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Foreword

The collective work of the border studies field, and par-
ticularly those produced by the Russian academic community, 
may be quite new to the general reader. Although border stud-
ies have developed into a comprehensive and multi-disciplinary 
field, led by a community of researchers in Europe and North 
America, its academic reach has only just begun to extend into 
Eurasia and Asia.

It is well known that political geography, which is closely 
related to border studies, has had a long and influential tradi-
tion in the Russian social science community. Moscow geogra-
phers, such as Vladimir Kolosov (current head of the Interna-
tional Geographic Union), and the likes of the renowned Far 
Eastern academic, Petr Baklanov, have influenced the work of 
the Northeast Asian research community. Nevertheless, these 
Russian researchers, with their outstanding geography-based 
scientific achievements, are less well-known in the field of bor-
der studies.

This volume represents some of the very first results to 
emerge from the new Russian border studies community in 
Vladivostok. Located at the edge of the Eurasian continent and 
open to the maritime zones leading to the Pacific, Vladivostok 
is a natural gateway to Japan, China, the Koreas and further 
afield, and is an ideal location from which to promote the field of 
border studies, within the region and beyond.

We welcome the appearance of this collection, which con-
tains both empirical studies on specific regional borders and 
borderlands and attempts to advance the development of the-
ory within border studies. The volume also features Northeast 
Asian border issues from the perspective of a younger genera-
tion of researchers, casting new light on a future global orienta-
tion towards “Eurasia.”

As a representative of Hokkaido University’s Global COE 
project on border studies and the editor-in-chief of the Eura-
sia Border Review, I am confident that this collective work will 
open new horizons for the advancement of Russian border stud-
ies and will make an impact on the Eurasian academic commu-
nity. Despite the challenges related to border studies, it is ob-
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vious from this collection that the regional integration of the 
border studies research community has a bright future.

I am particularly pleased to see that some of the works in 
this volume are closely related to the recent international con-
ference: BRIT XII (Border Regions in Transition), which was 
held in Fukuoka and Busan in November 2012. This amazing 
conference featured some two hundred borderland researchers 
from forty countries, including more than ten Russian special-
ists from various parts of Russia, including St. Petersburg, Mos-
cow, Novosibirsk, Blagoveshchensk, Khabarovsk, Vladivostok 
and Sakhalin. If that conference encouraged Russian research-
ers to intensively interact with domestic and foreign research 
communities, then this volume can also be seen as a result of 
this convergence of border research communities from all over 
the world. This volume is therefore essential reading and inspi-
ration for all those beyond any border.

Akihiro Iwashita
Coordinator of BRIT XII

Editor of Eurasia Border Review
Professor of the Eurasia Border Research Unit,

Slavic Research Center

Iwashita
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Introduction

With the intensification and spread of processes associat-
ed with globalization, regionalism, and regionalization over the 
last century, borders and transborder regions have arguably be-
come more relevant and important than ever before. As a result 
of the unexpected demise of the USSR in 1991, there reemerged 
a Russian state alongside new sovereign states in the Baltic, 
Eastern Europe, and Central Asia. These reconfigurations of po-
litical and economic space increased interest in border studies in 
Russia, though initially the focus was mostly on its western bor-
ders, where former socialist states started to implement market 
reforms and Russia’s western borderlands became engaged in 
more active and intense processes of cross-border economic inte-
gration. This phenomenon triggered in Russia the formation of 
new multidisciplinary scientific research on borders and trans-
border processes. At the same time, the introduction of market 
reforms in communist China, the unresolved territorial dispute 
with Japan, and other processes and events in Asia, increasing-
ly catalyzed an interest in border and transborder studies in the 
Russian Far East.

Professor Iwashita, in the introduction to this volume, has 
already mentioned that political geography is closely related to 
border studies and this sub-discipline has had an influential tra-
dition in the Russian social science community. The relatively 
recent experience in Russia of globalization and its discontents 
inspired the renowned Russian Academician Petr Baklanov and 
his colleagues from the Pacific Institute of Geography in Vladi-
vostok to promote multidisciplinary analysis (e.g. historical, eco-
nomic, geopolitical, and geographical approaches) as the most 
relevant method for understanding the changing nature of bor-
ders.1

This volume represents a unique international collabo-
ration between experts from Vladivostok and their foreign col-
leagues to bring fresh perspectives onto Eurasian land borders 

1  Petr Baklanov and Mikhail Shinkovskii, ed. Transgranichnyi Region: Po-
niatie, Sushchnost’, Forma [Transborder Region: Conception, Essence, Format] 
(Vladivostok: Dalnauka, 2010).

Iwashita
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and Pacific maritime borders. The sixteen chapters of this vol-
ume are presented in three sections. The first section consists 
of four chapters devoted to theoretical aspects of border stud-
ies. This section begins with a chapter by Mikhail Alexseev, who 
advocates the utilization of evolutionary game theory for analy-
sis and policymaking in border studies. Although his theoretical 
proposal may not take into account all factors that could arise 
from the opening of borders, it nevertheless draws our attention 
to the potential of this powerful theoretical tool.

In Chapter 2 Jussi Laine provides a historiography of 
border studies up to the present day. Laine attempts in this 
thoughtful piece to try to focus on “transnational border eroding 
relations”, however, he notes that these relations do not entirely 
overcome the state-centeredness of border studies. Despite the 
growing scale of globalization flows, state borders are far from 
fading away but rather changing their form and manifestations.

In Chapter 3 Anton Kireev makes an effort to create a 
typology of boundaries based on his interpretation of Russia’s 
history and geography. As a result of this analysis the author 
concludes that any border is undergoing certain development 
phases over time. Kireev raises contentious issues over whether 
the evolution of borders is linear, and whether this typology can 
account for the many different types of borders in a region, or 
even in the same country.

Andrei Volynchuk (Chapter 4) characterizes transborder 
cooperation processes in order to provide a theoretical explana-
tion of how such transborder territories form and are capable of 
transcending the nation-state border. In contrast to prevailing 
views in recent scholarship postulating that borders exist most-
ly through society, this article considers the border as the state’s 
outer surface, through the notion of the “transborder strip” – a 
territorial region either side of the national border.

The second section of the book includes five chapters that 
describe different aspects of Eurasian border formation. These 
contributions are rich in historical facts and present new sourc-
es of scientific information to produce innovative conclusions. 
Chapter 5 by Gulmira Sultangalieva is helpful for understand-
ing the historic evolution of the boundary line between Russia 
and Kazakhstan. The article follows a narrative, providing an 
account of the changing function and development of this bor-
der.

Introduction
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Chapters 6 and 7 (by Alexander Golikov and Marina 
Dmitrieva) provide readers with interesting insights on the his-
tory of imperial China and the formation of the Russian-Chinese 
border. The other two chapters in this section (by Naoki Amano 
and Jonathan Bull) are devoted to critical analysis of the settle-
ment and contested history of Sakhalin/Karafuto.

The largest section of the book is the third and final sec-
tion: “Modern Transborder Processes and Border Policies in 
Eurasia.” Chapters 10 and 11 (by Paul Richardson and Sergei 
Sevastianov) provide different visions of the current and future 
role of Vladivostok in the Asia-Pacific. These papers follow-up 
on the recent APEC summit held in the city and the changing 
dynamics of transborder cooperation. These chapters focus as 
much on core-periphery relations in Russia, and different mod-
els of international cooperation, as on borders.

Chapter 12 by Liu Yanping and chapter 13 by Sergei 
Ivanov investigate the impact of development policy in North-
east China (particularly Heilongjiang province) on economic in-
tegration and transborder processes in the Russian Far East. 
Jongseok Park in chapter 14 provides an interesting discussion 
and analysis of Special Economic Zones within North Korea, 
thus making a valuable contribution to this little-studied area.

The two final chapters of the book reflect different ap-
proaches to explaining borders and territorial disputes in East 
Asia. While Vasilii Allenov (chapter 15) attempts to connect 
mythical archetypes with national narratives regarding their 
border issues, Sergei Vradii (chapter 16) relies on classical his-
torical methods to characterize the background and essence of 
the Senkaku / Diaoyu Islands conflict.

It is hoped that an important aspect of this volume is its 
interdisciplinary character and contribution to theoretical re-
search. Several authors try to put border development theory in 
a historical context, which can help better understand the for-
mation and processes of borders today. It is also perhaps no co-
incidence that this surge of interest in border studies in Russia 
has occurred in Vladivostok, which has been promoted by the 
Russian government a city to bridge borders in Northeast Asia 
and to become one of the centers of international cooperation on 
par with neighbouring cities such as Dalian, Busan, and Niiga-
ta.

Introduction
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This book project owes its own origins to representatives 
of the Russian border studies community in Vladivostok taking 
part in the international conference “Border Regions in Transi-
tion XII”, which was held in Fukuoka and Busan in November 
2012. Participation in this event inspired them to invite Rus-
sian and foreign scholars to prepare and publish a book devot-
ed to border issues across Eurasia. Subsequently, this proposal 
has been fully supported by the Far Eastern Federal University 
(FEFU), which helped to finance some of the research projects 
discussed in these chapters and to publish the manuscript.

During the book preparation we received invaluable in-
tellectual support from three outstanding scholars – Petr 
Baklanov, Academician, RAS; Vladimir Kolosov, Doctor of 
Geographical Sciences; Vladimir Karakin, Candidate of Geo-
graphical Sciences – who kindly agreed to review the book. The 
editors would also like to sincerely thank two anonymous refe-
rees for their useful and constructive comments on earlier ver-
sions of these chapters. Lastly, my personal thanks to the crea-
tive and efficient work of my co-editors: Anton Kireev, FEFU; 
and Paul Richardson, who started work on this project as a vis-
iting scholar at FEFU, and helped to finalize it after he moved 
to the University of Manchester, UK.

We hope that this book is the first tentative step towards 
integrating the research of scholars working on borders in the 
Russian Far East with a worldwide border studies community.

Sergei Sevastianov



Section I.
Theoretical And Comparative Aspects of Border Studies

International Borders and International
Relations Theory : In Search of Optimal Balances 

between Security and Economic Interests

Mikhail Alexseev

Since the 1960s, comparative border studies have ad-
vanced significantly. As the substantive focus of research ex-
panded from territorial and geophysical to political, cultural 
and institutional boundaries between and within states, bor-
der studies expanded from a substantive subfield within geog-
raphy to a major multidisciplinary academic field with sizeable 
niches in political science, economics, anthropology, sociology, 
and history. After surveying the history of the field, anthropolo-
gists Thomas Wilson and Hastings Donnan, in an authoritative 
2012 edited volume comprising 32 studies by the leading border 
scholars from around the world, argued that border studies have 
become not only multi, inter- or cross-disciplinary, but “post-dis-
ciplinary” – “a field of fields” focusing on distinctive discipline-
transcending themes yet informed by “multiple styles, motifs, 
methods and theorizing.”1

And yet, the same review indicates that major contribu-
tions to knowledge in this post-disciplinary “field of fields” re-
main largely restricted to descriptive inference – i.e., on what 
specific developments may be an instance rather than what may 
explain classes of events systematically across time and space, 
in a non-ad hoc fashion.2 According to Wilson and Donnan, 
the substantive focus of border studies continues to be driven 

1  Thomas M. Wilson and Hastings Donnan, eds. A Companion to Border 
Studies, ed. (Chichester: Blackwell Publishing, 2012), 2-17 (quote on p. 17).

2  Gary King, Robert Keohane, and Sydney Verba, Designing Social Inquiry 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994), chap. 1.
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by current events, the “interdisciplinary push” of the 1990s re-
sulted in “an uncritical accumulation or juxtaposition of differ-
ent perspectives which in itself did not advance the study of 
borders,” comparison is still used predominantly “to enhance de-
scription and facilitate analysis of a particular case rather than 
to generalize,” and most scholars in border studies are “interpre-
tivists and constructivists who deny a priori categories.”3 Wilson 
and Donnan reach a conclusion suggesting that border studies 
have a long way to go before they offer significant contributions 
to knowledge that may have an impact on mainstream theoret-
ical debates and theory-building in the disciplines that it pur-
portedly transcends : “Much that is comparative in today’s schol-
arship [in border studies – M.A.] is far removed from the more 
controlled comparisons that supported model building and hy-
pothesis testing of past generation of scholars. In its place we 
are often offered instead episodic story-byte comparisons.”4 An 
authoritative review of border research published in 2011 also 
demonstrates that individual non-cumulative and largely de-
scriptive case studies remain central to border research.5 On the 
one hand scholars have recognized borders as the “primary in-
stitution” allowing for “the possibility of politics inside the state 
and the necessity of anarchy outside the state” – with anarchy 
being one of the cornerstone concepts of International Relations 
(IR) theory.6 On the other hand, the most advanced theoretical 
assessment of the role of borders in world politics has been lim-
ited to interpretive categorizations of the relative degree of bor-
der openness and border-regulating institutions.7 Most notably, 
these studies have stopped short of generating empirical and 
theoretical puzzles contributing to the development of IR theo-

3  Wilson and Donnan, Companion, 14, 15, 17.
4  Wilson and Donnan, Companion, 18.
5  Doris Wastl-Walter, ed., Ashgate Research Companion to Border Studies 

(Farnham: Ashgate 2011) .
6  Mark Salter, “Places Everyone! Studying the Performativity of the Bor-

der,” Political Geography 30 (2011): 66-67. Here and thereafter I capitalize In-
ternational Relations when it refers to the established field of inquiry within 
political science.

7  See, in particular, Vladimir Kolossov, “Border Studies: Changing Per-
spectives and Theoretical Approaches,” Geopolitics 10 (4) (2005): 606-632 and 
other studies in the same issue of Geopolitics, as well as Anna Moraczewska, 
“The Changing Interpretation of Border Functions in International Relations,” 
Revista Romana de Geografie Politica XII (2) (November 2010): 329-340.

International Borders and International Relations ...
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ry itself and offering practical policy implications. The present 
study, in contrast, takes precisely this seldom-navigated route.

Security and Economic Interests in the Borderlands :
Illuminating Theoretical Puzzles

Implicitly, most debates in comparative border stud-
ies about the functionality of borders echo the fundamental de-
bate in IR : How do governments balance between security and 
non-security interests? Regarding border policy, this is one of 
the central questions states face in the international system, 
because most increases in border security entail increases in 
transaction costs, formal or informal, for business and trade – 
particularly in border regions. In a telling illustration of this di-
lemma, the mayor of San Diego, California, Bob Filner opened a 
satellite city office in 2013 across the international border with 
Mexico, in the neighboring city of Tijuana. The stated goal was 
to reverse economic losses after the U.S. Government built sig-
nificant border fences and increased inspection times without 
widening transit area – which led to massive delays and bottle-
necks at the world’s busiest border crossing. By 2013, these se-
curity enhancements – spurred particularly by the call to secure 
borders after the 9/11 terrorist attack in New York City – were 
costing San Diego County approximately US$2 billion a year in 
lost revenues because of the waits for border crossing, as esti-
mated by a reputable and non-partisan San Diego Association 
of Governments. The San Diego mayor’s activities reflected the 
growing sense in the states bordering on Mexico that govern-
ment security policies were punishing local residents with dis-
proportionate economic burdens.8

The general question about the economic costs of gains in 
security confounds mainstream theoretical school in IR with se-
rious conceptual puzzles. If states primarily maximize security 
and if the pursuit of wealth is subordinate to security – as the 
realists posit9 – what explains underinvestment in border secu-

8  Jennifer Medina, “San Diego Mayor Building Economic Bridges to Tijua-
na,” The New York Times (May 12, 2012), electronic edition (accessed via iPad).

9  In the classical realist tradition this argument goes back to the asser-
tion that defense is more important than opulence by Adam Smith, An Inquiry 
into the Nature and Cause of the Wealth of Nations, ed. Edwin Cannan (Chicago, 
University of Chicago Press, 1976), Vol. 1, 487 and the still influential work of 
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rity by major powers over long periods of time (including bla-
tant lapses in security provisions on the U.S.-Canada after 9/11 
or on Russia-Kazakhstan border for most of the post-Soviet peri-
od)? One may also cite the persistence of relatively inclusive im-
migration policies among major powers, particularly in Europe, 
despite the turn among governments toward “securitization” of 
border and immigration since the 1970s and promises to curtail 
immigration (known also as the “gap hypothesis” in comparative 
immigration studies)?10

If states primarily maximize wealth and if economic in-
teractions boost interdependence and erode territorial borders 
– as neoliberal theories would predict11 – then how would one 
explain that stronger and richer countries are more likely than 
others to restrict economically beneficial cross-border interac-
tions with poorer, weaker states – as a 2008 quantitative analy-
sis of all geographically contingent countries has established?12

If anarchy is what states make of it through “intersubjec-
tive reality” embedded in dominant public discourses – as the 
constructivists argue13 – then how would one explain rapid esca-
lation of border disputes after long periods when these disputes 
were absent or marginalized in public discourses (e.g., China-
Japan island disputes) or rapid de-escalation and resolution of 
border disputes shortly following their framing in existential, 
security terms in dominant public discourses (e.g., Russia’s com-

Hans J. Morganthau, Politics Among Nations: The Struggle for Power and Peace 
(New York: Knopf, 1948), chap. 1. “Offensive” realists share this view and have 
developed it more, see the discussion of the hierarchy of state goals in John J. 
Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power (New York: Norton, 2001), 29-54. 

10  James F. Hollifield, Immigrants, Markets and States: The Political 
Economy of Postwar Europe, London, Harvard University Press. 1992; Wayne A. 
Cornelius, Takeyuki Tsuda, Philip L. Martin, and James F. Hollifield. eds., Con-
trolling Immigration. A Global Perspective (Stanford University Press, 2004). 
The presumed gap is between harsher anti-immigrant rhetoric and restrictive 
legislation and lack of their tangible effects on migration levels.

11  Robert O. Keohane and Joseph S. Nye, “Power and Interdependence Re-
visited,” International Organization, 41(4) (1987): 725-753. Robert O. Keohane, 
Power and Governance in a Partially Globalized World. London: Routledge, 
2002.

12  Sergio Pena, “The Determinants of Open and Closed International Bor-
ders,” Paper presented at the Annual Convention of the International Studies 
Association, 2008.

13  Alexander Wendt, “Anarchy is What States Make of It: The Social Con-
struction of Power Politics,” International Organization 46 (2) (Spring 1992): 
391-425. 
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pleting border demarcation with China in 2005 after protracted 
and intensive opposition to the process in the region’s key prov-
ince, Primorskii Krai, the 1990s)14?

If governments maximize trade-offs between security and 
wealth and the benefits of borders serving simultaneously as 
walls and bridges between any dyad of states – as classic game 
theoretic models in IR would helpfully suggest by bringing into 
the picture the dynamic, interactive nature of decisionmaking15 
– then how does one explain enduring stark asymmetries in bor-
der functionalities and their counter-intuitive shifts in response 
to changes in the international system? Consider, for exam-
ple, the Soviet Union’s wholesale monitoring of the movement 
of people across its borders and within the country during the 
decades when it was practically closed to in-migration vs. post-
Soviet Russia’s sporadic and feeble enforcement of the same in-
stitutions in the 1990s and early 2000s – when it became the 
world’s second migrant-receiving state. Moreover, consider that 
most migrants were arriving during the first two decades after 
the Soviet collapse from predominantly Islamic Central Asian 
states while the Russian government forces were fighting in-
tense, violent battles with separatist and jihadist forces in the 
North Caucasus – forces challenging the integrity of Russia as a 
state. In the United States, one could argue that membership in 
the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) is at odds 
with the thrust of the immigration reform of the early 2010s in 
which the central element is the construction of the fence along 
the entire length of the U.S.-Mexico border. On a smaller scale, 
one may wonder what kind of equilibrium or security-wealth 
tradeoff is served by the Argentinean border service when it re-
quires that rental cars entering the country from Chile have 
their factory vehicle identification numbers (VINs) etched on 
the passenger-door glass and go through long waits before they 
are checked? More importantly, classical game theoretic models 
from economics face the endogeneity problem when applied in 

14  Mikhail A. Alexseev, “Border Demarcation, Cross-Border Migration, 
and Interethnic Hostility in the Russian Far East,” Eurasian Border Review 3(2) 
(2012): 1-21.

15  Clemens, Walter C. Dynamics of International Relations: Conflict and 
Mutual Gain in an Age of Global Interdependence (Lanham: Rowman & Little-
field, 1998); David H. Lake and Robert Powell, eds., Strategic Choice and Inter-
national Relations (Princeton University Press, 1999).
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the real world – arising from the difficulty of divorcing the as-
sumed policy preferences from actual policy outcomes. The chal-
lenge is to ensure that the hypothesized policy outcome ratings 
supposedly informing states’ policy choices ex ante (before a poli-
cy is enacted) – the bedrock of the games’ payoff structures – are 
not assigned by an analyst ex post-facto (after the fact and with 
the knowledge of what actually took place)?16

Granted, on a case-by-case basis, one may furnish plau-
sible explanations of each puzzle above. Some of these ad hoc 
explanations could be consistent with a particular theory the 
puzzle challenges. Yet, it is hard to construct explanations that 
would address not only these individual puzzles from the per-
spective of individual theories – as advocates of any given theo-
retical perspective will undoubtedly be tempted to do – but also 
would rule out counter-arguments based on competing theories 
and explain their puzzles. The latter is precisely what needs to 
be done given that theories explaining a wider range of puzzles 
are in a better position to contribute to knowledge.

Underlying Commonalities in Border Policy Puzzles

The first common dimension across puzzles is the nature 
and, hence, operationalization of security vs. economic valua-
tions. A theory that would conceptualize balancing between se-
curity and economic interests needs to transcend the inherently 
asymmetric nature of these valuations and tradeoffs. It is, in-
deed, hard to imagine any kind of an empirically-based scale 
measuring up qualitatively or quantitatively to the Guttman 
consistency criteria, which specific X amount of economic ben-
efits would equal any specific Y amount of security benefits. 
Moreover, economic loss may easily be interpreted as a security 
loss, compounding the multidimensional scaling problem with a 
multicollinearity problem.

Second, all examples of the border policy puzzles imply 
that states accept suboptimal outcomes without systematically 
addressing the question on what basis and in what conditions 

16  One way around this conundrum is to conduct expert and/or focus group 
analysis of the government’s policy preferences – a time-consuming and expen-
sive undertaking for most academics, with its own set of design, measurement 
and interpretation challenges that reduce the certainty of model predictions.
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some suboptimal outcomes would be acceptable, but not others. 
A theoretical account of how states decide on security vs. eco-
nomic tradeoffs therefore needs to factor in what makes some 
risks more acceptable than others.

Third and less explicitly, all the puzzles above have to do 
with a reciprocity problem. States typically interact with mul-
tiple other states, which, in turn, interact with each other and 
with others. Any number of these states may form alliances, 
blocs, trading unions, economic zones, bi- or multilateral com-
mission and other transactional forums that would include some 
and exclude other states. Selective membership in these asso-
ciations or clusters of states would establish in- and out-group 
boundaries affecting the allocation of trust and reciprocity by 
any given state setting its border regime.

Developing deeply specified accounts and solutions to 
each of these three problems appears to be a daunting task. 
But, luckily, such an approach would probably be not as produc-
tive as one might think. The bounded rationality theory – that 
brought insights from psychology to IR – argues that human be-
ings lack the capacity to process all available information, work 
out sophisticated cost-benefit trade-off matrices, and unerring-
ly pick most cost-effective solutions.17 This suggests that social 
theories would do better if their logic replicates standard real-
world human decision shortcuts.

What about our three common themes behind the bor-
der policy puzzles? First, bounded rationality suggests how to 
resolve the asymmetry of valuations problem. Human deci-
sion makers are unlikely to work out complex Guttman-criteria 
scales for assessing security vs. economic benefits of any border 
policy. They are more likely to act on crude, rule-of-thumb sense 
of overall gains and losses whether they stem from security or 
economic issues. Formalization of gain-and-loss trade-offs, how-
ever, would be required.

As far as the trade-offs between gains and losses go – the 
second common theme across our puzzles – the basic element is 
risk assessment. It means that a good theory of border policy 
needs to factor in not only the value of gains and losses, but also 
the probability of either. Again, the assumption is that people 

17  Herbert Simon, “Bounded Rationality and Organizational Learning,” 
Organization Science 2 (1) (1991): 125-134.
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assess those probabilities on the basis of cognitive shortcuts (or 
rules of thumb), which makes them generalizable.

On the reciprocity issue, the fundamental point would be 
for a theory to factor in differences in behavior oriented toward 
in-groups vs. out-groups (“us” vs. “them”).

In sum, a theory to account for interstate border policies 
as part of multilateral interactions and the balancing of securi-
ty and economic interests needs to factor in gain-loss valuation, 
risk and equilibrium assessment, and in-/out-group reciprocity. 
For these reasons we turn to evolutionary game theory. While 
sharing the same conceptual apparatus with the classic game 
theory regarding gain-loss and risk valuations, the evolutionary 
approach brings in the notion of interacting groups and popu-
lations that allow for more sophisticated yet intuitive modeling 
of policy processes, including experimental model-building. Giv-
en its distinguished pedigree and wide applications in social and 
natural sciences, it is surprising that evolutionary game theory 
has not been systematically applied at the time of this writing 
to explaining security and economic trade-offs in border stud-
ies. A review of the theoretic big picture that follows is nowhere 
near an exhaustive account of elaborate, sophisticated, and ex-
tensive work done over the last three decades in evolutionary 
game theory, but rather an illustration how this theory could be 
mined for understanding border regimes and an invitation for 
further exploration.

Evolutionary Game Theory : Insights and Implications

In their by now classic pioneering contributions in the 
1970s and 1980s, John Maynard Smith, Robert Axelrod and 
those who followed them extended the conceptual reach of game 
theory in three important ways – all offering nontrivial insights 
into balancing between different policy priorities, of which secu-
rity and economic interests could be a subset.18 All three contri-
butions are derived from bringing in groups (populations, spe-

18  John Maynard Smith, Evolution and the Theory of Games (Cambridge, 
UK: Cambridge University Press, 1982). The analysis of Maynard Smith’s con-
tributions here and thereafter is based on Herbert Gintis, Game Theory Evolv-
ing: A Problem-Centered Introduction to Modeling Strategic Interaction (Princ-
eton: Princeton University Press, 2000), chaps. 7-9.
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cies, cohorts, etc.) as actors into the game models, rather than 
modeling group interactions as if groups were individuals.

Their first contribution extended the concept of strategy 
– in game theory, a choice by a player of her first move and of 
subsequent moves, contingent on which move the other player 
makes.19 In classic game theory individuals (and, hence, govern-
ments, firms, social groups, etc. modeled as if they were individ-
uals) have strategy sets. A player, for all intents and purposes, 
may pick strategies from this set at will. The set, in theory, may 
include an unlimited or random variety of strategies. In evolu-
tionary game theory, it is species or societies or social groups 
that have strategy sets. Individual players may inherit this or 
that strategy from the set or a mutated strategy. The choice of 
strategy in this case is culturally or path-dependent. It means 
the assessment of a state’s priorities in choosing how to secure 
its borders while also maximizing benefits cross-border trade 
and exchanges will crucially depend on institutional or bureau-
cratic culture of risk assessment and on traditional patterns of 
economic interaction including extraction of rent for politically 
influential players. Thus, in Russia’s security and foreign pol-
icy establishment, the suspicion of China’s intent to extend its 
economic and possibly political control over the resource-rich re-
gions of Siberia and the Russian Far East goes back at least as 
far back as Khrushchev’s rejection of Mao’s proposal to send 10 
million Chinese volunteers to develop natural resources in Rus-
sia’s underpopulated areas.20 All else being equal, the shadow 
of these threat projections, based predominantly on demograph-
ic trends and enhanced by armed border conflicts of the late 
1960s, understandably makes it harder for any Russian govern-
ment official or analyst to project that Chinese intentions are 
benign rather potentially hostile. This would explain, for ex-
ample, why in setting up transborder trade and economic com-
plexes in the early 2000s along the Russian-Chinese border in 
Russia’s Far East (e.g., Suifenhe – Pogranichnyi, known in Chi-
na as the Sui-Po Trade Zone) the Russian government enforced 
restricted entry and movement in the 30-kilometer perimeter 

19  For example, a player may decide to cheat on the opponent, but would 
only do so until the opponent cheats back. In this case, cheating will not be the 
complete and unconditional strategy.

20  The author’s conversation with Sergei N. Khrushchev, the son of pre-
mier Nikita Khrushchev, March 3, 2003, Library of Congress, Washington, DC.
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along its border with China, while the Chinese government did 
not reciprocate – even though the complexes were designed to 
decrease security risks and enhance economic benefits symmet-
rically for both countries. As a result, China was able to attract 
significantly higher domestic and foreign investment into these 
complexes than Russia – perhaps best illustrated by the con-
struction of a palatial Grand Holiday Inn Hotel Suifenhe. Evo-
lutionary game theory predicts Russia will find it hard to get 
out of this asymmetric and economically suboptimal equilibrium 
vis-à-vis China unless the Kremlin specifically orders wholesale 
revision of Chinese threat assessment in its foreign policy and 
national security establishment. But that would not be easy to 
do given the constraints of institutional inertia. The same logic 
would probably explain the persistence of complex border-cross-
ing arrangements between Chile and Argentina – such as etch-
ing vehicle identification numbers in the glass of the cars and 
multi-hour inspections of buses – that do little or nothing to pre-
vent tangible security threat like military invasion, illegal set-
tlement with territorial claims, terrorism, or organized crime 
yet that also stifle profitable tourism, trade, and other econom-
ic synergies. Alleviating these transactions costs would mean 
changing institutional cultures and practices on both sides, pos-
sibly stemming from entrenched bureaucracies developed dur-
ing the prolonged rule of the military in each country. With re-
spect to the puzzles posited earlier, the path-dependent nature 
of evolutionary game logic also explains that the abandonment 
of border and migration rule enforcement regardless of large-
scale migration into Russia and related social problems in the 
1990s had to do with the rapid collapse of Leninist political in-
stitutions mandating the protection of the Leninist cannon of 
“socialism in one country.”

The second contribution of evolutionary game theory has 
do to with the concept of equilibrium or the state of play in 
which each player would opt for any strategy that would be the 
best response to any strategy chosen by the other player. This 
is known as the Nash equilibrium, after an American economist 
and mathematician, John Nash who pioneered mathematical 
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estimation of such strategies around 1950.21 Evolutionary game 
theorists instead introduced the notion of evolutionarily stable 
strategies (ESS). Again, the crucial difference is the extension of 
the equilibrium from a pair of players to populations or groups 
of players. If one population or group plays ESS among them-
selves, it means members of no other group can “invade” them 
or outplay them with a better strategy – i.e., no other group 
can offer a strategy that would give strong enough incentives 
to the first group’s members to abandon their collective strat-
egy.22 The concept of ESS enables social scientists – or any ana-
lyst of international relations – to move beyond modeling strat-
egies ascribed to individuals to strategies constituting preferred 
outcomes in a society or a political system. It also lays down con-
ceptual foundations for interpreting the robustness or longevity 
of strategies in multiplayer game experiments.

Thus, the major insight from ESS is that border poli-
cies and, hence, security/economic tradeoffs need to be viewed 
not only and perhaps not so much in dyadic terms (i.e., a sum 
of bilateral interactions among bordering states), but as part 
of multilateral, bloc, or international institutional interactions. 
This could be particularly an issue for large states with long 
land borders, multiple neighboring states, and membership in 
multiple international organizations and/or transnational re-
gimes. Therefore, security and economic tradeoffs on the border 
with any given country could originate from the history of in-
teractions along borders with other states, or from interactions 
among states within the common international organization, or, 
in the most abstract case, from cross-border interactions among 
any states affecting the first state’s security and economic inter-
ests. One insightful illustration of transnational effects – spe-
cifically on balancing security and economic interests – was the 
inter-governmental agreement “On the Basic Principles of the 
Mechanism of Custom Administration and Monitoring of Trade 
in Goods” that Russia and Georgia signed in Geneva on Novem-

21  For example, in a classic Prisoner's Dilemma game – when two crime 
perpetrators are arrested and held separately and have a choice to confess or 
not to confess with a prospect of facing the longest possible sentence if one stays 
silent but the other person confesses – confessing is the best equilibrium strat-
egy for both players, even though it lands them both in jail.

22  Gintis, Game Theory Evolving, 148. This means that while all ESS are 
also Nash equilibrium strategies, not all Nash equilibrium strategies are ESS.
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ber 9, 2011 opening the path for Russia’s membership in the 
World Trade Organization (WTO). Official statements on this 
agreement showed that both sides framed its conclusion as a 
success on both security and economic grounds – and that the 
specific arrangements of the agreement could not be replicated 
outside the WTO process.23

Another, no less important insight, comes from the notion 
of resisting invasion by mutant strategies. It means when any 
configuration of states, formal or informal, works out a durable 
and satisfactory balance between economic and security inter-
ests other states may find it hard to join it. Consider, for exam-
ple, that EU’s expansion into East/Central Europe has been, in 
general, slower concerning border and immigration policy than 
trade or investment. This would explain why free trade blocs 
could be harder to enlarge than a neoliberal institutional theo-
ry would predict. It also means that establishing new transbor-
der trade or security alliances, unions, regimes, or associations 
is likely to be costlier and slower than straightforward estima-
tion of costs and benefits for member states would suggest.

The third contribution of evolutionary game theory ex-
panded the understanding of interaction among players. 
Whereas classic game theorists modeled interactions as one-
shot or repeated games between two players, Maynard Smith 
introduced the notion of repeated, random pairing of agents. 
Moreover, these agents are assumed to play “genetically” pro-
grammed or coded strategies regardless of the history of moves 
in the game.24 Following these conceptual advances, political 
scientist Robert Axelrod organized iterated Prisoner’s Dilemma 
(IPD) competitions in which all computer-programmed strat-
egies played each other – leading to one of the most frequent-
ly quoted books in social sciences on how cooperation evolves 
among egotists and to the ongoing and robust research program 
in experimental game theory.25 One fundamental insight from 
IPD competitions is that security and economic benefits are not 
mutually exclusive as long as states pursue ESS strategies of 

23  Mikhail A. Alexseev, “Crossing Borders, Validating Sovereignty: Russia, 
Georgia, and the WTO.” Program on New Approaches to Russian Security (PO-
NARS) Eurasia Policy Memo No. 241. (September 2012).

24  Gintis, Game Theory Evolving, 149.
25  Robert Axelrod, Evolution of Cooperation (New York: Basic Books, 

1984).
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a certain type. By consistently playing a TIT-FOR-TAT (TFT) 
strategy that initially prevailed in Axelrod’s tournaments and 
continued to dominate in various forms in subsequent experi-
ments, states can simultaneously reduce security risks and en-
hance economic benefits of cross-border interactions.26

Applying the IPD logic with TFT to border interactions, 
the best strategy for a state would be to start with open bor-
ders or with easing border restrictions and immediately retali-
ate with new restrictions or sanctions – but only against those 
states or non-state actors that free-ride on (exploit) this open-
ness.27 An exploitative actor may, for example, impose unilater-
al trade barriers, fail to share trade information, illegally har-
vest and export natural resources, organize armed insurgencies, 
export goods prohibited within the receiving states, illegally set-
tle or work within the receiving state, etc. If, however, the of-
fending actor stops such exploitative practices, the best response 
under TFT is to lift retaliatory sanctions and return to the open 
border regime immediately, no matter how tempting it may be 
to keep punishing the initial offender for past malpractices. IPD 
competitions suggest this would not dissuade every state from 
exploiting others or free-riding on border openness, but it would 
result in the emergence of “islands of niceness” among states 
consistently playing TFT with each other and benefiting from 
lower security costs and higher economic gains of open borders. 
Ultimately, in an extremely stylized hypothetical scenario, as 
long as all actors seek maximum payoffs from border interac-
tions in the form of total security and maximum trade benefits, 
the worst offenders (free-riders) will die out (go bankrupt) and 
all other states would form free-trade blocs or zones. Yet, the 
world would not become free of border restrictions. Once division 
into multiple groups emerges, further clustering and expansion 
of free-border regimes across groups or blocs will be unlikely or 

26  Playing TFT means that the player’s first move is always to cooperate 
and then do exactly what the other player does. This means the strategy is nice, 
simple, forgiving, and easily provocable (the switch from cooperation to defection 
and back happens always on the next move). Thus, other players don’t get away 
with cheating and players collectively don’t get stuck in long periods of unpro-
ductive mutual punishment (defection). 

27  It is obvious that this is a hypothetical, ideal type situation. In the real 
world, we would need to correct for complexity. For example, instead of thinking 
of a state having open borders we may think of a state easing border-crossing 
rules.
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too costly to proceed rapidly – even if one discounts the inter-
nal properties of states (such as differences in their political and 
economic systems). In his classic work, Evolution of Cooperation, 
Axelrod offered formal proof based entirely on differential inter-
action frequency among players within groups. Extrapolating 
from his estimation, groups of states that initially form open-
border regimes and develop high-frequency exchanges would be 
less likely to expand the same form of cooperative interactions 
to states with which they interact less frequently. Differences in 
internal political and economic organization would have partial 
effect on transactions within group border regimes, but they will 
not override the logic of clustering at the global level.

This doesn’t mean groups of states with more preferen-
tial border regimes toward each other would stay fixed. Reshuf-
fling and rearrangement as well as overlapping group associa-
tions would occur, according to the evolutionary IPD logic. But 
the group dynamic is likely to stay. In fact, recent, sophisticat-
ed computer simulations of IPD tournaments strongly suggest 
the same. A study of evolutionary IPD competitions published 
in 2011 found that TFT was outperformed by a hybrid between 
TFT and a strategy called “Clique” which cooperates only with 
in-group members and is hostile to non-group members. Thus, 
states playing TFT with other states that predominantly play 
TFT, but selectively playing more cautious or unforgiving strat-
egies with non-TFT players would do better than states indis-
criminately playing TFT. Extrapolating to border policies, states 
in a free-trade area or bloc would do best by maintaining bor-
ders as open as possible to bloc members and as restrictive as 
possible to bloc non-members.28 In the real world, however, one 
observes significant variation in transborder exchange rules 
across blocs of states seeking freer trade (from EU to APEC to 
Mercosur). The question then arises why do some blocs develop 
more open-border policies on the inside and/or more restrictive 
policies on the outside of the bloc?

28  Jiawei Li, Philip Hingston, and Graham Kendall, “Engineering Design 
of Strategies for Winning Iterated Prisoner’s Dilemma Competitions,” IEEE 
Transactions on Computational Intelligence and AI In Games 3 (4) (December 
2011): 348-360. IEEE is the Institute of Electrical and Electronics Engineers, an 
international professional association with a stated purpose of advancing tech-
nological innovation and excellence.
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Evolutionary game theory offers an important insight 
into this question by formalizing the logic of information & 
signaling when individuals or groups bargain. In a sense, any 
transborder regime or balancing between security and econom-
ic priorities can be viewed as a bargaining process, internation-
al or domestic. The first key issue is information completeness. 
As Gintis summarized the lessons of game bargaining models, 
“Where all parties have complete knowledge, there are gener-
ally Pareto-efficient bargaining equilibria, in which there are no 
impasses, strikes, or wars, and all divorces are amicable.”29 This 
means that in interstate blocs where political and economic sys-
tems are more transparent toward one another, the participat-
ing states are more likely to achieve optimal tradeoffs between 
security and economic gains. Overall, this implies that political 
system type per se will not be the crucial causal variable – i.e., 
democracies and non-democracies may form equally cohesive 
and transparent transborder regimes optimally balancing secu-
rity and economic interests. Yet, the signaling theory of interna-
tional conflict, suggests that democracies would be more likely 
to achieve the benefits of complete information sharing. This is 
not because they are more responsive to the needs of their popu-
lations as classic neoliberal theorists have argued, but because 
their institutions are better suited to overcoming significant 
credible commitment problems. A Stanford political scientist – 
and dedicated game theorist – James Fearon generated convinc-
ing formal proof. The crucial factor, he showed, is the presence 
within the political system of a genuine (credible) opposition to 
the ruling regime. When such an opposition (e.g., Republicans 
in the U.S. Congress under a Democratic administration in the 
United States) supports a government policy, it is clear to the 
outside actors that the regime has genuine support for the poli-
cy and is acting in earnest. Absent such opposition, government 
would find it hard, if not impossible to signal credible commit-
ment to other states.30

The striking and significant insight from this logic is that 
in transnational economic blocs the freer the movement of peo-

29  Gintis, Game Theory Evolving, 345. A distribution of gains among play-
ers is Pareto-optimal if it cannot be bested by any other such distribution.

30  James D. Fearon, “Domestic Political Audiences and the Escalation 
of International Disputes,” American Political Science Review 88 (September 
1994), 577-92.
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ple, capital and goods within the bloc, the more restrictive the 
bloc would be to including members from outside the bloc that 
have dissimilar – particularly if they are more closed – domes-
tic political and socioeconomic institutions. This explains, for 
example, why EU imposes not only higher standards of joining 
for institutionally and culturally dissimilar states such as Tur-
key, but did not reciprocate with visa-free regimes to prospec-
tive associate members (Ukraine, Georgia) that lifted entry visa 
requirements for EU citizens, and is unlikely to institute visa-
free travel with Belarus and Russia. This is despite significant 
economic imperatives to promote freer trade and visa-free trav-
el between EU and its neighbors outside the bloc – a fact that 
has visibly puzzled Russia’s leadership. At the same time, the 
evolutionary game logic would explain why blocs with fewer re-
quirements for domestic institutional homogeneity are more 
likely to extend its membership to larger outside states – hence, 
even though Russia’s capital, cultural traditions, and most of its 
population are in Europe, it has few (if any) prospects of achiev-
ing even the associate membership status with the EU, but it 
has long been a member of APEC and hosted an APEC sum-
mit in Vladivostok in September 2012 as testimony to its ris-
ing prominence and influence. It also explains why under NAF-
TA – which has no Schengen visa regime equivalent of the EU 
– the U.S. has not pushed Mexico to toughen the screening of 
visa applicants or restrict trade coming from its generally poor-
er southern neighbors – the same way that the EU raised barri-
ers and screening requirements for the movement of people and 
goods between EU and non-EU states. With respect to Central 
Asia’s prospects of economic integration with Russia vs. China, 
the evolutionary game logic suggests that whichever of the two 
great powers succeeds in instituting a freer migration, trade 
and border-crossing regime with Central Asian states the hard-
er it would be for the other great power to make inroads into 
the same bloc. Thus, if Russia succeeds in instituting free move-
ment of goods, capital, and people with Kazakhstan and Belarus 
in the form of a Eurasian Union, it would be harder for either 
EU states or China to carve out exclusive niches for economic 
activities within that Union. This is not necessarily the vision of 
the Eurasian Union that Moscow entertains at present, but the 
theory predicts this outcome, with or without prior intent. The 
same logic would also entice Ukraine and Georgia to take sides 
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and move more decisively toward either the EU or the Eurasian 
Union and would likely discredit or bankrupt the strategies of 
economic and political balancing between Russia and the EU 
that Ukraine and Georgia (after the 2012 parliamentary elec-
tion) appear to pursue.

Conclusion : General Lessons for Optimal Balancing

The analysis above shows that game theoretic models are 
worth careful consideration and can shed light on puzzling vari-
ations in border policy and offer non-ad hoc recommendations 
on balancing between security and economic interests. Of the 
latter, three insights are probably the most significant and poli-
cy-relevant :

Differentiate border policies. The typical bind in 
which any state finds itself is that borders are a primary marker 
of state identity and its very existence. Hence, pursuing a uni-
fied national border policy and favoring security is a natural im-
perative. Yet, in most cases, this is likely to be a trap, preclud-
ing governments from exploring productive opportunities and 
innovative solutions to balancing security and economic inter-
ests. A more secure and economically beneficial border regime 
is likely for the whole state if it is differentiated on two dimen-
sions. Internally, province and local governments need more say 
in developing border policies (and a central government could 
credibly commit to such policies by imposing harsh penalties on 
top officials if they intervene in these local decisions and by del-
egating significant resources to border provinces – strategies 
that most likely would have resulted in more transit capacity 
to be built along the U.S.-Mexico border at the same time as the 
fences were erected and security screening was tightened). Ex-
ternally, central governments would do better by differentiating 
border policies by state and bloc and by signaling more rapidly 
than it is generally done that their policies are flexible to chang-
ing conditions and strategies of the neighboring states through 
selective incentives and retaliation.

Reciprocate early and fast. The underlying insight 
from evolutionary game theory is that players learn to cooper-
ate not because they understand and value the benefits of coop-
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eration, but because they understand and value the losses from 
non-cooperation. States would do better by applying penalties 
for border transgression selectively – and the deterring demon-
stration effects are likely to be more effective if harsher retal-
iation is meted out for smaller infractions originating in more 
powerful neighboring states. This is not as easy as it sounds. 
The logic of bureaucratic decisionmaking is to leave the problem 
alone until it becomes so large that it cannot be ignored. But 
failure to respond to initial, small breaches of security leads to 
path-dependent perceptions that a government is ineffective in 
dealing with the problem and, in turn, to stronger demands for 
oversized security measures that are likely to impeded economic 
benefits of cross-border interactions. The obvious case in point 
is the failure of the U.S. government to react fast to massive il-
legal migration of Mexicans into California in the 1980s and of 
the Russian government to respond to cross-border Chinese mi-
gration in the first half of the 1990s. Subsequent oversized re-
sponses to both lapses have cost both U.S. and Russia billions of 
dollars in unrealized trade benefits. A more productive strategy 
would have been to respond fast and restrict entry immediately, 
but then quickly relax restrictions once the other side restrained 
its behavior in response to initial retaliation.

Engage multiple groups of states. The fact that play-
ers in evolutionary IPD tournaments benefit from restricting co-
operation to kin groups doesn’t mean a state should restrict co-
operation on security and economic interests to members of its 
closest alliance or free-trade bloc. In fact, a hidden implication 
of these tournaments is that actors having more kin-groups are 
likely to outperform actors with fewer kin-groups. This is par-
ticularly the case for larger states, such as Russia, Canada, the 
United States, China, or Brazil. And this would also apply to 
groups of states with different political and economic systems. 
Since these differences would restrict member-states capac-
ity to signal credible commitment to fair trade and border se-
curity, the intensity of interaction is unlikely to be as high as 
within groups of relatively closed polities compared to groups of 
states with relatively open polities. But less open-polity states 
may compensate by joining more groups. Thus, the more active-
ly a state uses its membership in multiple transborder organiza-
tions or institutions simultaneously – such as WTO, APEC and 
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the Shanghai Cooperation Organization – the more effectively 
would a state balance the security and economic interests across 
all of its borders. Additionally, the same logic suggests it would 
help a state like Russia to engage more deeply but on limited is-
sues with more open-polity blocs such as the EU – for example, 
by joining more Euroregion initiatives and participating more 
actively in them, on the federal and province level.

Finally, evolutionary game theory prompts policymak-
ers to pay attention not only to immediate substantive issues, 
but also to methods and procedures for designing policy. It is 
doubtful politicians or their advisors in most states systemati-
cally run formal computerized game analysis of their bargain-
ing options, not to mention computer simulations of evolution-
ary IPD games. The latter could show plausible outcomes when 
most likely strategies used by participants in a border regime 
are played against each other. While no single evolutionary 
game analysis offers universal silver bullets to effectively bal-
ance security and economic interests, its specified applications 
are likely to generate micro-level solutions in specific cases. This 
is a non-trivial recommendation. In the rapidly globalizing econ-
omy, the capacity of states to simultaneously maximize security 
and economic benefits over their external borders (rather than 
to view security and economic interests as a tradeoff) may well 
become the principal determinant of global economic leader-
ship, akin to the role maritime trade played in the previous 500 
years or so. To paraphrase one of the world’s pre-eminent global 
maritime tradesmen, Sir Walter Raleigh – whosoever thus bal-
ances border functions would command the trade of the world, 
and “whosoever commands the trade of the world commands the 
riches of the world, and consequently the world itself.”31

31  Sir Walter Raleigh, “A Discourse of the Invention of Ships, Anchors, 
Compass, &c.,” The Works of Sir Walter Raleigh, Kt., vol. 8, (1829, reprinted 
1965), 325, quoted on http://www.bartleby.com/73/2044.html (accessed May 7, 
2013).
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Understanding Borders : Potentials and Challenges
of Evolving Border Concepts

Jussi P. Laine

Borders have long been one of the most central topics in 
political geography1. However, much has changed since the pi-
oneering framework of early border studies. The focus of bor-
der studies has developed in relation to predominant geopolit-
ical models and visions. This has resulted in clear discursive 
shifts in understanding and framing borders. Despite optimistic 
notions of globalization and a new post-Cold War world order, 
the impact of borders, their functions and changing significance, 
continues to looms large.

Geographical borders continue to function as physical 
manifestations of state power, but they also serve as symbol-
ic representations of statehood to citizen and non-citizen alike. 
While the nation-state has endured the pressures of globaliza-
tion, the exclusively state-oriented approach with a focus on the 
international (i.e. interstate) serves only to confirm already ex-
isting political borders. As Anderson2 once stated, nation-states 
appear drawn on the political map of the world in such a perma-
nent manner that, at times, they may seem even as “natural” 
formations.

The simplest way to understand the emergence and exist-
ence of borders is to examine them by their function – borders 
serve a purpose3. Even though borders limit our lives they also 

1  Ladis K.D. Kristoff, “The Nature of Frontiers and Boundaries,” Annals of 
the Association of American Geographers 49 (1959): 269-282. Julian V. Minghi, 
“Boundary Studies in Political Geography,” Annals of the Association of Ameri-
can Geographers 53 (1963): 407 – 428. John R.V. Prescott, Political Frontiers 
and Boundaries (London: Unwin Hyman, 1987). Anssi Paasi, Territories, Bound-
aries and Consciousness. The Changing Geographies of the Finnish-Russian Bor-
der (Chichester: John Wiley & Sons, 1996). Vladimir Kolossov, “Border Studies: 
Changing Perspectives and Theoretical Approaches.” Geopolitics 10 (2005): 1-27.

2  James Anderson, “The Exaggerated Death of the Nation-State,” in A Glo-
bal World?, eds James Anderson et al. (London: Oxford University Press, 1995), 
70.

3  Henk van Houtum, The Development of Cross-border Economic Rela-
tions: A Theoretical and Empirical Study of the Influence of the State Border on 
the Development of Cross-border Economic Relations Between Firms in Border 
Regions of the Netherlands and Belgium (Tilburg: CentER, 1998), 21.
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have an effect on how we behave in different circumstances, how 
we perceive different places4 and how we perceive and interpret 
our own actions. Borders also help us to create and perceive dif-
ferences, which are indispensable for us in order to construct 
contexts and meanings and to make sense in otherwise such a 
complex society in which we live in.5 Borders are thus an intrin-
sic element of human life and are a constituent of the relations 
between individuals and society.

More recently, the study of borders has moved away from 
an exclusive concern with borders between states in the interna-
tional system to the study of borders at diverse socio-spatial and 
geographical scales from local to the global. The growing inter-
disciplinarity of border studies has moved the discussion away 
from an exclusive concern with geographical, physical and tan-
gible borders to those which are cultural, social, economic, reli-
gious and, in many cases, invisible, but with major impacts on 
the way in which human society is bordered, ordered and com-
partmentalized.6 Today, the concept of bordering is common-
ly used to bring these diverse types of borders within a single 
frame of analysis.

In this brief introductory overview, I wish to step back in 
time and seek to explain how borders have been conceptualized 
in the past and how the concept of a border has evolved vis-à-vis 
broader changes in the social sciences. The description present-
ed here is far from being all-inclusive. It rather provides some 
examples of each period. As O’Dowd has aptly argued, in priv-
ileging spatial analysis – space over time, that is – much con-
temporary border studies lack an adequate historical analysis.7 
A failure to acknowledge this historical development leads eas-

4  Anna Hallikainen, Venäjän kahdet kasvot. Maakunnallisten ohjelma-
asiakirjojen ja vertailuaineiston välittämä Venäjä-kuva [The Two Faces of Rus-
sia: The Images of Russia Presented in the Programme Documents of Regional 
Councils and in the Comparison Material] (Tampere: Tampere University Press, 
2003), 18.

