of the place name Sea of Japan, in the early period of Meiji era  

The first Japanese geography textbook was published the next year of the Meiji 

Restoration. In the textbook, native place name, the North Sea and Sea of Japan, the 

foreign place name were appeared at the same time as the place name of the East sea 

area. First, according to 'Kaichishinpen ( )' of Hashizume Kanichi published 

in 1869, Sea of Japan is not used for the place name of the East Sea area, but it is marked 

as the North Sea. Until this period, since the appellation of the North Sea has been used 

generally among ordinary people, the author followed that ( , 2002).  

On the other hand, the first Japanese geographic text book that marked Sea of Japan in 

Japan is the translated version of Fukujawa Yukichi's ‘Sekai Kunizukushi ( )’. 

This book was actually an enlightened book for ordinary people, but it was selected as 

the world geography textbook of primary school. There is not the place name of Sea of 

Japan in the text, at the attached 'Asia map,' the place name, Sea of Japan, was marked 

on the center of north and south (Figure 2). This is what Fukujawa Yukichi reviewed 

described contents of original 'First steps geography ( )' of Sarah Sophia 

Cornell who is American faithfully and marked Sea of Japan. At the 'ASIA' map in 

'CORNELL'S FIRST STEPS GEOGRAPHY,' the name of sea between Korea and Japan 

is marked with Sea of Japan (Figure 3). Therefore, introduction of the place name, Sea 

of Japan led to diffusion of it to textbooks of Japan. 
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Figure 2. 'Asia states map' of ‘Sekai Kunizukushi ( )’ 

 

Figure 3. Asia map that is contained in Cornell's geography textbook 

 

Settlement of the place name Sea of Japan, in the late Meiji era 

Sea of Japan was first appeared in geography textbooks of Japanese elementary and 

middle school from early Meiji era, it was not completely used in all geography 

textbooks until early 20th century. This is closely related to historical incidents such as 

the Sino-Japanese War of 1894, southward policy of Russia from 19th century and 

Russo-Japanese War of 1904. For example, from opening of Vladivostok-Khabarovsk 
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section of Siberian railway, the government renamed two courses of Nigata-Vladivostok 

section of Oya SIchihei management, Hakodate - Korsakov section respectively to 

shifting course of Sea of Japan into A ship and B ship, and tried to supply Sea of Japan 

from geographical idea by government itself ( , 2002). 

As usage of Sea of Japan was rapidly settled, its decisive moment was the battle of the 

Sea of Japan during May 27th-28th in 1905. At the first, though this was broadcasted in 

the battle of Tsushima and the battle of Sea of Chosun, Imperial General Headquarters 

immediately named this battle of sea the battle of Sea of Japan with the name of Dogo 

Heihachiro. At the official gazette, the title named telegram of the battle of Sea of Japan 

has been used. Although it is considered that the place name of Sea of Japan was settled 

in Japan due to the battle of Sea of Japan, there were some people who did not use the 

name ( , 2002). 

Nationalistic policy of Meiji government for national prosperity and military power and 

recognition of geographic importance about the East Sea led to the settlement of the 

place name, Sea of Japan, in Japan. Japanese imperialism regarded the sea as their 

territorial area due to establishment of the name, Sea of Japan related to sea names 

surrounded by Japan, Korea and Russia. 

SETTLEMENT PROCESS OF THE PLACE NAME SEA OF JAPAN, IN MODERN KOREA 
GEOGRAPHY EDUCATION 

Along with publication of modern geography textbook, aboriginal place name, the East Sea 

called by Koreans for a long time was decreased its position as the foreign place name, Sea of 

Japan was introduced to Euramerican, Japan and China from late 19th century. In modern 

Korea, about 30 kinds of government designated and authorized geography textbooks 

(including student atlases) for elementary and middle schools were published before Japanese 

annexation of Korea in 1910. A variety of place names such as Sea of Japan, Sea of Chosun 

(Korea), Sea of DaeHan (Korea), Sea, Great sea, the vast blue sea, the blue sea and the 

Oriental sea in addition to the East sea, and dual name usage with these place names (Sea of 

Chosun/the East Sea, Sea of Japan/the East Sea, the East Sea/the vast blue sea) are used in 

geography textbooks.  