5  Anssi Paasi, “The Political Geography of Boundaries at the End of the 
Millennium: Challenges of the De-Territorializing World”, in Curtains of Iron 
and Gold. Reconstructuring Borders and Scales of Interaction, eds Heikki Eske-
linen et al. (Aldershot: Ashgate, 1999), 9 – 24.

6  Vladimir Kolossov et al., EUBORDERSCAPES State of the Debate Re-
port I, 2012.

7  Liam O’Dowd, “From a “Borderless World” to a “World of Borders”: 
“Bringing History Back In”,” Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 
28 (2010): 1031 – 1050.

Understanding Borders : Potentials and Challenges ...

3130



ily to a disfigured perspective on the present. Over-emphasizing 
the novelty of contemporary forms of globalization and border 
change, propped up by poorly substantiated cases from the past, 
fails to recognize the “past in the present”, and brings with it an 
inability to recognize the distinctiveness of contemporary state 
borders and to deceptively discount the “extent to which we con-
tinue to live in a “world of diverse states””.8 To understand bor-
ders today, we must first understand how we arrived at them.

Development of Border Studies9

Natural borders as good borders

The pioneering framework for early border studies fo-
cused, either implicitly or explicitly, on questions of justifiable 
state borders. Much of the credit has been given to the German 
geographer and ethnographer Friedrich Ratzel (1844 – 1904), 
who drew from the theories of both Malthus and Darwin to cre-
ate an anthropo- and politico-geographical corpus.10 In his 1897 
Politische Geographie, Ratzel rejected the static conception of 
borders and put forth the notorious idea of “lebensraum,” or liv-
ing space, and the state as a living organism, with internal or-
gans, external protective borders and an inherent drive towards 
expansion.

Ratzel’s Swedish student, Rudolf Kjellén (1869 – 1922), 
developed the organic state theory further. He coined the term 
“geopolitics”, defining it as : “the theory of the state as a geo-
graphical organism or phenomenon in space”.11 Kjellén main-
tained that a state was a geographical unit limited by natural 
borders and territory. The organic state theory was later adopt-
ed by Karl Haushofer (1869 – 1946), who regarded borders as 
delimiters of territorial control and ideology. He further argued 
that the state’s will to expand is part of its natural survival 

8  Ibid. 1032-1034.
9  This chapter is based on the background research for the EUBORDER-

SCAPES project and author’s collaboration with Prof. James W. Scott through-
out the project.

10  Werner J. Cahnman, “The Concept of raum and the Theory of Regional-
ism,” American Sociological Review 9 (1944): 455-462.

11  Saul B. Cohen, Geopolitics of the World System (Lanham, MD: Rowman 
and Littlefield, 2003).
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strategy,12 work that influenced the development of expansion-
ist strategies in Nazi Germany. Ellen Semple (1863 – 1932), in 
turn, successfully promoted the German school of anthropogeog-
raphie in the United States and introduced some of Ratzel’s ide-
as to the Anglophone community.13

However, it was Otto Maull (1887 – 1957), who actually 
systematized Ratzel’s principles in practice. For Maull, natural 
determination was the central element influencing the Society-
Environment-System, but he also emphasized the importance 
of the “willful political act” in establishing states and borders. 
He made a distinction between “good” and “bad” borders based 
on their morphological features and their relations to political 
conditions of nation-states. Good borders dovetailed with natu-
ral and/or socio-ethnic borders, whereas anti-structural bad bor-
ders neither corresponded to physical features of the landscape, 
nor followed the borders of socio-cultural areas. In addition, bad 
borders did not have an actual border zone, within which the ac-
tual border could function as a connecting factor or, on the oth-
er hand, as a filtering feature allowing trade and cooperation to 
flourish, while simultaneously protecting the state from exter-
nal threats. These kind of bad borders are, according to Maull, 
places where conflicts between two states are most likely to hap-
pen.14 The characterization was also adopted by S. W. Boggs, 
who elaborated the notion, arguing that good borders serve the 
purposes for which they have been designed, with a maximum 
of efficiency and a minimum of friction, while interstate conflict 
is due to bad borders that did not respect organic territorial lim-
its.15

12  See e.g. Karl E. Haushofer, English Translation and Analysis of Major 
General Karl Ernst Haushofer's Geopolitics of the Pacific Ocean. Studies on the 
Relationship between Geography and History (Lewiston: Edwin Mellen Press, 
2002).

13  See Ellen C. Semple, Influences of Geographic Environment: On the 
Basis of Ratzel's System of Anthropo-Geography (New York: Henry Holt & Co, 
1911)

14  Otto Maull, Politische Geographie (Berlin: Gebrüder Borntraeger, 1925).
15  Samuel W. Boggs, International Boundaries: A Study of Boundary Func-

tions and Problems (New York: Columbia University Press, 1940), 48.
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From Determinism to Possibilism

In contrast to the systematic approach of the German 
school, French geographers focused more on regional differenti-
ation. This was manifested in particular in the works of Paul 
Vidal de la Blache (1845 – 1918), the founder of the French 
School of Geopolitics. While Vidal de la Blache was influenced 
by the German thought on geopolitics, from which he adopted 
the close linkage between human societies and their natural mi-
lieus, he also underlined the notion of “possibilism” in opposi-
tion of the more traditional environmental determinism put 
forth by Ratzel and his followers. Vidal de la Blache maintained 
that while people were not entirely free to determine their own 
directions, the natural environment offered possible avenues for 
human development and it was very much a human decision to 
choose which one was preferred.16 This, according to Vidal de la 
Blache, resulted in a “human world full of different genres de 
vie [lifestyles], distinctive to particular people living in particu-
lar places”.17

Vidal de la Blache’s work combined the disciplines of ge-
ography and history and attracted many followers in inter-war 
France. Among them were Lucien Febvre (1878 – 1956) and 
Marc Bloch (1886 – 1944), who were at the forefront of the in-
tellectual developments of the influential and innovative Annal-
es School. Febvre elaborated the concept of possibilism further 
and depicted man “as a master of the possibilities” provided by 
the environment and “the judge of their use”.18 Bloch, in turn, 
depicted individual actors as a social force that could change 
events and steer human development.

Borders willfully created by society

Élisée Reclus (1830 – 1905) was the first employ the term 
“social geography” (or rather géographie sociale), whereby he 
distanced himself from the Vidalian notion of landscape and 
suggested instead that space be viewed as a social product and 

16  Paul Cloke, Chris Philo and David Sadler, Approaching Human Geogra-
phy (London: Chapman, 1991), 65.

17  Ibid, 64.
18  Lucian Febvre, La terre et l'évolution humaine. Introduction géo-

graphique à l'histoire (Paris: La Renaissance du Livre, 1922), 439
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thus as inseparable from the functioning of society.19 Whereas 
for de la Blache, geography was “a science of places and not a 
science of men”,20 Reclus maintained that geography was “noth-
ing but history in space”. For him, it was not “an immutable 
thing”, but it was rather made and remade every day by men’s 
actions.21

It was, however, the French Marxist sociologist Henri 
Lefebvre (1901 – 1991), who really expounded the concept of the 
(social) production of space. Like the Annales Schools, Lefebvre 
underlined that change is never restricted to economy and ideol-
ogy but involves everyday life. Thus, social transformation had 
to be conceived in terms of possibilities rather than determina-
tions. In his famous La Production de L’Espace (1974), Lefebvre 
argues that space is a social product, or a complex social con-
struction (based on values, and the social production of mean-
ings), which affects spatial practices and perceptions. The argu-
ment can be seen as a major catalyst in shifting the research 
perspective from space, and its borders, to processes of their 
production.

Brenner and Elden have brought Lefebvre’s distinction 
between the perceived, conceived, and lived dimensions of social 
space to bear on the question of territory – giving rise, respec-
tively, to : territorial practices, representations of territory, and 
territories of representation.22 According to Brenner and Elden, 
territorial practices would be the physical, material spaces of 
state territory (borders, fences, and walls marking its external 
limits, but also infrastructure enabling various kinds of flows).23 
Representations of territory would include a range of imagined 

19  See Élisée Reclus, L’Homme et la Terre (Paris: Librairie universelle, 
1905-1908), 335.

20  Paul Vidal de la Blache, “Des caractères distinctifs de la géographie,” 
Annales de Géographie 22 (1922), 297. (in French) Cited by: Paul Claval, “So-
cial Geography in France,” in: Social Geography in International perspective, ed. 
John Eyles (Totowa: Barnes & Noble, 1986), 13-14).

21  Élisée Reclus, L'Homme et la terre, reissued with an introduction and 
choice of texts by Beatrice Giblin (Paris: Maspero, 1982); from the original, vol-
ume V, 335.

22  Neil Brenner and Stuart Elden, “Henri Lefebvre on State, Space, Ter-
ritory,” International Political Sociology 3 (2009): 353 – 377; Cf. Reece Jones, 
Peoples⁄States⁄Territories: The Political Geographies of British State Transforma-
tion (Oxford: Blackwell, 2007); See Henri Lefebvre, The Production de l’espace 
(Paris:Anthropos, 1974), 48 – 49.

23  Brenner & Elden, Henri Lefebvre on State, Space, Territory, 365-366.
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senses of the body of a nation translated into political prac-
tice (maps and charts; abstract ways of representing territory 
through cartography, and otherwise diagrammatically). Terri-
tories of representation are, in turn, created at the intersection 
of the previous two categories, but are not limited to these nar-
row definitions. Just as Lefebvre insists with his notion of lived 
space, territory takes on meaning through the everyday practic-
es and lived experiences, which occur within and beyond it.24

Borders as elements of the physics and geometry

Back on the German side, Walter Christaller (1893 – 
1969), amongst others, took a more scientific approach by focus-
ing on locational analysis and the spatial organization of func-
tional regions. He saw borders as elements of the physics and 
geometry of social relations. According to his central-place the-
ory certain settlements functioned as “central places” provid-
ing services to surrounding areas, and as nodal centers through 
such movements of people, goods, and alike were organized.25

August Lösch (1906 – 1945), who is commonly regarded as 
the founder of Regional Science, also introduced a hierarchical-
ly structured spatial pattern of his own. He built on Christall-
er’s work though turned its main logic upside down by begin-
ning with a system of “lowest-order” in contrast to Christaller“s 
“highest-order.” As an economist, Lösch described borders 
as artificial obstacles for trade.26 In his opinion, state borders 
truncate regular market networks, resulting in economic loss-
es. “Tariffs are like rivers”, he argued, “which separate their 
banks economically more than would correspond to their actual 
width”.27

Border scientism was also advanced by Torsten Häger-
strand (1916 – 2004), who stressed the temporal factor in spa-
tial human activities. Relying on theoretical and methodological 
developments in science, he attacked the Durkheimian idea that 

24  Ibid.
25  Walter Christaller, Die zentralen Orte in Süddeutschland (Jena: Gustav 

Fischer, 1933).
26  August Lösch, The Economics of Location. Trans. W. Stolper. (New Ha-

ven: Yale University Press, 1954 [1940]), 196.
27  August Lösch, The Economics of Location. Trans. W. Stolper. (New Ha-

ven: Yale University Press, 1954 [1940]), 200.
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space and time were social categories. In his attempt to explain 
how and why individuals link to each other and move between 
places, Hägerstrand developed a multidimensional time-geo-
graphical approach which went beyond social constructionism 
by emphasizing the physical constraints on human action and 
the wider networks of competing opportunities that they set up 
which act to steer situations.28

Although, the wider institutionalization of academic dis-
ciplines accelerated, borders remained relegated to sub-disci-
plines such as regional politics, regional economics and regional 
sociology, political anthropology, political geography and geo-
politics.29 The latter two sub-disciplines had a long tradition of 
empirical research on borders, but in the 1960s and 1970s they 
almost ceased to exist.30 Political geography in particular re-
mained fragmented, and instead, functionalism, positivism, and 
a focus on “Kantian” space prevailed.31

Functionalist approaches to borders

Within the afore mentioned parent disciplines, studies of 
borders focused towards description, classification and morphol-
ogies of state borders, but became also concerned with the emer-
gence of core areas of nation-state formation and the “centrifu-
gal” (i.e. fragmenting) and “centripetal” (i.e. integrating) forces 
that influenced the growth and development of states.32 The 

28  Torsten Hägerstrand, “Space, Time and Human Conditions”, in Dynam-
ic Allocation of Urban Space, eds. Anders Karquist, Lars Lundquist and Folke 
Snickers (Farnborough: Saxon House, 1975), 3-12; Torsten Hägerstrand, “Time-
geography: Focus on the Corporeality of Man, Society, and Environment,” in 
The Science and Praxis of Complexity, Contributions to the Symposium held at 
Montpellier, France, 9 – 11 May, 1984, ed. Shūhei Aida (Tokyo: United Nations 
University Press, 1985), 193-216; See Nigel J. Thrift, “Torsten Hägerstrand and 
Social Theory,” Progress in Human Geography 29 (2005), 337.

29  James Anderson, Liam O’Dowd and Thomas M. Wilson, “Introduction: 
Why Study Borders Now?,” Regional & Federal Studies 12 (2010), 4.

30  See Peter J. Taylor and Colin Flint, Political Geography. World Econo-
my, Nation-State and Locality (Harlow: Prentice Hall, 2000), 49 – 52.

31  Henk van Houtum and James W. Scott, Boundaries and the Europeani-
sation of Space: The EU, Integration and Evolving Theoretical Perspectives on 
Border. EXLINEA State of the Art Report (Berlin and Nijmegen, 2005), 7-10.

32  Henk van Houtum and James W. Scott, Boundaries and the Europeani-
sation of Space: The EU, Integration and Evolving Theoretical Perspectives on 
Border. EXLINEA State of the Art Report (Berlin and Nijmegen, 2005), 7-8
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widely used, but “fundamentally illogical”33 division of “natural” 
and “artificial” borders came to an end, when political geogra-
phers began to emphasize that all political borders are conse-
quences of conscious choices and, thus, artificial.34

For Richard Hartshorne, geography was a study of ar-
eal differentiation.35 Accordingly, his research on borders was 
grounded in the study of border landscapes; he suggested that 
the interaction between political borders and cultural land-
scapes were an important source of spatial differentiation. 
Hartshorne elicited a genetic border classification, according to 
which borders could be classified as pioneer, antecedent, subse-
quent, consequent, superimposed or relic. These were typologies 
based on the stage of development of the cultural landscape in 
the border area at the time the border is laid down.36 He under-
stood that the geodeterministic mindset of the German tradition 
of Anhtropographie had served to discredit Political Geography 
and proposed that the analysis of the functioning of the state 
would provide a meaningful context for scientific rigor.37

Ladis Kristof, Julian Minghi, and Victor Prescott, all 
prominent scholars of the functionalist school, focused research 
attention on the emergence of borders based on forms of social-
political organization and processes of nation-building. Kristof, 
followed Hartshorne’s ideas on political geography, and simi-
larly devoted himself to the systematic study of borders as as-
pects of “Realpolitik” and as organizing elements of the state.38 
Kristof considered borders first of all as legal institutions : “...in 
order to have some stability in the political structure, both on 
the national and international level, a clear distinction between 

33  Richard Hartshorne, “Suggestions as to the Terminology of Political 
Boundaries,” Annals of the Association of American Geographers 25 (1936), 57.

34  Kristoff, “The Nature of Frontiers and Boundaries,” Minghi, “Bound-
ary Studies in Political Geography,” 407; Prescott, John R. V. The Geography of 
Frontiers and Boundaries (Chicago: Aldine, 1965); Harm J. De Blij (ed.), System-
atic Political Geography (New York, London, and Sydney: Wiley, 1967).

35  Richard Hartshorne, “The Functional Approach in Political Geography,” 
Annals of the Association of American Geographers 40 (1950), 128.

36  Hartshorne, “Suggestions as to the Terminology of Political Bounda-
ries.”

37  Hartshorne, “The Functional Approach in Political Geography,” 129.
38  Kristoff, “The Nature of Frontiers and Boundaries.”
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the spheres of foreign and domestic politics is necessary. The 
boundary helps maintain this distinction.”39

Kristof also made a distinction between frontiers and 
boundaries by suggesting that “while the former are the result 
of rather spontaneous or, at least, ad hoc solutions and move-
ments, the latter are fixed and enforced through a more rational 
and centrally coordinated effort after a conscious choice is made 
among the several preferences and opportunities at hand.” He 
specifies that etymologically, the word “frontier” refers to what 
is in front, the foreland, of the hinterland, the motherland, the 
core of the state, kingdom or empire : “Thus the frontier was not 
the end… but rather the beginning… of the state; it was the 
spearhead of light and knowledge expanding into the realm of 
darkness and of the unknown’.40 Whereas boundaries are in-
ner-oriented, frontiers are outer-oriented, with their attention 
directed to those areas of friendship and danger, which exists 
beyond the state. Accordingly, boundaries, in Kristof’s conceptu-
alization, are centripetal in their function; they divide and sep-
arate, strengthening the territorial integrity of the state, while 
frontiers, in contrast, are centrifugal in character; they are out-
wardly oriented, integrate different ecumenes and challenge the 
control functions of the state.41

Minghi urged political geographers to acknowledge that 
“boundaries, as political dividers, separate peoples of different 
nationalities and, therefore, presumably of different iconograph-
ic makeup.”42 He suggested, that political geographers should 
work towards a more interdisciplinary approach and undertake 
investigations in the sociological, cultural, and economic are-
as “for the spatial patterns of social behavior can be even more 
important than other patterns in determining the impact of a 
boundary and its viability as a national separator”.43 Prescott, 
in turn, was mainly concerned with identifying spatial relation-
ships between politics and geography.44 He saw the exercise of 
political sovereignty, of which borders are the formal delimiters, 

39  Ibid.
40  Ibid., 270.
41  Ibid., 270-272.
42  Minghi, “Boundary Studies in Political Geography,” 428.
43  Ibid.
44  Prescott, The Geography of Frontiers and Boundaries.
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as an important source of morphological and functional varia-
tion of space.45

Post-Cold War Borders

While the dynamic role of borders had been overlooked 
and borders as a research topic neglected during the preced-
ing decades, the prevailing “geopolitical” atmosphere during the 
Cold War led to a resurgence of research interest in borders in 
the late 1970s, early 1980s. The increased velocity and volatility 
of globalization and, later, the post Cold War “disorder” and the 
associated tearing down of the East-West division subsequent-
ly revealed that the empiricism, description and categorization 
of borders had their deficiencies. With the end of the Cold War, 
the previously stable border concept began to change and bor-
der studies began to be acknowledged as a discipline in its own 
right. What is especially noteworthy is that, influenced by the 
broader critical turn in the social sciences, border studies be-
came more sensitive towards the ethics of borders.46

With the end of the Cold War, state borders have increas-
ingly been understood as multifaceted social institutions rather 
than solely as formal political markers of sovereignty. Where-
as the field had earlier pre-dominantly focused on the study of 
the demarcation of boundaries (i.e. borderlines), the focus argu-
ably shifted to borders as broader constructions. They became 
understood as socio-cultural constructs, and as such, they could 
be also be deconstructed.47 Dissatisfaction with the apolitical 
and “objective” assumptions of empiricism fuelled the applica-
tion of various critical approaches. Some of them became associ-
ated with postmodern and poststructuralist perspectives, which 
analyze the social construction of borders in terms of discours-
es, agency, and practices.48 Border scholars became interested 

45  See Houtum & Scott, Boundaries and the Europeanisation of Space, 10.
46  Recent examples include: Stuart Elden, Terror and Territory. The Spa-

tial Extent of Sovereignty (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 
2009); Henk van Houtum and Freerk Boedeltje, “Europe’s Shame. Death at the 
Borders of the EU.” Antipode 41(2009): 226 – 30; Reece Jones, Border Walls. Se-
curity and the War of Terror in the United States, India and Israel (London and 
New York: Zed Books, 2012); 

47  Paasi, Territories, Boundaries and Consciousness.
48  Houtum & Scott, Boundaries and the Europeanisation of Space, 1.
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in the social production of borders : sites at, and through, which 
socio-spatial differences are communicated. Borders, as a conse-
quence, became viewed as relational, not given.

The changing significance of borders has been partly in-
terpreted as a reflection of global “de-bordering”, and of opti-
mistic scenarios of globalization and international cooperation. 
However, such notions of “de-bordering” have been challenged 
by, or even succumbed to, the reality of ethnic and cultural ten-
sions and increasing complexity and instability in the world 
system. While processes of globalization certainly threaten the 
particularity of borders – the “disappearance of history” – it per-
haps instead leads to rather more complicated ways of grasping 
the past.49 The unprecedented expansion and transformation 
of the global economy and the concurrent fluidity of people and 
goods within a context of increased securitization, signifies fun-
damental societal challenges that directly relate to borders. In 
this view, borders help condition how societies and individuals 
shape their strategies and identities. At the same time, borders 
themselves can be seen as products of a social and political ne-
gotiation of space; they frame social and political action and are 
constructed through institutional and discursive practices at dif-
ferent levels and by different actors.

Paasi’s work can be taken as an illuminating example of 
this.50 Building on Shields work on social spatialization,51 Paasi 
argues that more attention should be paid towards how specific 
spatial ideas about a territory and its boundaries have been con-
structed and how they shape the images held by the society con-
cerned.52 By reinstating Georg Simmel’s 1903 dictum that “[t]
he boundary is not a spatial fact with sociological consequenc-
es, but a sociological fact that forms itself spatially”,53 Paasi re-
turns to his earlier concept of spatial socialization,54 i.e. “the 
process through which individual actors and collectivities are 

49  Arif Dirlik, “Whither History? Encounters with Historicism: Postmod-
ernism and Postcolonialism,” Futures 34 (2002), 75-90.

50  Anssi Paasi, “Bounded Spaces in a “Borderless World”: Border Studies, 
Power and the Anatomy of Territory,” Journal of Power 2 (2009), 213-234.

51  Rob Shields, Places on the Margin. (London: Routledge, 1991).
52  Paasi, “Bounded Spaces in a “Borderless World”,” 226
53  Georg Simmel, “The Sociology of Space,” Trans. M. Ritter & D. Frisby, 

in Simmel on Culture: Selected Writings, eds. David Frisby and Mike Feather-
stone (London: Sage, 1991), 142.

54  Paasi, Territories, Boundaries and Consciousness.
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socialized as members of specific territorially bounded spatial 
entities, participate in their reproduction and “learn” collective 
territorial identities, narratives of shared traditions and inher-
ent spatial images (e.g. visions regarding boundaries, regional 
divisions, regional identities, etc.), which may be, and often are, 
contested”.55 Spatial socialization is part of the process of “sym-
bolic violence”,56 through which territoriality is practiced – in 
other words, how the state territory is produced and reproduced 
among citizens through national education – especially in histo-
ry and geography – and the media.57

Henk van Houtum has sought to understand the com-
plex construction of borders from a political, economic, socio-cul-
tural and psychological standpoint. He asserts that the notion 
of border only really takes on meaning when understood as a 
product of “bordering,” i.e. the everyday construction of borders 
through ideology, discourses, political institutions, attitudes and 
agency.58 Within this context, borders can be read in terms of a 
politics of identity (feelings of belonging; us versus them; who 
is “in,” who is “out”), in terms of a regionalization of difference 
(defining who is a neighbor, a partner, a friend or rival), or in 
terms of politics of “interests,” in which issues of economic self-
interest, political stability and security play a prominent role.59 
Borders have an effect on how we behave and what we perceive. 
Van Houtum further argues that borders exert both an idea-
tional power, which helps individuals and societies form identi-
ties, and also a sense of security and comfort. This is expressed 
even within “borderless” Europe, where national borders have 
remained central to the organization of economic activities and 

55  Paasi, “Bounded Spaces in a “Borderless World”,” 226.
56  Pierre Bourdieu and Jean-Claude Passeron, “Academic Order and Social 

Order,” Preface to the 1990 Edition, in Reproduction in Education, Society and 
Culture, eds. Pierre Bourdieu and Jean-Claude Passeron (London: Sage, 1998), 
vii-xi.

57  Paasi, “Bounded Spaces in a “Borderless World”,” 226.
58  Henk van Houtum, “Borders of comfort: Spatial Economic Border-

ing Processes in the European Union,” in New Borders for a Changing Europe; 
Cross-border co-operation and Governance, eds. James Anderson, Liam O’Dowd 
and Thomas Wilson (London: Frank Cass, 2002), 37-58; Henk van Houtum and 
Ton van Naerssen, “Bordering, Ordering and Othering,” Tijdschrift voor Econo-
mische en Sociale Geografie 93 (2002), 125-136.

59  James W. Scott, “Bordering and Ordering the European Neighbourhood: 
A Critical Perspective on EU Territoriality and Geopolitics,” Trames 13 (2009), 
235.

Understanding Borders : Potentials and Challenges ...

43

Laine

42



the protection of economic interests.60 Furthermore, borders 
continue to influence socio-spatial behaviors and attitude; they 
help us recognize differences and construct meanings in order to 
make sense of the complex society in which we live in.

Concluding thoughts

In order interpret the broad socio-political transforma-
tions that manifest themselves at borders, a multifaceted under-
standing of borders is needed. Certainly, borders are still about 
power relations, but they are also more than that. The brief dis-
cussion above aimed to show that the understanding of border 
has not only evolved during the last hundred years, but there 
are also various conceptualizations of it that exist concurrently. 
This is largely because all borders are unique, and each of them 
is related in different ways to local, regional, state-bound and 
supranational processes. Even if a border may appear as an ab-
solute fact, perceptions of it are always relative – and, therefore, 
open to various interpretations.

To follow Lösch’s thinking, borders can be seen as rivers, 
which separate their banks more than would correspond to their 
actual width.61 However, unlike rivers, borders are not locat-
ed only at the very border (line), but have spread, if not every-
where, at least broadly in society. As Paasi maintains, borders 
are therefore one part of the “discursive landscape” of social 
power that exists in social practices and relations.62 This is also 
why borders do not self-evidently disappear when some practic-
es change.

State borders are in flux, yet simultaneously stable. The 
global era has certainly altered the understanding of power and 
agency, yet the state has not, disappeared. Its sovereignty and 
authority has become shared amongst governments at several 
territorial tiers, but also between various sectors of society. In-
deed, today’s world politics involves many non-state actors who 

60  van Houtum 2002, “Borders of comfort: Spatial Economic Bordering 
Processes in the European Union.”

61  Lösch, The Economics of Location, 196-200.
62  Paasi, Territories, Boundaries and Consciousness; Anssi Paasi, “Bound-

aries as Social Processes: Territoriality in the World of Flows,” in Boundaries, 
Territory and Postmodernity, ed. David Newman (London: Frank Class, 1999), 
84.
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interact with each other, with states, and with international or-
ganizations, at times skipping a level or two in between. This 
has fuelled a transition from international (border confirming) 
to transnational (border eroding) relations, though the change 
has not been linear.

Despite the broadened understandings of the border, bor-
der studies has struggled to break away from its state-centered-
ness. While the dynamics of globalization have certainly com-
plicated the picture, the continuous (re)construction of borders 
based on forms of social-political organization and processes of 
nation-building remains a central issue in border studies.63 De-
spite the acknowledged complexity of borders, understanding 
borders is inherently an issue of understanding how states func-
tion.64 Borders are not only about borders but they can be ex-
ploited to both mobilize and fix territory, security, identities, 
emotions and memories, and various forms of national sociali-
zation. As Paasi states, this conceptualization suggests that 
“while it is continually vital to examine how borders and bor-
dering practices come about, it is also critical to reflect on the 
political rationalities and state-based ideologies embedded in 
these practices.”65 This is to say that borders are not only broad, 
but also deep, the raison d’être of which is inherently linked to 
the formation and continued use of nation-states as the princi-
pal way to divide the earth’s surface. However, as a nation is in-
evitably a social construction so too must be its borders. Just as 
they can be constructed, they can also be erased. Changing the 
focus from seeing like a state to seeing like a border, as Rum-
ford has advised,66 would allow us to disaggregate the state and 
the border, and move beyond viewing borders only in national 
terms so as to allow more bottom-up expressions of transnation-
al mobility and genuine political actorhood.

63  Kolossov et al., EUBORDERSCAPES State of the Debate Report I.
64  Anssi Paasi, “Commentary. Border Studies Reanimated. Going Beyond 

the Territorial/Relational Divide,” Environment and Planning A 44 (2012), 2307.
65  Anssi Paasi, “Commentary. Border Studies Reanimated. Going Beyond 

the Territorial/Relational Divide,” Environment and Planning A 44 (2012), 2307.
66  Chris Rumford, Citizens and Borderwork in Contemporary Europe (Lon-

don: Routledge, 2008)
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The Historical Typology of Boundaries and Some 
Peculiarities of Russian Limogenesis

Anton A. Kireev

Over the last 30 years, the development of border stud-
ies as an academic field has accelerated rapidly. However, while 
agreeing in general with the validity of this thesis, I would like 
to draw attention towards the need to clarify its meaning. What 
is commonly referred to as the development of border studies 
should perhaps be called a process of expanding its empirical 
base, mainly due to researching new regions of the world.1 This 
has occurred alongside the development of different approaches 
in the socio-humanitarian disciplines, which led to the revealing 
of new aspects of the objects under study.2 Yet if development 
refers to improving the organization and unity of our knowledge 
about borders, and constructing a generalizable and explanato-
ry theory, then in this regard the success of border studies can 
hardly be considered significant.3 Theoretical work in this area 
is still not so much generalizing as instrumental and methodo-
logical in nature. Even within the methodological field of border 
studies, the last significant upgrade was in the 1970s – early 
1980s.4

There are three important factors that complicate the the-
oretical study of boundaries. The first of these stems from the 
fact that despite the rapid growth in the number of empirical 
studies on boundaries over the last decades, a large part of ​​the 
globe – including in particular regions such as Africa, South 
America, Oceania, the Arctic and Antarctica – is still very poor-
ly studied by limologists. Thus, a vast multitude of boundaries 

1  Today, the region where study of boundaries is expanding the most ac-
tively is Asia.

2  Thomas M. Wilson and Hastings Donnan, “Borders and Border Studies” 
in A Companion to Border Studies, eds. Thomas M. Wilson and Hastings Don-
nan (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012), 2, 13.

3  See e.g.: Emmanuel Brunet-Jailly, “The State of Borders and Border-
lands Studies 2009: A Historical View and a View from the Journal of Border-
lands Studies,” Eurasia Border Review 1(1) (2010): 11.

4  It was during these years border studies finally accepted the constructiv-
ist approach, the spread of which in this area is particularly promoted by Ben-
edict Anderson’s “Imagined Communities” published in 1983.
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and transboundary processes await simple description and logi-
cal ordering, and consequently any in-depth theoretical analysis 
would be premature.

The second factor is the financial and institutional status 
of border studies. The existence and development of this area 
of ​​scholarship today is supported primarily by grants from var-
ious government agencies and international governmental and 
non-governmental organizations. Such an influence from politi-
cal actors can result in a narrowly targeted, practical orienta-
tion and prevents rather than promotes the studying of general 
theoretical issues.

Finally, the third factor is the outlook of most modern 
scholars towards boundaries, their scientific values, and their 
accompanying methodological attitudes. These values ​​were 
formed under the strong influence of the philosophy of post-
structuralism and post-modernist style and rhetoric. Such post-
structuralist ideals – skepticism about any kind of “grand nar-
ratives”; a focus on the existence of individuals and groups, and 
their characteristics and desires; the trend towards the overcom-
ing of the defined and because of this repressive present in the 
name of the Other, belonging to an uncertain future – are close-
ly related to the fact that most scholars of borders today prefer 
the empirical approach over theoretical ones; case studies over 
broad generalizations; and futuristic analysis of the dynamics of 
the border over a historical study of its structural limitations.

These factors, of course, did not stop the development of 
theoretical studies of boundaries completely but significantly 
impeded it. Until now, the vast majority of works in this area fo-
cus on the descriptive study of individual cases – specific nation-
al borders or local sections on these borders.5 Much less often, 
researchers are turning to comparisons of two or more cases. 
The results of such comparisons are often in terms of different 
classifications, based on features of the morphology, formation 
and functioning of the studied boundaries.6 The classifications 
of state and other boundaries, created from the beginning of the 

5  Wilson and Donnan, “Borders and Border Studies”, 13-14.
6  Vladimir Kolosov and Nikolai Mironenko, Geopolitika i Politicheskaia 

Geografiia [Geopolitics and Political Geography] (Moskva: Aspekt Press, 2001), 
304-305.
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twentieth century,7 still constitute the largest part of the gener-
alized knowledge about them. However, the heuristic potential 
of such classifications, which are not so much of theoretical as of 
pretheoretical level of scientific knowledge, is rather limited.

More recently, especially since the 1990s, the development 
of comparative aspects of border studies has led to the gradual 
emergence of more complex knowledge in this field in the form 
of typologies. Unlike classifications, typologies combine bound-
aries in groups based on whether they have not one, but sev-
eral similar features connected by certain causal or functional 
relations. As typologies of boundaries can have some explanato-
ry and even predictive capabilities, they may be considered the 
simplest kind of theoretical knowledge. This is especially true 
for the social sciences and humanities, where theoretical knowl-
edge is in general subjected to less stringent requirements.8

However, one should take into account that typologies in 
current border studies are created as a rule by induction. Many 
of these typologies are improvements or innovations of previous-
ly established empirical classifications of boundaries, by means 
of their application to new cases, which supplement their con-
tent with new parameters. However, this way of building typolo-
gies can lead to inconsistency or ambiguity of relations between 
typological features and, as a result, the unjustified inclusion 
in one typological group of profoundly different boundaries. Ex-
amples of the risks associated with the inductive typologization 
are typological categories such as “frontier” and “linear border”. 
Originating as a result of specific descriptions of local phenom-
ena, the concepts of “frontier”9 and “linear border” have been ex-
trapolated to many cases belonging to different eras and regions 
of the world and at the same time absorbed their inherent fea-
tures and nuances. As a result, now these typological categories 
are so vague that, without special refinements by the scholars 
applying them, they look more like metaphors or symbols. Simi-

7  David Newman, “Borders and Bordering. Towards an Interdisciplinary 
Dialogue,” European Journal of Social Theory 9(2) (2006): 174-175.

8  Entsiklopediia Epistemologii i Filosofii Nauki [Encyclopedia of Episte-
mology and Philosophy of Science] (Moskva: Kanon, 2009), 983-984.

9  On the evolution of the concept of “frontier” see: Anton Kireev, “K Vo-
prosu o Tipologii Aziatskikh Granits Rossii (chast' I) [On the Typology of Asian 
Boundaries of Russia (Part I)]”, Oikumena. Regionovedcheskie Issledovaniia 4 
(2012): 40.
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lar substantial erosion has occurred with perhaps the most fa-
mous of modern typologies in border studies – Oscar Martinez’s 
typology of alienated, coexistent, interdependent and integrat-
ed.10 This typology, which was built on the basis of studies con-
ducted along the US-Mexico border, is seen by many researchers 
as universal, and applicable to the characterization of any bor-
ders, regardless of the place and time of their existence. At the 
same time, various scholars often put in the Martinez’s typologi-
cal categories new meaning, actually creating their own typolo-
gy related to the original only nominally, in terminology.11

In my view, the further successful development of theo-
retical knowledge about boundaries, adequate to rapid growth 
of empirical research in this field, within the framework of the 
inductive approach is impossible. Inductive theorizing must 
be complemented and reinforced by the construction of deduc-
tive typologies of boundaries and theories based on them. The 
deductive approach to theorizing in border studies implies : 
1) the direct application of principles and conceptual apparatus-
es of macroscopic theories of society and state in the construc-
tion of theories of boundaries, – above all the common concep-
tions of their historical development, such as positivist, Marxist 
and neoevolutionist;12 2) identifying sustainable relationships 
between empirically observable characteristics of each type of 
boundary, and between them and exogenous factors that make 
them unlike other types; 3) a significant expansion of space and, 
especially, time frames for selection, and of the number of com-
pared boundaries. As such, comparisons should be conducted 
not only at the preliminary stage, for the formation and extrapo-

10  Oscar J. Martinez, Border People: Life and Society in the U.S. – Mexico 
Borderlands (Tucson: The University of Arizona Press, 1994), 5-10.

11  Kolosov and Mironenko, Geopolitika i politicheskaia geografiia, 365-367; 
Maria Lähteenmäki, “The Making of a Barrier between Two Worlds: Finniciza-
tion on the Finno-Russian Border in the 1910s -20s.”, Eurasia Border Review 3 
(1) (2012): 35.

12  In connection with this statement it would be appropriate to recall the 
judgment of the French historian and anthropologist Lucien Febvre: “On the 
basis of the state should examine and analyze the border. The border in its 
military and political sense of the word corresponds to the certain state and its 
limits”. (Cit. by: Victor V. Zheltov, “Granitsy v Usloviyakh Globalizatsii (Geo-
politicheskii Aspekt)[Borders in the Context of Globalization (Geopolitical As-
pect)]”, in Geopoliticheskii Potentsial Transgranichnogo Sotrudnichestva Stran 
ATR, ed. Andrei Volynchuk, (Vladivostok: VGUES, 2010), 40).
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lation of typologies and theories of boundaries, but also for their 
verification, refutation or spatio-temporal limitation.

Based on the methodological suggestions presented above, 
in this article I would like to propose a typology of boundaries, 
which could contribute to the development of their theoretical 
study. At the base of this typology is the assumption of the sys-
temic organization of any human society. From this standpoint, 
the boundary should be treated as a component, a subsystem 
of a social system, the specific structure and functions of which 
may be only a variant of the overall structure and function of 
the system. Therefore, the definition and the explanation of the 
type of specific boundary cannot be well founded without iden-
tifying the structural features of the social system which it be-
longs to. In turn, the structural features, the structural type of 
any society as a system is formed in the course of its adaptive 
interaction with the environment, including the natural and so-
cial surroundings. Thus, the parameters of the natural and so-
cial environment of any social system should also be considered 
as an important factor that indirectly determines the type of its 
boundaries.

The correlation that exists between the environment, so-
cial system and boundary, is the main mechanism of limogen-
esis, i.e. the most sustainable long-term trends in the formation 
and development of the boundary, and the changing between 
its historical types. The historical interaction between the en-
vironment, society and its subsystems today is most profoundly 
and completely studied in neoevolutionist anthropology and so-
ciology. After the book of Julian Steward,13 within this interac-
tion, neoevolutionists distinguish two levels – general and spe-
cific evolution.14 Differentiation of general and specific evolution 
allow us to detect in history, as a process of the adaptation of 
societies to their environment, on the one hand, the universal 
stages and patterns inherent in all humanity and, on the other 
hand, the trends that are typical only for certain regions, states, 
and ethnic groups. This division is of great importance for the 
study of boundaries, since it provides a clear model of a hier-

13  Julian P. Steward, Theory of Culture Change. The Methodology of Mul-
tilinear Evolution (Urbana, 1955)

14  Nikolai Kradin, Politicheskaia Antropologiia [Political Anthropology] 
(Moskva: Logos, 2004), 38-39.
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archical, multi-level organization of scientific knowledge, which 
could serve for combining the theory and typology of general 
limogenesis with conceptions and typologies of specific (regional, 
national, local) limogeneses. The next section will discuss some 
of the theoretical questions of the general historical evolution of 
boundaries (general limogenesis) and then move on to describe 
the specific evolution in the case of Russia.

Reconstruction of the general evolution of boundaries in-
volves two tasks – to identify the main historical sequence of 
types of boundaries and to establish their legitimate (structur-
al and functional) relation to the historical (stadial) typology of 
societies. If the problem of a historical typology of societies has 
been repeatedly analyzed by anthropologists and sociologists, 
the question of the construction of a universal historical typolo-
gy of boundaries of societies has, as far as I know, still not been 
deeply considered. However, in the empirical studies of specif-
ic boundaries, limologists have formulated and tested two ty-
pological categories, which can be used as the foundation for a 
necessary typology. These are the above-mentioned categories 
of “frontier” and “linear border”. The value of these typological 
categories is that, provided they are more accurate and mutu-
ally correlated, they can not only serve as the building blocks 
of a historical typology of boundaries, but also demonstrate its 
leading trend, i.e. : the gradual increase in the structural com-
plexity of the phenomenon. Out of the categories of frontier and 
linear border, and complementing them by conclusions drawn 
from of my own theoretical and comparative historical studies 
of Russian boundaries,15 I have compiled a more detailed typol-
ogy of the phenomenon. This typology includes six main types of 
boundaries in historical order of their appearance: 1) intermit-
tent, 2) frontier, 3) forepost, 4) limes,16 5) linear and 6) transna-
tional.

15  Anton Kireev, Dal'nevostochnaia Granitsa Rossii: Tendentsii Formirov-
aniia i Funktsionirovaniia (seredina XIX – nachalo XXI vv.) [Far Eastern Border 
of Russia: Trends of Formation and Functioning  (mid-19th – early 21th centu-
ries)] (Vladivostok: Izd-vo DVFU, 2011); Kireev, “K Voprosu o Tipologii Aziat-
skikh Granits Rossii (chast' I)”; Anton Kireev, “K Voprosu o Tipologii Aziatskikh 
Granits Rossii (chast' II) [On the Typology of Asian Boundaries of Russia (Part 
II)]”, Oikumena. Regionovedcheskie Issledovaniia 1 (2013).

16  Previously, to indicate the border of this type I have used the term 
“broad”.
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The named types of boundaries can be described and ar-
ranged in three interrelated parameters: the spatial shape of 
the boundary; the subject and method of control; and stability. 
The spatial form of the boundary is defined as the objective geo-
metric characteristics of this geographical object as continuity / 
discontinuity, and area. The parameter “subject and method of 
control” includes groups and institutions that control the func-
tioning of the border, and methods used by them for this pur-
pose. Finally, stability in this typology is called the degree of 
permanence of the geographical coordinates of the boundary, or, 
in other words, a measure of its spatial mobility.

Using the above three parameters, change of the basic 
types of boundary (in their ideal sequence) can be described as 
follows. The most structurally simple and, apparently, the ear-
liest type of boundary for a human society is the “intermittent”. 
A boundary of this type is characterized by its “minimal” spatial 
form – the form of a dotted line, which consists of some of the 
most remote points of presence (residence) of members of a par-
ticular group, which mark the edge of the territory using by it. 
The subject of control over the intermittent boundary is society 
itself, and the main way to control it is economic activity carried 
out at remote points on the edge of the territory of society. Since 
control of the intermittent boundary is inseparable from every-
day economic practices, the actual spatial organization and con-
figuration of which change frequently,17 the geographical coor-
dinates of such a boundary are characterized by high volatility, 
and constant fluctuations.

The transition from intermittent boundary to frontier is 
related primarily to changes in the spatial form of the bound-
ary. As a result of increasing the number of points of presence 
provided by members of society in the course of mastering a 
particular area and the occurrence of new communications be-
tween them, the boundary- intermittent line becomes a fron-
tier-zone having greater continuity and a certain spatial depth. 
This transformation is usually due to the emergence and devel-
opment of a settled agricultural economy, which changes the 
way of the interaction of society with the natural and social en-
vironment. The subject regulating the functioning of the bound-
ary remains society itself in the form of individual communities 

17  The most telling example in this case is the spatial mobility of hunting.
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engaged in non-specialized local control over their parts of the 
frontier in the course of economic activity. In connection with 
the regular conversion to agricultural use of new land,18 this 
type of boundary retains instability, but its dynamic has not so 
much the character of multidirectional vibrations as of unidirec-
tional, geographically quite clearly oriented expansion. A kind of 
historical standard of frontier is believed to be the zonal moving 
social boundary of colonization in North America in the eight-
eenth-nineteenth centuries.19 But much earlier examples of its 
formation can be found in the history of Russian (East Slavic) 
agricultural colonization of some regions of Eurasia, which be-
gan at the end of the First Millennium AD.

The most important difference between the frontier and 
the boundary of the forepost type is that there is a new sub-
ject with new methods of control over it. The subject becomes 
the state, which regulates the functioning of the forepost border 
by methods of military and political coercion. The weakness of 
state institutions at an early stage of their development means 
the forepost border takes a simpler form, compared to frontier, a 
dotted one. At the same time, it maintains the expansionary dy-
namics, the engine of which is military-political rather than so-
cio-economic interests. One of the embodiments of the boundary 
of the forepost type were the borders of Russia in Northern Si-
beria and the Far East in the seventeenth to the first half of the 
nineteenth century.

The limes type is similar to the forepost border, both in 
terms of subject and control methods and the degree of stability. 
It is a state managed military-political boundary, which is in the 
process of a progressively widening, wavelike expansion. How-
ever, the main peculiarity of this type of boundary is its spatial 
form: due to the greater density and mutual connectivity of bor-
der military-administrative points, the limes border (unlike the 
forepost and frontier type) has the form of a zone (or band). An 
example of this type is the fortified border-lines of the Russian 
state, which expanded in the northern Black Sea region, the 

18  This is due to the extensiveness of the pre-industrial forms of agricul-
ture.

19  Frederick J. Turner, “The Significance of the Frontier in American His-
tory”, Annual Report of the American Historical Association for the year 1893 
(Washington: Government printing office, 1894), 197-227.
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Volga region, the Northern Caucasus, Central Asia, and South 
Siberia between the sixteenth and twentieth centuries.

The qualitative change in general limogenesis is the emer-
gence of the boundary of linear type. Key typological features of 
the linear border should be considered as the increasing of con-
trol over it by the state, and the beginning of not only military-
political, but also economic, social and cultural regulation of 
cross-border processes. With increased and more effective state 
control of the border comes the closely related clarifying of its 
geographic coordinates, transforming it into a line, established 
by international legal documents and fixed by border signs. An-
other consequence of the solution of the task of strengthening 
and expanding state control over the linear border is the stabi-
lization of its spatial position, deceleration, and, finally, a more 
or less complete cessation of its geographical dynamics. The con-
cept of a linear border originally developed on the basis of ob-
servations of the borders of the European states from the seven-
teenth to the first half of the twentieth centuries. The formation 
of borders of this kind outside of Europe began not earlier than 
the eighteenth century, and in different regions of the world 
they remain to varying degrees incomplete until now.

Typological features of the latest type of boundary – tran-
snational – are so far difficult to describe with sufficient certain-
ty. The process of formation of transnational boundaries, even 
in the most developed regions of the world – Europe and North 
America – started only about half a century ago. The boundaries 
of Russia (mainly its western ones), began to be affected only 
over the last twenty years. However, it is clear that transition 
to boundaries of the transnational type is related to the grad-
ual weakening of state regulation of cross-border flows and the 
redistribution of the control powers of the central government 
(especially in the spheres of economic, social and cultural rela-
tions) in favor of other subjects, and above all, new transnation-
al organizations and communities. Existing thanks, first of all, 
modern information and transport communications, transna-
tional communities (or networks) are characterized by extrater-
ritoriality and dispersion, which leads to a discrete, dotted form 
of their boundaries.20 Network organization and extraterritori-

20  These communities and their boundaries exist simultaneously in the 
physical and the virtual space.

The Historical Typology of Boundaries ...

53

Kireev

52



ality of transnational communities, in addition, makes them de-
pendent on situational changes in the identity of their members, 
which contributes to considerable instability, frequent fluctua-
tions in the composition of these communities and, accordingly, 
their outer contours.21

The above description of the historical typology of bounda-
ries is presented in a more compressed form in Table 1.

If the presented historical typology of boundaries reflects 
some universal tendencies of their development, then it must 
consistently and regularly meet the historical typology of human 
societies. In the social sciences and humanities today there are 
many typologies of societies. However, perhaps the most com-
mon and developed of these is the conception of the historical 
evolution of society, for the first time systematically grounded in 
the work of the sociologist Daniel Bell. This conception divides 
social evolution into three stages, which correspond to the pre-
industrial society (agrarian, traditional), industrial and post-in-
dustrial.22 However, many anthropologists, whose research has 
focused on the earliest period of human history, reveal before 
the pre-industrial stage another one, represented by societies of 
a primitive (egalitarian) type.23 In general, these four typologi-
cal categories, the main criteria of selection for which are the 
technical and technological features of production, make it pos-
sible to record the most important milestones in human history. 
Their value to border studies lies mainly in the fact that they 
cover the general evolution of the economic subsystem of socie-
ty, changes in which are one of the main factors of limogenesis.

However, the four-part technical and economic typology 
of societies does not differentiate some milestones in the devel-
opment of their political organization, which have a great influ-
ence on the general limogenesis. These are the stages of politi-
cal history associated with the origin and early evolution of the 
state.

21  Manuel Castells, “The Network Society: From Knowledge to Policy,” in 
The Network Society: From Knowledge to Policy, eds. Manuel Castells and Gus-
tavo Cardoso (Washington, DC: Johns Hopkins Center for Transatlantic Rela-
tions, 2005), 3-21; Chris Rumford, “Introduction. Theorizing Borders, ”European 
Journal of Social Theory 9(2) (2006): 155-169.

22  Daniel Bell, Griadushchee Postindustrial'noe Obshchestvo [The Coming 
of Post-Industrial Society] (Moskva: Akademiia, 1999).

23  Kradin, Politicheskaia Antropologiia, 149-151.
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The problem of stadial mismatch, – the time differences 
of economic and political evolution, – has long been known in 
anthropology. In particular, political anthropologists have re-
vealed the diverse political nature of pre-industrial societies, 
which in various stages of development could have an organiza-
tion such as the chiefdom, nome or early imperial state.24 Over-
laying these typological categories on the techno-economic typol-
ogy of societies can improve the accuracy and heuristic value of 
the latter and clarify their relationship with the historical ty-
pology of boundaries outlined above. Refined for the purposes of 
this study, the typology of societies can be represented as fol-
lows: 1) primitive society, 2) pre-industrial pre-state (chiefdom) 

24  In modern anthropology, there are a large number of different typolo-
gies of pre-industrial (early) states. In this paper, I rely primarily on the typol-
ogy by Igor M. D’iakonov (and somewhat similar to it the typology by Iurii V. 
Pavlenko), which by the scale and the degree of centralization divides the states 
of this period to “nome” and “imperial” (I.M. D'iakonov, Puti Istorii. Ot Drev-
neishego Cheloveka do Nashikh Dnei [The Paths of History. From Early Man 
to the Present Day] (Moskva: Vostochnaia literatura, 1994), 45-53; Kradin, Po-
liticheskaia Antropologiia, 163-167, 181-186).

Table 1. Historical typology of boundaries

Typological
parameters

Types
of boundary

Spatial
shape

The subject and the 
method of control

The degree
of stability

Intermittent dotted line public non-specialized 
control fluctuating

Frontier zone public non-specialized 
control expanding

Forepost dotted line state specialized 
military-political control expanding

Limes zone state specialized 
military-political control expanding

Linear full line state specialized 
comprehensive control stable

Transnational dotted line public non-specialized 
control fluctuating

Source: compiled by the author
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society, 3) pre-industrial state (nome) society, 4) pre-industrial 
state (imperial) society, 5) industrial society, 6) post-industrial 
society. The main criteria for the separation of these types are 
the degree of structural differentiation in the social system and 
the order of relations of its subsystems.

Since the change of type of boundary has always been un-
der this or that economic or political basis, a direct and quite 
definite relationship can be revealed between the typology of so-
cieties and typology of boundaries. However, such a direct con-
nection of types of society and types of boundaries greatly sim-
plifies the problem of their relationship and can be allowed for 
descriptive purposes only. If we consider these typologies as a 
basis for building a theory and searching for scientific explana-
tions, it is necessary to take into account the complex nature of 
the relationship of the social system as a whole and the bound-
ary as one component of that system, and the presence in their 
relationship of important intervening variables.

Despite the fact that the economic and political subsys-
tems of the social system are more closely related to its bound-
ary than social and cultural subsystems, their impact on it may 
not be straightforward. Key elements of the social system – the 
economic and political means, technologies, institutions, norms, 
and ideas – are artifacts and products of the human mind, and 
as such largely autonomous of the organization of geographical 
space and can be created, distributed and connected by various 
ties independent of it. At the same time, the boundary of socie-
ty is always a spatial phenomenon that arises and develops un-
der the strictly defined conditions and limitations of the outer, 
natural and social, environment. Therefore, essential economic 
and political relations may have an impact on the historical ev-
olution of the border primarily through the process of their lo-
calization, i.e. the formation of a particular spatial structure of 
economic, political, and, social life. Thus, the physical spatial 
(territorial) structure of society is the main intermediate vari-
able in the relationship between its definite essential (or, in the 
terminology of Pierre Bourdieu, symbolic) structure and the 
type of its boundaries.

The problems of the territorial structure of society have 
for more than half a century been studied in socio-economic ge-
ography. Despite the fact that these studies focused primari-
ly on the present and rarely deal with issues of the historical 
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evolution of society, some of them developed typologies of ter-
ritorial structure which allow us to trace the development of 
these structures over the long term. In addition, the authors of 
a number of geographical works in recent years have drawn at-
tention to the existence of a correlation between changes in ter-
ritorial structure, the allocation of economy and population, and 
change of the type of boundary. Of particular relevance to this 
study are three types of territorial structures, proposed by Rus-
sian geographers, which essentially reflect the successive stages 
of not only the socio-economic but also the overall social mas-
tering of a certain physical space: 1) route-nodal (linear-nodal), 
2) enclave (focal), and 3) areal (square).25 The criteria for distin-
guishing between these types of territorial structures are the 
density and pattern of their constituent productive and inhab-
ited points and their communicative links.

If we consider the relationship between the types of so-
ciety, their territorial structures and boundaries in historical 
dynamics, their co-evolution can be described as follows. His-
torically the first, “primitive”, type of human society is charac-
terized by a high degree of structural simplicity and unity, a 
lack of differentiation of social subsystems, and the inseparabil-
ity of social, cultural and political ties from the basic productive 
(proto-economic) relations of its members. In these circumstanc-
es, the territorial organization of the primitive society evolved, 
particularly in the course of economic activities and their spa-
tial features. An appropriating (gathering, hunting and fish-
ing) economy of societies of the primitive type is characterized 
by the mobility of economic entities, the high dispersion of these 
entities and the decentralized form of their interaction.26 Sim-
ilar traits (dispersion, decentralization, mobility) were also in-
herent in the territorial relations of members of primitive soci-
eties, which together form the structure of a route-nodal type 
that reflects the shallowness of the social mastering of the envi-

25  Mikhail G. Ganopol’skii and Svetlana P. Litenkova, “Tiumenskii Frontir 
(Metodologicheskie Zametki) [Tiumen Frontier (Methodological Notes)]”, Vestnik 
Tiumenskogo Gosudarstvennogo Universiteta 4 (2005), 188-189; Tikhookean-
skaia Rossiia: Stranitsy Proshlogo, Nastoiashchego, Budushchego [Pacific Rus-
sia: Pages of Past, Present, and Future], ed. Petr Ia. Baklanov. (Vladivostok: 
Dal'nauka, 2012), 314-315.

26  These features were associated with the need for permanent search for 
resources of flora and fauna, usual low density of such resources and impossibil-
ity of a monocentric regulation of exploitation them.
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ronment and the high degree of its subordination to the natural 
landscape structure. In turn, the peculiarities of the route-nodal 
territorial structure of primitive society are the basis for the for-
mation of its intermittent boundary, with such features as dot-
ted form, public (decentralized) and non-specialized control and 
fluctuating dynamics.

The transition from the primitive to the pre-industrial, 
pre-state society (the political organization of which was chief-
dom) was accompanied by the increasing complexity and in-
ternal differentiation of its composition and structure, and the 
gradual separation of its social, cultural and political subsys-
tems from the economy. Nevertheless, in societies of this type, 
the economic subsystem has retained its fundamental and lead-
ing position,27 and its essential structure has continued to play 
the role of a supporting framework in relation to the structures 
of other subsystems. The territorial structure of pre-industri-
al, pre-state societies was formed in the process of imposing 
on a territory, in the first order, the essential structure of an 
economy, and then the structures of social, cultural and politi-
cal spheres, which were on the whole isomorphic and could only 
slightly adjust the former’s pattern. In contrast to the primitive, 
the pre-industrial, pre-state society was based on a productive 
agrarian economy, which also consisted of decentralized,  but 
much more dense localized economic actors (communities and 
family farms), which have a more stable (settled) position in 
space and develop mainly due to extensive mastering of it. The 
relatively high density, decentralization and extensive station-
ary of activities and relations of subjects of this type of society in 
the economic sphere (and like it – in other spheres) contribute to 
the forming of its territorial enclave-type structure. This struc-
ture consists of the built-in in natural and social constraints of 
the environment and gradually moving them local and region-
al anthropogenic landscapes connected by a net of communica-
tions. The outer frame of such an enclave territorial structure 
of society was a broad, publicly-controlled and ever-expanding 
zone, i.e. the frontier.

27  Fundamental position of subsystem in this paper refers to its ability to 
create the basic livelihood of the whole system, subsystem leading position – to 
its ability to determine the direction of development of the system as a whole.
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The emergence of the social system of the following – the 
pre-industrial state (nome) – type was the result of the devel-
opment of the political subsystem, which changed its internal 
structure and relations with other subsystems. With the advent 
of state organization, the political subsystem set itself against 
the rest of the subsystems in society, assuming not only the 
leading (regulating) role, but also a coercive role in relation to 
them. It became a major force in shaping the territorial struc-
ture of society and its boundaries. This process took place in 
several stages with the growth of the political subsystem, the 
assimilation of space already mastered by other subsystems, 
and the vertical integration of the latter. The first stage of this 
process has been associated with the existence of nome (small, 
point) states. During the initial political mastering of physi-
cal space, the nome state created – on top of the already func-
tioning public territorial structures (route-node and enclave) – 
its own route-nodal structure with a tenuous, but centralized 
and expanding fixed network of administrative settlements and 
roads. The emergence of this new territorial superstructure was 
the prerequisite for the formation of the first state border of the 
forepost type, the features of which were dotted form, military 
and political control and an expanding dynamic. The state fore-
post border co-existed with the public dotted and frontier bound-
aries, settling mainly within their contours.

The specificity of the pre-industrial state (imperial) soci-
ety was also due to changes in the structure and function of its 
political subsystem. The imperial state was the second phase 
of the mastering of physical space by the political subsystem, 
in which it fully integrated the geographical limits of the oth-
er subsystems of society and overcame them, spreading to oth-
er societies. In order to make full and effective military control 
of various public territorial substructures, the territorial struc-
ture of the political subsystem (the imperial state), maintaining 
features of centralization and extensiveness, shifted to a dens-
er, enclave character. This enclave territorial structure was the 
basis for the rise of state borders of the limes type, with such 
features as zonal form, military-political control, and expanding 
dynamics. In the process of expanding this border, the public in-
termittent and frontier boundaries are left behind.

The formation of the industrial type of society was due 
to the restructuring of the internal structure and interrelation-
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ships of all its subsystems. However, the most important chang-
es concerned the economic (fundamental) and political (leading) 
subsystems of society. The agrarian economy gave way to an in-
dustrial one that, from the spatial point of view, meant a fur-
ther densification of the network of economic entities, the high-
er centralization of the management of these entities, as well as 
the intensification of their territorial development.28 The proc-
esses of densification, centralization and intensification led to 
the formation in the economic and subsequently, under its influ-
ence, in the social and cultural subsystems of society a new ter-
ritorial structure of an areal (square) type. An areal territorial 
structure is a set of relationships that ensure the existence of 
an integrated anthropogenic landscape, characterized by a high 
degree of internal coherence, uniformity, and significant inde-
pendence from differentiating factors in the environment. The 
limits of this landscape are determined not so much by objec-
tive (natural) environmental constraints, as by the influence of 
the political subsystem of society, the nation-state. In industrial 
society, the state has not only external military (violent) control 
of the other subsystems, it also begins to strategically manage 
their development, their internal structure and spatial configu-
ration. The political subsystem not only gains an areal territo-
rial structure, but reaches its maximum performance, density, 
centrality and intensity, and thus, it becomes a model for the 
social system as a whole. Through deliberate state-policy, this 
standard is projected vertically to the lower social subsystems 
and structures by authoritative methods. The most clear terri-
torial-structural impact of the nation-state is expressed on the 
spatial outskirts of the social system. Here, the state establish-
es precisely demarcated, comprehensively regulated and stable 
linear borders. The state linear border subordinates all types of 
social structures and boundaries, either bringing them closer to 
its configuration, or rendering them apart.

Post-industrial society is characterized by destruction due 
to processes of differentiation of the spatial coincidence of eco-

28  The densification of the network of industrial enterprises, the creation 
of clusters associated with the decreasing dependence of their localization from 
the environmental conditions, the centralization of management – with the proc-
esses of concentration and monopolization of production, intensification of terri-
torial development, the turning it “inside” – with the introduction of more ad-
vanced processing technologies of exploitation of natural factors of production.
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nomic, social, cultural and political subsystems, i.e. their ver-
tical disintegration. Non-political subsystems in society are in-
creasingly beyond the geographical limits of the nation-state. 
This process began in the economic sphere, where the transition 
from an industrial economy to a knowledge economy led to the 
layering atop the areal productive-territorial structures a dy-
namic network of information and financial structures, which 
transcend national borders. These new networks manifest the 
main typological features of territorial structures of the route-
nodal type, including low density, decentralization and mobili-
ty. The political subsystem, however, is the least susceptible to 
structural change. Despite the erosion of the limits of state sov-
ereignty, and even the appearance of the first forms of network 
policies, the areal type territorial structure of the nation-state 
remains dominant in this sphere. Therefore, new dotted, pub-
lic controlled and fluctuating transnational boundaries of eco-
nomic, social and cultural background continue to co-exist and 
overlap in various ways with the old, more permeable, but still 
significant linear political borders. The above discussion of the 
co-evolution of types of society and types of boundary is summa-
rized in Table 2.

Given the typological description – it remains a very ab-
stract conception, which in studies of specific boundaries should 
take into account a range of associated methodological as-
sumptions. First, the proposed scheme of the genetic sequence 
of types of society, its territorial structure and borders, admits 
the asynchronous development of various social subsystems and 
their individual components, and hence the possibility of the si-
multaneous coexistence in one society of boundaries of different 
historical types, layering them on top of each other within the 
space it occupies. Second, this historical typology is based on the 
ideal conditions for the development of a single society. It ab-
stracts the parameters of the natural and social environment, 
considering their value as constant in time and space. Such an 
abstraction allows the reconstruction of the universal historical 
evolution of boundaries, creating a particular conception of the 
general limogenesis though it also significantly simplifies and 
impoverishes this reconstruction.

The study of specific limogeneses demands returning the 
environment to the explanation of the development of bounda-
ries. The spatial differentiation of the planet’s surface, the fea-
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tures of regions (from inner to international level) – their ma-
jor long-term natural and social conditions – are a major factor 
of historical variability of limogenetic processes. This variabil-
ity can be shown in the “violation” of sequence, direction (e.g. 
backward, regressive movement) and chronology (the compres-
sion or stretching of typological stages) of the changes of types 
of boundaries and underlying  types of territorial structures and 
societies that distinguish specific regional limogeneses from the 
general limogenesis as “standard ”.

The environmental conditions that determine the specifi-
city of regional limogeneses can be divided primarily into stim-
ulating and hindering. Stimulating factors subjectively moti-
vate and objectively facilitate the mastering of regional space 
and the development of the colonizing society and its territorial 
structure. These factors ultimately, contribute to increasing the 
structural complexity of its boundaries. Hindering factors are 
the subjective and objective impediment of the mastering of a 
regional area, and the development of colonizing society and its 
territorial structures and boundaries. Each of these two groups 
of factors can be internally divided into natural and social con-
ditions. These four categories are: 1) natural incentives (natu-

Table 2. Co-evolution of types of society and types of boundary

Type of society
(and its main political 

organization)

Type of territorial 
structure of leading 

subsystem of society
Type of boundary

Primitive society 
(community and tribe)

Route-nodal structure of 
protoeconomic subsystem Intermittent

Pre-industrial pre-state 
society (chiefdom) 

Enclave structure of 
economic subsystem Frontier

Pre-industrial state society 
(nome state)

Route-nodal structure of 
political subsystem Forepost

Pre-industrial state society 
(imperial state) 

Enclave structure of 
political subsystem Limes

Industrial society
(nation-state) 

Areal structure of political 
subsystem Linear

Post-industrial society 
(post-state organizations?)

Route-nodal structure of 
economic subsystem Transnational

Source: compiled by the author
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ral resources, such as flora and fauna, soil quality, and miner-
als); 2) social incentives (especially less developed or weaker 
neighbors as objects of peaceful or military expansion, as well as 
transport routes); 3) natural constraints (unfavorable climate, 
landscape and relief); 4) social constraints (the counter-master-
ing of the region by other societies of similar or a more advanced 
type, military threats and communicative isolation).

Based on the groups of factors of specific limogenesis, I 
suggest possible explanations for some of the features of limo-
genetic processes across Russia as a whole (in its historical bor-
ders of 1991) and across three major regions. The description of 
these features is summarised in Figure 1 and is based on the 
comparative historical studies of Russian borders, conducted 
by the author.29 During these studies it was concluded that it is 
necessary differentiate Russian space into three macro-regions 
– European Russia, the southern part of Asiatic Russia, and the 
northern part of Asiatic Russia. The criterion for differentiation 
of these macro-regions is landscape-climatic conditions. Among 
all the factors of regionalization, landscape-climatic conditions 
are the most fundamental. They have the most comprehensive 
and lasting impact on all aspects of society, including the evolu-
tion of its boundaries.

On the basis of this criterion in the European Russia I 
include the East European Plain, within the areas of tundra, 
taiga and deciduous forests. Featuring the most favorable nat-
ural conditions of social development the region is the site of 
the formation of the western sector of Russian boundaries. The 
southern part of the Asiatic Russia covers zones of forest-steppe, 
steppe, desert and semi-desert from the Japan Sea to the Cas-
pian Sea, as well as close to them in the natural, historical and 
cultural aspects forest-steppe and steppe zones of the south of 
the East European Plain. This much more continental and more 
severe due to natural conditions region is the site of the devel-
opment of the southern sector of the Russian boundaries. The 
least favorable is the northern part of the Asiatic Russia, which 
includes stretching from the Pacific Ocean to the Urals zones of 
arctic desert, tundra, taiga and deciduous forests. Within the 

29  Kireev, “K Voprosu o Tipologii Aziatskikh Granits Rossii (chast' I)”; Ki-
reev, “K Voprosu o Tipologii Aziatskikh Granits Rossii (chast' II)”.

The Historical Typology of Boundaries ...

63

Kireev

62



region was formed the largest part of the modern perimeter of 
Russia’s boundaries, including its northern and eastern borders.

As Figure 1 illustrates, limogenetic processes in the 
three selected Russian macro-regions are characterized by pro-
nounced asynchrony. It manifests itself most clearly in the dif-
ference between the start dates of formation in these regions of 
the border of the linear type (European Russia – the beginning 
of eighteenth century; South Asiatic Russia – the beginning of 
the twentieth century; North Asiatic Russia – the middle of the 
twentieth century). In my opinion, the main reason for these 
differences, determined by the heterochrony (delay) of the social 
development of Russia from west to north-east, was a group of 
factors of specific limogenesis designated above as “natural con-
straints.” The most critical of which was landscape-climatic con-
ditions. Even lasting unifying policy of rigidly centralized state 
was not able to overcome, or mitigate, the differentiating effect 
of these conditions of limogenesis.

Taking into account the chronology of the development of 
boundaries in Europe, historical (typological) delay can be con-
sidered a common and most important peculiarity of Russian 
limogenesis as a whole. If in European Russia, the delay of the 
development of boundaries in comparison with Europe (or at 
least Western Europe) was relatively small (about half of the 
century), then in the northern part of Asiatic Russia, there is a 
huge time gap (about 300 years).30

Landscape and climatic conditions, as well as the com-
plex mountainous relief of the northern part of Asiatic Russia 
became the main cause of the very late (fifteenth century) be-
ginning of Russian colonization of the region and significant de-
lay of regional limogenesis. However, a characteristic feature of 
limogenesis in this part of Asiatic Russia is its relatively high 
intensity: in less than 600 years, the five types of boundaries ap-
peared in this region.31 The explanation for this feature seems 
to be a combination of factors such as low levels of social con-

30  It is noteworthy that the lag in development of the Russian border has 
been particularly noticeable since the 17th century, when the territory of the 
country was rapidly increased due primarily Asian regions.

31  However, different types of boundaries often did not replace each other 
completely, but continued to co-exist simultaneously in different parts of the re-
gion.

The Historical Typology of Boundaries ...

65

Kireev

64



straints on the colonization of the region, and a steadily increas-
ing level of natural incentives for its mastering.

The most notable feature of limogenesis in the southern 
part of Asiatic Russia was the long (for a total of more than 600 
years) endurance here of the boundaries of the limes type. A key 
factor of this is a consistently high level of social constraints on 
Russian colonization (military threat, first of all, from nomad-
ic societies), but exceptional stability and strength of this fac-
tor, however, was rooted in deeper, natural, restrictions in the 
landscape and climate of the steppe and forest-steppe region. 
The same social (military) restrictions underlie such phenome-
non of limogenetic process in the South Asiatic Russia as the re-
gression of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries – the return-
ing from a limes border to the borders of a more simple, forepost 
type, the reverse of the course of general limogenesis. This re-
verse movement was due to the temporary success of the no-
mads in their struggle against Russian society and the inclusion 
of most of the Russian principalities as special ulus of the Gold-
en Horde in the Mongol Empire.

The features of limogenetic processes in European Russia 
were their relatively high consistency and outrunning charac-
ter. The appearance of these features was facilitated by the high 
level of social (military-political, communicative) incentives for 
mastering space and developing the western border regions of 
Russia and the relative moderation of natural and social obsta-
cles to this. However, it should be noted that for over 600 years 
the boundaries of the forepost type prevailed in European Rus-
sia. Apparently, the main reason for the length of the forepost 
stage (and the shift of the following stages) of limogenesis in 
the region was an indirect effect of colonization and limogenet-
ic processes in the southern and northern parts of Asiatic Rus-
sia, which from the fifteenth century attracted increasing demo-
graphic, economic, and military-political resources.

This historical typology of boundaries and the descrip-
tion and explanation of the features of Russian limogenesis are 
merely preliminary and do not provide sufficient accuracy. De-
veloping these ideas requires further theoretical as well as em-
pirical work, including comparative historical and geographical 
studies of other countries and regions of the world. It is likely 
that the results of such studies will lead to an adjustment or 
even revisions of some of the typological principles and catego-
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ries proposed by the author. However, the main point of this ar-
ticle is to demonstrate that the future prospects of border stud-
ies depend on the extent to which the empirical research in this 
area will get the support, the rationale and organization from 
macro-level theory of society based on the conceptual achieve-
ments in various social sciences. The necessary integration of in-
ductive and deductive directions in the study of borders should 
be realized through comparative studies of regional and cross-
regional levels.
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Figure 1. Comparative chronology of types of boundary in three 
macro-regions of Russia
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Theoretical Aspects
of Transborder Territory Formation

Andrei B. Volynchuk and Semyon A. Korotich

For the past few decades the interest of scientific society 
in studying globalization and regionalization processes has sig-
nificantly grown. Debates about the reasons of the emergence 
of those processes and about the character of their development 
have reanimated issues of borders, regions and transborder ter-
ritories, which had previously seemed stable.

Issues of boundary delimitation, disintegration and in-
tegration became very acute in Post-Soviet space, Eastern Eu-
rope and the Balkan regions. This led to the creation of a new 
research direction – the study of transborder territories, formed 
by close linkage between two or more bordering territories of 
neighboring states. This kind of study appeared to be an inter-
disciplinary one, where comprehensive geographic, economic 
and political researches play key roles. The terms of transborder 
territory, region, border territory and area are used increasing-
ly often. But frequently various scholars put a different empha-
sis on these terms. This is due to the indistinct definition of the 
aforementioned categories, their qualities, functions and types. 
This study has not only scientific, but also great practical mean-
ing, since it is connected with particular economic and geopoliti-
cal effects, and it backed by governmental decisions and region-
al authorities.1

While examining transborder issues, one should take into 
account their multidimensional essence. “Transboundarism” – 
is either a special quality, or a special condition of processes and 
objects. It reflects the nature of transborder region unified and 
partitioned at the same time. Partitioning is determined by the 
presence of the special element in structure of object – states” 
border. There are two types of borders could be defined : natural 
and man-made. Borders as special elements of territorial sys-
tems always simultaneously play role of a barrier, as well as a 

1  Petr Ia. Baklanov and Sergei S. Ganzeī, Transgranichnye territorii: prob-
lemy ustoĭchivogo prirodopol’zovaniia (Vladivostok: Dal’nauka, 2008), 216.
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connecting element with neighboring territories.2 It is notable 
that the barrier function of a boundary (a state border in our 
case) can be surmounted only in several functional levels.

The first, transborder processes are the movements of nat-
ural objects and processes such as various geosystems (ecosys-
tems), river basins, natural air and water circulation systems, 
and animal migration (particularly bird and insect), which are 
all unhindered by political borders.

The second level is based on the contiguous ethno-cultural 
peculiarities of local society across borders. The characteristics 
of society under the circumstances of transborder processes are 
defined by, either belonging to the same ethnic group, kinship, 
religious values etc. However, transborder interaction can be se-
verely complicated by the barrier function of a state border run-
ning through such a community.

The third level refers to the economy. It suggests the 
functioning of border areas is determined by economic expedi-
ence, minimization of expenditures, and maximization of profit. 
It could result in the merging of territorial economic structures, 
located astride the border, into a single economic complex. The 
features of labour organization in such a territory could be : spe-
cialization, cooperation, concentration and combination. These 
forms coexist and develop simultaneously, exerting combined 
influence on the character of cooperation between border terri-
tories.

The fourth level could be defined as geoecological trans-
border processes, which is often related to pollution of soil, sur-
face and underground water, as well as atmospheric pollution, 
and even a decrease of biodiversity provoked by economic activi-
ty. The level emerges under the anthropogenic influence of local 
societies on different sectors of border territory.

And finally, the fifth type of transborder processes is 
the political level. This level incorporates an ability to manage 
transborder processes, through legislative means, mechanisms 
of monitoring and control of transborder activities. Toughening 
or liberalization of the border regime policy determines the de-
gree of its permeability, therefore the degree of intensiveness of 
transborder processes.

2  Petr Ia. Baklanov and Sergei S. Ganzeī, Transgranichnye territorii: prob-
lemy ustoĭchivogo prirodopol’zovaniia (Vladivostok: Dal’nauka, 2008), 10.
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Cooperation between different governmental agencies, 
functioning across the border, is capable of determining the in-
tensiveness of transborder processes, and resolving critical sit-
uations in the sphere of economic development, ecology and 
disaster management. There is a wide set of mechanisms for in-
fluencing the situation : limitation or stimulation of cross-bor-
der mobility (tourism/labor migration), regulation of customs 
checkpoints quantity, changing of customs duties and sanitary-
epidemiologic standards, introduction or cancellation of visa re-
quirements. In turn, the character of international or border 
regulations is under the influence of political interests and pecu-
liarities of the regime in neighboring states and regions. These 
political regimes exert direct influence on transborder condi-
tions, and depend on the correlation of interests of regional elit-
es and the local population, the power of local authorities, as 
well as regional leaders” interest in attracting investment, labor 
resources and influence for the stimulation of transborder coop-
eration.

The most important feature of each level is a capacity of 
their spatial localization, i.e. correlation with particular plot of 
land, which has exact geographical coordinates. For example, it 
is pretty simple to define the place filled with mineral deposits, 
draw on the map industrial and agricultural areas, system of 
human settlements and communication infrastructure, recrea-
tion areas and territories of environmental emergency, admin-
istrative and political centers. All the processes outlined above, 
one way or another will be mutually overlaid and together they 
make a region a transborder one.

In Russian science, the term “region” is not new. It infil-
trated into the Russian language in the 19th century and was 
defined as “country, territory, space”.3 Most frequently this term 
was used by geographic sciences, as a synonym to the word “ray-
on” (area, district). In the modern scientific literature the term 
“region”, being more flexible, is replacing the term “rayon” (dis-
trict). And the term “region” occupies one of the key theoretic 
positions. “In each branch of science, as science of history shows, 
the most difficult task is to define initial points and terms. In 

3  Ėnrid B. Alaev, Sotsial’no-ėkonomicheskaĭa geografiia: poniatiĭno-
terminologicheskiĭ slovar’ (Moskva: Mysl’, 1983), 69
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mathematics such term is number, in physics it is substance 
and energy, in biology – cell, in geography – district (region)”.4

Despite the fact that geographers did much for the devel-
opment of regional ideas and methods, the term itself, was nev-
er under geography’s monopoly. With the passage of time the 
term has been integrated into a wide range of different branch-
es of science such as : ecology, pedology, social and political sci-
ences. The regional approach was used or independently devel-
oped in various disciplines studying geographically dispersed 
phenomena. Most actively these processes were studied from po-
litical, geopolitical and economic perspectives.

In spite of the fact that the concept of “region” appeared a 
long time ago, it lacks a generally accepted definition. As a re-
sult, the definition of this term and the ideas of regionalization 
have varied from time to time.

In 1968 Nikolai N. Kolosovskii formulated a definition of 
region as theory. He defined region as a distinct territory, diver-
gent from its environment by having specific feature, which at 
the same time has an internal unity.5 This definition could be 
used as a starting point for this study.

Currently, studying of the various types of territories re-
mains one of the leading matters of modern science. Particular-
ly, studying of the issues, correlated with transborder regions, 
becomes more and more topical. Its attractiveness is stipulated 
by the fact that transboundarism is inherent in the most of ob-
jectively existing territorial units. This circumstance makes the 
factor analysis very important, which in turn favors the preser-
vation of transborder region integrity. Let us review the factors 
that seem to be more apparent in this regard.

Among them the priority should be given to physicogeo-
graphical factor, which introduces natural basis for the trans-
border region formation – e.g. river basin, plateau, seaside, etc.). 
Other factors are also connected to the features of local society 
functioning across borders. They are the main forces of regional 
organization and restoration. On the one hand, that kind of ac-
tivity serves as the main reason for the division of region-form-
ing natural objects among states. On the other hand, it contains 

4  Nikolai N. Kolosovskii, Teoria ekonomicheskogo raĭonirovaniĭia (Moskva, 
1969), 15.

5  Ibid
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the forces, which help to maintain the constructive unity of the 
territory. Thus they contribute to its development as a transbor-
der region. Among them, top priority should be given to :

nature management factor refers to the formation on a ●●
particular territory of an economic complex determined by 
a local combination of natural conditions and resources. 
Even if later it could get successively transformed and su-
perstructed, those transformations rarely go beyond natu-
rally allowed conditions;
demographic factor is the flow of population across inter-●●
state borders from places of labor excess to places of short-
age. There are only two obstacles to this process. The first 
one is objective and it is connected to demographic deficit 
across the transborder region. The second one is connected 
to the level of interstate relations;
ethnocultural factor refers to the exchange of cultural tra-●●
ditions elements and linguistic adoptions between heter-
ogeneous or homogenous social groups separated by the 
state border. The mutual infiltration is a priori more in-
tensive on the part of territory, where neighboring social 
groups appeared to be connected by the necessity of adap-
tation to environmental conditions and by resolving simi-
lar problems of land development and ecology;
factor of regional politics and the political aim of a collec-●●
tive strategy of transborder regional development, which 
would be able to significantly defuse differences and prob-
lems, and eventually favor the comprehensive develop-
ment of an entire cross-border region.

These above factors do not cover all of the historic-geo-
graphic approach. The further deepening of research of border 
problems could increase the number of its components.

Spatial unevenness, taking place in the process of interac-
tion between initial region-forming factors, should be considered 
as an objective condition for transborder region-forming. Vari-
ous natural-economic zones are forming because of it.

Concerning the main principles of transborder regions 
creation, which outline the division of space into parts of terri-
tory, they should meet following criteria :
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Separation of transborder region should be held on objec-
tive principles, i.e. on detection of really existing territorial sys-
tem;

Each region should possess consistency of its distinctive 
features, spatial and time characteristics;

Determination of transborder regions should match other 
kinds of geographic zoning, but it should have its own features;

This kind of zoning should be based on theory of system 
approach and system analysis. Former serves as a basis for con-
sideration of separated regions as the systems of special kind. 
Latter refers to “individually” detailed level of the research.

Transborder regions also have features of core, periphery, 
communication network, belt of transboundarism and a contact 
zone.

The core in this case is the center, or concentration of in-
traregional processes. Center, using surrounding resources, 
manages the rest of the territory. This is intrinsic to the core of 
all territorial taxons.

A special feature of a transborder region is its multi-core 
structure. As opposed to “usual”- economic region, which could 
successfully function having single core – transborder region ex-
ists only when it has two or more cores in its structure. Also the 
number of the main region-forming centers is determined by the 
quantity of transborder sectors, which in turn is determined by 
the peculiarities of interstate delimitation.

Cores of transborder region, as well as the cores of other 
taxons have the “hearth” (center of diffusion) characteristics. In 
other words, core diffuses flows of matter, energy, information 
on local environment and through them it reproduces its territo-
rial features.

The main function of the core is its region-forming fea-
ture. Forming on the basis of some resource (agricultural, cli-
matic, mineral and etc.), core consolidates segments of the ter-
ritory and creates a hierarchical and functional order of all the 
elements of the region. As opposed to other territory, in hearth 
region-forming factors acquire maximum power. As a rule, it is 
reflected in a higher level of the population, manufacture and 
capital concentration.

At the initial stages of economic development, the role of 
the core belongs to large and medium size settlements with ad-
ministrative functions. At later stages these settlements develop 
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into cities that are characterized by territorial unity, high den-
sity, interconnection and interaction among enterprises and es-
tablishments of manufacturing and non-manufacturing spheres.

Subsistence of a regional core also implies the existence 
of a regional periphery. Spatial differentiation appears not only 
among separate regions, but also within them. According to the 
Ozhegov Dictionary of the Russian language, periphery is de-
fined as an area remote from the center.6 And as opposed to the 
core, it does not possess the high density of region-forming fac-
tors, it has a lower level of infrastructural development. Moreo-
ver, the manageability of transborder processes decreases with 
the enlargement of the distance between a peripheral zone and 
the regional center.

A periphery, in turn, is a zone of a simple, fragmentary 
and not solid space. It is oriented on various intraregional cent-
ers. It is not capable of self-development. This type of zone is de-
pendent and not self-reliable.

The next attribute of the region is the Communication 
Scheme (CS) or the interaction between cores and periphery. 
From this perspective, we should consider the CS as a display of 
existing functional connections between elements of a transbor-
der region. The significance of the Communication Scheme goes 
beyond simple transferring of goods, energy and information. It 
helps to form the spatial unity of the region. Territory begins to 
acquire a special feature – manageability.

Natural, ethnic-cultural, social and industrial connections 
among people across borders serve as examples of the transbor-
der interaction process. Developed CS strengthens those connec-
tions, makes them stable and enlarges the sphere of their func-
tioning.

Border appears to be one the most complex and ambigu-
ous elements of a transborder region. According to the opinion 
of Boris B. Rodoman (1999) a border in general could rightful-
ly claim the status of a general scientific notion or even a philo-
sophical category. Border is often perceived as a line lying be-

6  Sergei Ozhegov, Natalia Shvedova, Tolkovyī slovar’ russkogo iazyka: 
80000 slov i frazeologicheskikh vyrazheniī (Moskva: Azbukovnik, 1999).
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tween two objects and dividing them, or lying around one object 
and detaching it from everything else.7

Such kind of notion seems correct for all types of borders, 
including territorial. Geographical borders rarely represent 
some sort of line. More often they represent a special transition 
zone, where region-forming processes gradually fade away. It 
has the characteristic of a strip or a belt. This assertion could be 
summarized as the following : “if two dots on the territory have 
essential distinctions according to the number of geographic 
characteristics, the geographic border between areas with dif-
ferent characteristics would lie through particular segment, not 
the dot”.8

In terms of the transborder region we can define two types 
of borders: external and internal. External border determines 
the spatial limit for the spreading of the cores” organizing in-
fluence on the territory of the entire region. It implements not a 
barrier, but rather localizing function. In other words, it defines 
the place of the transborder territorial system. It outlines the 
space of the region and separates it from other territories.

Comparing to the external border, internal one divides the 
region into separate sectors, not critically disturbing integrity of 
space and unity of intraregional processes and connections.

External borders could be represented by various geo-
graphical objects (rivers, mountain chains, etc.) or borders of 
territorial-administrative formations within the states. Internal 
border in this case is represented by interstate borders.

In transborder regions, the state border plays a central 
regulating and connecting role in forming and functioning of 
the specific attributes of a transborder region – the zone of con-
tact. The zone of contact is defined as a part of the region with 
the highest intensity of contacts among different sectors of the 
transborder region. This component of the territorial structure 
is located within the scope of a transborder strip and takes the 
form of security check-points, practically state border check-
points. Elements of border and customs inspection, such as in-
ternational terminals of airports and seaports located within the 

7  Boris B. Rodoman, Territorialnye arealy i seti. Ocherki teoriticheskoĭ 
georgafii (Smolensk: Oĭkumena, 1999), 256.

8  Petr Ia. Baklanov and Sergei S. Ganzeī, Transgranichnye territorii: prob-
lemy ustoĭchivogo prirodopol’zovaniia. (Vladivostok: Dal’nauka, 2008), 8.
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region, should be considered as zones of contacts. The presence 
of these attributes forms the prerequisites for the development 
of favorable conditions for the creation of transborder forms of 
socio-economic interaction in the immediate proximity to the 
state border.

The outline of the transborder strip is necessary for un-
derstanding the most important elements of the transborder re-
gion formation. This element “resting upon” the  state’s border 
line is an integral part of any transborder taxon. The transbor-
der strip includes the characteristics of a population settlement, 
the presence of small and large settlements, the legal status of 
municipal and economic subjects, the level of the autonomy in 
decision-making process, the nature of the border regime, etc.

Totality of main elements of the transborder region forms 
transborder frame, consisting of  major settlements, the commu-
nication scheme connecting them and the aggregate of all con-
tact zones. The peculiarities of a transborder territory are deter-
mined by state borders and the features of peripheral sectors.

The unity of all the elements of a transborder region can 
be identified as the territorial structure (TS). The territorial 
structure of a transborder region should be seen through the 
prism of the term “organization”, representing the complex of 
sustainable relations and connections among its parts. Not all 
the connections among objects on this or that part of a territory 
may be qualified as system-forming. Consequently, a transbor-
der region should also represent the complex of territorial ob-
jects, which are meeting the organization criteria and united by 
common administration. In other words, the transborder cooper-
ation should also be reflected in forms of the institutionalization 
of interstate relations between countries. A transborder region, 
existing within its borders should be substantiated by the sys-
tem of interstate agreements and normative legal documents.

Regional systems are dynamic, they change pretty fast. 
Old enterprises, centers, nodes and checkpoints develop or dis-
appear. Numerous new territorial formations emerge. The 
strengthening of the region-forming function of the cores, un-
doubtedly, affects the expansion of their spatial influence, which 
results in the territorial growth of a region. And on the contrary, 
weakening of a region-forming impulse coming from the center 
materializes in a decrease of the “physical mass” of a region.
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In the course of the territory development the main ele-
ments of transborder frame undergo changes as well. With time 
a double-core region can turn into a poly-core region and in-
versely. This transformation is closely linked to the serious re-
construction of the whole territorial structure. The structure of 
the transborder region is initially composed of two or more cores 
(for instance, each part of the transborder region of North-East 
Asia – China, Japan and Korea – has its own core). Another rea-
son for its forming is conditioned by the fact that the radius of 
one core influence frequently spreads unevenly. The inner hier-
archy of cores is determined by the amount of services provided 
by centers of respective peripheries. Their quantity and function 
in different cores cannot be equal. However, with the changing 
of some region-forming factors, usually on political and economic 
levels, change in hierarchy could occur, i.e. the shift of the main 
“transborder hearth” functions from one core to another.

The possibility of such region structure transformation is 
explained by special heterogeneity of social-economic process-
es, running in frames of the territory. Moreover, this fact deter-
mines the presence of lower level systems – sub-regions (sectors) 
within the transborder organization. The aggregate of these 
sub-regions in turn makes up the entire transborder region.

Internal structure of subregions resembles territorial or-
ganization of the higher rank taxon. In other words, the terri-
torial structure of subregions consists of the core – the center of 
economic development; and the periphery – the local network, 
connecting objects of different types and specializations; and 
borders, determining the core influence range.

In summary, the transborder region – is a territorial for-
mation sustainable in time, differing from other formations by 
a distinctive type of economic development and the set of inter-
acting natural, social-economic and socio-cultural factors, which 
also invariably has a state border within its structure.
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Section II.
The Formation and Development
of Boundaries in Eurasia

Novoileksk Line as the Boundary Between Asia and 
Europe in a Historical Context

Gulmira S. Sultangalieva

The appearance of new state boundaries in the post-So-
viet era profoundly altered what was once an economically and 
culturally united space. This new situation has revived research 
into transborder or transboundary zones that were once centers 
of conflict as well as peaceful, cross-cultural interactions.

In this respect, the Novoileksk frontier line, which Rus-
sian authorities created in the 1810s near the confluence of the 
Ural and Ilek rivers1 as a means for protecting the Ileksk salt-
works from incursions by Kazakh and Bashkir nomads, has be-
come a topic of significant interest. The frontier line moved the 
borders of the Bashkir and Kazakh populations in the South 
Ural steppes to the Ilek, Berdianka,2 and Kuraily3 rivers. This, 
in turn, disturbed the nomads’ traditional migratory routes, in 
particular, the movement of Bashkirs to the trans-Ileksk steppe 
and the movement of Tabyn and Tama Kazakh tribes to the 
pasture between the Ilek and Ural rivers. Today, the former 
“Novoileksk frontier line” serves as a state border between the 
Russian Federation and the Republic of Kazakhstan. It is one 
of Eurasia’s many transborder, multi-ethnic regions, where the 
state border does not correspond with the location of different 

1  The Ilek River is a left tributary of the Ural River and flows in the Oren-
burg region of Russia and Republic of Kazakhstan.

2  The Berdianka River is left tributary of Ural River and flows in Oren-
burg region. It is 65km long.

3  The Kuraily River is a left tributary of the Ilek River and flows in the 
territory of Kazakhstan's Aktobe region.
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ethnic groups. Russians, Kazakhs, Tatars, Bashkirs, Ukraini-
ans and others live on both sides of the line, creating a unified 
and unique space.

Historians of Russia and Kazakhstan have examined 
the construction of reinforced frontier lines in the Russian Em-
pire’s southeast as a support zone for expanding deeper into the 
steppe and launching attacks on the territory of Southern Ka-
zakhstan and Central Asia. Historian Anatolii Remnev, for in-
stance, considered the creation of buffer zones as crucial mo-
ments of the strengthening of the empire in newly conquered 
territories. The boundaries served the specific purpose of con-
solidating and mastering imperial zones.4 In this case, Remnev’s 
concept of the frontier as a “transition zone” corresponds to how 
the topic has been studied in the United States, where there is a 
long history of studying the frontier.5 In these studies, the fron-
tier has traditionally been associated with the idea of expansion 
toward an “empty” territory.

In the case of the Russian empire, the idea of the frontier 
reflects the process of the interactions (vzaimodeistviia) between 
the local population and the colonial authorities and the use of 
the natural landscape in the region (in this particular case, the 
Ural and Ilek rivers) to advance deep into a territory and devel-
op it. Another interesting aspect in this case is the “social fron-
tier,” or how Kazakhs in the steppe perceived imperial power 
and how the Russian government understood the traditional be-
havior of the local population. The concept of the “social fron-
tier” between different ways of life opens an understanding into 
how Kazakhs were understood as representative of nomadic cul-
ture, while the Russian administration was understood to rep-
resent the sedentary-agricultural population. This is reflected in 

4  Anatolii Remnev, Geographicheskie, administrativnye and mentalnye 
granitsy Sibiri v 19th – nachalo 20th vv., accessed August 20, 2013, http://zaimka.
ru/082002/remnevborder/; Ibid., “Regional’nye parametry imperskoi “geographii 
vlasti” (Sibir” i Dal’nii Vostok),” Ab Imperio 3-4(2000): 343-358.

5  Owen Lattimore, Studies in Frontier History: Collected Papers, 1928 – 
1958 (London: Oxford University Press, 1962); William McNeill, Europe’s Steppe 
Frontier, 1500 – 1800 (Chicago: University Of Chicago Press, 1964); William H. 
McNeil, The Great Frontier: Freedom and Hierarchy in Modern Times (Princ-
eton, N.J: Princeton University Press, 1983); Mark Bassin, “Turner, Solov’ev, 
and the “Frontier Hypothesis”: The Nationalist Signification of Open Spaces” 
Journal of Modern History 65(1993): 473-511; Michael Khodarkovsky, Russia’s 
Steppe Frontier: The Making of a Colonial Empire, 1500 – 1800 (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 2002).
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the administration’s use of such terms as “development,” “use,” 
and “possession” (osvoenie, pol’zovanie, sobstvennost’ ).

This understanding of Russian authority can be found in 
a report by Orenburg Governor Vasilii Perovskii (1833 – 1842; 
1851 – 1857) from the 1830s. Arguing that the frontier line 
needed to be moved further into the steppe, he highlighted how 
the “Kazakhs did not grant any value to the places in the steppe 
that have irreplaceable benefits for us [the settled population]”.6 
For the Kazakhs who are “herding cattle” and leading a “nomad-
ic life,” the “arable lands were completely useless” and “rivers 
flowed without purpose, waiting for dams, windmills, and oth-
er establishments (zavedenie).” Furthermore, Perovskii claimed 
that Kazakhs “did not consider the traders and manufactures 
who came to the steppe everyday as violators (narushiteli) of 
their property (sobstvennost’).” In fact, they “did not even think 
to demand some kind of retribution (vozmezdie) for the for-
ests, salt, and fish that Russians (Russkii) extracted from the 
steppe.” Based on this view, the governor concluded that Kaza-
kh as nomad couldn’t be called as owner of land because pasture 
belonged nomadic tribe”.7

At the same time, the governor realized that shifting the 
boundary in the steppe could disturb Kazakhs. He stressed 
that “we [the Russian authorities] should not think that Kaza-
khs who had pastured on that territory will be indifferent.” Yet, 
he added that “their distress” would only be limited by “leaving 
[them] traditional nomadic places.” He also claimed that the es-
tablishment of a new frontier line deeper in the steppe should 
not be considered a “conquest or acquisition,” but should instead 
be understood as a form of “conventional economical regulation.” 
In particular, he stressed that the migration of Russians to the 
steppe should be understood as resettlement from provinces 
with land shortages to sparsely-populated territories. Perovskii 
also explained that the frontier lines were needed by Kazakhs 
as well. In his opinion, the Kazakhs along the new frontier lines 
would be able “to exchange their cattle for our bread and get 
protection from inter-tribal cattle-rustling (baramty).”8

6  TsGA RK (Central State Archive of the Republic of Kazakhstan). F.4. 
Op.1. D.312. L.2

7  TsGA RK F.4. Op.1. D.312. L.3
8  TsGA RK. F.4. Op.1. D.312. L.5-5оb.
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This raises a question about whether Kazakh nomads con-
sidered the construction of frontier lines as borders (granitsy) or 
as barriers to traditional winter pastures. And, more generally, 
this requires us to examine what the frontier line symbolized for 
Kazakhs in the first third of the 19th century.

Here it is important to note how the term “border” has 
evolved in recent historiography. Breaking from its original, 
narrow meaning – that is, as a political division between states 
– scholars have more recently examined “borders as socio-terri-
torial constructs.”9

In the historiography of Kazakhstan, the construction of 
fortified frontier lines has been studied as the initial stage of 
the process of Kazakhstan’s annexation (prisoedinenie) to the 
Russian empire.10 The construction of the Orenburg, Yaik, Uisk, 
and Irtysh frontier lines has been considered a logical step for 
maintaining security in the southeastern borders of the Russian 
Empire. According to the Bashkir researcher, R. Rakhimov, the 
frontier lines in the 18th century served as Russia’s de facto bor-
ders in the southeast and provided security from nomadic raids 
on Russian possessions. Rakhimov has also argued that the for-
mal, military discourse on the frontier line had a powerful in-
fluence on how Kazakhs perceived Russia as a strong military 
state.11

In the past decade, Kazakhstani historians have focused 
in particular on the construction of the frontier lines in Syr-
Darya and at Ishimsk as part of the larger context of the politi-
cal, socio-cultural, and economic changes in the Kazakh steppe 

9  Henk van Houtum, “An Overview of European Geographical Research on 
Borders and Border Regions,” Journal of Borderlands Studies 15:1(2000): 57-83; 
Alfred Rieber, “Changing concepts and constructions of frontiers: a comparative 
historical approach,” Ab Imperio 1 (2003): 23-45.

10  Nina Appolova, Prisoedinenie Kazakhstana k Rossii v 30 godah XVIII 
veka. (Alma-Ata: Academiia nauk KazSSR, 1960); V. Basin, Kazakhstan v XVI-
XVIII vv. (Kazakhstan v sisteme vneshnei politiki Rossiskoi imperii). (Alma-Ata: 
Nauka, 1969); Ermukhan Bekmahanov, Prosoedinenie Kazakhstana k Rossii 
(Moskva: Academiia nauk SSSR, 1957); Nailya Bekmakhanova, Prisoedinenie 
Kazakhstana k Rossii (XVIII – XIX veka). Sbornik dokumentov s istoricheskim 
i arkheographicheskim vvedeniem (Мoskva: IRI RAN, 2008); Irina Erofeeva, 
Khan Abulkhair: polkovodez, pravitel” i politik. (Almaty: Sanat, 1999).

11  Ramil’ Rahimov, Otdel’nyi Orenburgskii korpus: proekty I realii voyuy-
ushei okrainy., accessed August 20, 2013, http://www.reenactor.ru/ARH/PDF/
Raximov_00.pdf
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in the 19th century.12 This approach contributes to the develop-
ment of the concept of the frontier and aids the study of meth-
ods and forms of regulation deployed in the steppe as well as the 
interaction of Kazakhs and Cossacks.

Scholars have in general focused more on the construc-
tion of the New Frontier Line on the territory between Orsk and 
Troitsk in 1835 under the Orenburg Governor-General, Per-
ovskii, than the Novoileksk frontier line.13 The reason for con-
structing the New Frontier Line can be found in the shift in 
Russian political strategy, which began to emphasize active in-
cursions in the steppe in the 1830s, rather than simple “bor-
der control.” Pervoskii’s personality also played a decisive fac-
tor; as Governor-General of Orenburg, he was more interested 
in employing military tactics in the region (e.g., campaigning in 
Central Asia in 1839 and 1853) than studying the local popula-
tion. However, the establishment of the Novoileksk line was one 
of the first major instances of Russian confiscation of Kazakh 
lands in the first quarter of the 19th century and the creation of 
Cossack villages deep inside the steppe.

This paper is based on the theory that a particular cul-
ture of interaction between Slavic and Turkic peoples formed in 
a particular frontier region caught up in the political influence 
of the empire. In spite of the regulatory power of the Russian 
authorities, the frontier’s local communities were not simply 
objects of influence but also active participants in the histori-
cal process. In this paper, I will therefore attempt to explain the 
logic behind the construction of the Novoileksk line, the region-
al administration’s perspective of Cossack-Kazakh interactions, 
and the specifics of trading and cultural interaction across the 
line.

12  Alim Baikhozaev, Syrdar’inskaia voenno-politicheskaia liniia v sisteme 
kolonizatsionnoi politike tsarisma v Severnom Priaral’e i Yuzhnogo Kazakhstana 
(40-60-h XIX v.). Avtoreferat dissertatsii kandidata ist. nauk (Almaty, 1999); 
Erzhan Toraigyrov, Sotsial’no-ekonomicheskoe I kulturnoe rasvitie raiona Irty-
shskoi desyverstnoi polosy (vtoraya polovina ХVIII – nachalo ХХ vv.) Avtoreferat 
dissertatsii kandidata ist. nauk. (Karaganda:Kargu, 2010)

13  Vladimir Kobzov, “Novaia liniia,” Vestnik Cheliabinskogo universiteta. 
Seriia Istoria 1 (1992):12-26.
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The construction of the fortified frontier line
and Russian state policy

In the early 1800s, the Military Governor of Orenburg, 
Grigorii S. Volkonskii (1803 – 1817), noted that controlling the 
mining and trade of Ileksk salt was vital for increasing the 
Orenburg treasury’s revenue. According to his directive from 
April 18, 1805, a new salt mine was to be established at Ile-
ksk, and four months later an expedition for managing the salt-
works was created. The new directive also permitted the “unre-
stricted sale” (vol’naia prodazha) of “up to 1.5 million poods” of 
salt. (This was in contrast to the 500,000 poods that had been 
allowed previously.) The number of exiled workers at the salt-
mine nearly doubled (from 173 to 300) and the salary provided 
for those “breaking and transporting” salt increased.14 Further-
more, the directive introduced new measures for the develop-
ment of the Ileksk salt mine. These included new, protected 
tracts for the transportation of salt (solevoznye trakty). As a re-
sult of the increased production of salt in the region, on August 
28, 1810, the Russian State Council approved colonel Grigorii N. 
Strukov15 proposal on the “Organization of the salt-transporting 
tract” from the Iletsk Zashchita)16 to Samara.

The essence of the proposal was to change the route for 
delivering salt; it would be transported straight through the 
Ilek River rather than through Orenburg.17 It was therefore nec-
essary to build a new border-line on the right bank of the Ilek 
River from the Iletsk Zashchita to the Iletsk Cossack town.18 

14  Vladimir Semenov, Vera Semenova, eds, Gubernatory Orenburgskogo 
kraia (Orenburg: Orenbugskoe knizhnoe isdatelstvo, 1999)

15  Strukov Grigoryi Nikanorovich (1772 – 1846) actual state counselor, 
bearer of the orders of Saint Ann 3rd degree and Saint Georgii 4th degree, par-
ticipant of Caucasus and MiddleAsian routes. In 1816 – 1841 – ruler of Iletsk 
salt mining establishment.

16  A settlement of salt miners was established in 1744 and the Iletsk Za-
shchita was built in 1754.

17  Larisa Yavonova, “Ustroitel’ Iletskoi Zashity,” Iletskaya Zashita, Sep-
tember 26, 2012.

18  In February 1737, on the order of the head of the Orenburg expedition 
(Ivan K. Kirillov), the Iletsk town settlement was established on the left shore of 
the Yaik River near the mouth of the Ilek. The first inhabitants were Cossacks 
who later served in the Yaik Cossack army. E.V. Danilevskii, K.V. Rudnickii, 
Uralo-Kaspiskii region (Ural province and former – the land of Ural Cossack 
army and Ural region) (Uralsk: Edition GuBONO, 1927), 166-167. 
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The proposed route passed through the territories of the “Lit-
tle Horde” (Kishi Juz) Kazakh tribes such as the Tama and the 
Tabyn. This inconvenience to them did not stop the Russian au-
thorities.

In 1811, 600,000 desiatins of land between the Ural, 
Kuraily, and Berdianka rivers, which included the winter pas-
tures of the Tama and Tabyn tribes, was demarcated for the 
protection of the Iletsk Zashchita. At the same time, authorities 
began constructing outposts at Izobilnyi, Novoiletskii, Ozernyi, 
and Zatonnyi; these outposts extended across 131 versts and 
comprised the first chain of the Novoileksk line. To create the 
fortifications, ditches were dug along the embankment, barns 
were built inside outposts, and holes were dug to make tempo-
rary garrisons in the winter.19 With a decree from Tsar Alexan-
der I, this land between the Ilek and Ural rivers became a part 
of the Ileksk salt-mine.

It took nearly 15 years to construct the Novoileksk fron-
tier line. Construction was delayed by the Patriotic War of 1812, 
in which Cossacks and Bashkirs participated, and the compli-
cated economic situation in the Steppe. Orenburg Military Gov-
ernor Volkonskii noted that, in the first decade of the 19th cen-
tury, “the disorder and widespread disarray in the steppe” of the 
Little Horde (Kishi Juz) Kazakhs had reached new levels of con-
fusion : “Kazakhs are engaging in theft – if not external, than in-
ternal, between themselves.”20 The Orenburg Governor reported 
to the Minister of Foreign Affairs, Karl Nessel’rode, that armed 
detachments of Kazakhs were scattered in the steppe and “mu-
tually harassing each other” by stealing cattle.21 The extent of 
the economic crisis is also reflected in the fact that a number 
of Kazakhs began to appear at the frontier line. Some were re-
corded as members of Bashkir cantons, others were employed as 
workers in Cossack villages, and still others were recorded sell-
ing their children into slavery.22

19  Aleksandr Kriukov described the service of summer guards on the line. 
See Aleksandr Kriukov, “Kirgizskii nabeg (drus’iam moim),” Severnye tsvety 
(1829): 117-119.