Figure 4. Trend of place name of the East Sea area that is marked on the geography 

textbook before and after The Ulsa agreement in 1905 
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From 1891 when the first geography textbook was published to The Ulsa agreement in 

1905, marking Sea of Japan is predominant (62.2%). However, after The Ulsa 

agreement in 1905, from 1906 to Japanese annexation of Korea in 1910, while marking 

Sea of Japan (42.3%) and sea and the ocean (15.9%) were reduced, marking the East 

Sea (42.3%) and Sea of Chosun (5.3%) increased. Also as new type, Sea of DaeHan 

(7.2%), and parallel place name such as Sea of Chosun/the East Sea, Sea of Japan/ the 

East Sea and the East Sea/the vast blue sea (3.4%) were appeared (Figure 4). After The 

Ulsa agreement in 1905, the reason why the foreign place name, Sea of Japan, was 

reduced may be because hostility against the place name of Sea of Japan. Furthermore, 

the reason why common noun like sea and the ocean was reduced while the place name 

like Sea of Chosun and Sea of DaeHan increased its percentage is because authors of 

geography textbooks expressed their hostility against Sea of Japan and patriotism to the 

East Sea at the same time. 

Since Korean geography textbook was published, place name of Sea of Japan has been 

gradually reduced as it goes to late period, but trend that various sea names are appeared 

is opposite case of the modern Japan that was considered above. Thus, aboriginal place 

name, the East Sea, and foreign place name, Sea of Japan, were introduced, but after 

The Ulsa agreement in 1905, it was confusing because there were various types about 

name of the East Sea area appeared as meaning of hostility against place name of Sea 

of Japan. 

Before the Ulsa agreement in 1905, it was the period when enlightening geography 

education was emphasized, the period after this is equivalent to the nationalistic 

geography education period when resisting nationalism was raised. In the process, 

aboriginal name, the East Sea suffered difficulties as it was mixed with foreign place 

names, Sea of Japan, Sea of Chosun and Sea of DaeHan. 

Introduction of the place name of Sea of Japan in the former 
period of modern times 

The first published Korean geography textbook is 'Saminpilji(World Geography)' 

written by Homer Hulbert who worked as a teacher of the Public School Yukyoung. 

This book is a world geography text book that was published in 100% Korean version 

so that everyone can read easily, which aimed to help Koreans who are not familiar with 

the international affairs to get enlightened and improve international understanding. 

In the textbook, at the chapter 3: description about the location of Chosun and Japan of 

Asia, the place name of Sea of Japan was appeared once respectively, and Sea of Japan 

(Japanese Hashu) was marked on the center of the East Sea area in 'Asia map' of the 

textbook (Figure 5). It is known that Hulbert referred to the geography textbook and 

material of Britain and America area for writing Korean version of 'Sa Min Pil Ji'. 

Therefore, the reason why he adopted the place name of Sea of Japan to the textbook 

seems that he just faithfully translated the place name of Sea of Japan marked on British 

or American world geography textbook or map.  
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Figure 5. Asia Map of 'Saminpilji' 

 

On the other hand, during the Gabo Reform (1894-1896), the modern education system 

was prepared, and the emperor Gojong declared 'the Royal Doctrine for building State 

by Education and established various school regulations. The academic department 

equivalent to the Education Ministry of today published the first textbook, 'Chosun 

Giri(Korea Geography)' and 'Elementary Manguk Giri(World Geography)' in 1895. 

This book follows tradition regional geographical technical method that does not have 

map in Korean and Chinese. In the text of these textbooks, every place name of the East 

Sea area is marked as Sea of Japan. In the atlas, the place name, Sea of Japan is also 

used.  

We know that the place name of Sea of Japan was introduced along with publication of 

Korean modern geography textbook. People who played important role for this were an 

American missionary, a Japanese aide, a Korean who translated and edited Chinese and 

Japanese materials. This geography textbook might influence on marking place name 

on authorized geography textbook published after. However, unlike considered modern 

Japanese geography textbook before, the place name of Sea of Japan was not settled in 

Korean modern geography textbook. 