20  Materialy po istorii Kazakhskoi SSR,1785 – 1828, vol. 4 (Moskva: 
Akademiia nauk SSSR, 1940), 218-224.

21  TsGA RK. F.4. Op.1. D.1810 l. L.5-5, 7-8.
22  Nina Moiseeva, Rasselenie i chislennost’ Bashkir v XVII – nachalo XX 

vv. Dissertatsiia kandidata nauk (Ufa, 1985),136.
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From 1817, construction on the Novoileksk frontier line 
was carried out under the authority of the Orenburg Military 
Governor Petr Essen. Through 1824, new Cossack outposts 
were established at Suchorechensk, Linevsk, Vetliansk, Buran-
nyi, Boguslavsk villages, and at Berdianka fortress. The line be-
gan at the mouth of the Ilek and followed it along the Berdianka 
and Kuraily rivers, where it was called the Bеrdiano – Kura-
linsk line. Near Blagoslovlennii station it crossed the Ural River 
and merged with the Orenburg frontier line. This line essential-
ly moved the borders of Orenburg south of the Iletsk post and 
promoted the development of salt mining and the salt transport 
tract.23

The question of settling the outposts arose during the 
process of constructing the line. The outposts had few inhabit-
ants and settling Cossacks at the new frontier line was not pro-
ceeding as smoothly as had been expected. Many Cossack fam-
ilies refused to leave their old homes and property and settle 
in an unfamiliar territory or, as they would say, “into the wild 
steppe, to see death.” The reluctance to set up a new household 
in a new territory was exacerbated by the fact that Cossacks did 
not want to live near Kazakhs, who they viewed as “predators” 
and “barbarians.” Distressed by the confiscation of their winter 
pastures, Kazakhs had been known to attack frontier lines, cap-
ture horses, and abduct people. Thus, settling Cossacks at the 
outposts had to proceed through administrative decree.

In 1817, Governor Essen entrusted Ural Cossacks to set-
tle at Zaton and Ozernyi. The new settlers were granted fish-
ing privileges, the use of forest resources, and even a three-year 
service exemption for developing their household (khoziaistvo).

According to a document preserved in the Orenburg re-
gional archive, Tsar Alexander I sought to settle the Novoile-
ksk line to the southeast from Iletsk Zashchita, starting from 
the top of the Ilek River down along its right bank. To fulfill this 
aim, military outposts were also constructed at Prokhladnyi, 
Grigorievskii, and Ugolnyi toward the eastern side of the Ilet-
sk Zashchita. Additional sites for outposts on the borders of the 
Ural region were identified at Mertvesk, Velianovsk, Izobilnyi, 
Burannyi, Novoiletsk, and Linevsk. Cossacks from the Oren-

23  Leonid Futoryanskii, ed., Istoria Orenburzh’ia (Orenburg: Orenburgskoe 
knizhnoe isdatelstvo, 1996)
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burg Cossack army served at these outposts, and intensive re-
settlement of Cossacks to the area began in 1823 with 289 set-
tlers.24

In the 1820s, the Cossacks of the abolished Krasnoufimsk 
village were administratively transferred to the Novoileksk 
line.25 Between 1823 and 1829, 749 people were moved to the 
Novoileksk and Orenburg lines. This included 519 Cossacks, or 
200 families. Thirty-five families were located at the Linevsk 
outpost, 65 at Novoiletsk, 15 at Burannyi, 25 at Izobilnyi, 30 
at Vetliansk, and 30 at Mertvetsovsk. Each family was granted 
159 rubles to construct a shelter and develop farms.26

In 1832, some Cossacks from the Orenburg village, liv-
ing on the outskirts of Forshtadt, were invited by the Military 
Governor Pavel P. Sukhtelen to settle in the area near the 1st 
Berdiansk outpost and found the new village, Blagoslovensk.27 
The Novoileksk line was primarily managed from the Buran-
nyi village (a former outpost). The Cossack captain Stepan 
Arzhanukhin served as the head of the line from 1820 to 1830.28

The construction of the Novoileksk line was completed 
in the 1820s and new projects were developed to promote the 
spread of the Orenburg and Siberian frontier lines into the Ka-
zakh steppe.29

24  Istoricheskaia sapiska o zaselenii Novoilekskoi linii kazakami, voen-
nymi poselentsami I drugimi litsami in GAOrO (State Archive of Orenburg Ob-
last). F.169. Op.1. D.44. L.3-3оb.

25  Fedor Starikov, Istoriko-statisticheskii ocherk Orenburgskogo kazach’ego 
voiska (Orenburg:Tipographiia B.Breslina, 1891) In 1820 Krasnoufimsakia sta-
nitsa (Perm region) was abolished, Cossacks had to move to Novoileksk line. 
However they denied to move and appealed to tsar and began to rebel. In 1826 
year Cossacks were forced to move by regional authority.

26  O pereselenii kazakov Krasnoufimskoi stanitsy Permskoi gubernii na 
Novoilekskuiu I Orenburgskuiu linii (1822 – 1829). GAOrO. F.6. Op.4. D.7892.

27  Iurii Zobov, “Novye pereselenzy” in Istoriia Orenburzh’ia, ed. Leonid Fu-
toryanskii, 96-108.

28  Andrei Abramovskii, Vladimir Kobzov, “Arzhanukhin Stepan Dmitriev-
ich”. in Chelyabinskaia oblast”: Encyclopedia, ed. K. Bochkarev, vol.1 (Chelyab-
insk: Kamenny poyas, 2003) , 171.

29  See: Zapiska kollezhskogo sovetnika Demidova na imia imperatora Ale-
ksandra I o perenose Sibirskoi I Orenburgskoi pogranichnyh linii vglub” stepi 
1825. in Kazakhsko-russkie otnosheniia v XVIII – XIX vekakh (1771 – 1867 
gody): Sbornik dokumentov i materialov (Almaty: Nauka, 1964), 217-221.
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Patterns of Kazakh and Cossack actions on the Novoileksk line

From the 1750s until the construction of the Novoileksk 
line, the Iletsk Zashchita on the lower portion of the Ilek Riv-
er was the only fortress that bordered the nomadic camps of 
the Jetyru tribe of the Kazakh Little Horde (Kishi Juz). An ear-
ly historian of the Orenburg region, Petr Rychkov, noted that 
the Iletsk Zashchita was situated “right in the Kirgiz-Kaisak 
steppe … near the place where Kazakhs used to settle.”30 From 
the 18th century to the first quarter of the 19th century, Kazakhs 
also bordered the land of the Bashkir nomadic tribes that pas-
tured along the lower half of the Ilek River to the middle of the 
Yaik River.31 This continued proximity aided the development 
of a long-term relationship. Following the construction of the 
Novoileksk line, it is possible to delineate two periods based on 
different forms of political and ethno-cultural interactions.

The first period, from 1811 to 1828, was characterized by 
open confrontation as Kazakhs fought for the right to pasture 
on the fertile steppe lands located on the right bank of the Ilek 
River. In August 1819, the Orenburg Frontier Commission sent 
orders to Shergazy, the khan of the Little Horde (Kishi Juz), 
and sultan Arungazy, requesting that they inform Kazakhs that 
pasturing within the boundaries of the Novoileksk line was for-
bidden. This directive led Jolaman Tlenshi, a foreman (starshi-
na) from the Tabyn tribe, to lead an insurrection against the re-
gional administration.

The years between 1821 and 1824 were also character-
ized by Kazakh attacks on the fortresses and outposts along the 
Novoileksk line. During these attacks, horses were stolen. Ad-
ditionally, Russian inhabitants and Cossack salt-mine work-
ers were abducted.32 On August 19, 1821, the Kazakhs captured 
the Cossacks Vasilii Ivanov, Grigorii Alekseev, and Petr Meln-
ikov from the Rassypnaia settlement. Additionally, canton lead-
er Filipov’s house serfs were robbed of property that totaled 578 

30  Petr Rychkov, Topografiia Orenburgskoi gubernii (Ufa: Kitap, 1999), 
179.

31  Istoriia Bashkortostana s drevneishih vremen do nashih dnei, vol.1 (Ufa: 
Kitap, 2004),111.

32  TsGA RK. F.4. Op.1. D.265; D.268. L.1-3.
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rubles and 50 kopeks.33 On September 5, 1822, about 100 Ka-
zakhs attacked the Suhorechensk fortress on the Novoileksk 
line, capturing three Iletsk Cossacks, six Bashkirs, and 73 hors-
es.34 On September 4, 1822, another group of 50 Kazakhs from 
the Tabyn and Akkete tribes attacked the Iletsk settlement and 
captured three Cossacks, two girls, and two Bashkirs;35 and, on 
May 8, 1823, Kazakhs captured 12 horses along with some peo-
ple from the Sakmarsk settlement.36

The scale of these attacks was so enormous that the pre-
revolutionary scholar Iogann  Blaramberg wrote that “the Cos-
sacks had to pay the price of their own blood to own the fertile 
coast of the Ilek River. Under the leadership of their batyrs [Ka-
zakh warriors], the former owners would gather in huge crowds 
and fight to the death, preferring to die than to lose the lands of 
their nomadic ancestors. All kinds of damage were done to the 
new settlers. To this day, Jolaman’s raids are remembered by 
the Novoileksk Cossacks.”37

At this point it is important to investigate how Russian 
authorities attempted to prevent these attacks and rescued cap-
tured Cossacks. First, S. Arzhanukhin, the head of the Novoile-
ksk line, tried to attract Kazakh sultans and foremans (star-
shiny) who were “committed to Russia,” such as sultan Algazy 
Aishuakov, the assessor (zasedatel’) of the Khan’s Council; Gab-
dulmuklin Agymov; Tyauki and Baimukhamet Aishuakov; and 
the foremen Kurbaba Yantuov and Igibulay Duysin. These sul-
tans and foremen were enlisted to help find guilty Kazakhs. 
They uncovered the locations and the names of the Kazakhs re-
sponsible for capturing Cossacks; the guilty parties were from 
the Aydar sub-division of the Tabyn tribe. The sultans collabo-
rating with the head of the Novoileksk line requested military 
assistance from the Russian authorities in order to catch the 
Kazakhs responsible for the disturbances. Without military as-

33  Delo o napadenii kasakhov roda tabyan na kazakov kreposti Rassipnoi . 
TsGA RK. F.4. Op.1. D.4694.

34  Delo o napadenii kasakhov na krepost” Sukhorechenskaia. TsGA RK. 
F.4. Op.1. D.4698. L. 3.

35  Ibid., TsGA RK. F.4. Op.1. D.4698. L. 30, 55.
36  TsGA RK. F.4. Op.1. D.265; D.268. L.1-3. 
37  Iogann Blaramberg, Voenno-statisticheskoe obosrenie semel” Kirgiz-

kaisakov Vnutrennei (Bukeevskoi) I Zaural’skoi (Maloi) Ordy Orenburgskogo 
vedomstva po rekognostsirovkam I materialam, sobrannym na meste (Sankt- Pe-
tersburg., 1848), 95.
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sistance, the sultans were too “frightened to act.” Furthermore, 
without this form of help, the Kazakhs would not cease their at-
tacks on the Novoileksk line.38

However, according to an 1816 decree of the Council of 
Ministers on “not sending military commands into the Kazakh 
steppe,” the regional administration had no authority to send 
military troops to the steppe. As stated in the document, “the 
main source of abuse in the region is barymta (cattle rustling), 
[which is] no pretext for sending a military command abroad in 
order to return stolen property.” This decision was based on the 
fact that the use of military commands often lead to the abuse, 
murder, and plundering of innocent Kazakhs in addition to the 
guilty ones. This was one of the reasons behind the “revenge 
(mshchenie) from their [the Kazakh] side.”39

After this decision was confirmed, Vasilii F. Timkovskii 
was sent to Orenburg in 1820 to investigate the current situa-
tion among the Kazakhs of the Little Horde (Kishi Juz). In his 
report to the Minister of Foreign Affairs, he wrote that “the dev-
astating barymtas, or, in fact the incredible pillage, which oc-
curred in the Little Horde under the leadership of General-Ma-
jor Bakmetev resulted in a disastrous state…In this respect, 
many of the most audacious and harmful attacks carried out 
by Kazakh riders should be considered retributive search-
es for their lost autonomy by using revenge as repayment for 
suffering.”40 As a result, in 1820 the Asian Department (of the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs) recognized that the “mutual territo-
rial claims [pritiasaniia] arising between Russian frontier resi-
dents and Kazakhs” are the “main cause,” leading to “willful ret-
ribution quests,” of barymta.41

In these situations, the regional authorities sent R. 
Chanyshev,42 an interpreter (tolmach) from the Orenburg Fron-
tier Commission, to chief S. Arzhanukhin. Chanyshev was 

38  TsGA RK. F.4. Op.1. D.4694. L.12-13.
39  Materialy po istorii Kazakhskoi SSR, 253-254.
40  RGIA (Russian State Historical Archive). F.1291. Op.81. D.44а. L. 267-

268.
41  19 February, 1820, Zhurnal Asiatskogo komiteta o netselesoobrasnosti 

rasdela Ordy na dva khanstva s predpisaniem mer dlia ukrepleniia v Orde blas-
ti khana Shiergasy in Materialy po istorii Kazkhskoi SSR, 351 (document 116)

42  Mikhail Havrin, a Cossack from the Novoiletsk line, accompanied Chan-
yshev. The sultans and foremen who accompanied the interpreter were obliged 
to be responsible for “Chanyshev's security.” 
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tasked with insisting on the “execution of law, the return of the 
captured Cossacks,” and the use of a non-military detachment to 
catch the perpetrators. When a sultan from the Khan’s Council 
and the interpreter Chanyshev reached the camp of Sultan Ka-
ratai Nuraliev, where the Kazakh suspects lived, it became evi-
dent that the suspects had no connection with the abduction of 
the Cossacks. As Sultan Karatai stated, the Kazakhs from the 
Aydar sub-division had been on islands in the Caspian Sea on 
the day of the abduction.43

In his report, Chanyshev wrote that, based on his dis-
cussions with different foremen, he believed that the Cossack 
prisoners had already been sent to Khiva to be sold into slav-
ery. There was no way to have them returned; the only recourse 
left was to arrest the six people from the Akkete tribe, “because 
they have always had encampments near those who participate 
in the abduction of Cossacks and their leader is the known thief 
Suiunkara.”44

The Orenburg Frontier Commission informed Khan 
Shergazy that the Jetyru Kazakhs kept invading the territo-
ry of the Novoileksk line and capturing its residents. The Com-
mission requested that Khan Shergazy take strict measures 
to prevent “impudent Kazakhs from preying on manufactur-
ers and to reduce their power with the authority” he had been 
granted by the Russian administration. The Orenburg Frontier 
Commission also requested that the bailiff (pristav) Aleksandr 
Gorikhvostov,45 who served with Khan Shergazy, conduct a “se-
cret” investigation. He was also supposed to aid Khan Shergazy 
in tracking down the Kazakhs that attacked frontier inhabit-
ants. None of the bailiff’s attempts were successful.46

Evidence that the goal behind this was to strengthen the 
boundaries of the Novoileksk line can be found in the fact that 
cordon guards sent proposals about preventing Kazakh inva-
sions of the line. Colonel G. Okunev,47 the head of the summer 

43  Delo o napadenii kasakhov roda tabyan na kazakov kreposti Rassipnoi 
in TsGA RK. F.4. Op.1. D.4694. L.23-41.

44  Ibid., TsGA RK. F.4. Op.1. D.4694. L.41-42.
45  Materialy po istorii Kazkhskoi SSR, 349-351 (document 116)
46  Predpisaniia pristavu Mladshego Juza za aprel’ – dekabr” in TsGA RK. 

F.4. Op.1. D.263.
47  Commander of 1-st Teptyarskogo Cossack guards. Aleksandr Podmaso 

Shefy i kommandiry regulyarnykh polkov russkoi armii (1796 – 1825) (1997), ac-
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guard, emphasized the need to place outposts and strong pick-
ets across the Ilek River, as they had done on the Ural line. This 
would allow the guards to observe the Kazakh’s actions from as 
far away as 15 versts. He also argued that the Orenburg and Il-
etsk Cossacks should serve at these posts. From his perspective, 
they were “more agile than the Bashkirs.” The Bashkirs were 
best to keep “on this side” of the line, “in reserve,” so that they 
could be used for Kazakh detachments across the Ilek when 
they were needed. At the same time, he noted that Bashkirs 
needed to be supervised, so that they “would not depart from 
abuse, [since] it would otherwise be hard to maintain stability 
on the line.”48

Okunev’s perspective on the service of Bashkirs and Ka-
lmyks on the frontier line reflects a larger trend in Kazakh-
Bashkir and Kazakh-Kalmyk49 relations in the late 18th and 
early 19th centuries. It also underscores how the Orenburg ad-
ministration incorporated existing “turmoil and strife between 
nomads” in their regional policy.

On September 28, 1828 the sultan of the western division 
of the Little Horde Kazakhs, Karatai Nuraliev, informed the 
military governor P. K. Essen that Jolaman Tlenshi (who be-
longed to the Abyn tribe and Jaimbet subtribe) had asked for 
Karatai’s forgiveness and expressed his desire to be under the 
authority of sultan Karatai.50

After the 1820s, the situation on the frontier line changed, 
marking a second stage in the relationship between Kazakhs 
and Cossacks. A number of factors contributed to this change. 
The fertile lands along the Ilek River had been so important for 
the Kazakh nomads that they continued to try to pasture their 
herds along the Ilek in spite of the bans introduced by Russian 
authorities. The Russian state and the Orenburg authorities de-
cided to grant some concessions and allow those tribes who had 
“retained the goodwill of Russia” to pasture their herds along 
the river. Evidence of this decision can be found in the reports 

cessed August 20, 2013, http://www.museum.ru/1812/library/podmazo/intro.htm
48  TsGA RK, F.4. Op.1. D.4698. L. 3.
49   In 1771, when most Kalmyks returned to their historical homeland in 

Central Asia through the steppe of the Middle Horde, they were attack by some 
Kazakhs, which deepened the conflict between the two populations.

50  Delo o perekhode kazakhov vo glave s Jolamanom Tlenshi v vedenie sul-
tana Karataya. TsGA RK. F.4. Op.1. D. 1341. L.2.
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the head of the Novoiletsk line sent to the Orenburg Frontier 
Commission between 1828 and 1835 regarding Kazakh sultans 
and biys.

On November 30, 1828, S. Arzhanukhin, the head of 
Novoileksk line, reported that 46 Kazakh sultans, foremen, 
and biys, and Kazakhs under their authority, had approached 
the line and given their guarantee that they would winter on 
the left bank of the Ilek River and that “they would not do any 
harm to the officials and salt workers on the line, not take their 
herds to the right bank of the Ilek, and not destroy forests.” 
They would live “quietly and in harmony” with the new line. Ad-
ditionally, if Kazakhs from either side of the Ilek River “spoiled 
the forests, wasted bread (grains), or stole anything,” the sul-
tans, foremen, and biys would be committed to “investigat-
ing” the case and, in accordance with a general decision, would 
have the accused “repay the residents of the Novoileksk line.” 
This commitment was guaranteed by requesting a hostage, or 
amanat. The regional administration required one amanat for 
every 50 nomadic tents and one for each outpost at Novoile-
ksk, Linevsk, Ozersk, Suhorechensk, and Zaton.51 On November 
8, 1828, Iusup Nuraliev, the ruler of the Tama tribe, requested 
that the regional administration not take any amanats from the 
Kazakhs under his jurisdiction. Highlighting his loyalty and his 
“good service to his superiors,” he vowed to be responsible for 
all of the “illegal actions undertaken by the Kazakhs under his 
authority.”52

For the most part, however, Arzhanukhin noted that few-
er Kazakhs were coming to the line than in years past. This can 
be explained in part by the fact that more Kazakhs had migrat-
ed to the “other side, having [been granted] permissions (bilety) 
to serve as workers for newly settled peoples.” Still other Ka-
zakhs pastured with Sultan Kydrali Aishuakov about 30 versts 
away from the line, on the Jirenkop and Kaymas tracts and at 
the mouth of the Kuraily and Utva rivers.53

Two years later, in 1830, the outpost chiefs informed the 
Orenburg Frontier Commission that the sultans Abdulmukmin 

51  Ibid., TsGA RK. F.4. Op.1. D.1432. L.8-10.
52  Delo o perekhode kazakhov vo glave s Jolamanom Tlenshi v vedenie sul-

tana Karataya, TsGA RK. F.4. Op.1. D.1432. L.15.
53  Delo o kochevanii kasakhov na Novoilekskoi linii 1828. TsGA RK. F.4. 

Op.1. D.1432. L.7.
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Agimov and Baimukahmet and Tauke Aychuakov had pastured 
their herds on the border of the Ilek River in the winter and re-
turned in the summer to sow grass and harvest crops. They com-
mitted to behaving “in a friendly manner and living in agree-
ment with their neighbors, and would use for fuel and small 
shelter repairs only the deadwood and plants that were useless 
for building.” They agreed to pasture 15 versts away from the 
Ilek River and to provide the required one amanat for every 50 
tents.54 The sultans emphasized that they and the “Kazakhs un-
der their authority” had “always wintered along the Novoileksk 
line and prepared hay” for their cattle.55 Another sultan, Asfan-
diiarov Sugalin, noted that his grandparents and great-grand-
parents had lived a nomadic life between the stations at Zaton-
nyi and Suhorechensk, and that he pastured his herds in the 
exact same place, that is, on the steppe side of the Ilek River.56

These sultans did not perceive the Novoileksk line as a 
frontier but rather as the site of the winter pastures that their 
tribes had kept and passed down through generations. As these 
sultans” requests underscore, they saw the Novoileksk line as 
dividing traditional pastures rather than defining a border. In 
the 19th century, the Novoileksk line essentially became a mov-
ing boundary of Cossack settlements or an aggregate of divi-
sions between Kazakh winter camps and Cossack settlements 
that were situated close to one another along the frontier line.

According to I. Blaramberg’s research from the 1840s, the 
Kazakhs of the Kadyrbek division of the Tabyn tribe (a total of 
570 tents), had winter camps across from Iletsk town, Zaton out-
post, Suhorechensk, and Ozersk; the Karamukan division (a to-
tal of 360 tents) had winter camps opposite the Novoileksk for-
tress; the Abyz division (145 tents) had winter camps opposite 
the Linevsk outpost, Iletsk town, and at the top of the Ilek Riv-
er. All of these Kazakhs lived along the line peacefully and Rus-
sians could “move safely among them.”57

54  Delo o kochevanii kasakhov na Novoilekskoi linii 1830 in TsGA RK. F.4. 
Op.1. D.1468. L.1-8.

55  Ibid., TsGA RK. F.4. Op.1. D.1468. L.15.
56  Delo o razreshenii sultanu Sugalinu kochevat’ mezhdu otriadami Saton-

num i Sukhorechenskim po r. Ileky in TsGA RK. F.4. Op.1. D.1463.
57  Blaramberg, Voenno-statisticheskoe obozrenie,105.
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Cross-cultural interactions on the frontier line

The organization of trading posts along the fortified lines 
and the creation of favorable conditions for exchange between 
nomads and visiting traders played an important role in the 
Russian state’s trade policy. The Novoileksk line was not an ex-
ception : it became an intensive zone of commercial cooperation. 
That said, only the kinds of goods that Kazakhs needed for daily 
life were traded along the line.

In 1830, the sultans Abdulmukmin Agimov, Tauke and 
Baimukhamed Aisuakov informed the regional authorities 
that an exchange yard, were Kazakhs arrived with their cattle, 
had been arranged behind the Ilek River and across from the 
Podgorn outpost.58

The largest trade turnover occurred at the bazaar on the 
Berdianka River near the Novoileksk border-line. Here nomads 
traded livestock that had passed through inspection at a veteri-
nary post. Aleksei Dobrosmyslov, a veterinarian from the Tur-
gai region, noted the rise in the number of goods purchased : in 
1896, 8,117 livestock were sold while, in the following year, this 
had increased by 2,755.59

The trade of raw animal products, hides, and wool that 
had been brought to Tamar-Utkul from the Tuz-Tiubinsk, Ilet-
sk, Khobdinsk, and Karatugaisk volosts of the Aktiubinsk dis-
trict, as well as the Kalmytskii district and the Ural’sk region, 
was managed by Tatars from the Iletsk Zashchita.60 These trad-
ers would purchase skin in small batches and store it in a spe-
cial location; after accumulating a significant amount, they 
would send the skins off to be sold in Orenburg. They traded 
wool in a similar fashion.

Kazakhs, Tatars, Bashkirs also worked together at the Il-
etsk salt mines. P. Nebol’sin, who visited the salt mine, high-
lighted that most workers were Tatars, Bashkirs, and Kazakhs. 
Four hundred people would arrive in May, when the salt mining 
would begin.61 In 1846, 67 salt-workers and 718 civilians, most 

58  TsGA RK. F.4. Op.1. D.1468. L.15.
59  TsGA RK. F.25. Op.1. D.4250. L.29-50.
60  Pamiatnaia knizka Turgaiskoi oblasti 1899 god (Orenburg: Turgaistat-

comitet, 1900),120-121.
61  Pavel Nebolsin, “Iletskie solianye kopi,” Geograficheskie izvestiia Imp.

RGO 1 (1854); 409.
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of them Tatars from the Orenburg region, mined salt at the Il-
etsk Zashchita.62 In 1847, Kazakhs were granted employment 
permissions (bilety) to work at the Iletsk Zashchita : 161 were is-
sued for one month, 110 for two months, 42 for four months, and 
one for six months.63 In the first half of the 19th century, approx-
imately 3,000 Kazakhs worked at the Iletsk salt mines.64 Kaza-
khs and Bashkirs would often use camels to transport salt from 
the Iletsk Zashchita to Orenburg, Troitsk, and Samara.65

Around the area of the Novoileksk frontier line, a single 
cultural space of Turkic peoples began to form. This is evidenced 
by the construction of mosques, the use of mekteps and madra-
sas, and the mutual assistance offered in difficult economic situ-
ations.

Most mosques were built in the first half of the 19th cen-
tury along the frontier lines. These construction projects were 
usually initiated by Tatars. No mosques were built in the Ka-
zakh steppe until the beginning of the 1830s. However, archi-
val records indicate that the sultan Orman Nuraliev petitioned 
the local authorities in 1809, requesting that a mosque be con-
structed near the Sarachikovsk fortress. A similar request was 
submitted by the sultans A. Ashimov and T. and B. Aishuakov 
in 1825. According to these figures, a mosque would help Ka-
zakhs “abandon their [bad] inclinations, pranks, and misdeeds.” 
Nonetheless, the tsarist government rejected their request; the 
construction of a mosque required expenses that “would not be 
understood by the steppe population.” Additionally, since Kaza-
khs did not own stationary homes, they were not “able to pre-
serve wooden constructions.”66

After these earlier failures, Kazakhs and Tatars worked 
together in 1832 to raise funds for the construction of a mosque 
at Iletsk since it was “a place where they focused on trade.” The 
sultan Tauke Aishuakov “volunteered to be in charge of collect-
ing offers from Kazakhs,” who emphasized that the “mosque 
would include a school that would teach their children Tatar 

62  Voenno-statisticheskoe obozrenie Rossiskoi imperii. Orenburgskaya gu-
berniya, vol.14, p.2, (Sankt-Petersburg: Departament General’nogo shtaba,1848), 
83

63  TsGA RK. F.4. Op.1. D.5407. L.3-87.
64  Istoriia Kazakhskoi SSR v 5-tomah, vol.3 (Alma-Ata: Nauka, 1979), 153.
65  Orenburgskii krai, 7 (1892)
66  GAOrO. F.6. Op.10. D.495. D.3265.
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and Muslim law (magometanskii zakon).” Baimukhamed Aish-
uakov, a sultan from the western division of the Little Horde 
(Kishi Juz), donated 20 gold coins (400 rubles) to construct the 
mosque. Kazakhs pastured near the territory of the salt mines 
provided 9 lambs.67 The mosque was built in 1833 and Gainul-
la Gadilshin, a Tatar from Kazan province, was appointed mul-
lah.68

Evidence of the support that the Turkic-speaking popu-
lations in the region provided for one another can be found in 
their responses to the natural disasters which seriously affect-
ed Kazakh nomadic society. One specific example was the dev-
astating jute that occurred during the winter of 1879-1880. As 
the veterinarian, A. Dobrosmyslov, noted Kazakh livestock was 
reduced by 42 percent due to the disaster.69 At the same time, a 
large group of Kazakhs arrived at the Iletsk Zashchita, request-
ing to be hired out to different craftsmen.70 The administration 
in Orenburg noted that impoverished Kazakhs were often sup-
ported by Tatar merchants who provided food until all of the im-
poverished Kazakhs were hired.71

A strong tradition of inter-cultural interaction continued 
in the following years, especially as Tatar merchants began to 
open new madrasas and Muslim charity organizations as part 
of the larger jadid movement.

Conclusion

The historical conditions that led to the establishment of 
the Novoileksk line are connected with the larger processes of 
colonizing and developing Kazakhstan’s western and southern 
Ural regions in the first third of the 19th century. The frontier 
line reflects the complex situation that Russian authorities and 
Kazakhs faced in the process of constructing a single mechanism 
for governing and promoting coexistence between these different 
groups, which included the various layers of Kazakh society, the 

67  GAOrO. F.6. Op.10. D.3922. L.11-37.
68  GAOrO. F.6. Op.10. D.3922. L.37.
69  Aleksei Dobrosmyslov, Turgaiskaia oblast’. Istoricheskii ocherk, vol.1-3 

(Tver’, 1902), 254.
70  RGIA. F.1291. Op.82. D.10. L.12оb.
71  TsGA RK. F.4. Op.1. D.296. L.17.
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Russian administration, the Cossacks, and the Tatar and Bash-
kir subjects of the Russian state.

Furthermore, it is important to note that the Novoileksk 
line was not a zone of long-term, open confrontation between dif-
ferent ethnic groups. According to Governor-General V. A. Per-
ovskii’s note about the results of constructing the line, “in the 
first few years there [were several] cases of Kazakh border raids 
and cattle-rustling, which still sometimes happens,” but, in the 
end, the “possession of land is determined by politics, govern-
ment perks, and personal benefits.”72

If from 1811 to 1826 the Ileksk frontier line served as a 
social frontier73 between settled and nomadic populations that 
led to open confrontations, then, in the following period, the line 
could be described as a transitional or contact zone of intensive 
cultural exchange that continued for centuries. It could also be 
described as a territory of cross-cultural communication and 
complementary economic interaction.

By the end of the 1820s, the Novoileksk line started 
to lose its significance as a boundary line. New frontier line 
projects began to emerge : the Embensk was built along the east 
bank of the Emba River to the Caspian Sea in 1826, and the 
Novotroitsk line was constructed along the borders of Orsk and 
Troitsk between 1835 and 1837. As a result, Kazakh tribes were 
allowed to cross the Novoileksk frontier line, though they had to 
pay with a hostage, or amanat, at each outpost.

Today, the Novoileksk line serves mostly as a mental con-
struction with a symbolic character that has emerged from the 
long history of Kazakh-Russian, Kazakh-Tatar, and Kazakh-
Bashkir cross-cultural encounters and exchanges. This sym-
bolism and the historical and cultural specificities of the Ileksk 
and Sol-Iletsk regions are today reflected in their flags, which 
include frontier symbols. The Ileksk region’s flag represents the 
merger of the Ural and Ilek rivers with a forked dark blue cross; 
these reflect two parts of the world : the left coast of the Ural 
in Asia and the right coast in Europe. The walls of the fortress 
serve as a symbol of the reliable protection of these borders for 
centuries. The flag of the Sol-Iletsk region portrays Cossack 

72  TsGA RK. F.4. Op.1. D.312. L.6.
73  Andreas Kapeller, “Iuznyi i vostochnyi frontier Rossii v XVI – XVIII 

vekax,” Ab Imperio 1(2003):48.
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pikes, symbolizing the first inhabitants of the region along with 
the trans-boundary position of the land between Russia and 
Kazakhstan. Additionally, the crimson and white colors (intro-
duced for the Orenburg Cossack army in 1803) indicate that the 
Sol-Iletsk Cossacks were a part of the Orenburg Cossack troops.

99

Sultangalieva

98



Northeastern Frontiers of Late Imperial China : 
Organization and Ideas

Alexander P. Golikov

The contemporary Sino-Russian border in mainland 
Northeast Asia emerged in 1858 – 1860, when the Russian 
Empire’s agents in the region, the Governor-General (Graf 
Murav’ev) and Plenipotentiary at Peking (Graf Ignat’ev) took 
advantage of the “window of opportunity” opened up by the Qing 
Empire’s defeat in the Second Opium War.

From the Russian perspective, the treaties of Aigun, Tian-
jin and Beijing were the culmination of more than 100 years of 
strategic planning. Beginning with Peter the Great, Russia en-
dorsed a mercantilism-inspired expansionist doctrine focused on 
gaining access to the sea, which was perceived as an initial step 
in the developing of industry and trade with overseas countries. 
The wars of the 1700s against Sweden and Turkey also had this 
motive. Similar ideas had been first proposed by the academic 
Gerhardt Müller and an earlier Governor-General, Ivan Iacobi. 
They believed that the acquisition of the Amur1 Basin should be 
followed by the construction of a sea port on the Pacific coast 
and the development of trade with Canton, Japan, and Korea.2

In the beginning of the 21st century, an independent ob-
server may notice similar Leitmotifs in the Asia-Pacific political 
rhetoric of the contemporary Kremlin. Regardless of the possi-
ble outcomes stemming from these various declarations, he (the 
observer) would likely discover a remarkable continuity (in po-
litical vocabulary at least) between the Tsar’s Empire and mod-
ern Russia.

While the Russian motivations to claim the Amur Basin 
and establish a foothold on the Pacific Coast are quite obvious, 
the Chinese aspects of the aforementioned development are less 
so.

1  Amur is known as Heilongjiang in Chinese and as Sahaliyan Ula in 
Manchu.

2  John P. Ledonne, “”Proconsular ambitions on the Chinese border”: Gov-
ernor-General Jakobi's proposal of war on China.” Cahiers du monde russe 45, 1 
(2004): 48.
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What did the Qing dynasty think about the vast areas of 
territory that lay to the west of the Sea of Japan? How did these 
ideas influence actual institutions and practices? What lessons 
may contemporary observers draw from a story which reached 
its denouement more than 150 years ago?

The objective of this paper is to analyze the Qing dynas-
ty’s perception of its Northeast Asian borderlands, the specifics 
of her centrally – and regionally – based political institutions, 
and the evolution of these approaches and practices. Some com-
parisons will also be drawn to emphasize the specificity of the 
Qing case.

Geographically the area under review would consist of the 
Great Xing’an Mountains to the west, the Sea of Japan to the 
east, the Stanovoy (or Outer Xing’an Mts.) to the north, and the 
Great Wall to the south. Chronologically the paper will cover 
the period from the late 17th century conflicts between the Rus-
sians and Manchus to the “New Deal” reforms of 1901 – 1911, 
which established a regular Chinese administration in the area 
left under Qing control after 1858 – 1860.

The primary sources of this research are found in the 
“Veritable records of the Great Qing”, the “Collected Institutes 
of the Qing dynasty”, the “Draft History of Qing”, and the “Illus-
trated Tributaries of the Qing”.

Contemporary Chinese historiography on this issue in-
cludes works on the border history of China (Li Zhiting), ad-
ministrative evolution (Zhao Zhongfu), and ethnic policy (Zhang 
Danben, Diao Shuren). While valuable and informative, the 
Chinese approach suffers from a two-fold bias. Firstly, it often 
“ethicizes” the problem through presenting it as a specifically 
Manchu one. On the other hand, it often exaggerates the level of 
bureaucratic centralization in Qing political practice, which au-
tomatically diminishes the importance of intra-regional and lo-
cal actors.

Non-Chinese work that contributed significantly includes 
that of Mark Elliott, Richard Edmonds, and Yoshiki Enatsu. 
A comparative perspective is drawn from the works of James 
Lewis and Takakura Hiroki.

The Qing dynasty was established in the hilly areas east 
of the Liao River valley in the early 17th century. The rapidly 
expanding state had become a rival of the eastern Mongols and 
Ming China by 1620, when the backbone of Qing imperial rule, 
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the Eight Banner3 system, was established. In 1644 the Man-
chus passed through the Great Wall and began the conquest of 
China. The relocation of the Qing Court to the Ming capital of 
Beijing was followed by the massive relocation of the Manchu 
population (c. 900,000) to Intramural China.

By the time China was secured for the Qing, Russian fur-
traders and Cossacks had advanced through Siberia to reach 
the Amur Basin. The small fortress (Ru. ostrog4) of Albazin be-
came in 1685-1687 an arena for one of the first military conflicts 
between a European country and China. As a result, the treaty 
of Nerchinsk secured Qing control over the whole of the Amur 
Basin. It also lead to the relocation of the Daur people from the 
areas fallen under Russian rule.

Administrative evolution of Chinese Northeast Asia 
(Manchuria)

As of 1687, the Qing administrative system in Manchu-
ria was built along essentially military lines, with a hierarchy 
of Eight Banner garrison commanders (General, Ch. jiangjun – 
Lt.-General, Ch. fudutong – Fortress Commandant, Ch. cheng-
shouwei, etc.) who also performed as the regional/local adminis-
tration. Manchuria afterwards came to be known as the “Three 
eastern provinces” with the jiangjun as the supreme military 
and civilian administrator.5

South Manchuria: garrisons vs. regional government. But 
the actual situation was more complex, reflecting both the al-
ready diverse population and logistical difficulties.

The south had been re-populated (until the ban in 1668) 
by Han settlers, partially integrated into the Eight Banner sys-
tem. To govern them, a special Capital District of Fengtian (Ch. 

3  An administrative-military system which permanently allocated each 
bannerman’s household (including adult warrior, family members and house-
hold slaves) to the specific company (Ma niuru or Ch. zuoling), which formed 
battalions (Ma jailing, Ch candling), which were put under one of the banners 
(Ma gas, Ch quid).

4  Hereinafter the allophone words are given in parenthesis. Languages are 
abbreviated as follows. Ch stands for Chinese (Pinyin transliteration), Ma for 
Manchu (Möllendorf), Mg for Mongol (Mostaert), Ru for Russian, Ja for Japa-
nese (Rōmaji).

5  Regular provinces were headed by the governor (Ch. xunfu). The Banner 
General’s rank was equal to the governor-general (Ch. zongdu).
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fengtian fu) was established, subordinated to the Mukden Eight 
Banner General. District prefects (Ch. fuyin) had a rank rough-
ly corresponding to that of a civil governor (Ch. buzhengshi6) of 
a regular province. His deputy (Ch. fucheng) was equal in rank 
to a provincial judge (Ch. anchashi).7 Below this were a network 
of prefectures (Ch zhou), counties (Ch xian) and districts (Ch fu) 
administered identically to China south of the Great Wall. The 
Han settlement zone was confined within the so-called Willow 
Palisade (Ch. liutiaobian), a system of earthy fortifications with 
specially guarded passages. Migration outside the palisade, as 
well as from Inner China to South Manchuria was prohibited, 
though not effectively enforced.8

Additionally, Five Boards (or Ministries)9 were estab-
lished in Mukden to collect taxes, maintain local infrastructure 
(imperial tombs), defend the area from banditry, receive and es-
cort the embassies from Joseon (Korea), and so forth. Each min-
istry was headed by an official of the vice-ministerial rank of 
shilang. Another bureaucratic structure which had its parallel 
in Beijing was the Imperial Household department. In general, 
the southern part of Manchuria had its own separate govern-
ment (staffed mostly with the personnel from the Eight Ban-
ners), with responsibility over the civilian population.10

North Manchuria: garrisons vs. tribal polities. The north-
east and northwest parts of Manchuria also had its adminis-
trative specificities. The area was governed by two Eight Ban-
ner Generals in Girin and Qiqihar who commanded a network 
of garrisons at strategic locations, mostly at river junctions 
along the Sungari, Nonni, Hurha, etc. The outer perimeter of 
the area under garrison control was roughly corresponding to a 

6  Heilongjiang duiwai jingji maoyi nianjian 2003 [Almanac of Hei-
longjiang’s Foreign Economic Relations and Trade 2003] (Harbin: Heilongjiang 
renmin chubanshe, 1998), 23

7  Qinding Daiqing Huidian [Collected Statutes of the Great Qing]. Vol. 
1-100 (Taibei: Xinwenfeng chubanshe, 1976). Vol. 74.

8  Mark Elliott, “The Limits of Tartary: Manchuria in Imperial and Nation-
al Geographies.” The Journal of Asian Studies (Association for Asian Studies) 
59(3) (2000): 610.

9  Beijing had Six Boards: Personnel, Revenues, Army, Rites, Public Works 
and Punishments. Each was headed by two directors (Ch. shangshu; a Han and 
a Manchu) and four vice-directors (Ch. shilang, two Manchus and two Hans). 
Mukden had no Board of Personnel.

10  Qinding Daiqing Huidian [Collected Statutes of the Great Qing]. Vol. 
1-100 (Taibei: Xinwenfeng chubanshe, 1976). Vol. 98.
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line between Sahaliyan Hoton (Ma, modern Heihe and Russian 
Blagoveschensk) and Mergen (modern Nehe). Further to the 
west the Qalq-a Mongol Khanates had been vassals of the Qing 
Emperors since the 1690s. The regions to the east remained 
largely outside the political order of the Qing Empire.

The garrisons were surrounded by tribal polities, most-
ly of Tungus linguistic affiliation. These tribes were incorpo-
rated into a system of tributary trade with the Manchus, who 
perceived this as a form of political domination.11 Interestingly 
the Amur basin was simultaneously involved in the early mod-
ern trade network known as the Santan trade (Ja. santan kōeki) 
centered on the Japanese fief of Matsumae.12

Tribal peoples of Manchuria were subjected to a system of 
conscription which integrated them into the Eight Banners.13

To the west of Manchuria, the nomadic polities of the 
eastern Mongol ulus (Mg. “polities”, e.g. Qaračin, Jalayid, Ölöd, 
etc.) were ruled by a hereditary aristocracy (Mg. törö) which 
owed feudal ties (Mg. ǰasaɣ) to the Qing Emperors.14 Adminis-
tratively they were controlled by the Eight Banner generals of 
Qiqihar and Mukden.

Reforms : 1700 – 1860. During the period between 1715 
and 1745, the network of Eight Banner garrisons was expand-
ed eastward to reach the Joseon (Korea) borderlands at Hunc-
hun and the Sungari/Hurha junction at Ilan Hala Hoton (Ch. 
Sanxing). Thus the outer perimeter of the Manchu control shift-
ed significantly eastward, largely reaching the contemporary Si-
no-Russian border. More garrisons (Alčuga, Itun, Hulan) were 
established within the perimeter, partially due to the imperial 
policy of resettling destitute Bannermen.15

11  Huangqing zhigongtu [Pictorial Record of the Imperial Qing Tributar-
ies], ed. Fuheng (Nanjing: Guangling Guji Keyin she, 1991). Vol. 3.

12  Takakura Hiroki, “The Ainu and Indigenous Trade in Maritime East 
Asia: a Comparative Review of the Histories of Hokkaido, Amur-Sakhalin, and 
Chukotka.” Tō-ajia kenkyū 11 (2007): 117-118.

13  Some former tribesmen grew to prominence. The last Qing titular em-
press Wanrong was an example.

14  Johan Elverskog, Our Great Qing: The Mongols, Buddhism and the 
State in Late Imperial China (Honolulu, HI: University of Hawai‘i Press, 2006), 
42-45.

15  Wei Ying, Qingdai jingqi huitun wenti yanjiu (Haerbin: Heilongjiang 
daxue chubanshe, 2009), 39, 65, 80.

Northeastern Frontiers of Late Imperial China ...

103

Golikov

102



This eastern expansion of the garrison line led to the es-
tablishment of two special bureaucratic structures – the Hunt-
ers” Directorates (Ch. dasheng zongguan yamen), both in charge 
of collecting tribute and recruiting soldiers from the tribal poli-
ties of the Amur Basin.

The establishment of Han settlement prefectures (Ch. 
ting) was the most significant reform of this period. Yongji 
(within the modern city of Jilin) and Ning’an (south of Mudan-
jiang) were established to incorporate the increasingly agri-
cultural population. During the first quarter of the 19th centu-
ry, the Qing government gradually established new prefectures 
in Changchun (1800), Changtu (1807), Fuyu (1810), Xinmin 
(1814).16

Reforms : 1860 – 1911. The Russian advance to the Amur 
Basin in 1858 – 1860 was not the only factor contributing to the 
administrative reforms in Manchuria in the second half of the 
19th century. The other, no less important, was the growing Han 
presence in the region which became a challenge for both the 
fiscal and security apparatus of the Empire.

New reforms included: lifting the ban on the Han migra-
tion (1876), establishing the inspectorate (Ch dao) of Fengtian-
Jinzhou-Shanhaiguan (1866) and the Eastern Frontier District 
(Ch dongbiandao), founding (1862 – 1881) new local administra-
tions in south Manchuria and the Sungari valley (Hulan, Feng-
huang, Xinjing, Wuchangbao, etc.). The status of the Fengtian 
prefect was raised; he became the provincial governor (Ch xun-
fu).

Interestingly the outer perimeter of the Eight Banner gar-
rison system was expanded or enforced. Several new garrisons 
were established along the new Russian border : Fukejin (on 
Sungari), Buteha (on Nonni). Others were promoted to the high-
er rank of Lt. General (Ch fudutong), e.g. in Hunchu (1881).17

Eventually, the sub-regional and local bureaucracy of the 
three eastern provinces became identical to the rest of China. 
Only the upper-level bureaucracy remained belonging to the 

16  Alexandr Golikov, Administrativnye reformy na okrainakh Tsinskoi im-
perii 1860-1880 gg. i sistema vos'mi znamen (k probleme preemstvennosti v is-
torii Kitaia). Izvestiia Vostochnogo Instituta (DVFU) 20(2) (2012): 52-53.

17  Alexandr Golikov, Administrativnye reformy na okrainakh Tsinskoi im-
perii 1860-1880 gg. i sistema vos'mi znamen (k probleme preemstvennosti v is-
torii Kitaia). Izvestiia Vostochnogo Instituta (DVFU) 20(2) (2012): 53.
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Eight Banners until the last wave of the Qing reforms in 1901 – 
1911. The efforts of Xiliang, Xu Shichang, Zhao Erxun and oth-
er Manchu and Han officials finally led to the administrative 
unification of Manchuria and China Proper in 1906. The roles 
of the Banner Generals at Girin and Qiqihar were merged with 
those of the provincial governor, while the governor of Mukden 
was promoted to the position of Governor-General of the three 
eastern provinces (a position initially reserved for the Eight 
Banners).18

Ideas behind the Qing Administrative Policy in Manchuria

The Qing political system in Manchuria displayed con-
siderable diversity, especially in the beginning, It combined the 
Eight Banner garrisons network, regular civilian administration 
for the Han and rural Bannermen, the vassaldom of the Mongol 
nomadic aristocracy, and tributary trade with tribal peoples of 
the Amur basin. While a gradual process of administrative uni-
fication from the local level upward is clearly visible, the Qing 
dynasty obviously favored a policy of “rule according to local 
habits” (Ch hu-han fenzhi).

Diversification. This practice may be viewed as a manifes-
tation of the essentially dual character of the dynasty. The Qing 
simultaneously belonged to the Sinitic and Inner Asian (Man-
chu-Mongol) cultural areas and were very sensitive to cultur-
al diversity. Until the reforms of 1901 – 1911, the empire pre-
served segregation between the major ethnic/political groups: 
Manchus and Han (Ch Man-Han zhenyu), Mongols and Han, 
and so on. The groups were housed separately, intermarriag-
es and other social interactions were banned, and special quo-
tas (Ch guanque) were assigned to the majority of government 
institutions.19 In this respect, the diversity s of administrative 
system seems to be quite natural.

Another explanation may be found in the functional dis-
tinction between military (or militarized) and civilian groups of 
the population (as perceived by the dynasty). There are spatial 

18  Zhao Zhongfu, “Qingmo dongsansheng gaizhi de beijing.” Jindaishi yan-
jiusuo jikan 6(5) (1977): 320-323.

19  Teng Shaozhen, “Qingdai de man-han tonghun ji youguan zhengce.” 
Minzu yanjiu 1 (1991): 24-25.
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manifestations of this difference. The walled cities and outer pe-
rimeters of the Qing Empire were “guarded” by the Eight Ban-
ner garrisons, or by the Mongol nomadic polities, as well as by 
the warlike tribal peoples of the Amur Basin.20 The inner space 
was “reserved” for the agricultural Han Chinese people. The 
gradual establishment of the civil administration in Manchuria, 
therefore, was the logical consequence of Han settlement.

The diverse approach to administration may have a cul-
tural explanation: the regions north of the Great Wall were per-
ceived by the culturally Chinese bureaucracy (even if of Man-
chu or Mongol ethnic origin) as “borderlands” (Ch biandi), as 
opposed to the “inner lands” (Ch neidi or fudi). The Chinese em-
pires historically used to treat such territories and peoples sepa-
rately.

But the reverse is also correct. The ethnically Manchu 
Qing dynasty clearly differentiated between “inner” (Ma dorgi) 
and “outer” (Ma tulergi) spheres relative to the Emperor. The 
Eight Banners, according to this scale, were considered “the root 
of the state” (Ch guojia genben). In Manchuria they formed the 
nucleus, the core of imperial rule; as often expressed in Mon-
golian political vocabulary, they were the “bones” which carried 
the “flesh” (i.e. the Han Chinese).

The diverse approach to the administration was justified 
in terms of both Chinese and Manchu political philosophies.

Decentralization. The Chinese imperial states were pre-
modern phenomena, their ability to govern limited by transport 
and communication technologies. Considerable autonomy for re-
gional and local officialdom was quite natural, making the hand-
picking of loyal administrators essential for sustainable rule.

The emperors stopped regular inspection of Manchurian 
garrisons in the 1820’s due to political and fiscal troubles. The 
trend towards regionalization became common for all Qing do-
mains. The governors, governor-generals and Banner generals 
became extremely independent in fiscal, military and diplomat-
ic affairs. The Aigun treaty with the Russians was concluded 
by General Yishan, while the development of modern region-

20  Dai Yinghua, Qingmo Minchu qimin shengcun zhuangtai yanjiu (Bei-
jing: Renmin chubanshe, 2010), 56-57. When recruited to the Eight Banners, 
they proved to be good soldiers during the mid 19th century wars against rebel-
lions.
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al armed forces was with the contribution of Manchu generals 
Yiketangga and Ming’an (though usually overshadowed by Wu 
Dachen, who was a Han official).21

The behavior of Banner Generals during the famous Box-
er rebellion also displays significant autonomy: only Shoushan 
followed the official policy of fighting against the Russian forces. 
The others (e.g. Zengqi) preferred making deals with the invad-
ers.22

The situation on a local level was similar. As the riverine 
system was the principal traffic route, the distant garrisons or 
posts may often have been inaccessible for several months annu-
ally. A Japanese traveller, Mamiya Rinzo (1800s), noticed that 
an officer of the Eight Banners (rank “cavalry captain” Ch xi-
aoqiwei) stayed in the villages along the Amur during the sum-
mer season, and then retreated back to his home garrison for 
the winter, leaving the villages outside the sphere of effective 
government control.23

A decentralized administration, as pointed by contempo-
rary researchers, encourages a less rigid local attitude towards 
Han migration. The landowners and Eight Banner officials were 
economically interested in the presence of growing number of 
tenants and taxed farmers and usually turned a blind eye to the 
fact that officially Han settlement was prohibited.24

The relatively decentralized administrative system of 
Qing Manchuria led to the formation of locally-based cliques 
(e.g. in Fushun, Liaoyang) which gained prominence during the 
last years of the Empire and first decades of the Republic.25

“Oriental physiocrats”. While western (including Russian) 
colonization was largely based on mercantilist political econo-

21  Qian Shifu, Qingji xinshe zhiguan nianbiao (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 
1977), 29, 58.

22  Li Yanguang & Guan Jie, Manzu tongshi (Shenyang: Liaoning manzu 
chubanshe, 2001), 633-635. The governors of South China (e.g. Li Hongzhang, 
Liu Kunyi, Zhang Zhidong) went even further and withdrawn from the war 
against the anti-Boxer coalition by forming an association of provinces and con-
cluding peace accord with foreigners.

23  Mamiya Rinzo, Dongda jixing (Beijing: Shangwu yinshuguan, 1974), 12-
17.

24  Zhang Danben & Zhang Jie, Qingdai dongbei bianjiang de manzu, 1644 
– 1840 (Shenyang: Liaoning Minzu chubanshe, 2003), 312-317.

25  Enatsu Yoshiki, “Kyū Hōten-shō Bujun-no yūryokusha Chōke ni tsuite.” 
Hitotsubashi ronsō 102(6) (1989).
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my, the Qing attitude was more physiocratic – they favoured ag-
riculture over commerce and industry. Applying this concept to 
the administration of Manchuria, one may find that the whole 
logic of Qing rule in the region was based on the presumption 
that agriculture was the backbone of both the economy and poli-
tics.

The changes in the administrative system reflected the 
role of agriculture. When the populace of northern Manchuria 
was engaged in hunting and fishing, the simplistic approach of 
ruling via the Eight Banners dominated. They were the political 
substructure, upon which the economic basis of colonization was 
built. When the farming population became dominant, the ad-
ministrative system was re-constructed along Chinese lines.

Thus the borderlands were internalized (Ch neidi) 
through peasant colonization, with the bureaucratic infrastruc-
ture as the superstructure. The cost of such a philosophy was 
high. Han peasant migration was too slow to Sinicize the region, 
which opened a “window of opportunity” to the Russian fur trad-
ers, Cossacks and merchants. Their network of trading posts be-
came the infrastructure of colonial advance.

East Asian Borders in Comparative Perspective

Qing China was not the only state displaying diversified 
(functionally and/or culturally based), decentralized and agricul-
turally-focused development of its border areas.

As early as the 14th century, Joseon Korea imposed ele-
ments of military rule onto the recently acquired areas of mod-
ern Hamgyeong and Pyong’an provinces. A chain of fortified set-
tlements was built along the Tuman River and Yalu River.26 In 
the 17-18th centuries the Koreans dealt, with varying degrees of 
success, with the culturally distinct group of Ya’in (“savages”, 
a.k.a. Jurchen).27

The relations between the Japanese Tokugawa Shōgun 
and the northern tribal peoples (known nowadays as the Ainu) 

26  Li Gi Baek, Istoria Korei: novaia traktovka (Moskva: Pervoe marta, 
2000), 208-209.

27  Adam Bohnet, ””On Either Side the River”: the Rise of the Manchu 
State and Chosŏn's Jurchen Subjects”. in The Exploration of the Landscape of 
Central and Inner Asia, ed.M. Gervers, Uradyn Bulag and G. Long, Vol. 9 (To-
ronto, ON: University of Toronto, 2008).
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present another example of the decentralized approach – con-
tacts were handled via the Matsumae fief (a vassal of the Toku-
gawa) through a tributary trade system. Interestingly, the del-
egation of foreign relations to autonomous local agents was 
common practice in pre-Modern Japan: Tokugawa contacts 
with Korea were handled by the Tsushima daimyō (prince) 
and relations with China through the Satsuma daimyō and the 
Ryūkyūs.28

The comparison with Japan and Korea is valuable since it 
places the north-eastern frontier of China into the broader con-
text of East Asian culture. It shows that such distinct features 
of border management as a culturally-diverse approach to ad-
ministrative practices, a decentralized structure of authority 
and agriculturally-focused colonization practices are not acci-
dental but reflect a different historical and cultural background 
from European empires.

28  James B. Lewis, Frontier Contact between Chosŏn Korea & Tokugawa 
Japan. (London, England: Routledge Curzon, 2003)
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Formation of the Russian-Chinese Border
in the Context of the Evolution of Foreign Affairs

Marina О. Dmitrieva

Today experts agree that the Russian-Chinese relation-
ship has a definite impact on the development of global politics. 
However, this influence on the world system is certainly less 
significant than Sino-American relations.

In this article an attempt is made to look at the history of 
the border between Russia and China through the prism of for-
eign affairs and bilateral Russian-Chinese relations.

President Vladimir Putin, at a press-conference on 20 
December, 2012, said that the relationship between Russia 
and China was at “an unprecedentedly high level of trust and 
cooperation”.1

The two countries have made efforts to conduct a concert-
ed policy on the world stage. Their views coincide on such issues 
as strengthening security in Asia, the non-proliferation of nu-
clear weapons and multipolarity. Russia and China take a com-
mon stand on such problems as the fight against religious ex-
tremism, national separatism and international terrorism. Both 
states vote concertedly on a majority of issues at the UN Secu-
rity Council, General Assembly and in various international or-
ganizations. One of the most recent examples of such coordi-
nated actions was the veto of Russia and China to a UN draft 
resolution providing for sanctions against Syria. Previously, the 
two countries had taken a common stand against such measures 
being applied to Iran.

According to the Professor of MGIMO-University, Sergei 
Luzianin, the main objective in regional cooperation for both 
Russia and China is “a struggle for stability, development and 
prosperity of all states and nations and creating a foundation 
for world harmonisation”.2

1  “Vladimir Putin’s press-conference on 20 September, 2012”. President of 
Russia Website, accessed December 19, 2012, http://президент.рф/%D0%BD%D
0%BE%D0%B2%D0%BE%D1%81%D1%82%D0%B8/17173.

2  Sergei G. Luzianin, “Rossiia i Kitai v Evrazii. Mezdunarodno-Regional-
nye Izmerenia Rossiisko-Kitaiskogo Partnerstva”, in Russia and China in Eura-
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Bilateral interactions include trade, economic and invest-
ment ties, cooperation in the energy, science, technology and 
military fields, as well as cultural exchanges. Russia and China 
are also developing their cooperation within the Shanghai Co-
operation Organization (SCO), the Asia-Pacific Economic Coop-
eration (APEC), BRIC (the group of Brazil, Russia, India and 
China), the Conference on Interaction and Confidence Building 
Measures in Asia (CICA), the Six-Party Talks and other inter-
national bodies.

An important element of the Russian-Chinese partnership 
is transborder exchanges. For a number of Russian eastern re-
gions (Primorye and Khabarovsk Territories and the Amur Re-
gion) China is the major trade partner, an important factor in 
the local population’s wellbeing, and a channel of globalization 
and regional integration.

Events on this extensive Russia-China border line provide 
a laboratory for examining shifts in the economic, military and 
political power of both countries and the resolution of border is-
sues is indicative of improvements in Russian-Chinese interac-
tions occurring within the context of the global political system.

The issue of border legitimacy is quite complex. Despite 
a host of signed treaties that delimited the border, territori-
al conflicts recurred. However, armed clashes between locals 
didn’t play a decisive role and border issues were mainly set-
tled through negotiations and the signing of treaties and agree-
ments. The first of them, the Treaty of Nerchinsk of 1689, set 
the first Russian-Chinese border and determined diplomatic 
and trade relations between the states. According to the Trea-
ty of Aigun of 1858, the left bank of the Amur River from the 
Argun River up to the estuary was recognized as belonging to 
Russia, while Ussuriiskii krai from the Ussuri River confluence 
with the Amur up to the sea was left under joint occupation un-
til the border was defined.

The Treaty of Beijing of 1860 delimited this region and 
marked  the western border between Russia and China. The 
right bank of the Ussuri River was recognized as belonging to 
Russia, while the left was granted to China. The border was also 

sia. International and Regional Dimensions of the Russian-Chinese Partnership, 
ed. M.L. Titarenko (Мoskva: PH “FORUM”, 2009), 261.
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settled along the Sungacha River, Khanka Lake, Belenhe and 
Tunmenjiang Rivers up to the border with Korea.

The Treaty of St. Petersburg of 1881 granted control over 
the western part of the Ili region (in the Ili River valley) to Rus-
sia. The remaining territory of the region was ceded to China. 
The treaty reaffirmed all rights and privileges Russia held in 
western China and Mongolia. In 1911, the Treaty of Qiqihar 
fixed the border after technical adjustments near Argun.

In 1991, the USSR and PRC signed an agreement on bor-
der delimitation in the east, which was finally completed in 
2004. Obvious difficulties in border delimitation had emerged in 
the 1950s after the creation of the PRC, when its leadership ad-
vanced a number of territorial demands. Sergei Golunov points 
out that “the offensive policy of the PRC regarding border issues 
throughout 1960s-1970s was determined by a worldwide strug-
gle against the USSR”.3 At the same time China made territori-
al claims to Vietnam and Japan and reclaimed Hong Kong.

The armed conflict over Damanskii Island in March 1969 
can be considered the peak of confrontation between the USSR 
and PRC. In September of that year, at a meeting initiated by 
the Soviet side, Aleksei N. Kosygin, Chairman of the Council of 
Ministers of the USSR, and Zhou Enlai, Prime Minister of the 
State Council of the PRC, reached an agreement on resuming 
Soviet-Chinese negotiations on border issues. However, the par-
ties couldn’t reach a compromise and the negotiations were halt-
ed.

A significant role in the normalization of the Russian-Chi-
nese relationship was played by Mikhail S. Gorbachev who, in 
his speech in Vladivostok in 1986, proclaimed the new princi-
ples of the USSR’s foreign policy. The head of state conveyed his 
willingness to meet representatives of the PRC at any level that 
positively impacted on the Soviet-Chinese relationship.

In May 1989, M. Gorbachev made an official visit to Bei-
jing. The outcome of the state leaders meeting was a formula 
comprised of eight characters translated as: “To close the past 
– to open the future”.4 As a result, in May 1991, the Sino-Rus-

3  Sergei B. Golunov,”Rossiisko-Kitaiskaia granitsa” in Bezopasnost” i Mez-
dunarodnoe Sotrudnichestvo v Poiase Novykh Granits Rossii, ed. Leonid B. Var-
domskii and Sergei.B. Golunov (Мoskva – Volgograd: NOFMO, 2002), 175.

4  Anatolii S. Cherniaev and Aleksandr B. Veber eds., Otvechaia na Vyzov 
Vremeni. Vneshnaia Politika Perestroiki: Dokumentalnye Svidetel’stva (Мoskva: 
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sian Agreement on Border Delimitation along its Eastern Sec-
tion was signed.

After the break-up of the USSR, a new stage in the rela-
tionship with the PRC began. The need to define the border be-
tween the RF and PRC on the basis of new priorities brought 
the two states to the negotiating table. In February 1992, the 
Sino-Russian Border Line Agreement on its Eastern Section 
was ratified. For the sake of a quick resolution to negotiations, 
the parties decided to remove disputed issues from the agenda 
and postpone discussion of them for an indefinite time.

In December 1992, the Russian President Boris El’tsin 
made his first official visit to China. The Beijing Declaration 
signed during this visit reaffirmed the principles of friendship 
between the two countries that had been agreed during Gorba-
chov’s visit to the PRC in May 1989.

However, the development of the relationship between 
the two states slowed due to the initial pro-Western foreign pol-
icy of B. El’tsin and increased anti-Chinese attitudes among the 
regional authorities. Nevertheless, in 1994, continued negotia-
tions led to the Agreement on the Russia-Chinese State Border 
along its Western Section.

The next step was a conclusion of two agreements between 
the PRC, on one side, and Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and 
Tajikistan, on the other. In 1996 they signed an agreement of 
mutual trust and one agreeing to the reduction of armed forces 
stationed in areas along the border in 1997.

In June 2001, on the basis of these agreements they 
founded the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO). Estab-
lished initially as a political alliance of five states that aimed 
to settle outstanding border issues along the former Soviet-Chi-
nese frontier, the SCO today has become a fully-fledged multi-
lateral institution.

The emergence of this new integrating structure in the in-
ternational arena was possible thanks to Russian-Chinese polit-
ical rapprochement as a result of the settlement of border dis-
putes between the two countries.

In July of that year, Russia and China signed the Trea-
ty of Good-Neighborliness, Friendship and Cooperation. Aleksei 
D. Bogaturov notes that their mutual obligations are “typical for 

Ves’ Mir , 2010), 881.
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treaties between allies, though the word “ally” wasn’t used in 
the context of the Sino-Russian treaty”.5

The rapprochement of Russia and China was facilitated 
by the appointment of Evgenii M. Primakov as the Russian Min-
ister of Foreign Affairs. The pro-Western vector in Russian for-
eign policy was changed to one which emphasized multipolarity. 
China as a result became one of Russia’s key partners. The idea 
of a strategic triangle – Moscow-Delhi-Beijing – was also float-
ed, although in practice it wasn’t realized.

This transformation of Russian foreign policy was taking 
place during a period of worsening relations between both Mos-
cow and Beijing with Washington. The former emerged as a re-
sult of growing mistrust following on from events in Yugosla-
via, NATO’s expansion to Russia’s borders and disappointments 
caused by the unrealized expectations engendered through part-
nership with the West. Tensions between Beijing and Wash-
ington were stoked by the crisis over Taiwan, when on the eve 
of the presidential election in Taiwan the PRC conducted mili-
tary exercises in the area. Washington condemned Beijing’s ac-
tions and sent its warships to the Taiwanese Strait. The situa-
tion was exacerbated by the bombing of the Chinese embassy in 
Belgrade in 1999.

The Treaty of 2001 between Russia and China facilitat-
ed a resolution of border issues, but, at the same time, caused 
discontent among the public and regional authorities in Rus-
sia, who considered the treaty inimical to national interests and 
a potential threat. Nevertheless, on 14 October, 2004, the two 
Ministers of Foreign Affairs, Sergei Lavrov and Li Zhaoxing, 
signed an additional agreement in Beijing that settled the bor-
der line along its eastern sector.

In the Joint Declaration that the Russian Federation and 
Peoples” Republic of China signed in 2004, it is emphasized that 
“the agreement on the state border as well as other agreements 
in relation to the state border have opened additional opportuni-
ties for interaction between the two countries” border regions … 

5  Aleksei D. Bogaturov, ed., Systemnaia Istoriia Mezdunarodnikh Otnosh-
enii. In two volumes, Vol. 2., Sobytiia 1945-2003 godov (Мoskva: Kulturnaia Re-
voliutsiia, 2006), 602.
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that will facilitate an enrichment of Russian-Chinese strategic 
cooperation and partnership”.6

The concession of islands to China had opponents in the 
Russian Far East. In 2004, members of the Khabarovsk Re-
gional Duma pleaded with the State Duma and the Federation 
Council to not ratify the agreements under any circumstances. 
Those opposed pointed out the importance of keeping hold of the 
fortifications on Bol’shoy Ussuriiskiy Island. According to some 
Far-Eastern economists, as a result of the island’s concession 
Russia has lost US$3 billion.7

Nevertheless, on 21 July 2008, a descriptive protocol that 
marked the border line along the Amur River was signed, and 
the border problem between Russia and China was finally re-
solved.

This analysis of the history of the settlement of the bor-
der between Russia and China gives grounds for the conclusion 
that this process depended heavily upon the state of foreign af-
fairs between the two countries and the positions of both states 
in the geopolitical system. Negotiations over a border settlement 
dragged due to the uncoordinated foreign policy of the Russian 
central and regional authorities in the early 1990s and the de-
sire of the regional authorities to conduct their own independ-
ent course. The discontent of the populations of both countries, 
who believed that the border delimitation was unjust, was an-
other hurdle on the way to the border settlement.

It is remarkable that during the last twenty years Rus-
sian-Chinese relations have continued to deepen and strength-
en in a context where the power balance between the two states 
has significantly shifted.

Rapid changes in the Russian-Chinese relationship are 
probably explained by the fact that Russian foreign policy is still 
reactive. Russia hasn’t yet found its place in a formative world 
order, whether it is a global or regional power. Pavel B. Salin, 
notes that “for Moscow, which has learnt the ways of reacting to 

6  “Joint Declaration of the Russian Federation and Peoples” Republic of 
China of October 14, 2004”, The General Consulate of the Peoples” Republic of 
China in Khabarovsk Website, accessed December 15, 2012, http://www.china-
consulate.khb.ru/rus/xwdt/t167039.htm.

7  Aleksandr Gabuev, “Rossiia Zakruglila Granitsu s Kitaem”, “Kommer-
sant” Newspaper Website, accessed December 15, 2012, http://www.kommer-
sant.ru/Doc/914717.
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current challenges from the West (particularly the US), there is 
inexperience in China’s case, and Moscow has no clear-cut strat-
egy towards it, not even a reactive version”.8

Despite the proclaimed strategic partnership, there re-
mains a good deal of disagreement between Moscow and Beijing.  
Prominent among these are such economic issues as the trade 
imbalance, oil supply problems, and the unbalanced nature of 
political, trade and economic ties. Political issues include differ-
ent approaches to the SCO’s development and competition for 
influence in post-Soviet space, and the lack of trust and mutual 
understanding between the peoples of the two countries, with a 
perception of a “Chinese threat” in the minds of some Russians 
and of “territories annexed by Russia” in the minds of some Chi-
nese still alive.

Bobo Lo points out that “a combination of factors like glo-
bal recession, the strengthening of China, and a “reset” of the 
Russia-US relationship makes earlier hidden frictions between 
Moscow and Beijing more evident”.9 This suggests that the set-
tlement of border issues with the PRC was a timely decision by 
the Russian leadership. In a situation where the power balance 
between the two states was shifting in favor of China, the fast-
est resolution was arguably the most advantageous one.

In the late 1990s and early 2000s, the strategic part-
nership between Russia and China was established mainly as 
a challenge to global US hegemony. This was to some extent 
an imposed rapprochement of two weaker states to counter a 
stronger one. However, the ever-accelerating development of the 
PRC is a concern for everyone, including the RF. It raises the 
question of whether China’s strengthening will lead to a new re-
consideration of its borders with Russia.

These concerns are driven by claims in the works of a 
number of Chinese authors to China’s “historical lands”. Iurii 
M. Galenovich, after studying a book “China is disappointed” re-
leased in 2009, has come to the conclusion that “such percep-
tions currently are quite popular in China, especially among 

8  Pavel B. Salin, “Pekinskii Pas’ians. Mesto Rossii v Kitaiskoi Modeli”, 
Rossiia v Globalnoi Politike 4 (2010): 77-79.

9  Bobo Lo, “Postoiannaia perezagruzka Kitaia, Rossiia v Globalnoi Politike 
5 (2010): 96-109.
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some youths and military servicemen”.10 Though one should 
be cautious at such categorical estimates, such conclusions are 
made on the basis of a large opinion poll.

There is another viewpoint as well. For example, Chang 
Bin”, points out that “an implementation of a policy of peace can 
lead to mutual benefits, while a policy of confrontation – to bi-
lateral failure”.11 Moreover, he is confident that “an interna-
tional balance of power requires Russia and China to unite for 
mutual support”.12 In such a situation, the question of reconsid-
ering the border settlement isn’t raised.

Also, no one should forget China’s domestic problems, the 
resolution of which is the main focus of Beijing.  Taiwan is also 
a potential source of conflict in the Asia-Pacific Region, as are 
the territorial claims of the PRC to some East-Asian countries. 
The factor of the US plays a significant role as well.

According to Fedor Luk’ianov, the editor-in-chief of the 
journal Russia in Global Affairs “China isn’t ready for confron-
tation – neither militarily or politically, nor, and this is more 
important, mentally”.13 Researchers agree that Beijing’s leaders 
are most likely to continue to pursue the current course.14 How-
ever, in the long-term, the situation is not as clear.

The state of Russian-Chinese bilateral interactions, there-
fore, will as before apparently depend on the wider state of glo-
bal affairs and the role that Russia and China will play in these 
affairs.

10  Iurii M. Galenovich, O Chem Pishut Avtori Sbornika “Kitai Nedovolen” 
(Мoskva, 2009).

11  Chang Bin’, “K Voprosu o Kitaisko-Rossiiskikh Otnosheniiakh v Novom 
Veke”, in Vzaimodeistvie Rossii i Kitaia v Global’nom i Regional’nom Kontek-
ste: Politicheskie, Economicheskie i Sotsiokul’turnie Izmereniia (Vladivostok: Far 
Eastern State University, 2008), 14.

12  Ibid.15.
13  Fedor Luk’ianov, “Na Gegemona ne Tianet,” Russia in Global Affairs 

Website, accessed December 20, 2012, http://www.globalaffairs.ru/redcol/Na-
gegemona-ne-tyanet-15561

14  See, for instance, Dmitrii Trenin, Post-imperium: Evraziiskaia Is-
toriia (Moskva: Carnegie Center, Rossiiskaia Politicheskia Entsiklopediia 
(ROSSPEN), 2012); Vasilii Kashin, “Viiti iz Teni,” Rossiia v Global’noi Politike 
Website accessed December 15, 2012, http://www.globalaffairs.ru/number/Vyiti-
iz-teni-15536; Fedor Luk’ianov, “Na Gegemona Ne Tianet,” Rossiia v Global’noi 
Politike, accessed December 17, 2012, http://www.globalaffairs.ru/redcol/Na-
gegemona-ne-tyanet-15561; Anatol’ Liven’, “Mir Bez Gegemona,” Rossiia v 
Global’noi Politike Website, accessed December 15, 2012, http://www.globalaf-
fairs.ru/number/Mir-bez-gegemona-15403.
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Therefore, the formation of the border between Russia 
and China was occurring in the context of the development of 
Russian-Chinese relations. A swift shift in the balance of pow-
er in favor of China has forced Russia to make a decision that, 
if not totally beneficial for her, favors further development of co-
operation between these two countries.
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Sakhalin / Karafuto:1 the Colony between Empires

Naoki Amano

In 2008, I took part in an international symposium enti-
tled “Sakhalin: historical experiences of opening up / coloniza-
tion”, which was held at Sakhalin State University. This was 
my first visit to the island of Sakhalin. The program I had origi-
nally received from the organizers had rendered the subtitle of 
the symposium as “historical experiences of colonization”, with-
out the term “opening up (osvoenie)”. I realized then that the 
word “opening up” had been subsequently added to the subtitle. 
This is because controversy had erupted over the term “coloniza-
tion” and the question of whether Sakhalin was a colony or not.

When Japanese scholars refer to Karafuto, it is common 
to define Karafuto as a “colony”. The formal colonies of the Em-
pire of Japan include Taiwan, Karafuto, Korea, the Kwantung 
Leased Territory and the South Sea Islands. They became Japa-
nese territories after 1899, when the Constitution of the Empire 
of Japan was in force. However, if you call Karafuto a “colony” 
in front of repatriates from Karafuto, you will face strong objec-
tions : for them, Sakhalin was an integral part of Japan, not a 
“colony.”

This problem results from the polysemy of and negativity 
associated with the term “colony.” There are two major types of 
colonies: “exploitation colonies” and “settlement colonies.” The 
former involve the conquest and exploitation of a native popula-
tion and the number of settlers from the mother country is rela-
tively low. Exemplars of this type of colony within the Empire of 
Japan include Taiwan and Korea. These sorts of colonies corre-
spond to the generally-held negative image of a “colony.” On the 
other hand, in “settlement colonies” the settlers form a major-
ity of the population, as a result of the dispossession of the origi-
nal inhabitants. “Settlement colonies” can themselves be classi-
fied into two types: colonies formed by settlers from the mother 
country and those formed by settlers from elsewhere. Typical 

1  In this paper, “Sakhalin” means the territory governed by the Russian 
Empire or the Russian Federation, while “Karafuto” means the southern part 
of the Sakhalin Island governed by the Empire of Japan in 1905-1945. Sakhalin 
Island is referred to as the geographical place name.
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cases of the former are the British colonies of New England and 
Australia. The cases of Sakhalin in the Russian Empire and Ka-
rafuto in the Empire of Japan can be viewed as examples of this 
type. An example of the latter type is the Caribbean colonies 
primarily worked and populated by imported African slaves.2

A characteristic of Sakhalin / Karafuto as a settlement 
colony is its geographical proximity to “home’. Sakhalin Island 
lies 42 km from northern Japan and only 7 km from continental 
Russia. So it is hard to comprehend a border between mother 
country and colony. In other words, the inhabitants of Sakhalin 
/ Karafuto cannot imagine that they lived or live in a foreign col-
ony. This explains why the term “colony” causes a strong reac-
tion amongst people from Sakhalin / Karafuto.

This paper aims to consider the characteristics of Sakha-
lin and Karafuto as a colony, in the Russian Empire and Japa-
nese Empire respectively. Recently in Japan, there has been a 
growth in research on the former colonies of the Japanese Em-
pire, but the study of Karafuto has lagged behind. In 2012, Miki 
Masafumi published The Formation of the Japanese Settlement 
Colony of Karafuto,3 which is the first monograph on the history 
of Karafuto in Japan. However, for Sakhalin’s history during the 
Czarist era, much progress has been achieved through a collab-
orative project, The Russo-Japanese war and Sakhalin Island.4 
In Russia, Sakhalin studies are undertaken only by Sakha-
lin historians, but they have made remarkable progress, espe-
cially on its history in the Czarist era. Particularly noteworthy 
are Marina I. Ishchenko’s Old Russian Inhabitants in Sakhalin, 
Natal’ia V. Potapova’s Creed Policy of the Russian Empire and 
religious life in the Far East from the first half of the 19th centu-
ry to the beginning of the 20th century, and Mikhail S. Vysokov’s 
Commentary on A.P. Chekhov’s “Sakhalin Island”.5 In particu-
lar, Ishchenko’s important work is closely related to this paper.

2  Jürgen Osterhammel, Colonialism: A Theoretical Overview, translated 
from German by Shelly L. Frisch (Princeton: Markus Wiener Publishers, 1997), 
10-12.

3  Miki Masafumi, Ijugata Shokuminchi Karafuto no Keisei [The Formation 
of the Japanese Settlement Colony of Karafuto] (Tokyo: Hanawa shobo, 2012).

4  Hara Teruyuki, ed., Nichiro Senso to Sakhalin-to [The Russo-Japanese 
War and Sakhalin Island] (Sapporo: Hokkaido University Press, 2012).

5  Marina I. Ishchenko, Russkie starozhily Sakhalina: Vtoraia polovina XIX 
– nachalo XX vv. (Iuzhno-Sakhalinsk, 2007); Natal’ia V. Potapova, Veroispoved-
naia politika Rossiiskoi imperii i religioznaia zhizn' Dal'nego Vostoka vo vtoroi 
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The specific question I am concerned with here is how and 
why the Russian settlement colony of Sakhalin became the Jap-
anese settlement colony of Karafuto, and how the Japanese oc-
cupying forces treated the Russian citizens of Sakhalin. To put 
it briefly, these Japanese forces engineered the departure of the 
Russian inhabitants in a short space of time, and this enabled 
the formation of the Japanese settlement colony. But why were 
such actions necessary? To answer this question, it is necessary 
to study the conditions of colonization on Sakhalin. This piece 
will begin with a description of how Sakhalin Island was colo-
nized by the Russian Empire. Then, in the second part, I would 
like to discuss how the Russo-Japanese war ended on Sakhalin 
and how the Russian inhabitants left the island.

Sakhalin as a penal colony

The Treaty of St. Petersburg in 1875 between Japan and 
Russia incorporated Sakhalin Island unambiguously into the 
territory of the Russian Empire. Prior to this, though, Sakha-
lin under Czarism was already known as a penal colony. Ac-
cording to the Tentative Regulations Relative to the Island of 
Sakhalin in 1867, the island was designated as being under the 
joint occupation of Russia and Japan, and the Russian govern-
ment officially made Sakhalin a place of exile in 1868,6 though 
the sending of exiles to this island had already begun in 1858.7 
The purpose of the colonization of Sakhalin by exiles was to 
strengthen and secure the Russian presence on the island.8 By 
1873, 1,162 Russian people lived on the island, together with a 
Japanese population only 660 strong.9 The British Minister to 
Japan acknowledged that Sakhalin was under Russian sway, 

polovine XIX – nachale XX veka. (na primere Sakhalina) (Iuzhno-Sakhalinsk, 
2009); Mikhail S. Vysokov, Kommentarii k knige A.P. Chekhova “Ostrov Sakha-
lin” (Vladivostok; Iuzhno-Sakhalinsk, 2010).

6  Polnoe sobranie zakonov Rossiskoi imperii, vol. 44 (1869), part 1, 330.
7  Vasilii I. Vlasov, Kratkii ocherk neustroistv, sushchestvuiushchikh na ka-

torge (n. p., 1873), 22.
8  Dmitrii Tal’berg, “Ssylka na Sakhalin,” Vestnik Evropy, 5 (1879), 220-

221.
9  Akizuki Toshiyuki, Nichiro kankei to Sakhalin-to [Russo-Japanese rela-

tions and Sakhalin Island] (Tokyo: Chikuma shobo, 1994), 215.
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and suggested that the Japanese government should abandon 
the island.10 This  led to the Treaty of 1875.

Within the Russian Empire, Russian America (Alaska) 
was the only official colony. Russian official documents seldom 
called Sakhalin a “colony”. On the other hand, you very often 
see the term in a variety of contemporary literature. One of the 
most famous examples is Aleksei A. Panov’s Sakhalin as a colo-
ny.11 Wider recognition of Sakhalin as a penal colony reflected 
its image within Russia and the reality of colonization on the is-
land. In 1912, the Governor of Sakhalin oblast Dmitrii Grigor’ev 
argued that, “The period of exile has already passed, so the im-
age of Sakhalin as a penal colony should be erased.12

The Russian Empire’s “Regulations on exiles” categorized 
them into three classes: hard labor convicts, convict settlers and 
tramps. Hard labor convicts lived in prison, and were forced to 
work in coal mines, constructing roads and so on. After serv-
ing their sentences as hard labor convicts, they were reclassi-
fied as convict settlers and settled in colonies specified by the 
administration, where they had to support themselves through 
agriculture. Although they remained convicts in the eyes of the 
law, they lived freely within the boundaries of the colony as 
peasants. Tramps, mere itinerants, were treated as convict set-
tlers.13

Following ten years as convict settlers, or six if granted 
a pardon, they were again reclassified as peasants-formerly-ex-
iles. Legally, they were no longer convicts, able to reside any-
where on Sakhalin Island and even, after 1888, to leave the 
island. However, the administrative treatment of them was dif-
ferent from this legal designation, and the administration treat-
ed these peasants-formerly-exiles as “exiles” as well.14

Citizens of the Russian Empire generally imagined “ex-
iles” as hard labor convicts and regarded Sakhalin as “a colony 

10  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, ed., Dainihon Gaiko Bunsho [Dip-
lomatic documents of the Empire of Japan], vol. 2, book 2 (Tokyo: Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs of Japan, 1936), 476.

11  Aleksei.A. Panov, Sakhalin as a colony (St. Petersburg, 1905).
12  Dmitrii Grigor’ev, ed., Sakhalin. Sbornik statei po sovremennym vopro-

sam Sakhalinskoi oblasti (O. Sakhalin, 1912), i.
13  Polnyi svod zakonov Rossiiskoi Imperii, vol. 14 (St. Petersburg, 1904), 1.
14  Obzor ostrova Sakhalina za 1899 god. Prilozhenie k vsepoddanneishemu 

otchety (St. Petersburg, 1900), 9.

Sakhalin / Karafuto : the Colony between Empires

123

Amano

122



of hard labor convicts.” This image was created through works 
like Anton P. Chekhov’s Sakhalin Island.15 Chekhov’s discourse 
created the image that Sakhalin was a “hell island” at “the far 
end of the earth,” where the hard labor convicts lived terribly 
and hopelessly, all of them desperate to return to the “conti-
nent”, “Russia.”

Chekhov visited Sakhalin in 1890, when the colonization 
of Sakhalin was at a tipping point. The composition of the popu-
lation showed that “the colony of hard labor convicts” was turn-
ing into a “colony of convict settlers and peasants-formerly-ex-
iles,” i.e. “a colony of “peasants’.”

The number of hard labor convicts increased drastically 
after 1879, when the Russian Volunteer Fleet started carrying 
them to Sakhalin. Most convicts’ terms were less than 12 years, 
so many of these same individuals became the convict settlers 
of the 1890s and then the peasants-formerly-exiles of the end of 

15  Anton P. Chekhov, Ostrov Sakhalin (Iz putevykh zapisok), in Polnoe so-
branie sochinenii i pisem v tridtsati tomakh, vol. 14-15 (Moscow, 1978).

Figure 1. The number of the Sakhalin “exiles”

Source : Ishchenko, Russkie starozhily Sakhalina, 38; Sakhalinskii kalendar’ (O. 
Sakhalin, 1897), 102; Ibid. (1898), 76; Ibid. (1899), 85; Obzor ostrova Sakhalina 
za 1899 god, Vedomost’ 1; Obzor ostrova Sakhalina za 1900 i 1901 god (Post 
Aleksandrovskii, 1902), Vedomost’ 1.
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that decade. In 1902 Sakhalin had a population of 36,595, 50.8 
percent of which was made up of convict settlers and peasants-
formerly-exiles.16 This means Sakhalin after Chekhov was, in 
effect, a “colony of peasants.” The first scholar to pay attention 
to this discrepancy was Marina I. Ishchenko.

Contrary to Chekhov’s expectations, these “peasants” set-
tled on the island. The total number of the peasants-formerly-
exiles who left Sakhalin was only about 650.17 The quantity of 
sowed seeds of grain in 1883 was 39 tons, and potato 65 tons. 
The quantity of grain in 1901 had increased to 609 tons and po-
tato to 880 tons, and the Sakhalin peasants got a yield 3454 tons 
of grain and 6642 tons of potato.18 The number of Sakhalin-born 
increased from 310 in 1895 to 968 in 1901, 800 of whom became 
adults. The collective identity “Sakhalintsy”, those who love the 
island as their home, was built by the end of the 1890s.19

However, the Sakhalin administration did not recognize 
this situation. According to a document summarizing the histo-
ry of the penal colony on Sakhalin, because the official organi-
zations depended on continental Russia for food, they conclud-
ed that colonization through exiles was a failure.20 However, 
this does not mean that the Sakhalin “peasants” failed in agri-
cultural development, because they were able to support their 
own lives without any aid from the administration. From data 
in 1899, it was only 337 of the 17,240 “peasants” who received 
food aid21. The administration said that the reason it did not 
buy food from the “peasants” was the low quality of their prod-
ucts22. However, it can readily be imagined that this mainly de-
rived from prejudice toward the “exiles.”

In March 1905, the Foreign Minister Vladimir Lamzdorf 
tried to sell Sakhalin to the U.S. Although the plan was not 

16  Marina I. Ishchenko, Russkie starozhily Sakhalina, 38.
17  Sakhalinskii kalendar” (O. Sakhalin, 1897), 103; Ibid (1898), 76; Ibid 

(1899), 85; Obzor ostrova Sakhalina za 1899 god, Vedomost” 1; Obzor ostrova 
Sakhalina za 1900 i 1901 god, Vedomost” 1.

18  Marina I. Ishchenko, Russkie starozhily Sakhalina, 217-218; Obzor os-
trova Sakhalina za 1900 i 1901 god, Vedomost” 24.

19  Marina I. Ishchenko, Russkie starozhily Sakhalina, 319-320.
20  “Otmena ssylki na o. Sakhalin,” Tiuremnyi vestnik, 6 (1906), 319-320.
21  Obzor ostrova Sakhalina za 1899 god, 28-30.
22  Ibid., 26.
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realized,23 the Russian government clearly recognized that the 
Russo-Japanese border would inevitably be renegotiated. In oth-
er words, before the war reached as far as the island, Sakhalin 
had already been abandoned by Moscow.

The Russo-Japanese war on Sakhalin Island:
repatriation and slaughter of the population

On July 7, 1905, Japanese 13th Infantry Division landed 
at Merei, a small hamlet 20km east of Korsakov in Aniwa Bay. 
The commander of the Southern Sakhalin Troops Artsyshevskii 
fired Korsakov and commenced guerrilla warfare while retreat-
ing northwards. However, the Japanese had swept through 
Vladimirovka (present day Iuzhno-Sakhalinsk) by July 11, on 
July 16 the main force of Southern Sakhalin had surrendered, 
and by July 24 the Japanese had occupied the northern part of 
the island. Northern Sakhalin Troops, under the command of 
Military Governor Mikhail Liapunov, surrendered on 31 July 
without fierce resistance, although some partisans of the South-
ern Sakhalin Troops continued their operations. Mopping-up op-
erations by the Japanese continued until 1 September, five days 
before signing the Treaty of Portsmouth.

It is true that the battle for Sakhalin Island was not a 
large one. According to the official history of the war, edited by 
the Russian General Staff Office, 3 Russian officers and 85 sol-
diers died in the battle.24 However, this data is far from com-
plete. It excludes that on volunteer soldiers (2,262 people) who 
accounted for 40 percent of the total number of Sakhalin Troops 
(5,934 people). For example, the report compiled by the Japa-
nese General Office says that more than 100 Russians were 
dead in Vladimirovka.25 The Russian official history also says 

23  Iu. V. Basenko, V. I. Zhuravleva, eds., Rossiia i SShA: diplomaticheskie 
otnosheniia. 1900-1917 (Moscow, 1999), 79-85.

24  Russko-iaponskaia voina 1904-1905 gg. Rabota Voenno-istoricheskoi 
komissii po opisaniiu russko-iaponskoi voiny, vol. 9 (St. Petersburg, 1910), 133.

25  “Meiji 38-nen 7-gatsu 10-ka Haruke-machi hukin ni okeru Dai-13 
Shidan nanbu senryo-gun sento shouhou dai-2 go [Report No. 2 on the battle 
by the 13th Infantry Division near Haruke town on 10 July, 1905],” in Chiyoda 
Shiryo [Chiyoda Materials] (in the possession of the National Institute of De-
fense Studies), 5.
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that the 114 volunteer soldiers of the 4th Army of the Southern 
Sakhalin troops “were all killed after surrender.”26

Who were these unrecorded dead people? How were they 
killed? Let us take the case of Vladimirovka.

The Japanese entered Vladimirovka on 10 July while 
the main force of the Sothern Sakhalin Troops had retreated to 
Dal’nee, a small hamlet 10km north-west of Vladimirovka. The 
Japanese therefore easily occupied the town, and gathered 300 
male inhabitants near their camp. On the morning of the 11th, 
half of the inhabitants were released. The other 150 people were 
brought into the forest. According to Aleksii Troitskii, priest of 
Vladimirovka church, all of them were shot in the forest.27

The dead were not regular soldiers or volunteer soldiers, 
but the inhabitants of the town. In the Register of Births of Be-
rezniaki church, in which inhabitants of Vladimirovka were reg-
istered, you can find it recorded that on 11 July, 6 inhabitants 
were “killed by the Japanese.”28

The Japanese did not distinguish the inhabitants from 
volunteer soldiers. A Japanese soldier wrote in his notes, “all of 
the Russian prisoners were shot to death.”29 Ariga Nagao, a con-
temporary scholar of international law, wrote a few years lat-
er that the Japanese could not distinguish the inhabitants from 
volunteer soldiers, as they were not in full dress. Even if they 
were volunteer soldiers, it was not necessary to apply interna-
tional law to them, since they were “convicts” who didn’t know 
international law. Therefore, the Japanese “sentenced to death 
about 120 people after inquisitions.”30

The Russian volunteer soldiers consisted of exiles drafted 
by the Military Governor’s command on 22 February, 1904.31 If 
exiles volunteered, they would shorten their sentences, and in-

26  Russko-iaponskaia voina 1904 – 1905 gg., vol. 9, 109.
27  Sv. Aleksii Troitskii, “Iz vospominanii o russko-iaponskoi voine na Iu. 

Sakahaline,” Vladivostotskie eparkhial’nye vedomosti, 19 (1908), 478.
28  GIASO (Gosudarstvennyi istoricheskii arkhiv Sakhalinskoi oblasti). F. 

23-i. Op. 2. D. 104. L. 27ob-29. The Register of birth of Vladimirovka church 
cannot be found.

29  Harada Munehiro’s note in Maezawa Tetsuya’s possession.
30  Ariga Nagao, Nichiro rikusen kokusai-hou ron [International Law dur-

ing the Land Battles of the Russo-Japanese War] (Tokyo: Tokyo kaiko-sha, 1910), 
142-143.

31  RGIA DV (Rossiskii gosudarstvennyi istoricheskii arkhiv Dal’nego Vos-
toka). F. 1133. Op. 1. D. 2488. L. 102-103.
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ternational law should have been applied to the volunteer-pris-
oners. As for the nonmilitary inhabitants, international custom-
ary law of the period allowed them to be sentenced to death by 
military trials if they offered resistance32. However, the slaugh-
ter in Vladimirovka continued after July 11. According to Troit-
skii’s memoirs, in all 300 nonmilitary inhabitants were killed by 
the Japanese.33

It is often said that the Japanese treated Russian prison-
ers fairly during the Russo-Japanese war. But if you know about 
the incidents in Sakhalin, this evaluation is overturned. On Au-
gust 30, the Japanese found the 4th Army of Southern Sakhalin 
along the river Naiba. After fighting for three hours, 180 Rus-
sians surrendered. A Japanese soldier wrote in his letter to his 
hometown that all the prisoners were shot to death on August 
31.34 Arkhip Makeenkov, a volunteer soldier survivor, also testi-
fied that the Japanese speared the prisoners with bayonets and 
shot them.35

Why did such incidents happen? Missionary Nikolai 
Iaponskii, hearing of the tragedies from Russian prisoners sent 
to Japan, recorded in his diary that “the Japanese revealed their 
true character,” because no foreign war correspondent served 
on Sakhalin Island.36 A Russian newspaper Russkoe Slovo said 
that the Sakhalin administration allowed the Japanese to treat 
the exiles without mercy.37

I offer here another reason: these incidents of slaughter 
were part of the operation of occupying Sakhalin Island. The 
Japanese tried to make the island “uninhabited” by force in or-
der to govern the occupied territory securely. Such battles for 
security were repeatedly fought in other occupied territories in 
Taiwan, Korea and China.38 But there were two ways of mak-

32  Fujita Hisakazu, Kokusai jindo-hou [International Humanitarian Law] 
(Tokyo: Yushido-kobunshya, 2003), 83-85; 196-197.

33  Troitskii, “Iz vospominanii,” 19 (1908), 478.
34  Fukui prefectural archives: K0020-00901 (2-3/6).
35  RGVIA (Rossiiskii gosudarstvennyi voenno-istoricheskii arkhiv). F. 846. 

Op. 16. D. 10064. L. 73.
36  Sv. Nikolai, Dnevniki sviatogo Nikolaia Iaponskogo, ed. Nakamura Ken-

nosuke, vol. 5 (St. Petersburg, 2004), 289.
37  A. A. Stepanov, “Oborona Sakhalina v russko-iaponskuiu voiny,” Na Ru-

bezhe, book 1 (Khabarovsk, 1941), 289.
38  Kasahara Tokushi, “Chiansen no shiso to gijutsu [Thoughts and Tech-

niques during Security Operations]”, ed. Kurasawa Aiko et al., Asia-Taiheiyo 
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ing the territory “uninhabited” on Sakhalin Island. One was this 
slaughter of the inhabitants, while the other was their repatria-
tion.

There were essentially four routes by which Sakhalin in-
habitants left the island. The families of administrators could 
leave the island on ships chartered by the administration. 500 
families of exiles also left the island at their own expense before 
the battle. About 800 people returned to Odessa via Japan af-
ter the battle, mostly officials, their families and some children 
in orphanages,39 with a further 224 inhabitants who could pay 
their expenses.40 Some inhabitants escaped from the island by 
themselves. M. Diks, a correspondent for the Russian newspa-
per Novoe Vremia, said that some officials and inhabitants of 
Northern Sakhalin crossed the Tatar Straight to the continent 
on their own.41

The fourth route was repatriation via de Castries Bay, the 
expenses of which were borne by the Japanese occupation au-
thorities. Those repatriated were convict settlers, those peas-
ants-formerly-exiles. Hard labor convicts, who were to be sent 
to Nerchinsk Prison, were transported on the same ships. From 
the end of August to the beginning of September, 3,962 exiles 
from Southern Sakhalin and 2,758 from Northern Sakhalin 
were shipped to de Castries.42 As a result, as of December 1905 
5,487 people (excluding the indigenous population) lived on the 
northern part of the island, while only about 500 Russians re-
mained in the southern part, more than half of whom left the is-
land in 1906.43

Senso [Asian-Pacific War], vol. 5 (Tokyo: Iwanami shoten, 2006), 215-244.
39  Marina V. Gridiaeva, “Sakhalin v usloviakh voennogo vremeni: poloz-

henie naseleniia v 1904-1905 gg.,” in Sakhalin i Kurily v voinakh XX veka: ma-
terialy nauchnoi konferentsii (7-10 iunia 2005 g.), ed. Aleksandr I. Kostanov 
(Iuzhno-Sakhalinsk, 2005), 134-135.

40  JACAR (Japan Center for Asian Historical Records): C06041286700 
(19/24).

41  M. Diks, “Razgrom Sakhalina,” Istoricheskii vestnik, 6 (1906), 898.
42  Itahashi Masaki, “Taikyo ka, soretomo zanryu ka: 1905nen natsu, 

Sakhalin-tomin no “sentaku” [Repatriate or Remain: The Sakhalin people’s 
“choice” in the summer of 1905]”, in Russo-Japanese War and Sakhalin Island, 
182.

43  Sergei P. Fedorchuk, Russkie na Karafuto (Iuzhno-Sakhalinsk, 1996), 
13.

Sakhalin / Karafuto : the Colony between Empires

129

Amano

128



Recently there has been rapid progress made in Japa-
nese research on the Sakhalin inhabitants’ repatriation.44 The 
key figure here, Itahashi Masaki, concludes that the evacuation 
to de Castries was actually a repatriation forced on the Japa-
nese, who drove the inhabitants from Southern Sakhalin so as 
to avoid their starvation.45

It is true that the Sakhalin administration did not have 
enough food at the time. After the beginning of the Russo-Jap-
anese war, transportation between the island and the con-
tinent was halted, so the quantity of food in public warehous-
es decreased sharply (see Figure 2). The monthly food supply 
to the 9 warehouses in Southern Sakhalin was often less than 
that consumed. Some warehouses had exhausted their supply 

44  The latest achievement is Hara Teruyuki, “Nichiro-senso ki no Sakhalin 
nammin to rosia-seifu no kyujyutsu seisaku [Refugees from Sakhalin and the 
relief policy of the Russian Empire during the Russo-Japanese War],” in Roshia-
shi kenkyu [Studies of Russian History], 91 (2012), 3-22.

45  According to Itahashi, inhabitants of Northern Sakhalin left the island 
to evade the heavy taxes the Japanese tried to impose on them. Itahashi, “Re-
patriate or Remain,” 168-179. .

Figure 2. Flour supply and consumption of the public
 warehouses in Southern Sakhalin in 1904 (in units of pood)

Source : RGIA DV. F. 1133. Op. 1. D. 2520. L. 4-180.
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of flour,46 and in May 1904, Governor Liapunov ordered restric-
tions on the warehouses.47 As of the end of May, the warehous-
es in Southern Sakhalin had stock for only two months.48 When 
food was supplied to Southern Sakhalin in August, the ware-
houses in Tymovsk okrug in Northern Sakhalin did not get any 
food.49 In October 1904, supplies were furnished to Southern Sa-
khalin, and this was the last supply before the battle on Sakha-
lin.50

A Japanese document said that, when the Japanese occu-
pied Southern Sakhalin, the inhabitants complained of a serious 
shortage of food.51 Officials truly felt the shortage, because they 
lived on the food supplied by the warehouses. The troops also 
did not get enough food.52 However, I do not believe that con-
vict settlers, peasants-formerly-exiles and their families were on 
the verge of starvation, because, as stated above, they supported 
themselves without aid from the administration.

It is true that the inhabitants “selected” leaving the island 
themselves. The head of Aleksandrovsk okrug asked the occu-
pation forces to change the destination for repatriation, as De 
Castries was much harder to live in.53 In fact, many repatriates 
came back to Northern Sakhalin after the war.54 Nevertheless, 
they “chose” to abandon their homeland. Why?

This was because Sakhalin had been abandoned. Mikhail 
Zviagin, the head of Korsakov okrug, and his staff had left the 
island with the prisoners in July. This means that the Sakha-
lin administration had already collapsed before the moment of 
choice. Moreover, the inhabitants witnessed the “uncivilized” 
operations of the occupying forces. The commander Takenouchi 
Seisaku of the Southern Karafuto Occupying Army reported the 
Russian inhabitants were nervous, because they were afraid 

46  RGIA DV. F. 1133. Op. 1. D. 2520. L. 94ob, 96ob, 112.
47  RGIA DV. F. 1133. Op. 1. D. 2419. L. 64.
48  RGIA DV. F. 1133. Op. 1. D. 2491. L. 52.
49  RGIA DV. F. 1133. Op. 1. D. 2520. L. 78, 81.
50  Russko-iaponskaia voina 1904-1905 gg, vol. 9, 98. .
51  JACAR: C03020412200 (12-13/22).
52  RGIA DV. F. 1133. Op. 1. D. 2488. L. 284, 286; Marina V. Gridiaeva, 

“Sakhalin v usloviakh voennogo vremeni,” 141.
53  JACAR: C06041286600 (11-12/50).
54  Marina I. Ishchenko, “Naselenie Sakhalina vo vremia i posle russko-

iaponskoi voiny” (paper presented at the international symposium “Russo-Japa-
nese War and the Sakhalin island”, Sapporo, Hokkaido, 9-10 October, 2010).
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the Japanese were not “civilized.”55 The inhabitants’ uncertain-
ty, as mentioned above, came true. Priest Troitskii claimed in 
his memoirs, “Can you call such troops civilized? Readers them-
selves should judge.”56

Under such conditions, the inhabitants had to “choose” to 
stay or repatriate. Moreover, they had to make their decision 
within 10 days, as on 6 August the occupying forces ordered that 
the inhabitants must give notification of their intentions by 16 
August.57 You may easily imagine that they had no choice but to 
abandon their homeland.

Conclusion

Japanese immigrants flocked to the “uninhabited” island 
after the war. As of the end of 1911, 54,651 Japanese were set-
tled in Karafuto, making up 96 percent of the population.58

When building colonies, the Japanese empire tried to 
“empty” the land both in Taiwan and in Korea so that the em-
pire could achieve security in foreign lands. One Japanese histo-
rian even refers to such activities as the traditional behavior of 
the empire.59 In Korea the activity was carried out by the same 
army division as in Sakhalin (it had moved to Korea soon after 
finishing the action in Sakhalin).

However, both in Korea and in Taiwan Japanese settlers 
did not form a majority of the population and the empire es-
tablished exploitation colonies there. This was partly because 
the colonies had a much larger native population than Sakha-
lin. The great population density of the colonies was a signifi-
cant feature of Japanese empire. Moreover, the disparity in ma-
terial power made it possible for the fewer colonists to build the 
exploitation colonies. In other exploitation colonies of European 

55  JACAR: C03020412200 (11-12/22).
56  Troitskii, “Iz vospominanii,” 20 (1908), 507.
57  JACAR: C06041286600 (13-14/50).
58  Takumusho (Ministry of Colonial Affairs), Nihon oyobi kakkoku shoku-

minch zuhyo [Maps and Charts of Colonies of Japan and the World] (Tokyo: Ta-
kumusho, 1912), 12.

59 Kasahara Toguji, “Chian-sen no siso to gijutsu [Thought and Technique 
of the Battle for Security] , in Asia –Taiheiyo senso [Asian-Pacific War], eds. 
Yoshida Yutaka et al., vol. 5 (Tokyo: Iwanami shoten, 2006), pp. 215-244.  See 
also: Kasahara Toguji, Nihongun no Chian-sen [The Battle for security of the 
Japanese army] (Tokyo: Iwanami shoten, 2010).
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empires, the “civilized” few controlled the “uncivilized” native 
population in a foreign land. That could be applied to the cases 
in Taiwan and Korea.

A total change in the composition of the inhabitants of Sa-
khalin Island occurred again after World War II. Almost all the 
Japanese settlers were forced to repatriate between 1946 and 
1949. Therefore, every time a battle ended on the island and the 
border changed, the occupying forces made the new territory 
“uninhabited.”