Appearance of various place names of 'the East Sea' area after 
the Ulsa agreement in 1905 

Japanese imperialism established the government organization, the residency-general in 

Seoul after the Ulsa agreement on November in 1905 on purpose of merging Korea and 

started working from February 1906. Ito Hirobumi who was in charge of residence-

general fired Sidehara Daira because his educational reform got no better, and he 

appointed Mitsuzi Juzo and let him to engage in the education policy of the academic 

department actively ( , 1999). 
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Under strengthened engagement of the resident-general, the academic department 

declared the educational regulation of the primary school on August in 1906, so renamed 

official name of the primary school, and reduced term of study from 6 years to 4 years. 

Also, it did not distribute particular teaching time for geography and history subject that 

were assigned 2 hours every week, but the subject were taught in existing Korean and 

Japanese classes. The academic department as a slave of the residence-general renamed 

the name of school at elementary level in the meaning to degrade to colonial education 

level, and reduces term of study, and weakened geography and history education that 

are closely related to formation of national consciousness. 

Based on education policy of the residence-general that claims to be pro-Japanese, 

'Chosun Language for Primary School Students' in 8 volumes that was published by the 

academic department from February in 1907 was created by Yeo Yunjeok who is he 

chief editor of the academic department and Mitsuzi Juzo who is the education 

consultant. In this textbook, based on education regulation for primary school in 1906, 

it has plenty contents about geography and history. Thus, in geography educational 

material of this book, sea name that indicates the East Sea water was appeared 11 times 

on the text and the contained map. So, 4 times for Sea of Japan, once for the East Sea 

are appeared on the text, and 6 times for Sea of Japan are appeared on the contained 

map. At here, The East Sea was used for common noun that indicates the east sea of the 

Korean Peninsula. Like this, in 'Chosun Language for Primary School Students' of the 

academic department created by engagement of the residence-general (1907), Sea of 

Japan was officially marked as the name of the East Sea area. 

In this situation, the Korean national anthem emphasizing patriotism was appeared after 

1907. Also, as Hyun Chae personally wrote the Korean reader in 1907, Sea of Japan 

was not solely marked but the place names of Sea of Chosun and the East Sea were used. 

Figure 6. Sea of Japan of 
Korea complete map 

Figure 7. Sea of Japan of 
Korea traffic rough map 
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 And his son, Hyun Gongryeom, created Korean complete map and map collection in 

1908 with visual effect instead of text in geography textbook. Hyun Gongryeom 

exclusively marked the East Sea area on this map, or marked Sea of DaeHan/Sea of 

Japan in parallel. 

After the Ulsa agreement in 1905, there were few authors of private geography textbook 

that was published before Japanese annexation of Korea in 1910 who accepted the place 

name of Sea of Japan or insisted the place name of the East Sea, and various place 

names that wrote Sea of Chosun, Sea of DaeHan and others in parallel were appeared 

mostly. However, these place names were completely disappeared in not only 

geography textbook but also history and Korean language textbook after Japanese 

annexation of Korea in 1910. According to the Japanese Government General of Korea, 

the Korean colonial government institution united the place name of the East Sea area 

in Sea of Japan, the people had to use the place name of Sea of Japan officially for 35 

years of colonial period. 

CONCLUSION 

Korea and Japan still have been in conflict around the place name of the East Sea and 

Sea of Japan since 1992. Considering Korean emotion, Korean government has claimed 

to mark the Sea of Japan in parallel as the East Sea/Sea of Japan in international society. 

However, Japanese government insists that the place name of Sea of Japan is already 

established in international society.  

As it considered in the text of this paper, current Korean's hostility against the place 

name of Sea of Japan and the way of thinking about solution are very similar to authors 

of geography textbook 100 years ago. Even though Japanese government brought up the 

East Sea marking issue at International Hydrographic Organization and UN conference 

now, we already confirmed it is presented in published geography text book before 

Japanese annexation of Korea in 1910 after the Ulsa agreement in 1905. 
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