But Sakhalin / Karafuto was a colony between two em-
pires. There was not a clear hierarchy between the empires. It 
was therefore impossible to establish an exploitation colony. The 
smaller native population and the Russian officials” attitude as 
stated above also encouraged the Japanese empire to empty the 
land. In addition, the occupation of Sakhalin in the Russo-Japa-
nese war meant the “recovery” of the Japanese land, which the 
Japanese had called “Kita Ezo (Nothern Ezo) before the first de-
marcation of the border in 1875.60 So, the colonization of Kara-
futo could be regarded as the advancement of the frontier, or the 
opening up of a “colony without colonialism.”61 As a result, the 
settlement colony of Karafuto, in which it was hard to see the 
border between “the mother country” and “the colony,” was built 
up against the Russo-Japanese border.

60  Ezo is a Japanese name historically referring to the islands north of Ja-
pan.

61  Osterhammel, Colonialism, 37.
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Ōhashi Kazuyoshi and the Transition of Karafuto into 
Sakhalin

Jonathan Bull

In 1947 Ōhashi Kazuyoshi became one of the 6.9 mil-
lion Japanese who repatriated after the fall of the empire. Un-
like many others, Ōhashi was fortunate enough to have his re-
integration into society smoothed by an acquaintance putting in 
a good word for him at a job interview. As Ōhashi’s wife told 
the story almost 50 years later, when her husband went for a 
post as a reporter at the Hokkai Taimusu he scored zero on the 
general knowledge exam. However, pointing to Ōhashi’s previ-
ous experience as a journalist for the Karafuto Shimbun, a way 
was found to take on the recent repatriate.1 A few years after 
being hired, the Hokkai Taimusu published a series of articles 
by Ōhashi with the title Ushinawareta Karafuto (“The Karafu-
to that was Lost”). As Ōhashi explained, his account of life in 
Soviet-ruled Southern Sakhalin was perhaps only the second 
or third to be published.2 As far as I can find, Ōhashi’s was the 
first to be printed in a widely read newspaper. For this reason, 
the series is a particularly important source for understanding 
one aspect of post-imperial Japanese society.

Named as the Hokkai Taimusu in 1949 after two news-
papers merged, before ending in 1998, the publication was the 
main regional competitor to the Hokkaido Shimbun. Perhaps 
because of a greater pressure to attract readers, the Hokkai 
Taimusu often introduced angles on the news that were absent 
from its more established regional rival. During the 1950s and 
1960s, the interest of the newspaper’s editors was occasionally 
drawn to stories about Karafuto. This was at a time when the 
topic of Japan’s former colonies is said to have been largely ab-
sent from public discourse.3 If the newspaper was looking to tap 

1  Ōhashi Kazuyoshi, Ushinawareta Karafuto (Sapporo: Ōhashi Eiko, 
1995), 211. This book was published by Ōhashi Kazuyoshi’s wife and contains 
all of the original newspaper articles. Japanese names are given in standard or-
der, that is, family name first.

2  Ibid., 7.
3  See Carol Gluck for the view that empire and Japanese repatriates” suf-

fering was “publically silenced”. Carol Gluck, “Operations of Memory: “Comfort 
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into a source of potential readers, Karafuto repatriates living in 
Hokkaido were one such possibility. After the end of the empire 
and the “loss” of Karafuto to the Soviet Union, nearly 250,000 
repatriates from Karafuto settled in Japan’s northern-most is-
land as shown by statistics collected by the Hokkaido Prefectur-
al Government in 1949.4

A few studies have touched on Japanese repatriates from 
Karafuto. Mariya Sevela provides a valuable account of some 
of the reasons why people’s experiences in Karafuto are large-
ly missing from Japanese memories of the war vis-a-vis the So-
viet Union. She argues that the memories of Japanese who were 
in Karafuto, which were often positive about life alongside the 
Russian population, could find little room for expression in a so-
ciety dominated by negative images of a “Soviet enemy’.5 Inter-
estingly, John Stephan, writing in the early 1970s, emphasised 
how private individuals and organizations made irredentist 
demands for the “return” of Karafuto to Japanese control. As 
Stephan pithily wrote, “former residents naturally phrase their 
arguments like men who have been driven from their homes.”6 
Similarly, Tessa Morris-Suzuki maintained that many Karafuto 
repatriates’ views were closely entwined with the aims of the or-
ganisation set-up to represent them – Zenkoku Karafuto Renmei 
(hereafter “Kabaren”). Set-up in 1948 with the backing of the 
Japanese government, Kabaren continues to operate in 2013. 
According to Morris-Suzuki, this organization fostered a sense 
of “colonial nostalgia” primarily because of its involvement in 
Cold War politics.7 Sevela’s findings and the work of Stephan 
and Morris-Suzuki point to the danger of making assumptions 
about “Karafuto repatriates” as either a single group with com-

Women” and the World,” in Ruptured Histories – War, Memory, and the Post-
Cold War in Asia, ed. SM Jager and R Mitter (Cambridge MA: Harvard, 2007), 
51.

4  Karafuto shūsenshi kankō kai, Karafuto shūsenshi (Tokyo: Zenkoku Ka-
rafuto Renmei, 1973), 596.

5  Mariya Sevela, “'How Could You Fear or Respect Such an Enemy?' The 
End of WW II on Sakhalin Island,” in The Japanese and Europe: Images and 
Perceptions, ed. Bert Edstöm (Richmond, Surrey: Curzon Press, 2000), 188-189.

6  John J Stephan, Sakhalin – A history (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971), 
173.

7  Tessa Morris-Suzuki, “Northern Lights: The Making and Unmaking of 
Karafuto Identity,” The Journal of Asian Studies 60(2001), 667.
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mon ideas or as sharing the same viewpoint as the main repat-
riate organisation.

Japanese language research also uses Kabaren as a lens 
through which to view the post-imperial history of Karafuto re-
patriates. Nakayama Taishō described how the organisation 
formed a “post-war Karafuto identity” that, in part, tapped into 
wider narratives in post-war society about Japanese victim-
hood.8 This is certainly an important part of memory making 
about Karafuto and the figure of the repatriate. However, we do 
not know the process by which this occurred. One crucial step 
would appear to have been the emergence of an “official histo-
ry” researched and drafted largely by Kabaren officials in the 
mid to late 1960s. Known as Karafuto Shūsenshi (“Karafuto and 
the end of the War”; hereafter “Shūsenshi”) this has become the 
“go-to” text, not only for historians, but also for repatriates re-
searching the history of Karafuto. Such activity often manifests 
itself in the writing of “self-histories” (jibunshi) of which hun-
dreds have been produced since the 1980s onwards. Tamura 
Masato goes as far as dismissing these books and pamphlets as 
“basically all the same” meaning a formulaic narrative of Soviet 
takeover, Japanese expulsion and longing in later life for a lost 
homeland.9 Tamura’s criticism may be a touch strong; however, 
there can be less doubt about the importance many writers have 
placed on Shūsenshi as a reference to add historical credibility 
to a jibunshi-narrative.

Why then should we return to Ōhashi’s newspaper arti-
cles? An obvious reason is that Ōhashi had a somewhat unusual 
vantage point from which to view Southern Sakhalin. His work 
as a journalist provided him with numerous opportunities to 
compare and contrast life under Japanese and Soviet rule. How-
ever, there are limitations to using Ōhashi’s writings as a source 
in this way – not least the time that elapsed between when the 
events happened and when he wrote his account. The source is 
of greater interest for what it reveals about the kinds of views 
and opinions that were circulating amongst Karafuto repatri-
ates at a moment in the mid-1950s. By examining some of the 

8  Nakayama Taishō, “Karafuto imin shakai no kaitai to henyō – sengo Sa-
harin o meguru idō to undō kara,” Imin kenkyū nenpō 18(2012), 112.

9  Tamura Masato, “Kan Okhotsk kaiiki no kyōkai hendō to soko de kuras-
hitekita hitobito,” Gendai shisō 40 (2012), 229.
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problems raised by Ōhashi we gain a different perspective on 
how Karafuto, repatriation and the war were being talked about 
and the ways this discourse may have shifted over time. This 
is important because Ōhashi’s narrative has significant differ-
ences of interpretation and emphasis from the version of events 
later set out in the Shūsenshi (and the one that has become the 
benchmark historical text). Ōhashi’s account therefore enables 
us to step back from the standard portrayal of Karafuto at the 
war’s end and the unstated assumption that “this was what all 
Karafuto repatriates thought” to explore whether any alterna-
tive narratives might have existed and how these complicate 
our current understanding.

Karafuto and the collapse of the Japanese Empire

Between 1905 and 1945, the southern half of Sakhalin Is-
land was part of the Japanese Empire. Known as Karafuto, and 
acquired during the negotiations that followed the Russo-Japa-
nese War, by the 1930s approximately 400,000 Japanese were 
living and working there.10 In addition to the Japanese, local so-
ciety was a mixture of Koreans, Chinese, Russians and indig-
enous peoples. The entrance of the USSR into the war against 
Japan led to two weeks of fierce fighting in Karafuto in August 
1945.11 The Soviet Union established control by the end of the 
same month and shortly afterwards renamed Karafuto as Sa-
khalin.

During the fighting, the Japanese authorities in Karafuto 
organised an evacuation that lifted tens of thousands of people 
to Hokkaido. In addition, several thousands more left in small 
boats. Between 280,000 and 290,000 Japanese are thought to 
have spent anything from several months to up to four years 
living under Soviet authority.12 After 1946, repatriation began 
from Sakhalin and the Japanese population steadily decreased. 
In 1951, the Japanese government signed the San Francisco 

10  Nakayama Taishō, “Futatsu no teikoku, yottsu no sokoku – Karafuto/
Saharin to Chishima/Kuriru,” in Teikoku hōkai to hito no saiidō, ed. Araragi 
Shinzō (Tokyo: Bensei shuppan, 2011), 206.

11  See Katō Kiyofumi for an outline of the fighting in Karafuto. Katō Kiyo-
fumi, 'Dai Nippon Teikoku' hōkai (Tokyo: Chuō Kōron Shinsha, 2009), 205-212.

12  For detailed information see Katō Kiyofumi. Katō Kiyofumi, “Soren gun-
sei shita no Nihonjin kanri to hikiage mondai,” Gendaishi kenkyū 5(2009). 11-19
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Peace Treaty and gave up its claim to the southern half of Sa-
khalin Island. However, the treaty did not state to which coun-
try those rights had been given up. Neither did the USSR rati-
fy the treaty which meant that the Japanese government could 
continue to maintain that no settlement had been reached re-
garding Karafuto.13

Ōhashi Kazuyoshi repatriated in 1947. By the time the 
official repatriation began in December 1946, over 5 million re-
patriates had already returned to Japan from other parts of the 
former empire. As nearly all accounts written by repatriates 
and researchers rarely fail to show, on their arrival many expe-
rienced the so-called “cold winds of the homeland’. This expres-
sion encapsulates the discrimination that repatriates (both sol-
diers and civilians) encountered from fellow Japanese who had 
spent the war years in mainland Japan.14 In addition to the dif-
ficulties of feeding, sheltering and employing repatriates in a so-
ciety ravaged by the war, research has also suggested that this 
discrimination was a way for people in the post-war Japanese 
nation-state to forget the pre-war and wartime imperial past.15 
Throughout the Occupation period and well into the 1950s, go-
ing about everyday life was often enough to expose many repat-
riates to small slights and minor discriminations.

Japanese-Soviet negotiations in the mid-1950s
and Karafuto

In 1955, negotiations for the normalization of relations be-
tween Japan and the USSR began. Hatoyama Ichirō, replacing 
Yoshida Shigeru as Prime Minister in December of the previous 
year, came to office with strong public backing for his propos-
al to improve relations with other countries. Negotiations lasted 
from June 1955 until October 1956. Ultimately, no peace treaty 
was concluded but a Joint Declaration was issued which official-
ly ended the state of war and re-established diplomatic relations 
between Japan and the USSR. Of relevance here is that in 1955 
Japanese diplomats included “Karafuto” as territory with an un-

13  Stephan, Sakhalin – A history, 167-168.
14  Wakatsuki Yasuo, Sengo hikiage no kiroku (Tokyo: Jijitsūshinsha, 

1991), 276.
15  Lori Watt, When Empire Comes Home (Cambridge (MA): Harvard Uni-

versity Asia Center, 2009), 200.



decided status and, therefore, as part of their bargaining posi-
tion. This has subsequently been dismissed as little more than a 
tactic to strengthen the Japanese negotiating position.16 The So-
viet negotiators ignored any attempts to raise the subject.

Discussion of Karafuto was closed down in diplomatic ma-
noeuvrings but opened up within domestic politics in Japan. 
Kabaren held a meeting in Tokyo in March 1955 from which the 
Minami Karafuto Henkan Kisei Dōmei (“Alliance for the reali-
zation of the return of Southern Karafuto”) was launched. The 
meeting was attended by several prominent politicians including 
Machimura Kingo who later become the Governor of Hokkaido. 
As well as issuing a statement calling for the return of Karafu-
to to Japanese control, a petition was started and 200,000 sig-
natures were collected from across Japan.17 Separate from Kab-
aren, within regional politics in Hokkaido the negotiations were 
observed with great interest. In addition to questions about ter-
ritory, reaching agreement on access to fishing grounds was an 
issue of consequence to local businesses and communities alike.

Although the mid-1950s marked a moment when the 
USSR was the focus of attention for much of the domestic me-
dia, public interest in Japan’s northern neighbour was nothing 
new. Tsuyoshi Hasegawa has argued for the importance of the 
“collective memory of the Soviet-Japanese War in the summer 
of 1945” in shaping perceptions.18 He suggests that for many 
Japanese, the image of the USSR was overwhelmingly a nega-
tive one based on numerous grievances from the war and ear-
ly post-war years. Repatriates formed a key part of such imag-
es. In particular, the depiction of “pitiful” women and children 
from Manchuria and “brainwashed” men from Siberia was es-
pecially powerful.19 However, the hold of such collective memo-
ries on society is a problem that must be treated with caution. 
One young Fulbright scholar who went on to become a highly 
regarded expert on Japanese-Russian relations drew on his own 
experience of everyday life in Hokkaido to question assumptions 
about overwhelming public hostility towards the USSR. In 1954 

16  Stephan, Sakhalin – A history, 168.
17  Karafuto shūsenshi kankō kai, Karafuto shūsenshi, 638-640.
18  Tsuyoshi Hasegawa, “Japanese Perception of the Soviet Union and Rus-

sia,” in Japan and Russia, ed. Gilbert Rozman (New York: St. Martin's Press, 
2000), 283.

19  Watt, When Empire Comes Home. Chapter 3.
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George Lensen wrote, “There is relatively little admiration or 
support of Communism in Japan, but there is much sympathy 
for the Russian people” and, quoting as anecdotal evidence from 
a recent newspaper report, “the Russian skaters who ran away 
with the [...] 1954 world speed skating championship were [...] 
extremely popular in Sapporo”.20

Ōhashi Kazuyoshi and “The Karafuto that was lost”

Ōhashi’s articles were, therefore, partly a response to 
the interest generated by the Japanese-Soviet negotiations. In 
1955, from February until May, the Hokkai Taimusu published 
Ushinawareta Karafuto as a series of 58 articles. Written en-
tirely by Ōhashi, the period he covered lasted from 9th August 
1945 when the USSR entered the war against Japan until De-
cember 1947 when he arrived in Japan on a repatriation boat. 
For most of this time, Ōhashi was working as a journalist. At 
first, this was for the Karafuto Shimbun which from 1942 be-
came the main newspaper for Karafuto. In August 1945, Ōhashi 
was dispatched to the frontline in Karafuto to cover the start of 
the fighting. On 29th August, Soviet military orders meant the 
Karafuto Shimbun ceased publication. However, this was not 
the end of Ōhashi’s time as a journalist because he found him-
self writing for Shinseimei (“New Life”). This newspaper, con-
trolled by the Soviet authorities but published in the Japanese 
language, was written for the Japanese who remained in South-
ern Sakhalin. Ōhashi’s press credentials enabled him to move 
around Southern Sakhalin relatively freely – something that 
was not possible for most other Japanese at the time.

Ōhashi wrote from memory and without the aid of notes 
or a diary about events that had happened almost 10 years ago. 
Because of this, he seems to have anticipated that some people 
might find this reason enough to doubt the veracity of his ac-
count. Ōhashi stated that he had only included those details of 
which he was most certain; any memories that were hazy he 
had left out.21 There is no way of knowing for certain how fac-
tually accurate Ōhashi’s account is. Unlike a diary, his articles 

20  George Lensen, Report from Hokkaido: The Remains of Russian Culture 
in Northern Japan (Westport: Greenwood Press, 1973), 184-185.

21  Ōhashi, Ushinawareta Karafuto, 207.
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were written in the knowledge that they would be read. There-
fore, it is likely that he modified the content of his account and 
his portrayal of events to meet the expectations of his audience. 
Rather than read Ōhashi’s words to find out “what happened” 
in Karafuto at the end of the war, of greater importance are the 
topics that he chose to raise for discussion. These are sugges-
tive of what kinds of discourse were circulating amongst Kara-
futo repatriates in post-war society.

Possibly, because of his training and experience as a jour-
nalist, Ōhashi chose to structure his story primarily around the 
people he saw in Karafuto. Through his description of their eve-
ryday lives in the last weeks of fighting and then for a two year 
period following the Soviet takeover, Ōhashi commented on 
politics and “Karafuto” as a place. He focussed on people from 
the perspective of nationality – the Karafuto he saw contained 
“Japanese”, “Koreans” (Chōsen-jin), and “Russians” (Soren-jin). 
“Americans” also featured but as a faceless and unknown pres-
ence in post-war Japan.

Ōhashi’s portrayal of Russian soldiers, settlers
and “the Soviet system”

In many accounts by Japanese who were in areas occu-
pied by Soviet soldiers immediately after Japan’s surrender one 
of the main themes is the danger of violence, including rape, and 
robbery. Ōhashi’s description of Southern Sakhalin in the weeks 
and months after the Soviet takeover does not mention any spe-
cific incidents against Japanese civilians. Instead, he refers to 
“bad elements” amongst the soldiers who he alleges were re-
sponsible for most of the acts of violence and theft. In the same 
article, he appears to contradict himself by stating that such sol-
diers were untypical of “the general situation” but by concluding 
that, even still, there were “too many bad elements”.22 Ōhashi 
does state that once Soviet administrative control became estab-
lished, laws were enforced and theft and violence towards Japa-

22  Ōhashi, Ushinawareta Karafuto, 84.
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nese civilians decreased.23 This point is supported by American 
intelligence reports from the late-1940s.24

Ōhashi interpreted his encounters with the Russian ci-
vilian population in a more positive light. Beginning shortly af-
ter the end of hostilities, people began to move from the Russian 
mainland to settle in Southern Sakhalin. By the autumn of 1946 
approximately 70,000 Soviet citizens had arrived. By 1949 this 
figure had reached 450,000.25 Because of the shortage of hous-
ing, many of the new settlers shared accommodation with Japa-
nese families. Ōhashi wrote about how this provided opportuni-
ties for Japanese and Russians to get along with each other. He 
also explained that cohabitation was a tactic Japanese used to 
protect themselves from break-ins and to obtain extra supplies 
of food and daily essentials.26 Accounts other than Ōhashi’s also 
often comment warmly on time spent living alongside Russian 
families.27

Ōhashi’s gaze over the Soviet society in Southern Sakha-
lin was not restricted to people but also included politics. He 
separated the Soviet organisation of society from what had exist-
ed before through his notion of “the workers’ country” (rōdōsha 
no kuni). Ōhashi never clearly expressed what he meant by this 
term but he used it to explain various “differences” that he no-
ticed with his idea of Japan. As a journalist for Shinseimei his 
job required him to travel around various locations in Southern 
Sakhalin to write copy for the newspaper. The stories he was 
told to write were usually about the “efforts” of Japanese work-
ers and the “munificence” of the Soviet labour system. However, 
as Ōhashi recalled in his articles, many of the supposedly most 
attractive features of the system often failed to be implement-
ed. Japanese workers in coalmines frequently found themselves 
having to work longer than the mandated 8-hours to ensure that 

23  Ōhashi, Ushinawareta Karafuto, 84.
24  “Background, Various Theatres,” in MEMORANDUM FOR: COL How-

ell (1946/04-?/?). in GHQ/SCAP Records, Box 384C, GIII-00273-00275 (Micro-
fiche from “Materials on the Allied Occupation of Japan” held in the Modern 
Japanese Political History Room, National Diet Library, Tokyo).

25  Nakayama, “Futatsu no teikoku, yottsu no sokoku – Karafuto/Saharin 
to Chishima/Kuriru,” 208.

26  Ōhashi, Ushinawareta Karafuto, 131.
27  Sevela, “'How Could You Fear or Respect Such an Enemy?' The End of 

WW II on Sakhalin Island,” 189.

Ōhashi Kazuyoshi and the Transition ...

141

Bull

140



Soviet supervisors met production targets.28 Free healthcare 
was good in theory but in practice there were seldom enough 
medical supplies for people to receive adequate treatment.29

Where Ōhashi expressed his greatest admiration for the 
Soviet society he encountered was what he perceived as a lack 
of discrimination towards a defeated people. He wrote about his 
experience on a train when a fellow passenger spoke-up for him 
after an army officer demanded that Ōhashi, being Japanese, 
give up his seat. The passenger rebuked the officer with the 
words that “Japanese and Russians were free to work alongside 
each other in Southern Sakhalin” and that “the [Japanese] peo-
ple should not be confused with the crimes of their leaders”.30 
Ōhashi contrasted society in Southern Sakhalin with, not only 
what had existed prior to 1945, but also what he had found in 
Japan after repatriation. On several occasions he invoked an 
image of Occupied Japan and the “Americans” as the opposite 
of his experience in Southern Sakhalin. Commenting on a Rus-
sian man working to polish shoes he stated that he could not 
picture the same scene in Sapporo (the administrative capital 
of Hokkaido) where the “victors would shine the shoes of the 
losers”.31 Writing about shared housing Ōhashi sardonically ex-
claimed that he could not imagine “if it was Americans, [that 
they] would want to live in battered old Japanese houses”.32

Thousands of Japanese detained in Southern Sakhalin 
tried to escape across the Soya Straits to Hokkaido rather wait 
for the start of official repatriation.33 There are no statistics for 
those who died trying to do so. Evidently, many felt there was 
enough hardship and uncertainty to risk attempting the peril-
ous crossing. Therefore, Ōhashi’s positive comments about liv-
ing under Soviet rule should be viewed within this context. In 
particular, there is evidence that discrimination towards Kore-
ans, which was an everyday feature of Japanese rule in Karafu-
to, did not end with emergence of Soviet society.34 Ōhashi’s view 
of the Soviet system and “the workers’ country” was, in places, 

28  Ōhashi, Ushinawareta Karafuto, 107.
29  Ibid., 111.
30  Ibid, 187.
31  Ibid., 188.
32  Ibid., 131.
33  Katō, “Soren gunsei shita no Nihonjin kanri to hikiage mondai,” 14.
34  Stephan, Sakhalin – A history, 162.
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a romanticised image. However, why did Ōhashi feel it was ap-
propriate to describe the transition of Karafuto into Sakhalin in 
this way? There is no definite answer. Rather, important factors 
seem to have been the way he was trying to come to terms with 
the impact of the war and how he understood his own role as an 
individual in Karafuto’s history.

Ōhashi’s “Karafuto” and the Japanese

Ōhashi witnessed, what one scholar has aptly called, the 
moment “when Japan became Russia”.35 He saw Russian set-
tlers arriving in their thousands. The towns and villages he 
had known since childhood were given Russian names. Former 
Japanese houses were modified to meet Russian standards for 
keeping out the cold. In areas badly damaged during the fight-
ing Russian designed buildings were erected. Russian style mar-
kets, restaurants and entertainment venues all appeared dur-
ing the two years Ōhashi lived in Southern Sakhalin. In his 
description of these changes and his portrayal of living along-
side Russian settlers Ōhashi refrained from expressing outright 
anger and hostility towards those who were now living in what 
he referred to as his “home place” (kokyō). Despite this, other 
research emphasises widespread public antipathy towards the 
USSR and Karafuto repatriates” arguments as being based on 
an irredentist agenda and having been “expelled’.

One reason for Ōhashi’s restraint was possibly the politi-
cal context at the time he was writing the articles. In 1955, as 
the Japanese government was preparing to open negotiations 
for a peace treaty with the USSR, highly critical accounts of the 
war would most likely have been unwelcome. In Hokkaido, a 
region where the stakes in securing good relations were high-
er, newspaper editors were probably aware (or made aware) of 
this point. Nevertheless, Ōhashi’s treatment of the behaviour of 
the Soviet military suggests that he was not afraid to make his 
more controversial opinions known.

However, another important reason, alluded to by Ōhashi 
himself, was the short duration of the hostilities between Ja-
pan and the USSR in August 1945. Ōhashi argued that because, 

35  Sevela, “'How Could You Fear or Respect Such an Enemy?' The End of 
WW II on Sakhalin Island,” 174.
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“there was not the horrific killing of the fighting between Rus-
sians and Germans” this explained, “the vast difference [in Rus-
sians] feelings towards Japanese [as compared] to Germans”.36 
Such comments would have been of little comfort to those peo-
ple who lost family and friends during the fighting or whilst 
awaiting repatriation. Ōhashi’s point, however, is important 
for comprehending the way he depicted the end of Karafuto. He 
could have processed the loss of his home place by focussing on 
a phrase that was to become almost ubiquitous in Japan in pop-
ular portrayals of USSR : as a “thief who robs you when your 
house is on fire” (kajidorobō). This term referred to the wide-
spread sense of anger in Japanese public opinion that the Sovi-
et leaders had taken advantage of Japan’s weakened position at 
the end of the Asia-Pacific War to make territorial gains. Ōhashi 
did use this language but qualified it by acknowledging in the 
following sentence “the Soviet side’s perspective” that Southern 
Sakhalin had already been returned as part of the secret claus-
es of the Yalta Agreement.37

Nevertheless, although the fighting in Karafuto was rela-
tively brief compared to other theatres of the war, Ōhashi still 
struggled to come to terms with the violence he had witnessed. 
That the fighting between the Japanese and Soviet sides framed 
Ōhashi’s recollections of Karafuto is obvious from the date at 
which he started his account – the 9th August 1945 when the 
USSR declared war on Japan. Ten years later, many unan-
swered questions confronted Ōhashi as he tried to sum-up his 
wartime experience. This is shown by Ōhashi’s attempt to ana-
lyse one of the most traumatic moments in his life : the bomb-
ing of the train station in Toyohara. Ōhashi was in the town on 
the 22nd August, saw the bombs being dropped and witnessed 
the horrific aftermath. A decade later he was still grappling 
with the “reason” for the bombing. What made this a particular-
ly vexing problem was Ōhashi’s belief that Toyohara was under 
“a white flag” at the time of the attack.38

An obvious target for Ōhashi to blame was the Soviet side. 
As he declared, “that the surrender had no meaning was hard 

36  Ōhashi, Ushinawareta Karafuto, 199-200.
37  Ibid., 72.
38  Ibid., 65.
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for the townspeople [of Toyohara] to accept”.39 However, as with 
his earlier moderating of the term “kajidorobō”, Ōhashi doubt-
ed whether blame could be fixed so unambiguously. According 
to Ōhashi, “The Japanese military’s resistance was still con-
tinuing”. He reported others as saying “that the USSR had is-
sued orders to halt evacuation which the Japanese side had not 
adhered to”.40Ōhashi widened his discussion to include anoth-
er incident that became seared into collective memories about 
the war in Karafuto – the fighting that engulfed the town of 
Maoka. In this case, approximately 500 civilians are thought to 
have died after being caught-up in the crossfire between Japa-
nese and Soviet soldiers.41 Although he was not a direct witness, 
Ōhashi methodically listed the better-known incidents when ci-
vilians were killed. Once again he intimated the difficulty of es-
tablishing blame.42

Ōhashi tried to balance his answers regarding questions 
about blame. That he was making these arguments in the mid-
1950s shows that no clear-cut narrative of Karafuto repatri-
ates as “victims” of the USSR yet existed. The Hokkai Taimu-
su was not a newspaper known for taking an extreme stance. 
By running the articles, the editors indicated that they thought 
Ōhashi’s views would resonate with at least some of the news-
paper’s readers. Why did Ōhashi pull back from holding the So-
viet military as solely responsible for the fate that befell Kara-
futo?

Shortly after Japan’s surrender, the “betrayal” of the “or-
dinary Japanese” by the wartime “leaders” became one of main 
themes of public discourse. Historians have found ample scope 
in this phenomenon of Japan’s post-war history for interpreta-
tion. One of the main points is that by apportioning blame to a 
small coterie of wartime leaders (whilst excluding Emperor Hi-
rohito) Japanese people have been able to overlook their own 
wartime responsibility. The separation of “guilty” leaders from 
“innocent” masses was, therefore, a useful device in the post-
war for coming to terms with war and defeat. Ōhashi too told 
his story by using the dichotomy of leaders (shidōsha) and or-

39  Ōhashi, Ushinawareta Karafuto, 65.
40  Ibid., 65.
41  Karafuto shūsenshi kankō kai, Karafuto shūsenshi, 303.
42  Ōhashi, Ushinawareta Karafuto, 65.
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dinary people (minkanjin/shomin). As a newspaper journalist 
he would have been familiar with such rhetoric. However, to as-
sume that Ōhashi was simply either using the cliché of the time 
or subtly trying to avoid personal responsibility is to overlook 
a different problem : how people in Karafuto regarded the local 
elites who ruled over them. Unsurprisingly, and as shown most 
effectively by Hiroyuki Shiode, local society in Karafuto was a 
rumbustious place.43 Tensions inevitably existed amongst mi-
grant workers, settlers, local village and town notables, and the 
colonial government of Karafuto-chō. The afterlife of such ten-
sions can be clearly seen in Ōhashi’s work.

If Ōhashi’s position on who to blame for civilian deaths 
was ambiguous, it was less so on another event that was to be-
come crucial to later collective memories – the conduct of the 
emergency evacuation. Between the 13th to the 23rd August 1945 
evacuation boats ferried approximately 88,000 people to Hokkai-
do.44 The evacuation, supposedly limited to women, children and 
the elderly, was planned by officials in Karafuto and Hokkaido 
in conjunction with the military. Ōhashi’s anger was directed 
towards Karafuto officials and the military leaders who he be-
lieved had ensured that their families were placed on the first 
evacuation boats to leave. Ōhashi wanted to know why they had 
been given priority over “ordinary people”.45 He questioned the 
feasibility of evacuating such a large number of people and of-
fered the opinion that a way should have been found to bring a 
halt to the fighting rather than planning for an evacuation. He 
even suspected that the “self-interest of some of the leaders” in 
wanting to ensure that their families were safely evacuated had 
delayed the ceasefire. Ōhashi was adamant that “it could not be 
helped if the evacuation of women and children was interpreted 
as consolidation for a final battle”.46

Ōhashi saw the handling of the evacuation as one of sev-
eral examples of how the Japanese “leaders” of Karafuto had 
discredited themselves and, in doing so, badly let down the “or-
dinary people”. His greatest anger was directed towards the 

43  Hiroyuki Shiode, “Nation or Colony? The Political Belonging of the Jap-
anese in Karafuto,” Social Science Japan Journal 12 (2009).

44  Katō, 'Dai Nippon Teikoku' hōkai, 212.
45  Ōhashi, Ushinawareta Karafuto, 48.
46  Ibid., 65.
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former governor of Karafuto : Ōtsu Toshio. As well as prioritis-
ing the evacuation of his own family, Ōhashi alleged that Ōtsu 
had sent a subordinate official to meet Soviet military com-
manders rather than risk going himself.47 Describing the char-
acter of the former governor, Ōhashi was dismissive of how Ōtsu 
had a “smell of colonialism” about him.48 In another example of 
the ordinary people being deceived, Ōhashi recalled talking to 
a farmer who had been ordered to leave his home by the Japa-
nese military. Soldiers then poured gasoline over the buildings 
and set them alight. For Ōhashi, this was a clear sign that “of 
course, Karafuto had been no more than a colony [after all]”.49 
Ōhashi used the term “colonial” as a derogatory phrase to criti-
cise both the manner of the governor and the actions of the Jap-
anese military towards Karafuto.

The last article in the series was published on 2nd May 
1955. So far in his writing, Ōhashi had refrained from discuss-
ing the subject of how to understand the way Japan had ac-
quired the southern half of Sakhalin Island in 1905. As he drew 
his thoughts together, he wrote a revealing sentence : “The So-
viet Union retook territory seized by the Japanese imperial-
ists – amongst progressive Japanese too those who believe this 
are [many].50 Ōhashi did not explicitly state what his “politics” 
were. However, his strong criticism of the elites of Karafuto and 
the affinity he expressed towards many of the Russian people he 
encountered suggest that he might have called himself a “pro-
gressive Japanese”. How to understand contemporary history, 
therefore, placed him in a bind – he struggled to reconcile the 
tension between the view that Karafuto was a product of impe-
rialism and the commonplace belief that a person should have a 
deep sense of affection for the place they were born and raised. 
His idea of “the colonial” was useful for dissipating some of this 
tension. The colonial was what he now saw as negative about 
Karafuto’s history, namely the self-interested actions of the of-
ficial elite and Japanese military. The positive aspects that he 
chose to remember were the opposite of the colonial – the efforts 
of “ordinary people” to settle and the “longing for home place” of 

47  Ōhashi, Ushinawareta Karafuto, 80.
48  Ibid., 78.
49  Ibid., 54-55.
50  Ibid., 208.
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those born in Karafuto. “Colonial” was a word that helped him 
to avert his gaze from Karafuto’s problematic history and his 
own place within it.

Conclusion

Pre-war society in Karafuto was riven with conflict and 
competition amongst a variety of actors. The fact that unelect-
ed bureaucrats were the primary power-holders added to these 
tensions. The start of the war with the United States and Brit-
ain in 1941 led to a reconsolidation of wartime society in Kara-
futo. The slide towards “total war” required a ramping-up of the 
rhetoric about officials and civilians in Karafuto acting as one. 
In two weeks in August 1945 the Soviet military overturned 
40 years of Japanese rule of Karafuto. In defeat and then dur-
ing the following period when “Japan became Russia”, pre-war 
tensions reappeared and were reinterpreted. Repatriate news-
papers written in the first years of the post-war reveal the an-
tagonism some repatriates felt towards the official elite of Ka-
rafuto.51 Ōhashi, prompted to put his thoughts on paper by the 
onset of diplomatic negotiations and the ten-year anniversary of 
the end of the war, continued the narrative of repatriates and 
their sense of anger towards officialdom and the military.

Ōhashi wrote an account that pointed to the difficulty he 
was having coming to terms with his wartime experience. Com-
prehending the death of civilians in war, something that he had 
witnessed, was one of the hardest challenges he faced. Ōhashi 
sensed that someone should be held responsible but his writings 
showed that attributing blame was no simple task. His descrip-
tion also contained, what for Ōhashi was, an irresolvable conun-
drum. His political sympathies lay on the side of those who now 
revoked the history of Karafuto as one more chapter in the story 
of Japanese imperialism. Yet he also wanted to hold on to “Ka-
rafuto” as the place he called home.

Ōhashi Kazuyoshi died in 1974, less than two decades af-
ter Ushinawareta Karafuto was printed. The articles seem to 

51  “Kanryō yo hikiagesha no kōboku tare – ayamareru undō tenkai,” Ka-
rafuto Jihō, 5 February 1947. (available on microfilm of “Gordon W Prange Col-
lection” held in the Modern Japanese Political History Room, National Diet Li-
brary, Tokyo)
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have been Ōhashi’s only extended piece of writing on Karafu-
to. The year before he passed away, a book now regarded as the 
“official history” of the war in Karafuto – Karafuto Shūsenshi 
– was published. The book made use of Ōhashi’s articles in sev-
eral sections including those about Shinseimei and, in particu-
lar, on the bombing of Toyohara.52 However, the extracts were 
used in such a way as to omit Ōhashi’s nuanced appraisal of life 
under Soviet rule and his excoriation of official and military ac-
tions. There is no way of knowing if Ōhashi was aware his work 
was being ransacked in this manner, or if with the passing of 
time he might have actually modified his views and come to 
agree with the later description. But neither is this the point. 
Ōhashi’s articles are evidence of a moment in the mid-1950s 
when memory making about repatriates and Karafuto was still 
complicated and in a state of flux. During the 1960s, as monu-
ments about Karafuto and repatriates began to be erected and 
government-backed histories began to be written, memory-mak-
ing about the Japanese empire took on a more “official” and less 
convoluted form. These later “texts” have been seized upon as 
evidence for how Karafuto repatriates came to terms with their 
past. Ōhashi’s writings help us to remember that the history of 
repatriates and Japanese society’s post-imperial transformation 
was perhaps more tortuous than we have until now considered 
to be the case.

52  Karafuto shūsenshi kankō kai, Karafuto shūsenshi, 377-378, 530-531.
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Section III.
Modern Transborder Processes and Border
Policies in Eurasia

Vladivostok 2012 : Borders, Borderlands, and
Dual-dependency in the Russian Far East

Paul Richardson

This chapter explores how borders and borderlands are 
being reconfigured and reframed in the Russian Far East (RFE), 
with a particular focus on the city of Vladivostok. This region 
provides a fascinating case study through which to observe how 
“boundaries materialize, rematerialize, and dematerialize in dif-
ferent ways, in different contexts, at different scales, and at dif-
ferent times.”1 The paper attempts to demonstrate how border-
lands serve simultaneously as locales of intense meaning and 
significance for politics, identity, society, and business; at the 
same time as existing in a state of constant flux, possessed with 
multiple meanings, which have the potential to undergo sudden 
and sometimes unpredictable discursive shifts.

Such an understanding of borders follows recent geo-
graphic narratives on territorial boundaries.2 A prevailing fea-
ture to come from this scholarship is an understanding that “in-
dividual state borders are deeply characterized by contextual 
features and societal power relations and their meanings change 
in the course of time along with broader, typically state-related 

1  Nick Megoran, “Rethinking the Study of International Boundaries: A Bi-
ography of the Kyrgyzstan–Uzbekistan Boundary,” Annals of the Association of 
American Geographers 102 (2) (2011), 1.

2  For a summary see: David Newman, “Boundaries,” in A companion to 
political geography, ed. John Agnew, K. Mitchell, and G Toal (Oxford: Black-
well, 2003); Anssi Paasi, “A Border Theory: an unattainable dream or a realistic 
aim for border scholars,” in A Research Companion to Border Studies, ed. Doris 
Wastl-Walter (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2011).
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societal relations and conditions…”3 This chapter explores state-
society relations in the context of national development strate-
gies promoted by Moscow in the Russian Far East. It discusses 
how this region is being reconfigured by processes of de-terri-
torialisation – a broad conceptual term which captures the ma-
terial and discursive disappearance of the border in a globalis-
ing world; and re-territorialisation – a counter-trend where 
new types of borders and borderland spaces are proliferating.4 
As Anssi Paasi has noted, both de- and re-territorialisation “oc-
cur in various institutional practices and discourses and dis-
play economic, cultural and political power relations. Since both 
processes are taking place continually, they are overlapping and 
intermittent, and they inevitably result in differentiation of the 
already complex spatialities of borders.”5

One of the tasks of this chapter is to highlight these com-
plexities and to explore how the purported dematerialisation of 
one kind of border can occur at precisely the same time as the 
materialisation of another kind of border. It seeks to examine 
how borderlands are a nexus where the economic imperatives 
of state elites and their national development strategies inter-
sect with local border-cultures. It acknowledges that borders 
and borderlands are represented in a myriad of different ways, 
in different places, at different scales. As Chris Rumford has 
noted, “[p]eople can construct the scale of the border for them-
selves; as a “local” phenomenon, a nation-state “edge,” or as a 
transnational staging post: the border can be reconfigured as a 
portal.”6 This chapter seeks to engage with different construc-
tions and imaginings of Russia’s Far Eastern borderlands both 
in the “centre” and at the “periphery,” while highlighting pre-
cisely how “borders are open to contestation at the level of state 
and in everyday life.”7 It is argued here that examining various 
representations of borderlands can tell us much about strategies 
of national development and elite-led visions of national destiny, 

3  Paasi, “A Border Theory: an unattainable dream or a realistic aim for 
border scholars,” 27.

4  See: ibid., 18.
5  Ibid., 18.
6  Corey Johnson, Reece Jones, Anssi Paasi, Louise Amoore, Alison Mountz, 

Mark Salter, and Chris Rumford, “Interventions on rethinking “the border” in 
border studies,” Political Geography 30 (1) (2011), 67.

7  Ibid., 61.
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while at the same time demonstrating how they are contested 
and fragmented at every spatial scale. In such a context, borders 
are “no longer seen only as lines on a map but as spaces in their 
own right (as in the idea of “borderlands”) and as processes.”8

Sites in these borderland spaces have the potential to 
serve as a kind of stage, “where identity is dramatised, broad-
cast, shared and reproduced…often mapping out identities 
which are situated in wider symbolic, imagined geographies 
of which the particular stage may be part.”9 Against the back-
ground of a renewed state-led interest and commitment of re-
sources to developing Russia’s Far East, this chapter turns at-
tention to how such border sites can become highly charged 
political stages on which national and regional elites perform 
their own specific narratives of identity and articulate compet-
ing ideas of national destiny. Focussing in particular on the 
2012 Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) Summit, held 
in Vladivostok last year, the chapter outlines how this event 
marked a performance of national identity where the state lead-
ership – through their construction of this stage, and their rhe-
torical pronouncements and actions on it – sought to decisive-
ly declare that Russia is a renewed, economic, and geopolitical 
power in Asia. In this discourse the city was to become a portal 
to the dynamic Asia-Pacific region and a symbol of the de-mate-
rialisation of inter-state borders, as well as the infrastructural 
development of the region.

However, it is suggested that the discursive framing and 
material construction associated with APEC 2012 came at the 
cost of overlooking, denying, and misinterpreting the desires 
and aspirations within local border-cultures. Instead, on this 
very same stage, a local reaction to these state-led processes 
emerged through the demonstration of a regional sense of iden-
tity and distinctiveness, which rejects and resents the top-down 
appropriation of these borderlands. At the same time as the 
Russian state has sought to reconfigure its inter-state border 

8  Corey Johnson, Reece Jones, Anssi Paasi, Louise Amoore, Alison Mountz, 
Mark Salter, and Chris Rumford, “Interventions on rethinking “the border” in 
border studies,” Political Geography 30 (1) (2011), 67.

9  Emphasis in original: Tim Edensor, National Identity, Popular Culture 
and Everyday Life (Oxford: Berg, 2002), 69-70. Although Edensor is not talking 
specifically about borders they could certainly be defined as the symbolic sites 
that he regards as stages.
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with neighbouring states in the Asia-Pacific region, the relation-
ship between centre and periphery within Russia has been rede-
fined and even subverted. As the rest of this chapter explores, 
the shaping of Vladivostok into a symbol of Russia’s presence 
and openness towards Asia has occurred alongside the emer-
gence of new ideational borders between centre and periphery.

The changing nature of Vladivostok
and Russia’s Far Eastern borderlands

Vladivostok is a port city located in the Russian Far East, 
a little over 50 km from the Chinese border and is also the clos-
est Russian city10 to the markets, conurbations, and industrial 
centres of Japan and South Korea. Since Vladivostok’s founda-
tion in 1860, the city has gone through alternating periods of 
relative freedom in cross-border trade and migration flows, in 
contrast with tightly restricted external links and rigorous state 
controls on border crossings. The former is perhaps best repre-
sented by the period from Vladivostok’s founding until the con-
solidation of Soviet power in the 1920s, and again from the late 
1980s until today. The latter would be from the 1930s until the 
Soviet collapse, when Vladivostok was a closed city to foreign-
ers.11

However, even during the Soviet period, Vladivostok was 
briefly used as a stage for attempts to reform and re-orientate 
the state. In 1959, then Soviet leader, Nikita Khrushchev, vis-
ited the city after his first official visit to the United States. 
Khrushchev, evidently impressed by his time on America’s West 
Coast, called for the residents of Vladivostok, to turn the city 
into “our own San Francisco.”12 His pronouncement, made at a 
local shipbuilding plant, was soon followed by a massive con-

10  I.e. over 500,000 inhabitants.
11  Artyom Lukin and Tamara Troyakova, “The Russian Far East and the 

Asia-Pacific: State-Managed Integration,” in From APEC 2011 to APEC 2012: 
American and Russian Perspectives on Asia-Pacific Security and Cooperation, 
ed. Rouben Azizian and Artyom Lukin (Vladivostok: Far Eastern Federal Uni-
versity Press, 2012), 190.

12  Irina Filatova, “Khrushchev’s San Francisco,” St. Petersburg Times, 
November 2, 2011, accessed June 9, 2013. http://sptimes.ru/index.php?action_
id=2&story_id=34771.
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struction effort aimed at transforming the city into a “Greater 
Vladivostok.”13

A proliferation of low-quality apartments, as well as a fu-
nicular, were the major achievements of Khrushchev’s enthusi-
asm. However, as the base of the Pacific Fleet, the city remained 
a closed military port and it was not until the mid-1980s that 
Vladivostok again caught the attention of the Soviet leadership 
as a locale which could demonstrate a new orientation for the 
state. In July 1986, Mikhail Gorbachev, used the occasion of a 
visit to Vladivostok to proclaim in a famous speech a new era 
of Soviet engagement with the Asia-Pacific region. He stressed 
that the Cold War was ending and that the Soviet government 
would seek to open up the region and develop it as part of a 
broader Asia-Pacific economy.14 His intention was to transform 
Vladivostok from an outpost of Soviet military power into a city 
that symbolised his newly introduced processes of glasnost and 
perestroika.

However, the opening of Vladivostok was ultimately only 
realized with the dramatic and sudden implosion of Soviet pow-
er in 1991. The Soviet state’s collapse, and the associated with-
drawal of central state authority and support, had the result of 
exacerbating acute social and economic problems in the RFE.15 
Features of this period were the decline of state-backed indus-
tries and services; a reduced military capability; unemployment; 
the removal of barriers over the movement of goods and people; 
the weakening of state and law-enforcement institutions; uncon-
trolled exploitation of the region’s natural resources; worsening 
corruption; and the increasing influence of criminal elements on 
business and politics.16 It is therefore hardly surprising that be-
tween 1991 and 2012, the RFE lost about one fifth of its pop-
ulation as birth rates collapsed and out-migration increased as 

13  Irina Filatova, “Khrushchev’s San Francisco,” St. Petersburg Times, 
November 2, 2011, accessed June 9, 2013. http://sptimes.ru/index.php?action_
id=2&story_id=34771.

14  Lukin and Troyakova, “The Russian Far East and the Asia-Pacific: 
State-Managed Integration,” 192-193.

15  Ibid, 193.
16  Ibid, 194.
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people left the deteriorating economic conditions and dire em-
ployment prospects.17

If, in the 1990s, the RFE was characterized by neglect 
and disconnection with Moscow, then the coming to power of 
Vladimir Putin in 2000 was to signal a renewed engagement 
with the region. From the start of the new millennium, the cen-
tral government began to reassert its influence, most dramati-
cally and immediately with the removal of the outspoken and 
controversial Primorskii Governor, Evgenii Nazdratenko, in ear-
ly 2001.18 By the end of Putin’s first Presidency a massive fed-
eral development programme for the RFE and Siberia had also 
been announced with huge state funding allocated through to 
2013.19 The culmination of this trend came with the announce-
ment by Putin in September 2007, at the APEC leaders’ meeting 
in Sydney, that Vladivostok would host the 2012 APEC Sum-
mit.

Putin’s announcement committed Russia to hosting a ma-
jor international summit in a city with basically non-existent in-
frastructure for such a purpose at the time. Justifying the de-
cision to bring APEC to Vladivostok, Putin and other members 
of the leadership emphasised that it was aimed at giving impe-
tus to the RFE and showcasing it to the international commu-
nity.20 Among Russia’s declared priorities for the summit were 
further liberalisation of trade and investment in the Asia-Pa-
cific; deeper economic integration into this region; efforts to en-
courage “innovative growth”; and the improvement of transport 
and logistics.21 The summit was therefore part of a wider trend 
towards the dematerialisation of the economic and political bor-

17  “Programma razvitiia Dal'nego Vostoka otoslana na dorabotku – 
raskhody okazalis' “neadekvatnymi””, newsru.com, February 20, 2013, accessed 
on June 9, 2013, http://newsru.com/finance/20feb13/fareast.html.

18  See: Steven Fish, “Putin's Path,” Journal of Democracy 12 (4) (2001).
19  “Programma “Eknomicheskoe i sotsial’noe razvitie Dal’nego Vostoka i 

Zaibaikal’ia na period do 2013 goda”, Ministry of Economic Development of the 
Russian Federation, November 21, 2007, accessed on June 12, 2013, http://www.
economy.gov.ru/minec/activity/sections/econreg/investproject/doc2010011212.

20  Lukin and Troyakova, “The Russian Far East and the Asia-Pacific: 
State-Managed Integration,” 195.

21  “Interview by Deputy Foreign Minister A. Borodavkin”, Kommer-
sant, accessed June 9, 2013, http://www.mid.ru/brp_4.nsf/0/D8E7F804D6E48 
D1A4425795700280D74-29-11-2011, cited in Viacheslav Amirov, “Russia, Ja-
pan, and the Asia-Pacific,” in From APEC 2011 to APEC 2012: American and 
Russian Perspectives on Asia-Pacific Security and Cooperation, ed. Rouben 

Vladivostok 2012 : Borders, Borderlands ...

155

Richardson

154



ders between Russia and its Far Eastern neighbours, as well as 
a chance for a symbolic demonstration to a domestic audience – 
especially to the residents of the RFE – that the Russian state 
had a renewed desire to develop the region and to provide the 
necessary services and infrastructure for its citizens. Perhaps 
most significantly, it also indicated that the state now had the 
resources to make good on its promises and in total US$21 bil-
lion of federal money was spent on making Vladivostok capable 
of hosting this summit.22

Projects included the construction of a large, state-of-the-
art university campus (at a cost of 70 billion roubles [US$2.2 
billion]),23 three massive bridges (one of which is the longest ca-
ble-stayed bridge in the world and alone cost 32.2 billion roubles 
[US$1 billion]), two luxury hotels (8.5 billion roubles [US$267 
million] each, and neither opened in time for the summit), as 
well as 150 km of new roads, a new airport terminal, and a 
rail link to the airport.24 A theatre and opera house was also 
planned for the summit but it was still not open in September 
2013, one year after the APEC delegates had left. This build-
ing was reported to have cost 2.5 billion roubles from the fed-
eral budget (almost US$80 million), an additional 800 million 
roubles (US$25 million) from the regional budget, and it comes 
with anticipated annual running costs of 180 million roubles 

Azizian and Artyom Lukin (Vladivostok: Far Eastern Federal University Press, 
2012), 130

22  For comparison, this is figure significantly more than the Russian fed-
eral budget spends on education each year: “A pleasure too costly,” Gazeta.ru, 
September 7, 2012, accessed June 9, 2013, http://en.gazeta.ru/opinions/12/09/07/
a_4758569.shtml.

23  Located on the picturesque Russkii Island off Vladivostok, the campus 
of the Far Eastern Federal University took over the APEC 2012 site and is ca-
pable of accommodating up to 50,000 students. The university is designed as 
a leading education and research center that would be able to attract students 
and scholars not only from Russia, but from the Asia-Pacific, as well. (The Rus-
sian ruble / US dollar exchange rates here and elsewhere in the chapter were 
calculated in October 2013).

24  Larisa Larina, “Vladimir Miklushevskii: “Ia ponimaiu vash skepsis, no 
ia – optimist”,” Zolotoi Rog, December 20, 2012, accessed April 30, 2013, http://
www.zrpress.ru/politics/primorje_20.12.12_58464_vladimir-miklushevskij-ja-
ponimaju-vash-skepsis-no-ja--optimist.html; Aleksandr Gabuev and Olesia 
Gerasimenko, “Zhizn’ posle deneg,” Kommersant Vlast’ , September 9, 2012, ac-
cessed October 28, 2013 http://kommersant.ru/doc/2270767.
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(US$5.7 million).25 Additional projects approved by the govern-
ment, included a gas-pipeline to the city,26 an automobile assem-
bly plant,27 and two big shipyards to be built in the south of Pri-
morskii Krai (Primorye).28

In the run-up to the summit, the political leadership ex-
pended great efforts on highlighting not only how hosting APEC 
would enhance Russia’s prestige and change the country’s rela-
tionship with the Asia-Pacific but also the transformative im-
pact it would have on the lives of Russian Far Easterners. While 
still President, Dmitrii Medvedev made a number of high-profile 
visits to the city in order to supervise construction and ensure 
timely progress was being made. In 2011, he outlined his belief 
that “what we are creating will stand, I hope, for decades and 
centuries to come.”29 In summer 2012, at the opening of one of 
the bridges, Medvedev was at pains to emphasise that: “Every-
thing that we’ve done in the past few years is, of course, linked 
to the summit…But it’s not for the summit – it’s for you, for all 
who live here.”30 Similarly, Putin, President at the time of the 
summit, declared on the eve of its opening that: “When I invit-
ed our counterparts, five years ago, to meet for this forum…my 
rationale was to acknowledge the importance of this area for 
Russia.”31

Through APEC 2012, Medvedev and Putin actively en-
dorsed and promoted a strategy of reconfiguring relations and 
inter-state borders between Russia and the Asia-Pacific Region, 

25  Aleksandr Gabuev and Olesia Gerasimenko, “Zhizn’ posle deneg,” Kom-
mersant Vlast’ , September 9, 2012, accessed October 28, 2013, http://kommer-
sant.ru/doc/2270767.

26  Ibid.
27  One of the main motives to launch the manufacturing of cars in Vladi-

vostok was to compensate the region for the loss of access to relatively cheap 
cars from Japan, whose imports were drastically cut by prohibitive customs du-
ties in 2009.

28  Artyom Lukin, “The Russian Far East: developmental and geopoliti-
cal challenges” (paper presented at the ISA Annual Convention, San Francisco, 
April 3-6, 2013).

29  See: Paul Richardson, “Russia in the Asia-Pacific: Between Integration 
and Geopolitics” Asia Pacific Bulletin 150 (2012).

30  Miriam Elder, “Russian city of Vladivostok unveils record-breaking sus-
pension bridge,” Guardian, July 2, 2012, accessed, April 20, 2013, http://www.
guardian.co.uk/world/12/jul/02/russian-vladivostok-record-suspension-bridge.

31  “Putin: Using Al-Qaeda in Syria like sending Gitmo inmates to fight”, 
Russia Today, September 6, 2012, accessed April 30, 2013, http://rt.com/news/
vladimir-putin-exclusive-interview-481/.
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at the same time as a domestic development strategy, which tied 
their own political legacy to the success or failure of developing 
the RFE. Now that APEC is over this legacy is at stake, a fact 
that was reaffirmed at a meeting of the Presidium of the Rus-
sian State Council in November 2012, when Putin declared that 
“the development of such large territories [as Siberia and the 
RFE] requires long-term strategic and sustained activity. All of 
these approaches should be reflected in the state programme of 
socio-economic development of the Far East and the Baikal re-
gion, and it should be budgeted up to 2025.”32

Perhaps unsurprisingly, many at the local level endorse 
such a scale of continued federal investment in the region. For 
example, in January 2013 the APEC conference site hosted the 
21st session of the Asia-Pacific Parliamentary Forum (APPF), a 
gathering of the leaders of legislative bodies of the Asia-Pacific 
region. Explaining what this meant to the city and the region, 
Chairman of the Legislative Assembly of Primorskii Krai, and 
member of the ruling Edinaia Rossiia party, Viktor Gorchakov, 
declared that:

This shows a consistent Eastern policy of our state…after the APEC summit, 
it is the second confident step of our country on the path of integration into 
the Asia Pacific region. And the fact that this is happening on our…territory, 
confirms the serious intentions of the Russian leadership to support and 
develop our Far East, our native Primorye33

As such pronouncements suggest, Vladivostok has been 
transformed and modernised by hosting APEC 2012. The suc-
cessful completion of the summit was a moment of huge sig-
nificance for the city and the RFE in general. However, it also 
raised some critical questions about Russia’s development strat-
egy in the region and a number of commentators have noted 
how the current approach almost entirely relies on vast state 
resources, which have bound the region to the fickle budgetary 

32  “Zasedanie prezidiuma Gossoveta,” Kremlin.ru, November 29, 2012, 
accessed June 9, 2013, http://www.kremlin.ru/news/16990. Cited in: Sergei 
Sevast'ianov, “Problemy i perspektivy razvitiia Dal'nego Vostoka Rossii posle 
Vladivostokskogo sammita ATES” Oikumena. Regionovedcheskie Issledovaniia 
24 (1) (2013): 9.

33  Aleksei Stanislavskii, “Parlamentarii vsekh stran, soediniaites'!,” Press-
relizy. Zakonodatel'noe sobranie Primorskogo Kraia, January 16, 2013, ac-
cesssed June 9, 2013, http://www.zspk.gov.ru/activity/press/3801.html.
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conditions of the Russian state.34 Questions remain over to what 
degree the region will be burdened with the long-term upkeep of 
these projects? What is the sustainability and prospects for fu-
ture funding of such costly programmes, in Vladivostok or else-
where? And, do such projects merely encourage corruption and 
dampen the competitiveness of Russian business in the region, 
in reality working against the integration of Russia in the Asia-
Pacific Region?

These and other key questions have a serious potential 
to undermine the Putin / Medvedev legacy and their visions of 
national identity and national development trajectories. They 
highlight many of the contradictions and challenges facing the 
current Russian state-system, as well as revealing the inequali-
ties in the relationship between centre and periphery. The an-
nouncement of the continuation of a massive state-led develop-
ment programme for Siberia and the Far East until 2025 has 
tied the destiny of the leadership to the destiny of the border-
lands of the RFE for the long-term. However, with so much at 
stake, there comes an associated risk that the Russian leader-
ship will find itself as much connected to the failures of high-
profile, state-led programmes, as with their successes.

What is APEC to Us?

The early achievements of APEC 2012 have as yet not 
matched the soaring rhetoric of certain members of the nation-
al and regional political elite. In 2012, the economic growth of 
Primorye was a mere 5.1 per cent, which, although higher than 
Russia’s average rate of 3.4 per cent, was hardly impressive giv-
en the US$21 billion of federal resources lavished on the terri-
tory over the preceding years.35 Demographic indicators are also 
not particularly encouraging as Primorye’s population continues 
to shrink, not only as a result of mortality exceeding birth rate, 
but also due to the continued outward migration of residents 
who are leaving the RFE for European Russia and other coun-
tries. In 2012, 25,000 people left Primorye,36 most of them be-

34  Lukin, “The Russian Far East: developmental and geopolitical challeng-
es.”

35  Ibid.
36  “Pochti 2 mln chelovek prozhivaet v Primor'e,” PrimaMe-

dia, February 2013, accessed June 9, 2013, http://primamedia.ru/news/
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ing highly educated and of working age.37 An article in the main 
business magazine of the Russian Far East, Dal’nevostochnyi 
Kapital (and citing official figures from Primorskstat) reported 
that in what should have been “the year of hope,” out-migration 
from the region in 2012 increased by as much as 22 per cent.38

There has also been little evidence of significant increas-
es in private investment in the RFE after APEC, either from 
Russian or foreign sources.39 While the current Governor of Pri-
morkii Krai, Vladimir Miklushevskii, noted that the volume 
of foreign investment into Primorye in 2012 had doubled com-
pared with 2011, a recent article in Kommersant Vlast’ empha-
sised that this was entirely due to the doubling of investment 
(to US$400 million) by the leasing company Siemens Finance.40 
This is only a fraction of the amount of federal investment in 
the region and an end of year editorial in Vladivostok’s leading 
newspaper, Zolotoi Rog, gloomily reported that:

[T]here remain all the acute problems [for business], which existed 
before the summit. The region did not become one iota more attractive 
for investors…It is painfully difficult to start a business, to obtain land for 
construction…We don’t even talk anymore about bribes, kickbacks, and 
corporate raiders, as they are chronic and incurable problems41

The same editorial lamented that: “[The majority of] ques-
tions in our country are as always to be resolved exclusively in 
the capital. It is difficult to find a similar country where the 
central government so totally interferes in the affairs of almost 

primorye/12.02.13/256701/pochti-2-mln-chelovek-prozhivaet-v-primore.html.
37  Lukin, “The Russian Far East: developmental and geopolitical challeng-

es.”
38  Andrei Pushkarev, “Andrei Pushkarev: Mne malo slyshat' frazy-lo-

zungi: Dal'nii Vostok nam nuzhen! Ia eshche khochu uslyshat' – zachem?,” 
Dal'nevostochnyi Kapital, December 25, 2012, accessed April 30, 2013, http://
www.zrpress.ru/society/primorje_25.12.12_58605_andrej-pushkarev-mne-malo-
slyshat-frazy-lozungi-dalnij-vostok-nam-nuzhen-ja-esche-khochu-uslyshat--
zachem.html.

39  Lukin, “The Russian Far East: developmental and geopolitical challeng-
es.”

40  Aleksandr Gabuev and Olesia Gerasimenko, “Zhizn’ posle deneg,” Kom-
mersant Vlast’ , September 9, 2012, accessed October 28, 2013, http://kommer-
sant.ru/doc/2270767.

41  Pushkarev, “Andrei Pushkarev: Mne malo slyshat' frazy-lozungi: Dal'nii 
Vostok nam nuzhen! Ia eshche khochu uslyshat' – zachem?.”
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every village or even individual companies.”42 There is a sense 
that, despite the successful completion of APEC, the most crit-
ical problems in the region have not been solved and Moscow 
may be part of the problem. Alexander Latkin, Director of Insti-
tute of International Business and Economics at the Vladivostok 
State University of Economics and Services, has noted that local 
concerns and interests have been largely disregarded in the re-
making of Vladivostok:

Such massive spending is not justified, and the projects themselves are not 
entirely in agreement with public opinion…As a result, we have received 
unnecessary buildings, which cost the budget tens of billions of rubles…So 
with the facilities of the summit, there has been made a grand entrance, the 
gloss has been put on, but in essence everything remains the same. It is 
naive to suggest that the citizens do not understand this43

Therefore, away from the official discourses of national 
development, de-bordering, and integration in the Asia-Pacific, 
it appears that there is a prevailing cynicism at the regional lev-
el towards the leadership’s disregard for local concerns, and the 
apparent lack of direction in government decision-making. Iurii 
Avdeev, Director of the Asia-Pacific Institute of Migration Proc-
esses, went as far in an interview with Zolotoi Rog to declare 
that:

We have no strategic line of development, our leaders have no idea what 
they want here…Look at the statements our leaders made at the summit, 
everyone is talking about various things, – it is chaos, where nothing is 
clear. Today Moscow says “let’s do projects.”…[But]… Which projects is the 
government going to support today, and which in the future, in 10 years?44

The frustration over a lack of coordination has been com-
pounded by anger at the reported scale of corruption surround-
ing the APEC projects. In November 2012, the regional busi-
ness paper, Konkurent, reported that the Interior Ministry had 
announced the theft of 93 million rubles (US$3 million) of the 
budget allocated for the insurance of construction of the Far 

42  Pushkarev, “Andrei Pushkarev: Mne malo slyshat’ frazy-lozungi: Dal’nii 
Vostok nam nuzhen! Ia eshche khochu uslyshat’ – zachem?.”

43  “Chem nedovol'ny?,” Konkurent, December 26, 2012, accessed April 30, 
2013, http://www.konkurent.ru/list.php?id=3743.

44  Nadezhda Vorontsova, “Kak Primor'iu “Vklinit'sia v ATR”,” Zolotoi 
Rog, November, 18, 2012, accessed June 9, 2013, http://www.zrpress.ru/politics/
primorje_18.11.12_57686_kak-primorju-vklinitsja-v-atr.html.
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Eastern Federal University.45 Arrested under suspicion of in-
volvement in the theft was Roman Panov, Prime Minister of 
Perm Territory (and the former Deputy Russian Regional Devel-
opment Minister), while the Interior Ministry also stated that a 
number of other high-level officials were involved in the case, 
including Oleg Bukalov, Head of the Far Eastern Directorate 
of the Ministry of Regional Development.46 It was also reported 
that the Account Chamber of the Russian Federation could pur-
sue further proceedings against the administration of the Re-
gional Development Ministry and noted that the current claims 
are “mainly related to the poor quality of technical expertise, re-
sulting in the collapse of two new sections of road, [and] flooding 
at the airport.”47

Other allegations of corruption and embezzlement includ-
ed the theft of 96 million roubles (US$3 million) worth of met-
al from the bridge projects,48 while RIA Novosti reported that 
the final audit of the use of funds allocated to the APEC Fo-
rum, presented to the State Duma in January 2013, had identi-
fied 8.1 billion rubles (more than US$250 million) of “financial 
irregularities.”49 This is a staggering sum of unaccounted re-
sources and has contributed to a widely held perception of mis-
management and misappropriation surrounding APEC 2012. 
This had a potentially devastating impact on the potential for 
foreign investment and Andrew Vernikov, Deputy Director Gen-
eral for Investment Analysis at Zurich Capital Management, 
has highlighted how these factors have undermined the results 
of the summit:

The economic impact of the APEC summit will be small, because it took 
place at a very unfortunate time for the global economy. Scandals have 

45  Valeriia Ivanova, “Imidzh  kraia isporchen okonchatel'no,” Konkurent, 
November 14, 2012, accessed June 9, 2013, http://www.konkurent.ru/print.
php?id=3628.

46  Ibid. “Court Sanctions Arrest of Russian Official Held in Alleged APEC 
Scam,” Ria Novosti, November 10, 2012, accessed June 9, 2013, http://en.rian.
ru/crime/20121110/177357242.html.

47  Ivanova, “Imidzh  kraia isporchen okonchatel'no.”
48  “Pri stroitel'stva mosta na sammit ATES metall na 96 millionov,” Lenta.

ru, January 17, 2013, accessed June 9, 2013, http://lenta.ru/news/13/01/17/steal-
ing. 

49  “Summa narushenii pri podgotovke foruma ATES soctavila 8,1 mlrd 
rub,” RIA Novosti, January 21, 2013, accessed June 9, 2013, http://ria.ru/
economy/20130121/919128276.html.
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also come to light: the road collapse, the failure to construct in time the 
Opera and Ballet Theatre, searches and arrests at the Directorate of Public 
Procurement facilities for the APEC summit. The image of the region has 
been spoiled completely50

The legacy of APEC has also left a long-term financial 
burden on the city and regional administration of maintain-
ing the projects and structures associated with it. According to 
Konkurent (citing “a well informed source in the regional ad-
ministration”), the up-keep of these structures will cost in the 
order of about 600 million rubles [almost US$20 million] annu-
ally from the regional budget.51 In the run-up to the summit one 
report suggested that the bridges alone would likely “eat” an ex-
traordinary 1.5 billion rubles (almost US$50 million) per year.52 
It appears that there is still much uncertainty about what the 
annual bill will actually be to the regional authorities and ac-
cording to Pavel Ashikhmin, a Deputy in the Legislative Assem-
bly of Primorskii Krai:

The Regional Administration has, to date, not given us detailed calculations 
on what makes up this 600 million rubles…So we cannot say, if this amount 
is adequate or not. However, we believe that the cost of maintenance of the 
summit will be larger…We have a lot of social facilities, which would be far 
more useful to direct resources towards than spend each year 200 million 
rubles [more than US$6 million] for the maintenance of the [new] theatre53

This has led to a situation where Primorye is facing a 
sharp budget deficit. At the end of 2012 it was reported that the 
Vladivostok Duma had adopted the 2013 budget, which antici-
pated the revenue of the city treasury would be reduced by 37 
per cent.54 This decline resulted in part from the expected de-
crease in intergovernmental transfers and the ending of the fed-
eral programme for the “Development of Vladivostok as a Cen-
tre for International Cooperation in the Asia-Pacific Region,” 

50  Ivanova, “Imidzh  kraia isporchen okonchatel'no.”
51  Ivan Korotaev, “Vo skol'ko oboidutsia biudzhetu ob”ekty sammita,” 

Konkurent, December 5, 2012, accessed June 9, 2013, http://www.konkurent.ru/
print.php?id=3684.	

52  Ibid.
53  Ibid.
54  Ivan Korotaev, “Zadacha munitsipaliteta – ne raspredeliat' sredstva, 

a popolniat' biudzhet,” Konkurent, December 5, 2012, accessed June 9, 2013, 
http://www.konkurent.ru/print.php?id=3685.
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through which the funding for the APEC summit was allocat-
ed.55

Therefore, in the aftermath of APEC, the region has found 
itself trapped in a state of what could be termed dual dependen-
cy. On the one hand it is dependent for its development on accel-
erating the processes of de-materialising the economic and polit-
ical borders between Russia and the dynamic economies of the 
Asia-Pacific region; and on the other it is tethered to Moscow 
and a reliance on the largesse of its federal development pro-
grammes. As Vladimir Isakov, Chairman of the Committee for 
the Budget, Tax, and Finance of the Parliament of Vladivostok, 
has stated:

In my view, only through the principle of co-financing can be solved the 
mega-tasks [in the region] such as road-building and housing. The local 
budget cannot on its own bear these huge costs and amount of work… 
Municipalities which succeed in attracting an influx of supplementary 
revenues from higher [federal] budgets will find it many times easier to deal 
with local issues. Therefore it is necessary to negotiate, it is necessary to 
concede56

This acknowledgment that the region must somehow 
“concede” to the centre demonstrates that one of the tacit agree-
ments of the federal programmes is that Moscow brings with 
it control over how and where the money is spent. A corollary 
of this is that it exacerbates a sense of resentment at the local-
level that Moscow does not take into account or understand the 
region’s interests. These debates in Russia’s Far Eastern bor-
derlands over APEC 2012 also suggest that Moscow’s state-led 
development of the RFE, and the associated dependency of the 
region on the centre, is in certain ways detrimental for creating 
appropriate conditions for attracting foreign investment and re-
alising Russia’s integration in the Asia-Pacific region. As one ad-
ministrator of a regional district summarised in an anonymous 
interview with Konkurent: “To beg for money out of [the region-
al and federal] budgets has become easier and more profitable 
than to stimulate the growth of the economy on the ground.”57

55  Ibid.
56  Ibid.
57  The administrator was speaking under the condition of anonymity to: 

Ivanova, “Imidzh kraia isporchen okonchatel'no.”
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Conclusion

Over the last few years, massive federal resources have 
been committed to a state-led reconfiguration of Russia’s Far 
Eastern borderlands. Through federal largesse, the RFE has 
been assigned a special role as a portal and platform for pro-
moting Russia’s political engagement and integration with the 
economic dynamism of the Asia-Pacific region. This has led to 
a dematerialisation of inter-state borders as well as a re-imag-
ination of the Far Eastern borderlands in a profoundly differ-
ent way from both Soviet times, and the neglect and disinterest 
which characterised the early post-Soviet period. However, in-
stead of enhancing the region’s competitiveness and connectiv-
ity within, and critically beyond Russian national space, there 
has emerged in these borderlands a counter-trend, where a dual 
dependency (a reliance on Moscow’s subsidies; together with the 
opportunities presented by the proximity of Asian markets and 
their advanced economies and technologies) has come to define 
state-societal relations. This chapter has suggested that this 
dual dependency, in certain ways, serves to emphasise the dis-
connection and dislocation of the centre from its Far Eastern pe-
riphery.

While state-funded development has had some undenia-
bly positive effects on Vladivostok, and the wider RFE, it has 
at the same time highlighted the problems of centralised deci-
sion-making, ineffective bureaucracy, and corruption. Today the 
region finds its development potential dependent on the whims 
of Moscow’s politicians and the state’s uncertain budgetary con-
dition, as much as on cross-border trade and investment with 
its neighbours in the Asia-Pacific. These two forms of develop-
ment dependency are not always mutually compatible and while 
the current, state-led approach has provided infrastructural im-
provements, it has also burdened the region with a culture of re-
liance on federal hand-outs to the detriment of promoting condi-
tions for competitive business and the creation of an attractive 
foreign-investment climate.

As the conceptual literature at the beginning of this chap-
ter discussed, with the state-led reconfiguration of borders there 
are always complex, contradictory, and uncertain consequences. 
For the state-elite in Moscow, the city of Vladivostok was meant 
to be a symbol of Russia’s integration in the Asia-Pacific region, 

Vladivostok 2012 : Borders, Borderlands ...

165

Richardson

164



as well as the achievements and capabilities of the Russian 
state under Putin’s leadership. Yet, as this chapter has demon-
strated, the APEC stage has at the same time become associat-
ed with the failures of this state-led vision in the form of a local 
reaction against corruption and the inefficiencies and overbear-
ing nature of hyper-centralised government. It is in Russia’s Far 
Eastern borderlands that Moscow’s ambitious desires for the re-
gion are reinterpreted, refracted, and distorted at the local lev-
el, turning their originally intended meanings and symbols into 
something entirely different.58 Just as the fog and swirling mists 
that regularly descend on Vladivostok can envelop the grand 
structures – the bridges, theatres, and hotels – of APEC, so too 
the vividness of this bold declaration of Russia’s presence in the 
Asia-Pacific, and the purported de-materialisation of inter-state 
borders, begins to be diminished, distorted, and incrementally 
effaced by the realities, challenges, and alternatives presented 
by life on the border.

58  For a fascinating discussion of this process in an earlier era in the Rus-
sian Far East, see: Mark Bassin, Imperial Visions: Nationalist Imagination and 
Geographical Expansion in the Russian Far East, 1840 – 1865  (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1999).
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Vladivostok’s Perceived Role and Perspective
as a “Global” City and Russian “Gateway”

to Northeast Asia

Sergei V. Sevastianov

In the era of globalization, borders became less important 
due to increased cross-border mobility of people, capital, goods, 
diseases, ideas, etc. However, despite the unprecedented open-
ing up to globalization flows, borders are far from fading away. 
Moreover, some areas of the world are staying out of these glo-
balization effects and integration into the global economy is not 
effectively addressed in national frameworks. Elsewhere, neigh-
boring local and regional actors engage in multifaceted coopera-
tion to find mutually beneficial solutions to common problems 
by transcending the barrier function of borders. These prac-
tices first appeared in Europe in the 1960s, and later became 
common in other parts of the world, such as North America and 
Southeast Asia.1

A similar phenomenon happened in the case of the “East 
Sea / Sea of Japan” region of Northeast Asia (NEA), where due 
to the weak interests of the states to interact in a multilater-
al format, the initiative towards the development of internation-
al cooperation in the 1990s was assumed by non-governmental 
transnational actors (TNAs). The most active role on the inter-
national scene was played by sub-regional state entities (prov-
inces, prefectures, oblasts, krais, etc.) and megalopolises (“key” 
cities) where administrative, financial structures, research in-
stitutions, universities, etc. are all concentrated.

Considering the development of the East Sea integration 
process, it is interesting to note that the governors of Hokkai-
do and the prefecture of Niigata established a lead role in culti-
vating economic and political cooperation with the Russian Far 
East, and in particular with Primorskii Krai – the leader among 
the Far Eastern territories of the Russian Federation on the at-
tained level of international cooperation.

1  Gabriel Popesku, Bordering and Ordering the Twenty-first Century (Lan-
ham: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2012), 121.

167

Richardson

166



The cities of Sapporo and Niigata have claimed to be “key” 
or “global” cities in NEA. They took the first steps to institution-
alize scientific cooperation by carrying out annual international 
conferences in the cities of Niigata (1990) and Sapporo (1989). 
The role of Sapporo in the light of the concept of the “key” cit-
ies is noteworthy. The population of the capital of Hokkaido has 
quickly grown, and is today 1.7 million people (more than, for 
example, the former capital of Japan – Kyoto – at 1.5 million 
people).

The advantageous geographical position of Niigata (its 
proximity to Russia and the Korean peninsula), and also its 
large population supported its bid for leadership in development 
of international cooperation among the prefectures on the west-
ern coast of Japan. Notable examples of those efforts include: 
the Niigata prefecture government financing of the Annual Eco-
nomic Conference on cooperation in NEA, and the formation 
in 1993 of the Economic Research Institute for Northeast Asia 
(ERINA). The Secretariat of Association of Mayors of the Cities 
of the Western Coast of Japan is also based in Niigata, and its 
members regularly meet with colleagues from the cities of Sibe-
ria and the Russian Far East.

It is appropriate to draw on the abovementioned facts to 
start describing the changing role of Vladivostok and its bid to 
become such a “key” or “global” city on par with Niigata, Sap-
poro, Dalian, etc. In this context the history of Vladivostok is 
of particular interest, because a little more than 20 years ago, 
Vladivostok – as the main naval base of the Russian Pacif-
ic Fleet – had an official status as a closed city that completely 
prevented visits by foreigners and even Russians who were not 
permanent citizens of the city.

However, the end of the Cold War totally changed the fu-
ture fate and vision of Vladivostok. The idea to turn Vladivos-
tok into an international center of the Asia-Pacific Region (APR) 
had been firstly expressed in the late eighties by the President 
of the USSR, Mikhail Gorbachev. A more comprehensive concept 
to transform the capital of Primorskii Krai to the “key” city of 
NEA had been offered in 1993 by the Far Eastern scientist Val-
entin Mikhailov. He believed that: “Vladivostok on the Pacific 
Ocean should become the same international center as Geneva 
in Europe” where the European office of the United Nations is 
situated. In his opinion, there were all the necessary conditions 
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to turn the city into the political, cultural, educational, and sci-
entific center of the entire Asia-Pacific.2

To start the realization of this concept, the Vladivostok 
city administration began to develop bilateral contacts with 
their counterparts in NEA based on “sistership” agreements. 
These activities included: exchange of youth delegations, sports 
teams, school students, performances of dancing and musical 
ensembles, the realization of trade fairs etc. Carrying out these 
actions promoted confidence-building and mutual understand-
ing of the customs and cultures of the people of the neighbor-
ing states. However, analysis of the international contacts of 
Primorskii Krai and Vladivostok shows that actions from the 
Russian side, as a rule, had a reciprocal character as they re-
sponded to external initiatives. Overall, they did not lead to in-
creasing the role of Vladivostok as one of the regional centers of 
international activity.

Unfortunately, in the 1990s, due to instability of the ad-
ministrative control in Vladivostok, no real effort to improve 
the city’s political image and its old infrastructure had been un-
dertaken. This backlog was especially noticeable in comparison 
with ground breaking achievements in Sapporo and Niigata, 
in the Korean city of Inchon, and northeastern cities of China, 
such as Dalian (sister-city of Vladivostok) and Tianjin. The lat-
ter is represented by China as the unofficial capital of NEA. 
This status, in their view, could be cemented by creating a NEA 
Economic Development Bank (NEADB) and by placing its head 
office in Tianjin. Interestingly Tianjin and Vladivostok are also 
large port cities in which two branches of the transcontinental 
railway end.

Recently Inchon and Dalian also started and institution-
alized important international cooperation projects. Two years 
ago in Inchon the Secretariat of the United Nations Economic 
and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP) Subre-
gional Office for East and Northeast Asia (SRO-ENEA) was es-
tablished in the city on a permanent basis. Its zones of responsi-
bility became East and Northeast Asia. While the city of Dalian 
from 2013 institutionalized an annual Track II international fo-
rum devoted to NEA maritime security issues.

2  Valentin Mikhailov, “Vladivostok mozhet stat’ mezhdunarodnym  tsen-
trom АTR,” Vladivostok, September 22, 1993.



The decision of the Russian leadership to carry out the 
APEC Summit 2012 in Vladivostok and to allocate considerable 
financial funds (about 200 bln. rubles) to develop its infrastruc-
ture became a clear signal that after years of hesitation Moscow 
had finally decided to make practical steps to realize a role for 
Vladivostok as a center of international cooperation in the Asia-
Pacific providing critical services for logistics, tourism, recrea-
tion, culture, education, etc.

To improve the APEC summit host city’s infrastructure 
the “Greater Vladivostok” project was developed and mostly re-
alized, significantly changing  the shape and spirit of the city. 
During the last few years, new highways, a new airport, three 
new bridges, a new opera and drama theater, a new multifunc-
tional sports and recreation center, a huge campus for the newly 
formed Far Eastern Federal University (FEFU) on the Russkii 
Island have  been built, while two five star hotels are still un-
der construction in Vladivostok. Even critics of governmental 
programs agreed that Vladivostok became qualitatively another 
city that is now much more open and ready for international co-
operation.

In the Russian Far East the Russian Government is pur-
suing a policy of regionalism where national governmental, re-
gional and local actors will mobilize resources to develop this 
part of Russia as a priority. The Vladivostok summit became a 
golden opportunity to draw the attention of the government of-
ficials and business circles of APEC countries to the more tech-
nologically advanced industrial and postindustrial projects in 
this part of Russia, and to invite them for cooperation. The Rus-
sian Government plans to make substantial investment in de-
veloping natural resource processing, thus increasing the share 
of value added product, and to reinvigorate in the Russian Far 
East (RFE) such high technology based industries as shipbuild-
ing, civilian aircraft production, and LNG production. Foreign 
investments into those sectors are to be welcomed. Joint pres-
ervation and rehabilitation of marine bio-resources, complex ex-
ploration of the ocean and continental shelf are also very prom-
ising areas of cooperation.

At the same time Russia is interested to highlight the spe-
cial role of Vladivostok in education, innovation, and cultural is-
sues. The agenda of the “new regionalism” is emphasizing the 
significance of the so-called soft power of the city – such as the 
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improved social environment and growing education, science 
and cultural assets. That should help Vladivostok  achieve com-
petitive advantage over other “key” cities in a world of globali-
zation and to transcend the borders of NEA by attracting more 
businessmen, scholars, students, tourists, etc.

In this sphere further development and internationaliza-
tion of the Far Eastern Federal University became a clear pri-
ority for Russia. FEFU was officially formed in June 2011 (as 
a result of merger of four universities), and in September 2013 
it started its first academic year in a brand new campus on 
Russkii Island, situated at the southern part of Vladivostok. 
The campus facilities already successfully served as a venue for 
the 2012 APEC Summit, and from that time numerous interna-
tional forums and conferences have been arranged there with 
the active participation of foreign delegations and students.

The principal motto of using this federal university format 
is to rely on the enlarged financial, scientific and educational re-
sources of FEFU (combined with the already existing resources 
of the Far Eastern Branch of the Russian Academy of Science) 
to develop academic cooperation with APEC countries and par-
ticularly in the spheres of biotechnologies, nanotechnologies, re-
gional studies, international relations.

The Russian leadership was actively advertising this en-
visioned role of FEFU during recent Summits in the Asia-Pacif-
ic. For example, at a press-conference arranged after the APEC 
2013 Summit at Bali, Indonesia on October 8, Russian Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin mentioned that Moscow would promote in-
ternational cooperation in the Asia-Pacific by further developing 
international exchanges between students, scholars and re-
searchers, and recommended FEFU as the best partner univer-
sity to make this happen. Three days later (on October 11) while 
speaking at the Plenary Session of the 8th East Asia’s Summit 
in Brunei the Russian Minister of Foreign Affairs, Sergei Lav-
rov, further promoted President’s call.  He proposed forming 
an East Asia university network (such a university model is al-
ready working effectively in the framework of the Shanghai Co-
operation Organization), and promised to use the potential of 
FEFU as Russian contribution to this future project.3

3  Sergei Lavrov, “Address at the 8th East Asia’s Summit, Brunei, 10 Oc-
tober, 2013,” Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, accessed on 
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The Russian federal budget’s huge allocations have al-
ready started to work for the benefit of Vladivostok’s population. 
However, in order to increase the international role of Russia 
and to secure global city status for Vladivostok these funds must 
continue. To become a recognized center of international cooper-
ation in NEA, Vladivostok should develop in several directions. 
Initially, the development plan for Vladivostok territory should 
be elaborated, updated and approved. The city urgently needs 
new districts for complex business, as well as for industrial and 
housing construction. It would seem sensible to join the districts 
of nearby Artem and Nadezhdinskii (with plenty of free land for 
new construction) into a larger “Greater Vladivostok” city enti-
ty. Such a development scenario should involve taking into ac-
count the best urban construction experience elsewhere, the 
preparation of a complex plan, including the allotment of desig-
nated space for construction of cottages, townhouses, as well as 
new technology projects and industrial / postindustrial clusters. 
The latter should include an oil refinery and petrochemical clus-
ter; an agricultural, fishery, and aquaculture processing cluster; 
a modern medicine production cluster; machine building and lo-
gistics technology parks; new hotels and tourist attractions.4

As other NEA “key” cities have discovered, improving 
their international profile requires a campaign to invite and 
host at least one meaningful institute of international coopera-
tion on a permanent basis. Regional governance that takes place 
through institutions is capable of articulating regional networks 
of interests. They are often multi-scalar, can include local, na-
tional and supranational members, and would try to transform 
trans-border regions into more meaningful political and econom-
ic actors. “Nonetheless, their activities do not entirely bypass 
central governments, and often require the involvement of non-
local actors… Accordingly, more elaborated cross-border cooper-
ation models typically assume the form of multilevel governance 

October 31, 2013, http://www.mid.ru/bdomp/brp_4.nsf/2fee282eb6df40e64325699
9005e6e8c/06aea55df608081444257c01002b9f84!OpenDocument

4  It is well known in this professional sphere that the Korea Research In-
stitute for Human Settlements (KRIHS), Seoul, RK is already taking part in 
preparations of such a plan. Overall, the positive role of Russian-Korean cooper-
ation in bridging borders in NEA will hopefully increase from January 1, 2014, 
when these two countries plan to implement a visa free regime for international 
trips up to several months.
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networks involving local, regional, and national administra-
tions, supranational institutions, universities, NGOS, private 
businesses…”.5

In the 1990s it seemed obvious to experts that the inte-
gration of Russia into NEA could be achieved in the sphere of 
economics, and it would also be possible, but difficult, in the 
sphere of security, and practically impossible in the field of cul-
ture. Taking this thesis into account, we can consider two op-
tions for placing such multilateral cooperation institutions in 
Vladivostok.6 The first one is in the sphere of economic coopera-
tion. In May 2013, Vladivostok hosted the Asia Pacific Energy 
Forum (APEF), arranged at the level of Ministers of Energy of 
the countries of this region. At this forum Russia had a chance 
to demonstrate its intention to host this forum in Vladivostok 
annually and to place here the Secretariat of Intergovernmental 
Organization. It could have helped to indicate that Russia was 
ready to become one of the regional leaders in formulating the 
APEF agenda. However, so far, this chance had been missed.

The second option, of creating an institution of multilat-
eral cooperation in regional security, is even more difficult to re-
alize. In the Six-party talks over North Korea, Russia heads the 
Working Group on discussion of NEA security problems, which 
are not connected directly with nuclear safety on the Korean pe-
ninsula. In the context of current conditions of  amplified compe-
tition for regional leadership between the USA and China, and 
serious strains in relations between Japan and its neighbors, 
Russia can offer Vladivostok as a permanent venue for negotia-
tion in a five-party format (not including North Korea) by posi-
tioning itself as a mediator in these difficult issues. Therefore, 
either as a valuable locale for the discussion of regional econom-
ic, or security issues, Russia could utilize Vladivostok as a ven-
ue for strengthening its role as an active international actor in-
terested in bridging borders in NEA.

5  Gabriel Popesku, Bordering and Ordering the Twenty-first Century (Lan-
ham: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2012), 126-127.

6  Sergei V. Sevastianov, “Problemy i perspektivy razvitiia Dal’nego Vos-
toka Rossii posle Vladivostokskogo sammita ATES” Oikumena. Regionovedche-
skie Issledovaniia 24 (1) (2013): 7-16.
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Russia’s Integration into the Asia Pacific :
A New Window of Opportunity for China

Liu Yanping

At the beginning of the third millennium, the United 
States launched a “return to the Asia-Pacific” policy of interven-
tions and aimed at domination over regional affairs. Russia, be-
ing a Eurasian country, followed this pattern and announced its 
own “eastern turn”. Russia began actively seeking broader in-
volvement in an integration process that centered on the Russia-
China-US axis, with the two Koreas, Japan, and the Philippines 
in the vanguard. The Russian Far East, due to its geographic 
location in Asia, became the focal point of the attention of the 
Russian central government, primarily since the ascension of 
Vladimir Putin. This policy was defined and investment flooded 
into the region. But what would be the Russian Far East’s role 
in the process of integration in the Asia-Pacific region? What 
challenges it? What would evolve? The following article will fo-
cus on and analyse these issues.

Russian Far East Regional Integration: Factors and Trends

The Asia Pacific accounts for 31 percent of the world’s 
landmass, 40 percent of its population and 40 percent of world 
trade. Regional economic development provides the precondi-
tions for political integration. Thus, in August 1967, the Asso-
ciation of Southeast Asian Nations (referred to as ASEAN)1 was 
inaugurated and began to play an important role in promoting 
regional economic ties, aiding both growth and social progress. 
But developmental inequality and lack of a central political 
leadership slowed down ASEAN-led progress. Japan, despite 

1  The ASEAN was originally established by three states, i.e. Malaysia, the 
Philippines and Thailand; later it developed to include ten nations: Brunei, In-
donesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, Vietnam, Laos, Burma/
Myanmar, and Cambodia. Additionally China, Japan, Republic of Korea, United 
States, Canada and Australia have entered the dialogue process. A principal ob-
jective for the ASEAN is stimulating the economic growth, social progress, and 
cultural development. Its constituent principle reflects the spirit of mutual coop-
eration. The ASEAN is one of the most vibrant regional inter-government insti-
tutions of the Asia-Pacific.
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its influence and a highly developed economy and political sys-
tem, failed to lead the process, partially due to painful memo-
ries of the WWII Japanese expansionism. Any role for her was 
consequently not welcomed by some of the regional nations. To 
ensure more effective development in the region, the establish-
ment of a more pragmatic Asia-Pacific economic milieu was vi-
tal. In 1989 the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC)2 or-
ganization was established, with the stipulated goals of “serving 
common interests of the people of the region, maintaining eco-
nomic growth, promoting interdependence among the members, 
strengthening an open multilateral trading system and reducing 
trade barriers”. Currently APEC comprises 21 member-states, 
has a population of 2.6 billion (40 percent of the world’s), US$19 
trillion regional GDP (56 percent of global value), and 56 per-
cent of the world’s trade. Thus APEC became the key player in 
regional economic exchanges and development, the largest mul-
tilateral regional economic integration organization.

In November 1991, China joined APEC. The peaceful rise 
of China was to become central to the organization’s impressive 
economic progress and profound impact on international affairs 
and economic trends.

Russia is one of 21 APEC member-states, the latest to 
join. This fact reflects the change in Russia’s national strategic 
decision-making. As was noted above, Russia stretches across 
Eurasia. But the nation has not been able to integrate herself 
into either the European or Asia Pacific world-systems. As the 
Russian philosopher Nikolai Berdiaev has noted, “Russia is an 
integral part of the world; she is both western and eastern cul-
turally, predestined to struggle between two poles and even-
tually unify them”.3 In 1950 – 1980, due to its neglect of the 
Asia-Pacific, the former Soviet Union’s trade with the region de-
creased, with exports declining from 28.5 percent (1950) to 4.2 
percent (1980) and imports falling from 18.8 percent (1950) to 

2  The Asia-Pacific Cooperation organization has 21 constituent members 
– Australia, Brunei, Canada, Indonesia, Japan, South Korea, Malaysia, New 
Zealand, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, US, China, Chinese Hong Kong, 
Chinese Taipei, Mexico, Papua-New Guinea, Chile, Peru, Russia, and Vietnam.

3  Nikolai Berdiaev, Eluosi Sixiang [Russia’s Idea] (Beijing: Sanlian sudi-
an, 1995)
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5.4 percent (1980)4. After the collapse of the Soviet Union, Boris 
Eltsin’s government undertook a “shock therapy” of privatiza-
tion, liberalized prices, fiscal and monetary policy and embarked 
on a radical free market course. It had disastrous consequences: 
inflation and material deficit. During 1992 – 1998, the Russian 
economy contracted by 39.4 percent.5 Russia had chosen to in-
tegrate herself into the Euro-American “community of democra-
cies” with unidirectional pro-Western policies, with painful re-
sults. As Vladimir Putin took office, foreign policy was adjusted 
and became multidimensional, excluding leaning towards either 
Eurasian pole.6 Since then, the Russian government has active-
ly changed national policy, implemented a more comprehen-
sive “eastern turn”, and actively engaged with ASEAN, the East 
Asian Summit, and the Asia-Pacific Parliamentary Forum.

The fact is that the Russian Far East has used its geo-
graphic advantage to develop trade and economic ties with its 
neighbors in Northeast Asia. The Russian Federation’s relations 
with the Asia-Pacific are built on mutual trade between the 
Russian Far East and Northeast Asian nations. The Russian 
Far East’s area of 6.2 million km2 (1/3 of its national territo-
ry) is rich in fish, timber, gold, silver, tin, antimony, boron, dia-
monds, oil and natural gas, and other natural resources.7 The 
Northeast Asian economies are complementary. Table 1 shows 
the trade between Russia and the Northeast Asian countries in 
1993 – 1995.8

It is clear that China, Japan and South Korea were Rus-
sia’s main regional trading partners, with China the having the 
largest share (5.1 percent of exports and 2.6 percent of imports 
in 1995). By 1995 bilateral trade had decreased significant-

4  Galina Kostiunina, “Rossiia i khod integracii v ATR: problemy i vozmozh-
nosti uchastiia” [Russia and integration process in the Asia Pacific: problems 
and opportunities], Dalnii Vostok Rossii: ekonomika, investicii, koniunktura, 1 
(1997): 11.

5  Rossiia v Tsyfrakh [Russia in figures] (Moskva: Roskomstat, 1998), 11; 
Rossiia v Tsyfrakh [Russia in figures]. (Moskva: Roskomstat, 2002), 32.

6  Fu Jingjun, “Eluosi yu Dongya hezuo – dongyun, zhiyue yinsu ji qian-
jing” [Russia and cooperation in East Asia – factors pro et contra and perspec-
tives], Eluosi Zhongya Dong’ou yanjiu. 2 (2012): 49.

7  See Rossiiskii statisticheskii ezhegodnik 1996 [Statistical yearbook of 
Russia 1996] (Moskva: Roskomstat, 1996)

8  The statistical figures were provided by the FEFU School of Regional 
and International Studies Associate Professor Alexander P. Golikov.
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ly, with imports having reduced approximately three-fold com-
pared to 1993. Japan is Russia’s second-largest trading partner, 
with foreign trade amounting to US$3.96 billion by 1995. Rus-
sia’s exports to Japan rose from 4.5 percent (1993) to 4.8 percent 
(1995), while imports fell from 5.1 percent to 2.3 percent. As of 
2011, China, Japan, and South Korea are still the Russian Far 
East’s major trading partners. The bilateral trade breakdown 
by country is basically the same. China is still the champion of 
cross-border trade but her considerable advantage over her com-
petitors no longer exists (see Table 2)9.

Compared with the data from 1993 – 1995, Sino-Russian 
trade had increased, though only in value, with real growth a 
mere 0.6 percent. Trade with Japan and South Korea was grow-
ing faster than with China, with a real increase of 4.2 percent 
in Korea’s case. Obviously China’s economic and trade relations 
with the Russian Far East have to be further developed.

Factors and Prospects of Russian Far East integration
into the Asia-Pacific Economy

Regional cooperation is the cumulative result of political 
objectives and economic interests. The goal of making the Rus-
sian Far East a cornerstone of Russian policy in the Asia-Pacif-
ic is shared by society, but the actual process is slowed down by 
a lack of funds and a traditionally militaristic concept of power. 
As a result political fervour is followed with an economic freeze 
(zheng-re, jing-leng). Or as it was put by one Russian academic, 
“Russia’s position in the Asia-Pacific is weak, hampered by its 
economic situation, social problems, and a lack of central gov-
ernment coordination.”10 Is this what prevents the Russian Far 
East’s integration into the Asia-Pacific?

First, the lack of investment and backward economy con-
strains the Russian Far East from entering the regional market 
and Asia-Pacific economic integration. During the USSR, the 
Far East relied on central government funding and subsidies, 
foreign trade was the responsibility of the center, which limit-

9  The statistical figures were provided by the FEFU School of Regional 
and International Studies Associate Professor Alexander P. Golikov.

10  Koncepcia nacionalnoi bezopasnosti Rossii v 1995 [Conception of Rus-
sia’s National Security in1995] (Moskva: Obozrevatel, 1995), 91.
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ed the scope of its activities as the whole rationale of the system 
was reaching centrally planned indicators of development and 
standards of living. During the 1990s, Russia’s severe fiscal def-
icit reduced the prospects of development, especially in the Far 
East; due to the accompanying overtaxation, poor communica-
tions, corruption and other social evils, along with a collapsing 
legal system and shortage of foreign investment. The funds re-
quired for development were unavailable, being unable to even 
maintain normal operations. The collapse of state subsidies for 
transportation made integration into the Asia-Pacific markets 
unfeasible.

Second, a primitive economic structure with over-reliance 
on exports of energy and raw materials and a lack of interna-
tional competitiveness in innovative products are the underly-
ing causes of Russian Far Eastern backwardness. The legacy of 
overdependence on natural resources (oil, gas, fish, timber, coal 
and other raw materials) resulted in shortages in the produc-
tion of foodstuffs, textiles, chemicals and other daily necessities, 
resulting in their large-scale import from abroad. As the central 
government’s financial role decreased, the development of the 
regional economy became evermore dependent on the export of 
timber, fishery products, metals and energy to the Asia-Pacif-
ic countries. In general, the region’s economy faced a Russified 
“Dutch disease”.11 On the other hand, as a lot of the traditional 
local industry was military-related, this overdependence on the 
export of raw materials and energy undoubtedly curtailed any 
recovery of its industrial potential, as high-tech development be-
came difficult and the ability to develop innovative and competi-
tive products was lost. This led to economic asymmetry and the 
dominance of primitive forms of cooperation. As things stand, 
armaments and energy trade partners are limited to East Asia, 
which makes it difficult to develop ties with ASEAN, as the re-
gion’s energy imports are dominated by the Middle East (with 
relatively lower transportation costs). The Russian government 
has realized this problem and, as Vladimir Putin has repeated-

11  The term “Dutch decease” is applied to the phenomenon of the econo-
mies relying extensively on natural resources and thus slowing down its de-
velopment. See Wang Jinliang, Zhuangui shiqi Eluosi duiwai maoyi yu jingji 
zengzhang guanxi yanjiu [Russian foreign trade and development of economy 
during the period of transition] (Harbin: Heilongjiang University, 2008).
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ly pledged that Russia would not limit its ties to the weapons” 
trade, and would help Vietnam to develop the South China Sea.

Third, population decline and limited purchasing power 
restricted the potential productive capacity of the region. Fol-
lowing the loss of central government subsidies in the 1990s, 
economic development in the Far East lagged far behind the Eu-
ropean part of Russia. Low incomes, high prices, and a sharp de-
cline in the standard of living were the result. Social infrastruc-
ture and the living environment failed to improve, and neither 
did education. Many, including a large percentage of those with 
scientific and technological expertise, chose emigration to oth-
er countries or western Russia. Climate conditions are hostile 
to the population. These negative factors contributed to massive 
Far East depopulation. The population dropped from 8.04 mil-
lion (1990) to 6,29 million (2010), an alarming 1,75 million over 
20 years. This population decline limited the region’s purchas-
ing power, which was inadequate even for the domestic mar-
ket, let alone to facilitate integration in a growing Asia-Pacif-
ic market. At the same time, the continuous population decline 
has caused a labor shortage in the Far East and leaves it unable 
to participate in the labor-intensive industrial competition in 
the Asia-Pacific region. China’s labor contribution to the Asia-
Pacific Economic fully illustrates this point. The population of 
the Far East is not large enough to establish a stable economic 
structure and a wide range of external economic ties. Without a 
recovery of labor resources, the Far East’s integration into the 
Asia-Pacific would hardly be possible.

Fourth, there is a degree of psychological ambivalence re-
garding the position of the Russian Far East within the Asia-
Pacific integration process. While considering the Far East an 
important Russian gateway to the Asia-Pacific, both the central 
government and local authorities remain sensitive to border is-
sues left over from a previous era of Sino-Russian relations. A 
contradiction exists between the desire to promote the Far East 
as a part of the Asia-Pacific economic integration process, and 
the conception of national strategy which prioritises federal po-
litical goals over regional and local economic interests. About a 
third of Russian Far Eastern territory was acquired through co-
lonial expansion. However, the population density here remains 
lower than one person per square kilometer, which is ten times 
lower than China’s Heilongjiang and Jilin Provinces. As a re-
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sult, Russian scholars pointed out that following the collapse 
of the Soviet Union, Russia faced the “problem of 1995”, i.e. the 
geopolitical vacuum stretching from the Balkans to the Pacific. 
This may be potentially advantageous for the Far Eastern pow-
er centers (Japan and China) but presents a danger for Russia.12 
The cumulative effects of these issues means that the policies 
formulated by the Government of the Russian Federation down-
play the importance of economic development in the Far East, 
exert a negative impact on the regional economy and leads to 
new economic contradictions.

Considering all of the above constraints, is Russian Far 
Eastern integration into the Asia Pacific hopeless? Surely not. 
On the political level, Russia and the Far Eastern regions are 
demonstrating aspirations for joining in with Asia-Pacific inte-
gration. Since economic trends are leading to the rise of China 
as well as America in the region, Russia faces the danger of los-
ing influence in the Asia Pacific, including damage to the econ-
omy as well as being excluded from the very process of integra-
tion. Therefore, Russia has had to re-frame its foreign policy, 
as demonstrated by the visits of Vladimir Putin and Dmitrii 
Medvedev (as well as other high officials) to the disputed Kuril 
Islands, or through participation in the 2012 RimPac Joint na-
val exercises of 22 nations’ navies led by the US. For the Asia 
Pacific and the US, Russian engagement may contribute to the 
balance of power in the region, especially since the “peaceful rise 
of China” is deeply disturbing to the United States, who would 
likely want to engage Russia to counterbalance or even isolate 
China. Therefore it looks as though the prospects for Russian 
involvement are quite broad.

From an economic perspective, Russia is still largely out-
side of Asia-Pacific economic integration, with a number of prac-
tical obstacles still to be overcome. But as the country possesses 
abundant energy resources, there is a strong inducement to in-
tegration coming from Northeast Asia. Russian scholars strong-
ly oppose the over-exploitation of energy and other resources, 
but under existing economic conditions, Russia can only capital-
ize heavily on the export of energy and raw materials. It is ab-

12  Wang Jinliang, Zhuangui shiqi Eluosi duiwai maoyi yu jingji zengzhang 
guanxi yanjiu [Russian foreign trade and development of economy during the 
period of transition] (Harbin: Heilongjiang University, 2008), 130.
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solutely necessary to facilitate energy infrastructural develop-
ment and to deepen cooperation with both East and Southeast 
Asia. This may serve as a starting point for cooperation in oth-
er fields. In addition to playing the energy card, the economy of 
the Russian Far East should adapt its labor market to the Asia-
Pacific region in order to achieve mutual benefit and a win-win 
outcome.

Finally, the Russian Far East should improve the eco-
nomic environment by 1) reducing tariffs, developing preferen-
tial tax rates, and attracting investment; 2) improving transpor-
tation and other infrastructure in land and marine transport; 
3) adjusting its industrial structure, especially its processing in-
dustries, and 4) expanding the free trade zone, encouraging for-
eign enterprise. In short, the Russian Far East’s economic de-
velopment strategy should become receptive to expanding and 
deepening cooperation with other Asia-Pacific countries through 
bilateral trade, science and technology transfer and investment. 
The only way is to share in the fruits of regional cooperation 
and use foreign investment to kick-start the region’s economic 
growth. Without its Asia-Pacific partners the Far Eastern econ-
omy is difficult to rebuild. In this sense, Russian Far Eastern 
integration into the Asia-Pacific has a long way to go.

Russian Integration: China’s “Window of Opportunity”

It is an established fact that the Asia-Pacific region is 
the world’s fastest growing economic region, which has already 
surpassed the European Union and North America. The root 
of these achievements is regional cooperation. From the 1990s, 
China developed economic and trade relations with North Korea 
and the Russian Far East, simultaneously deepening regional 
cooperation in order to open a path to the sea for Northeast Chi-
na, to help it revitalize its old industrial base. The United Na-
tions Development Program (UNDP) invested US$30 billion in 
the Tumen River Area Development Program. This program fo-
cuses on the Tumen River Area’s access to the sea; it aims to 
strengthen economic cooperation between the neighboring coun-
tries and construct a Tumen River regional economic commu-
nity. However, 20 years of multi-national economic cooperation 
programs have brought forth few results, primarily due to the 
ideological concerns of Russia and North Korea. Regional eco-
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nomic development requires greater effort, and as Russia now 
seeks integration into the Asia-Pacific this is a moment of good 
opportunity. The APEC meeting held in Vladivostok in Septem-
ber last year (2012) was followed by President Vladimir Putin 
taking office and establishing a Ministry of Development of the 
Far East – measures revealing a Russian desire to develop those 
areas in the proximity of the Tumen River.

What are the opportunities for China in this process? May 
Northeast China and the Russian Far East become the main 
area of future cooperation?

Сooperation in energy and other resources. The former Fi-●●
nance Minister Aleksei Kudrin claimed that 35 percent 
of Russia’s federal budget revenues are coming from oil, 
petroleum products and natural gas. Oil alone brings in 
more than 18 percent. About 60 percent of foreign cur-
rency is earned from energy exports. Russia is known as 
“the world’s gas station” and possesses huge oil and gas 
reserves in the Far East and Siberia. Northeast China’s 
economic development (and China’s western development 
strategy) relies on cooperation with the Russian Far East 
and Eastern Siberia regions due to its urgent need for oil, 
gas and power resources. The priority areas for developing 
a Sino-Russian investment program are in the establish-
ment of energy cooperation frameworks. A breakthrough 
has been made in recent years when the “oil-for-loans” 
agreement was concluded: from 2011 to 2030 15 million 
tons of oil would be exported annually to China (300 mil-
lion tons of oil in total), while China would provide US$25 
billion of long-term loans to Russia. From April 27, 2009, 
the construction of the Sino-Russian Eastern Siberia-Pa-
cific oil pipeline was launched: it began in Skovorodino 
(Amur region) and continued all the way to Mohe County 
(Heilongjiang Province), then went through Heilongjiang 
and Inner Mongolia to the city of Daqing. The length of the 
pipeline is 999.04 km, of which all but 72 kilometers are in 
Chinese territory. The project was completed on Septem-
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ber 27, 2010,13 which marked the beginning of cooperation 
– the first 15 million tons went through. China is looking 
to diversify its oil imports to meet growing demand; Rus-
sia is diversifying its exports through the expansion of the 
oil market in the Asia-Pacific region. The Sakhalin region 
is rich in natural gas resources. Although China dominates 
the trade with Primorye and Khabarovsk in such fields as 
fuel, mineral raw materials, metals and forest products, it 
still lags behind Japan and South Korea in Sakhalin Gas 
development. At present China’s share in Sakhalin’s for-
eign trade is only 9.4 percent, compared to 46.1 percent for 
Japan and 34.6 percent for South Korea. China plans to in-
crease its acquisition of Sakhalin oil and gas, and partici-
pate in Sakhalin III project. According to China’s National 
Energy Bureau, China and Russia have reached a frame-
work agreement on gas cooperation. Russia plans to supply 
more than 70 billion cubic meters of natural gas annually 
to China. Additionally, China has invested US$1.7 billion 
in timber and wood processing. The Russian export of ener-
gy to Heihe has reached US$ 41.5 million. China’s invest-
ment projects include Khabarovsk pulp mills, agriculture, 
and consturction; Russia has invested in China’s Lianyun-
gang nuclear power station project, and the Jiamusi City 
titanium factory. The prospects for further cooperation in 
energy and other resources are truly broad.
Development of transportation infrastructure. Access to ●●
international markets plays an important role in the de-
velopment of international trade and economic relations, 
in the adequate flow of resources within the region, and in 
protecting national industries. One of the obstacles for the 
Tumen River Area Development Program is the obsolete 
nature of the regional transport infrastructure, which im-
pacts on the integration of Northeast China and the Rus-
sian Far East into the Asia-Pacific economy. It is necessary 
to establish an international transport hub in the Tumen 
River Area to serve Northeast Asia and the Russian Far 

13  “Tumenjiang diqu guoji jiaotong yunshu jianshe fang’an” [Project of 
establishment of the international transportation hub in the Tumen River re-
gion], Daoke Baba, accessed November 05, 2012, http://www.doc88.com/p-
982349549331.html
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East. A variety of factors such as harsh natural conditions, 
a lack of resources, and the political and economic situa-
tion are restricting the transformation of the region into 
one the most developed areas of the world economy. But 
despite this, it is still possible to make use of China’s finan-
cial and material resources and market potential, South 
Korea and Japan’s capital and technological innovation, 
and the Russian Far East and Siberia’s energy resources 
to create an effective and mutually accessible transporta-
tion hub. The city of Hunchun is at the crossroads of Chi-
na, Russia and Korea and is about to be announced as a 
Special Economic Zone by the Chinese government. Intra-
Sea of Japan international links are already present, in-
cluding the Hunchun-Rajin (DPRK)-Busan (ROK) regular 
container shipping route, the Hunchun-Zarubino (Russia)-
Sokcho (ROK) transshipment corridor, the Hunchun-
Pos’et (Russia) container route, the Zarubino-Niigata (Ja-
pan) bulk line, and Hunchun-Zarubino-Sokcho-Niigata air 
routes. When preparing for APEC, Russia invested US$ 
330 million in highway construction and the transforma-
tion of Vladivostok into a center of international coopera-
tion. The effectiveness of the transportation systems may 
also improve cross-border procedures (e.g. customs clear-
ance), and may help with the establishment of logistics and 
service centers at border crossings.14

The special economic zones, etc. Such zones are one of the ●●
most realistic instruments of integration. They enable 
states to differentiate their tariff policy in foreign trade, 
while maintaining a unified tariff policy domestically. 
These zones may help avoid the constraints imposed by 
free trade agreements following the liberalization of foreign 
trade. There are three spatial models of special economic 
zones, which are the integrated industrial zones (e.g. in 
Harbin and Shenyang (China), Vladivostok, Khabarovsk, 
Blagoveshchensk (Russia)), those established on the ba-
sis of already existing trade zones (in Heihe, Suifenhe, 
Nakhodka, Chukotka, Kamchatka) and the cross-border 

14  This region is considered an underdeveloped economic periphery within 
the respected state. Currently both China’s Northeast and Russia’s Far East be-
long to such category.
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zones (e.g. Dongning, Manzhouli, Slavyanka, Kraskino). 
The establishment of these zones may overcome the con-
straints of small-scale primitive trade patterns in favor of 
more complex ones (combining different technological stag-
es, e.g. including production, processing, export, etc.). Such 
zones may also serve to attract investments.
Development of land and human resources. While Russian ●●
Far East displays a serious gap between territorial poten-
tial and a labor deficit, China’s Northeast is characterized 
by high population density, a deficit of arable lands, and a 
high unemployment rate. The situation would appear com-
plementary, and provides a broad spectrum for coopera-
tion. But, due to historical factors and security considera-
tions, Russia has a deeply rooted distrust towards China’s 
presence. This imposes limits on the Chinese labor force. 
Facing depopulation, in order to stabilize its population, 
the Russian government has made considerable efforts to 
attract immigrants from Russian diasporas abroad and do-
mestic migrants from further the west, but with limited 
success. According to the Russian Ministry of Economy, 
the APEC summit opportunity may be used to announce 
plans to lease arable lands of the Far East to farmers in or-
der to cultivate potato, rice, and other crops. It is estimat-
ed that the size of the individual lease-area would be 15-
20 hectares, leased for 50 years at 50 rubles per hectare.15 
This information provoked a great deal of reaction among 
the Russian public, both for and against. If this plan were 
ever to materialize, it would surely provide an opportuni-
ty for China to export labor to the Russian Far East. This 
plan may be equally appealing to Vietnam, Singapore, 
Thailand, Japan and Korea. In fact, for the last 20 years 
the Russian Far East has been losing highly educated spe-
cialists, and any potential development of the region would 
require this kind of cadre. And this is a challenge for Chi-
na which has had to raise the labor skills of its industrial 
personnel.

15  “Eluosi yuxiang Ya-Tai guojia chuzu yuandong baiwan gongqing nong-
tian” [Russia will lease million hectares of agricultural lands]. Huanqiu qang. 
2012-02-01, 11:56.
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In addition to the aforementioned spheres of cooperation, 
there are other possibilities in tourism, technical exchanges, cul-
tural initiatives, and so on. Particularly cross-border tourism re-
quires a considerable improvement in such spheres as tour or-
ganization, hygienic standards, service quality, and other areas.

Whatever areas of cooperation are discussed, both sides 
should develop this on the basis of mutual trust and aim to cre-
ate a win-win situation. This is the only way to ensure the in-
tegration of both Northeast China and Far Eastern Russia into 
the Asia-Pacific.
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Economic and Symbolic Capital at the Border
of Globalizing China :

the Case of Heilongjiang Province

Sergei A. Ivanov

The decision of China’s authorities in the late 1970s to in-
tegrate with the global economy required it open its borders to 
flows of capital, people and goods. While the central government 
retained control over the border itself, the gradual decentrali-
zation of the decision-making process provided local bureauc-
racy1 with opportunities to take an active part in initiating, fa-
cilitating and managing cross-border economic activity through 
administrative control, international economic projects and pub-
lic business. When in the second half of the 1980s China start-
ed cross-border cooperation with neighboring countries, the ex-
ternal economic sector was already decentralized, though it was 
still undergoing gradual reform.

In this paper I choose the case of Heilongjiang province 
to investigate the nature of the local authorities’ participation 
in cross-border cooperation during the period of China’s reform. 
The territory of the province shares about three fourths of the 
Sino-Russian border and its bureaucracy took a leading position 
in producing a discourse on how to promote cross-border collab-
oration with Russia.

The main aim of the paper is to explore why the Hei-
longjiang authorities were active in promoting cross-border co-
operation with Russia, especially in contrast with their Russian 
counterparts. Within the framework of what Wallerstein defined 
as the liberal ideology that dominates the contemporary social 
sciences,2 this question seems to be both primitive and strange 

1  In the paper I intentionally use the terms “bureaucracy”, “authority” 
and “government” as synonyms when analyzing local leadership. Sub-national 
leadership in China is de facto appointed and a part of the huge bureaucratic 
machine of the Chinese state, so cannot be treated as autonomous entities de-
pendent mostly on local society. Also I use the terms “local” and “provincial” as 
synonyms, and analyze counties” initiatives only when they were part of the dis-
course of provincial authorities.

2  Immanuel Maurice Wallerstein, The End of the World As We Know It: 
Social Science for the Twenty-First Century (MN: University of Minnesota Press, 
1999), 87-103
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in some ways, because liberal values such as globalization and 
openness suggest a belief that borders create a positive impact 
on economic development if accompanied by appropriate govern-
ance. Under the influence of this paradigm, the mainstream of 
research on borders has been to help the state find out how to 
intensify and accelerate cross-border interactions.3 While prob-
lems of effectiveness have been brought to the forefront, schol-
ars have formulated measures to be implemented and goals to 
be achieved in cross-border cooperation : the decentralization of 
administrative and economic resources to the borderlands that 
would eventually lead to post-national governance, the provision 
of financial and political support by national and supranation-
al authorities in the realization of cross-border projects, a high 
level of openness of borders, a clear conceptualization of inte-
gration processes and the pursuit of common objectives by local 
authorities on both sides of the border.4 In some ways, all coun-
tries were supposed to follow the historical path of the Western 
world.5 Of course, some scholars have pointed out that local gov-
ernments may have incentives other than economic ones,6 and 

3  Emmanuel Brunet-Jailly, “The State of Borders and Borderlands Studies 
2009: A Historical View and a View from the Journal of Borderlands Studies,” 
Eurasia Border Review. 1(1) (2010): 3-11

4  Joachim Blatter, “Emerging Cross-border Regions as a Step Towards 
Sustainable Development: Experiences and Considerations from Examples in 
Europe and North America,” International Journal of Economic Development 
2(3) (2000): 426; Joachim Blatter, “Beyond Hierarchies and Networks: Institu-
tional Logics and Change in Transboundary Spaces,” Governance: An interna-
tional journal of policy, administration and institutions 16(4) (2003): 519-520; 
Katri-Liis Lepik, “Euroregions as mechanisms for strengthening cross-border 
cooperation in the Baltic sea region,” Trames, 3 (2009): 274-275; Tarmo Pikner, 
“Reorganizing Cross-border Governance Capacity. The Case of the Helsinki-
Tallinn Euregio,” European Urban and Regional Studies 15 (3) (2008): 223-224; 
Elisabetta Nadalutti, “Is Cross-Border Governance Emerging over the Border 
between Italy and Slovenia?” Journal of Contemporary European Studies 20 
(2) (2012): 193-194; Olivier Walther and Bernard Reitel, “Cross-border policy 
networks in the trinational region of Basel,” CEPS/INSTEAD Working Paper 
2012-26 (2012): 27-28

5  Óscar Jáquez Martínez, Border People: Life and Society in the U.S.-Mexi-
co Borderlands (Tucson: The University of Arizona Press, 1994), 5-10

6  Enrico Gualini, “Cross-Border Governance: Inventing Regions in a 
Trans-National Multi-Level Polity,” disP – the Planning Review 39(152) (2003): 
45-50; Markus Perkmann, “Cross-border-Regions in Europe: Significance and 
Drivers of Regional Cross-border Co-operation,” European Urban and Regional 
Studies 10(2) (2003): 153-171
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even identified these empirically,7 but at the same time defined 
them as dangerous to the very nature of democracy and liberali-
zation, and didn’t perform a thorough analysis.

Answering the question of “why” requires moving away 
from a liberal ideology that studies the formal rationality of pol-
itics.8 In order to do this and to give a systematic explanation of 
the Heilongjiang authorities’ actions related to cross-border co-
operation during the past 25 years, I intend to invoke some ide-
as of Pierre Bourdieu on symbolic capital, bureaucracy, and po-
litical and bureaucratic fields.

According to Bourdieu, a bureaucracy exercises power in-
dependent from the state leadership for two main reasons: first, 
to secure its systemic self-reproduction, and second, to carry on 
a permanent struggle against different agents within the ad-
ministrative apparatus and against other key social groups.9 
The nature of this struggle must not be reduced to achieving 
economic goals or seeking objective values, as it is a result of 
the collision of subjective perceptions by social agents, who im-
pose their beliefs on each other in order to receive benefits in 
the political, bureaucratic and other fields.10 While applying 
this theoretical approach to cross-border cooperation, the border 
can be defined as the means by which the local authorities gain 
economic and other types of capital both directly (through rent, 
business, career development, etc) and indirectly (by producing 
symbolic capital11 and by representing its subjective construc-
tion of reality for others). In the last case, the border fulfils a 
function of distinction12 which helps the bureaucracy distinguish 

7  Sonja Deppisch, “Social Capital and Other Main Influences on Govern-
ance Processes in Cross-Border Micro-Regions,” in Cross-border Governance and 
Sustainable Spatial Development – Mind the Gaps!, ed. Markus Leibenath, Ewa 
Korcelli-Olejniczak and Robert Knippschild (Springer, 2008), 78-79

8  Wallerstein, The End of the World As We Know It, 137-156
9  Pierre Bourdieu, Language and Symbolic Power, ed. John B. Thompson, 

trans. Gino Raymond and Matthew Adamson (MA: Harvard University Press, 
1991), 196-197, 216-219; Pierre Bourdieu, “Rethinking the State: Genesis and 
Structure of the Bureaucratic Field,” Sociological Theory 12 (1) (1994): 1-18; 
Pierre Bourdieu, “From the King's House to the Reason of State: A Model of the. 
Genesis of the Bureaucratic Field,” Constellations 11(1) (2004): 16-36

10  Bourdieu, Language and Symbolic Power, 229-251
11  Symbolic capital is any form of capital when perceived by an agent en-

dowed with categories of perception arising from the incorporation of the struc-
ture of its distribution.

12  Bourdieu, Language and Symbolic Power, 238
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itself within the economic, political and bureaucratic fields of 
the state.

As Anssi Paasi has noted, the construction of boundaries 
is carried out through numerous social practices and discourses, 
exploited first of all by central governments for the creation of 
territorial identities and for other purposes. Boundaries as a so-
cial construct are rarely produced in border areas.13 While this 
is certainly the case, in this paper I want to develop the idea 
that local authorities are not powerless reproducers of the cen-
tral government’s discourse, but creators and active exploiters 
of the symbolic meanings of boundaries within the state.

From the practical point of view, this analysis doesn’t aim 
to find an optimal strategy and to define problems that should 
be solved by central or local authorities. It’s merely an attempt 
to understand the discourse of a particular Chinese Border-
lands’ bureaucracy on cross-border cooperation with Russia.

Borderlands’ bureaucracy and economic capital

I want to start the empirical part of the paper by quoting 
from the published work of Finnish scholar Erlin Yang, who was 
commissioned by the Ministry of Employment and the Econo-
my of Finland in 2007 to conduct research on opportunities for 
Finnish companies to enhance collaboration with Heilongjiang 
and other northeastern provinces. Based on Heilongjiang’s of-
ficial and scientific publications, as well as interviews with lo-
cal government officials, experts and entrepreneurs,14 it can be 
considered representative of the discourse on cooperation with 
Russia that the Heilongjiang bureaucracy was producing within 
China in the 2000s. Here is an example from this work:

The border trade between Heilongjiang and Russia reached USD 7 
billion in 2006, accounting for 20 percent of the whole bilateral trade of 
two countries… A batch of powerful enterprises from Heilongjiang has 
initiated international business in Russia in areas of timber cutting, mining 
exploration, real estate development, pulp and wood processing… The 
Heihe Bridge and the Luohe Bridge, which both across the Heilong River 

13  Anssi Paasi, “Boundaries as Social Practice and Discourse: The Finn-
ish- Russian Border,” in Borders and Border Politics in a Globalizing World, ed. 
Paul Ganster, David E. Lorey (MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2005), 120-122

14  Erlin Yang, Business Opportunities in Northeast China: Jilin and Hei-
longjiang (Finland: Ministry of Employment and the Economy, 2008), 137-143
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are under construction, will link north-east China railway lines and Russian 
far eastern railways… The province ranks the first in China in the number 
of qualified personnel, particularly in both Russian language and Russian 
technologies, and in studies on Russia. In the early 1950s, Russian and 
Jewish people living in the region numbered up to 200,000. With some 
nostalgia, their descendents have been showing high interest in investing 
in the province.15

None of the statements in the passage above correspond 
to the reality of Sino-Russian cross-border cooperation, which 
can be grasped only through a comparative study of different 
types of Chinese and Russian data and field study. The above-
mentioned bridges were not even in the preparatory stage of 
construction by 2013. By 2012, investment from Russia and Is-
rael accounted for a tiny share of the total foreign investment 
in Heilongjiang (less than 1 percent),16 so the “nostalgia” hasn’t 
had any real economic consequences. The statement about the 
many provincial enterprises doing business in Russia (at least 
in the formal economy) also doesn’t have any real basis.17 Even 
the cited official statistics regarding Heilongjiang’s trade with 
Russia is flimsy ground for the local bureaucracy’s claiming Hei-
longjiang’s leading position in Sino-Russian economic relations 
(which will be discussed below).

Errors in the quoted text cannot be attributed to mere 
accident, but rather to the absence of possibilities to check the 
facts. Misrepresentation of the reality of cross-border cooper-
ation with Russia by the provincial bureaucracy is a systemic 
phenomenon. By studying only Heilongjiang’s official materi-
als on such “trans-border projects” as cross-border trade zones 
(hushi maoyi qu), the Cross-Border Trade Economic Complex 
Suifenhe-Pogranichnyi, cross-border bridges, the twin city of 
Heihe-Blagoveshchensk,18 there is every likelihood that one 

15  Yang, Business Opportunities, 70
16  Heilongjiang Statistical Yearbook 2012 (Beijing: China Statistics Press, 

2012), 521
17  Natalia P. Ryzhova, “Investichionnaia komponenta modeli korporativnoĭ 

integratsii Kitaia i Rossii [The Investment Component in the Corporate Integra-
tion Model between China and Russia],” Spatial Economics 3 (2011): 35-37

18  Unlike with Heihe authorities, by the 2010s Amur oblast and 
Blagoveshchensk city officials had never announced the twin-city project as a 
path to economic integration with Heihe, and only recently have launched tour-
ism program “Twin-Cities” independent from the Chinese side. Furthermore, in 
Russia, the “phenomenon” of Russian-Chinese twin cities Blagoveshchensk-Hei-
he is of little scientific interest and has never studied as a political issue, but as 
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would be convinced of the reality of these projects on both sides 
of Sino-Russian border. In fact, from the late 1980s to the early 
2010s, the province had limited success in developing the eco-
nomic sectors associated with cross-border cooperation.

Heilongjiang border cities and counties, which indeed ac-
counted for 80-90 percent of the provincial trade with Russia in 
the 2000s, mainly fulfilled an intermediary function in trade be-
tween the eastern part of China and Russia.19 The concentra-
tion of trading in several border municipalities no doubt favored 
their accelerated economic growth,20 but such a development 
model was not what the central government expected to see 
when it initially planned to boost the Borderlands’ productive 
sectors by delivering tax relief and permitting administrative 
preferences in cross-border trade. This preferential policy was 
restricted only to the goods of local origin in case of export and 
to the goods for local consumption in case of import.21 These re-
quirements were impossible to implement, and the borderland’s 
companies used these preferences to trade all goods irrespective 
of the place of its origin and destination. “Cross-border” trade 
intermediaries have obviously accumulated huge amounts of 
money and have recently traded not only with Russia: the bor-
der city Suifenhe, after obtaining a license to purchase crude 

an aspect of informal integration. See Natalia P. Ryzhova, “Informal Economy of 
Translocations. The case of the twin city of Blagoveshensk-Heihe,” Inner Asia 10 
(2008): 323 – 351

19  Sergei A. Ivanov, “Usloviia formirovaniia I osobennosti prostranstvennoĭ 
organizatsii vneshneekonomicheskoĭ deiatelnosti na Severo-Vostoke Kitaia 
[Conditions of Forming and Features of Spatial Organization of Foreign Eco-
nomic Activities in Northeast China],” Bulletin of the Far Eastern Branch of the 
Russian Academy of Sciences 4 (2012): 141-142

20  Natalia P. Ryzhova, “Rol’ prigranichnogo sotrudnichestva v razvitii 
okrainnyh gorodov Kitaia I Rossii [“The Role of Border Cooperation in the De-
velopment of Outlying Cities of China and Russia],” Far Eastern Affairs 4 
(2009): 65

21  “Guowuyuan bangongting zhuanfa jingmaobu guanyu jiji fazhan bian-
jing maoyi he jingji hezuo cujin bianjiang fanrong wending yijian de tongzhi 
[Notice of the General Office of the State Council on Sending to Ministry of For-
eign Economic Relations and Trade Proposals on Active Development of Border 
Trade and Economic Cooperation to Promote Prosperity and Stability of the Bor-
derlands],” in Shewai jingji, waishi gongzuo wenjian xuanbian [Selected Docu-
ments on External Economic Activity and External Relations] (Changchun: For-
estry Department of Jilin Province, 1993), 157
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oil, has been increasing its imports from Arab and African coun-
tries.22

The preferential treatment that was granted by the Chi-
nese central government to its borderlands in order to attract 
foreign and domestic capital also hasn’t lived up to expecta-
tions.23 At the same time, the local bureaucracy hasn’t succeed-
ed in creating an export-oriented production sector. According 
to provincial authority estimates throughout various years be-
tween 1992 and 2013, the share of goods of local origin in Hei-
longjiang’s total exports has experienced a persistent decline, 
from 50 percent in the 1990s,24 to 36 percent in 200325 and 20 
percent in the early 2010s26. When announcing these statis-
tics, officials didn’t take into account the previous estimates and 
consistently highlighted significant improvements in compari-
son with the past. Historical “amnesia” appeared once again in 
the 2013 Report on the Work of the Heilongjiang Government, 
where it was stated that the share of locally produced goods in 
exports continued to grow.27

Provincial plans to establish industry oriented towards 
processing raw materials imported from Russia have also had 
limited success. For example, by the end of the 2000s, Hei-
longjiang companies imported 20-30 percent of total wood pur-

22  Sergei A. Ivanov, “Usloviia formirovaniia,” 141
23  Natalia P. Ryzhova, “Rol’ prigranichnogo,” 63-64
24  “Shao Qihui tongzhi zai quansheng bianjing defang jingji maoyi gongzuo 

huiyi shang de jianghua [Speech of Comrade Shao Qihui at the Working Meet-
ing on Cross-Border Economic Cooperation and Trade in the Whole Province],” 
Heilongjiang zhengbao [Bulletin of Heilongjiang Government] 8 (1993): 215; Hei-
longjiang duiwai jingji maoyi nianjian 1997-1998 [Almanac of Heilongjiang’s 
Foreign Economic Relations and Trade 1997-1998] (Harbin: Heilongjiang ren-
min chubanshe, 1998), 362

25  Heilongjiang duiwai jingji maoyi nianjian 2003 [Almanac of Hei-
longjiang’s Foreign Economic Relations and Trade 2003] (Harbin: Heilongjiang 
renmin chubanshe, 1998), 23

26  “Duiwai kaifang fazhan, kuoda xiaofei hui minsheng – Heilongjiang 
shangwu shiye “shiyiwu” fazhan chengjiu zongshu [Further Implementation 
of Open Door Policy and Expansion of Consumption Promote People’s Welfare 
– An Overview of Development Performance of Commercial Activity in Hei-
longjiang during 11th Five-Year Plan],” last modified January 17, 2011, http://
heilongjiang.mofcom.gov.cn/aarticle/sjshangwudt/201101/20110107365894.html

27  “2013 nian Heilongjiang sheng renmin zhengfu gongzuo baogao [Report 
on the Work of the Heilongjiang People’s Government in 2013],” last modified 
February 20, 2013, http://www.gov.cn/test/2013-02/20/content_2336138.htm
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chased outside China;28 meanwhile provincial enterprises har-
vested approximately 7 percent of wood in China.29 As a result, 
the province had a huge raw-materials base: in 2006 the lumber 
companies and trade intermediaries of Heilongjiang had at their 
disposal 17 million m3 of wood, or 17 percent of China’s wood 
market. Since the second half of the 2000s, Heilongjiang gov-
ernment reports argued that the region had succeeded in creat-
ing wood-processing industry clusters. However, the official na-
tional and provincial statistics reveal the opposite as the share 
of Heilongjiang in China’s wood processing industry fell from 
2 percent in 2006 to 0.4 percent in 2011, the pulp and paper sec-
tor from 0.82 percent to 0.39 percent, and the furniture industry 
from 1.25 percent to 0.42 percent.30

The fragmentary and incomplete analysis presented above 
was not designed to explore the effectiveness of the Heilongjiang 
bureaucracy in deriving direct economic benefits from cross-bor-
der cooperation with Russia. Moreover, I believe it’s wrong to 
associate all success and failure in economic development with 
the authorities’ actions, as still nobody can give a certain an-
swer to Weber’s question about what economic effect is exerted 
by bureaucracy.31 There are many more significant factors – for 
example, the historically unfavorable structure of the economy 
in comparison with the eastern part of China,32 the limits and 
instability of the Russian market and state,33 etc. – that could 

28  China Statistical Yearbook 2010 (Beijing: China Statistics Press, 2010), 
245-246; China Statistical Yearbook 2008 (Beijing: China Statistics Press, 2008), 
724-725; Heilongjiang Statistical Yearbook 2010 (Beijing: China Statistics Press, 
2010), 564-565; Heilongjiang Statistical Yearbook 2008 (Beijing: China Statistics 
Press, 2008), 458-459

29  Yearbook 2010, 489; China Statistical Yearbook 2009 (Beijing: China 
Statistics Press, 2009), 468; China Statistical Yearbook 2007 (Beijing: China 
Statistics Press, 2007), 482

30  China Statistical Yearbook 2012 (Beijing: China Statistics Press, 2012), 
502-505; Heilongjiang Statistical Yearbook 2012 (Beijing: China Statistics Press, 
2012), 368-375; China Statistical Yearbook 2007 (Beijing: China Statistics Press, 
2007), 482, 502-505; Heilongjiang Statistical Yearbook 2007 (Beijing: China Sta-
tistics Press, 2007), 296-303

31  Max Weber, Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretive Sociology 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1978), 989-990, 1002

32  Jae Ho Chung, Hongyi Lai and Jang-Hwan Joo, “Assessing the “Revive 
the Northeast” (zhenxingdongbei) Programme: Origins, Policies and Implemen-
tation,” The China Quarterly 197 (2009): 109-111

33  Maria V. Aleksandrova, “Chetvert’ veka torgovo-economicheskogo 
sotrudnichestva RF I KNR (na primere provintsii Heĭluntszian) [25 Years of 
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explain the impossibility of the provincial authorities perform-
ing much better than they did and their tendency to use the bor-
der as an instrument to extract rent from cross-border flows 
through supporting the intermediary trade sector.

However, the analysis presented above is enough to re-
veal that the economic potential of the Sino-Russian border and 
direct economic capital deriving from it were much lower than 
what Heilongjiang authorities consciously and unconsciously 
represented within China. In this regard, two interrelated ques-
tions will be focused on in the following part of the paper. First, 
if the border for the past two and a half decades appears to have 
limited economic potential for the province, why did local bu-
reaucracy systematically falsify information (almost always in a 
positive way) about the reality of cross-border cooperation with 
Russia? Second, who were the consumers of this falsified infor-
mation?

Borderlands’ bureaucracy and symbolic capital

In answering the questions raised above, I suggest return-
ing to the passage of the Finnish scholar in order to understand 
the essence of the misrepresentation. Ideas which the bureauc-
racy sought to represent in it are: 1. significant penetration of 
the Russian commodities market; 2. developed and promising 
cross-border communication; 3. free access to Russian technolo-
gies; 4. the existence of some kind of historical and cultural rela-
tionship. The same statements could be found in Heilongjiang’s 
numerous official materials and scientific papers by provincial 
scholars on economic integration with Russian borderlands in 
the 1990s-2000s.34 All of these positions are within the frame-

Trade and Economic Relations between Russia and China (the Case of Hei-
longjiang Province)],” Far Eastern Affairs 6 (2009): 66-67

34  Xu Jingxue, “Dongbeiya diqu kuaguo ziyou jingjiqu de jianshe: jiantan 
Heihe he Bulageweishensike lianjian ziyou jingjiqu de xuanze yu moshi [Es-
tablishing Transnational Free Economic Zone in Northeast Asia: alternatives 
and models of Joint Establishment of Free Economic Zone “Blagoveshchensk-
Heihe”],” Xiboliya yanjiu [Siberian Studies] 1 (1994): 1-3, 10; Qiao Guanghan, 
“Shijie jingji quyu yitihua tiaojian xia zhonge quyu hezuo shexiang [Coopera-
tion between Russian and Chinese Regions in the context of the Regionaliza-
tion of the World Economy],” Xiboliya yanjiu [Siberian Studies] 3 (2001): 17-19; 
Song Kui and Yue Xiaoli, “Jianli zhonge sui-po ziyou maoyiqu de lilun he xi-
anshi fenxi [Theory and Practice of Establishing Sino-Russian Free Trade Zone 
“Suifenhe-Pogranichnyĭ],” Xiboliya yanjiu [Siberian Studies] 3 (2005): 3-5; Qiu 

Economic and Symbolic Capital at the Border ...

197

Ivanov

196



work of liberal ideology and serve to represent significant inte-
gration between the Russian and Chinese parts of the border.

Why was it so important for the Heilongjiang provincial 
bureaucracy to impose such a “reality” of cross-border coopera-
tion as occurring?

First of all, the thought of the bureaucrat pervaded by the 
official representation,  by the belief that bureaucracy as a “uni-
versal” group is endowed with the intuition of, or a will to, uni-
versal interest.35 In authoritarian China the universal interest 
was imposed by party leaders, who since the 1970s adopted lib-
eral ideology in policymaking. From this point of view the Hei-
longjiang bureaucracy was obliged to produce the same dis-
course as the central government did.

However, a simple recapitulation of the principal points of 
the new ideology was not enough to hold Heilongjiang authori-
ties’ position in the bureaucratic and political field of the state. 
Policy towards integration with the world economy put them 
under pressure. Heavy industry and the military industrial sec-
tor – the major sources of capital formation in the region dur-
ing the period of centrally planned economy – were uncompeti-
tive on the international market.36 It was impossible to convince 
Beijing to subsidize the province’s budget (which in a certain 
sense means subsidizing the survival of the bureaucracy), as un-
til the late 1990s the central government moved away from dis-
tribution of economic resources within the state.37 As a result, 
the main sources of income for local authorities were diminish-
ing fiscal returns and revenue from state-owned enterprises un-
der their jurisdiction. Fiscal and administrative preferences, the 
main instrument of regional policy for the central government 
until the beginning of the 2000s, were mainly granted to the re-
gions that, due to their geographical position, had the potential 
to develop foreign economic relations.

Shi, “Zhonge difang guojihua chanye jiqun shixian tujing fenxi [Ways of Estab-
lishing Sino-Russian International Industrial Cluster],” Xiboliya yanjiu [Sibe-
rian Studies] 2 (2008): 31-35

35  Bourdieu, “Rethinking the State,” 2
36  Xiao Geng and John Weiss, “Development in North East People's Re-

public of China: An analysis of enterprise performance 1995 – 2002,” China Eco-
nomic Review 18 (2007): 183

37  X.B. Zhao and L. Zhang, “Decentralization reforms and regionalism in 
China: a review,” International Regional Science Review 22(3) (1999): 258-261
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Heilongjiang lacks an outlet to the sea but it did have the 
border with USSR/Russia. This border was used by the local bu-
reaucracy as an instrument to increase its significance within 
the framework of China’s foreign economic policy, and subse-
quently, since the early 2000s, to access the distribution of pref-
erences and economic capital meted out  by the central govern-
ment. In other words, the above mentioned misrepresentation 
was essential as a means of producing symbolic capital that lat-
er could be transformed into material resources or political ben-
efits (career development etc.).

The economic significance of the Sino-Russian border 
for national foreign economic strategy was claimed by the Hei-
longjiang bureaucracy from the very start of the normalization 
of Sino-Soviet relations. It was made through deliberately iden-
tifying the initiative to start cross-border cooperation with the 
former General Secretary Hu Yaobang. His statements on eco-
nomic cooperation with China’s northern neighbor, especially 
the phrase “Shenzhen in the South, Heihe in the North – they 
should take off side by side”,38 allegedly made while inspecting 
the province in August 1982 and 1984,39 were endlessly repeat-
ed by Heilongjiang authorities and scholars.

While there is no evidence from the central authorities’ 
sources that the Heilongjiang border was really viewed as cru-
cial to foreign economic strategy (including the absence of any 
information on the importance of the above mentioned Hu 
Yaobang’s trips to national economic strategy), appealing on the 

38  By the middle 2000s, there was not only authorities of border city Heihe 
who had claimed to gain symbolic status of “Northern Shenzhen”, but almost all 
relatively big cities along the Sino-Russian border. See, “Suifenhe shiwei shuji E 
Zhongqi: fahui youshi, dazao “Beifang Shenzhen” [Suifenhe Municipal Commit-
tee Secretary E Zhongqi: we should use the advantage to create “Northern Shen-
zhen”]”, last modified April 24, 2007, http://chinaneast.xinhuanet.com/2007-
04/26/content_9896622.htm; “Fengshengshuiqi kan Hunchun [Take a Look at 
Prosperous Hunchun],” last modified December 20, 2010, http://www.jl.gov.cn/
ggkf/dwkf/qykfkf/201012/t20101220_925513.html; “Manzhouli neng chengwei 
beifang Shenzhen ma [Is it possible for Manzhouli to become Northern Shen-
zhen],” Qingnianbao [Youth Daily], April 24, 2000, 4

39  Elizabeth Wishnick, “Chinese Perspectives on Cross-Border Relations,” 
in Rapprochement or Rivalry? Russia-China Relations in a Changing Asia, ed. 
Sh. Garnett (Washington: Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 2000), 
231; Wang Zhenqi, “Hu Yaobang de liang ci longjiang xing [Two trips of Hu 
Yaobang to Heilongjiang],” Shijiqiao [Bridge of Century] 24 (2011): 52-59; Zhang 
Chijian, “1984 nian Hu Yaobang zhongsu bianjing xing [A trip of Hu Yaobang to 
the Sino-Soviet Border in 1984],” Yanhuang Chunqiu 10 (2008): 53-57
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grounds of statements made by one of the party leaders pres-
sured the central bureaucracy to give the same preferential 
treatment in the foreign economic sector as that which the coast-
al provinces had been given.40 In August 1990, the Heilongjiang 
Government Study Group on Economic Cooperation with the 
USSR reported to Beijing that the latter should establish a Hei-
he Special Economic Zone, as Heihe was unique in allowing the 
development of an export-oriented economy. To realize this po-
tential, Beijing was asked to give preferential treatment to in-
frastructure projects, to provide tax breaks and to reduce in-
come tax rates, to allow for the abolition of the collection of local 
taxes, to provide funds for capital construction, and so forth. 41

A symbolic bargain between the province and Beijing over 
its exclusive power to carry on cross-border economic collabo-
ration with the USSR\Russia in the late 1980s and the early 
1990s was described in the memoirs of the former vice-governor 
of Heilongjiang province, Du Xianzhong.42 The belief that Hei-
longjiang needed special treatment from Beijing and that the 
local bureaucracy should struggle to get this treatment runs 
throughout the book.

The symbolic significance of the border itself in the dis-
course of the Heilongjiang bureaucracy has declined since the 
mid-1990s when the political elite recognized the limitations of 
the direct economic43 and, more importantly, symbolic benefits 
that could be gained from emphasizing cross-border cooperation. 
This was a result of two factors: the stagnation of economic ex-

40  For example, in January 1986, vice-governor of Heilongjiang province 
Du Xianzhong while giving a speech at the conference on economic cooperation 
and trade with Soviet Union and Western Europe, organized by the central gov-
ernment and border provinces, based his arguments for giving the same pref-
erential treatment to border municipalities that Shenzhen was given, on the 
two-year old statements of Hu Yaobang and relative similarity of conditions in 
Shenzhen and Sino-Russian border municipalities. See, Du Xianzhong, Bianmao 
Moulue [Stratagems of Border Trade] (Harbin: Heilongjiang renmin chubanshe, 
1995), 8-10

41  “Guangyu zai Heilongjiang Heihe shi jianli jingji tequ de kexingxing 
yanjiu baogao [Report on Feasibility Study of Establishing Special Economic 
Zone in Heihe city, Heilongjiang,]” in Heilongjiang sheng dui su jingmao zhan-
lue he zhengce yanjiu [Policy and Strategy of Heilongjiang Province for Econom-
ic Cooperation and Trade with Soviet Union], ed. Zhang Housheng (Harbin: Hei-
longjiang renmin chubanshe, 1991), 181-183, 185-189

42  Du Xianzhong, Bianmao Moulue, 582
43  Heilongjiang nianjian 1994 [Heilongjiang Yearbook 1994] (Harbin: Hei-

longjiang renmin chubanshe, 1994), 3
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change between Russian and Chinese regions and, more impor-
tantly, the end of the era of preferences applied to small territo-
ries as one of the major instruments of Beijing’s regional policy. 
Since the late 1990s, the central government has increased its 
ability to redistribute economic resources within the state, one 
that focuses on macro-regional, large sub-provincial and indus-
try-specific projects.

Such changes led to a transformation in the nature of 
the arrangement between the province and Beijing. The Hei-
longjiang bureaucracy partially “rebranded” its ideology of par-
ticipating in national foreign economic policy: the idea of the 
border as a narrow strip of counties and cities was transformed 
into the concept of a “broader” border, where the whole prov-
ince was presented as a bridge between China and Russia, and, 
in the future, between China and Northeast Asia.44 If in the 
late 1980s and early 1990s Beijing was asked to provide Hei-
longjiang border counties and cities with fiscal and administra-
tive preferences in foreign trade and investment, in the 2000s 
the emphasis in bargaining shifted to establishing integrated 
development plans which covered all or most of the province’s 
territory and sought to attract direct funding from Beijing. This 
distinction can be traced on the basis of information from the 
sessions of the National People’s Congress (NPC) in the second 
half of the 2000s (Table 1), where the Heilongjiang delegates 
suggested various initiatives. Of course, NPC sessions are not 
the only way of promoting local initiatives at the level of cen-
tral government, and the examples listed below are a small part 
of a provincial discourse on the cross-border location of Hei-
longjiang.

Conclusion

The empirical analysis in this paper raises serious doubts 
about the adequacy of the conventional liberal approach to stud-
ying political and administrative authorities’ efforts in cross-
border cooperation, at least in the non-western world. Economic 
benefits were not the only, and perhaps not even the most im-
portant, incentive for the Heilongjiang bureaucracy to promote 

44  Sergei A. Ivanov, “Vostok Rossii v prostranstnennoĭ organizatsii 
vneshneĭ politiki Kitaia [East of Russia in the Spatial Organization of China’s 
Foreign Policy],” Russiia i ATR [Russia and the Pacific] 4 (2010): 94
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cross-border cooperation. Although I use the term “cross-border 
cooperation” in this paper, the most appropriate question is to 
what extent claims to promote “cross-border cooperation” are 
about collaboration with international partners, and to what ex-
tent they are about bargaining or simple imitation internal to 
the discourse of the bureaucracy within the political field of Chi-
na.

Over the past 25 years, provincial authorities represented 
the border territory under their jurisdiction initially as an im-
portant facility to implement national foreign economic strate-
gy and later as a platform through which other territories of the 
state could cooperate with Russia. The meaning of this represen-
tation was twofold: first, to produce the same discourse as the 
central government, and second, to gain symbolic capital that 
could later be transformed into material resources or political 
benefits in bargaining with Beijing, the major consumer of pro-
vincial information about cross-border cooperation. That’s why 
the message of the provincial bureaucracy was in line with the 
liberal ideology adopted by the central government and aimed to 
increase the power of the province within the state with regards 
to foreign economic activity with Russian border regions.

The symbolic significance of the frontier needed to be 
proved with factual materials. As a result, the Heilongjiang au-
thorities and experts deliberately or unconsciously produced a 
corrupted information flow for Beijing and other consumers 
within China. This raises the question, is it possible to find ap-
propriate ways of governing cross-border cooperation based on 
this sort of misrepresented data? The situation gets worse if we 
take into account the fact that misrepresentation with its own 
characteristics can also be found in Russia. So the question 
“why” agents do what they do, and say what they say, is vital 
for studying “how” agents should act in improving cross-border 
cooperation.
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North Korea’s Special Economic Zones
and East Asia1

(Focusing on SEZ Strategy and Location)

Jongseok Park

This paper discusses the political and economic meaning 
of North Korea’s Special Economic Zones. It will outline the eco-
nomic importance of countries which are in close geographical 
proximity; definition and types of Special Economic Zones; the 
two major types of socialist system; what SEZs mean in a so-
cialist system; the significance of SEZs to the North Korean eco-
nomic system; and the attitude of North Korea towards reform 
and opening.

The Economic Importance of Countries
in Geographical Proximity

In order to understand the economic importance of coun-
tries in geographical proximity we can examine the current ma-
jor trading partners of Japan. The current ten “big” trading 
partners of Japan are as follows (Table 1).

Table 1. Current “Big” Trading Partners of Japan2

Number Country or 
Region

1 China
2 USA
3 South Korea
4 Taiwan
5 Hong Kong

1  This chapter mainly relies on my paper published in March 2010 in Jap-
anese. Jongseok Park, “North Korea’s Experiments of Special Economic Zones”, 
Law Journal of Hokkaido University, 60:6 (2010), 269-314.

2  This table is mainly based on “Trends of Japan’s Trading 2005 (in Japa-
nese)”, accessed October 20, 2009, http://www.jetro.go.jp/world/statistics/data/
trade2005.pdf.
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6 Germany
7 Thailand
8 Australia
9 Malaysia
10 Indonesia

There are many “near” counties in the list. Only two are 
“remote” countries (the USA and Germany). However, absent 
are many European countries with large economies, such as 
England, France, Spain or Italy. This suggests that countries in 
close geographical proximity either are an economically signifi-
cant partner or could be such in the near future. So even though 
North Korea is a small trading partner for Japan now, it could 
well become a more significant one in the near future, as in the 
cases of South Korea, Taiwan or Hong Kong.3

Definition and Types of Special Economic Zones

A Special Economic Zone can be defined as a specially des-
ignated area in which certain special economic policies are to be 
executed, in order to boost the economy of the whole country. 
We could point to three main types: 1) Tourist Zone, 2) Trade 
Zone, 3) Export Processing Zone.4

Two Major Types of Socialist Systems

The socialist system can be classified into several sub-
classes, or types5, and two major ones are as follows:

3  It might be interesting to compare the populations of these countries. 
The population of South Korea is about 49 million, that of Taiwan is 23 mil-
lion, and that of Hong Kong is just 7 million. And that of North Korea is 25 
million. See “Country Comparison = Population,” The World Factbook, accessed 
April 1, 2013, https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/
rankorder/2119rank.html.

4  For a more detailed discussion of the definition and the types of SEZs, 
see Jeongdong Park, A General Study on Special Economic Zones (in Japanese), 
(Shinhyoron, 1996), 19-48.

5  Jongseok Park, “A Study on Changes in the Socialist System (in Japa-
nese)”, Law Journal of Hokkaido University, 61(3) (2010), 333-378. In the arti-
cle, I established five types of Socialist system. One of them is “the pure socialist 
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1) The Orthodox Socialist System. In this system, private 
economic activity is eradicated by the socialist state. The state 
privileges a situation where no private economic activity is per-
formed as the ideal society.

2) The Reformative Socialist System. In this system, pri-
vate economic activity is in the process of reintroduction and rel-
egitimation. The socialist state has changed its policy towards 
private economic activity. While private economic activity was 
deemed evil and useless initially, because of the failures of the 
orthodox system the state came to realize that private econom-
ic activity is useful for achieving economic growth, which itself 
was one of their major aims when they established the orthodox 
socialist system.

What SEZs Mean in a Socialist System

In SEZs capitalist firms are invited to conduct business. 
This has two corollaries in a socialist system:

1) As foreign firms are invited in, it means the socialist 
system changes from a closed one to an open one.

2) As private firms not managed by the socialist state, it 
means the socialist system changes from the orthodox one to the 
reformative one, at least in the designated area.

Significance of SEZs
in the North Korean economic system

North Korea’s SEZs are potentially important to the cur-
rent economic system in the following ways:

1) North Korea’s relations with the outside world change 
from being closed to being open.

2)  Within the zone there is a change from the orthodox 
socialist system to the reformative one.

3) Geopolitically, all four SEZs are located in border re-
gions, with Russia, China or South Korea. Border regions can 
be areas of cooperation or confrontation, depending on circum-

system” conceived of by socialist thinkers and politicians to be their ultimate 
goal, never attained in the real world. The other four types are, “the socialist 
system under construction”, “the orthodox socialist system”, “the reformative so-
cialist system” and “the transformative socialist system”, all of these being real 
ones.
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stances. These four SEZs imply that North Korea is ready to co-
operate with the outside world, especially with South Korea, Ja-
pan and the United States.

4) Administratively, at the time when the four SEZs were 
established, there were five cities administered directly by the 
central government. Among those five, three cities are in SEZs.6

Attitude of North Korea towards Reform
and Opening

In 1978, China made a dramatic shift in their strategy for 
economic growth. Initially, the leaders of China expected that 
the Chinese economy would grow fast under a socialist sys-
tem and sooner or later the people of China would become rich, 
while political oppression and economic expropriation would 
disappear. However, aside from problems of political oppression 
and economic expropriation, their economy had been flatlining 
for many years. It is reported that three years prior to the stra-
tegic shift of 1978, Zhou Enlai said that, “Our country is unhap-
py. Already 26 years have passed. But, the situation is that 600 
million people face an everyday struggle for sufficient food, yet 
must sing to the communist party and praise the leader. This 
reality shows our party has failed.”7 Acknowledging this situa-
tion, China changed strategy and experienced rapid economic 
growth, especially in their four SEZs.

North Korea hesitated for a long time about whether to 
imitate China or not, having witnessed its neighbor’s unexpect-
ed success. After 13 years of observation, North Korea finally 
began to show some shifts in their strategy concerning econom-
ic growth. What is distinct is that, in contrast to China, which 
executed internal reform and external opening at the same 
time, North Korea is very reluctant to reform its internal eco-
nomic structure by reviving private economic activity. However, 
the state has demonstrated its interest in outside engagement 
through establishing SEZs, which means making their economy 
connected with the outside world, although in limited regions. 

6  They are Najin-Sunbong, Sinuiju and Kaesong. The other two cities are 
Pyongyang and Nampo.

7  “The Conflict between Mao Tsedong and Chou Enlai”, accessed April 1, 
2013, http://blog.naver.com/oney44?Redirect=Log&logNo=150156055398.
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This hints that they want to boost the growth of their economy 
through establishing SEZs, avoiding structural changes in the 
economic system for as long as possible.

Establishment of North Korea’s SEZs

The change of North Korea’s attitude towards SEZs can 
be divided into four phases (Table 2).

Table 2. Change of North Korea’s Attitude towards SEZs

Phase Attitude
I Before 1980 Negative●●

II 1980 – 1991 Observing China’s Experiment with SEZs●●
Considering the necessity and possibility of SEZs●●

III 1991 – 2002 Established the Najin-Sunbong Zone in 1991●●
Testing its possibility and potential●●

IV Since 2002
Active●●
Established 3 more Zones in 2002 (Sinuiju, ●●
Mt.Kumgang, Kaesong) 

Source: compiled by the author

In Phase I (before 1980), North Korea was negative to-
wards SEZs, because they were deemed to be a space of appro-
priation by foreign capital. In Phase II (1980 – 1991), witness-
ing the development of the Chinese SEZs, they considered the 
necessity and possibility of operating their own. In Phase III 
(1991 – 2002), in the aftermath of the collapse of the socialist 
system in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, the North Ko-
rean economy collapsed and many people are believed to have 
starved to death. The situation encouraged a shift in attitudes 
towards SEZs in 1991, when they announced  that they intend-
ed to establish SEZs related to the “Tumen River Area Develop-
ment Program” introduced under the auspices of UNDP (United 
Nations Development Program). In December 1991, they estab-
lished the “Najin-Sunbong Free Trade Zone” as the North Ko-
rea’s first SEZ. In Phase IV (2002 – ), they were very active to-
wards SEZs. After this period of experiment, they established 
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a further three SEZs in successive months in 2002: in Septem-
ber the “Sinuiju Special Administration District”, in October the 
“Mt. Kumgang Tourist Zone” (Kosong area) and in November 
the “Kaesong Industrial District”.

How do North Korea’s SEZs Function?

In order to understand the functioning of North Korea’s 
SEZs, we can take the case of Kaesong as representative.

1. Control and development of the district.
Firstly, the organization that supervises the development 

of Kaesong is the “Central Control Agency of Industrial Dis-
tricts” (Kaesong Industrial District Law,8 Article 5). Other de-
partments of the central government are not permitted to inter-
vene (Article 6). This shows the intention of the North Korean 
government to promote efficiently the development of Kaesong 
District.

Secondly, the work of developing Kaesong District will 
be performed by the “Developer” designated by the “Central 
Control Agency of Industrial Districts” (Article 2 and 10). This 
means that the Developer would have the exclusive right to de-
velop the district. Here the developer is the South Korean firm, 
“Hyundai Asan”.

Thirdly, it is the “Kaesong District Control Organization” 
that manages Kaesong District under the supervision of the 
“Central Control Agency of Industrial Districts” (Article 2 and 
10). This means that the “Kaesong District Control Organiza-
tion” deals with the everyday management of the district and 
has reasonable authority over the district. This “Kaesong Dis-
trict Control Organization” consists of members suggested by 
both the developer and the “Central Control Agency of Industri-
al Districts” (Article 24 and 26). This means that the developer, 
Hyundai Asan (and later, in addition, the Korean Land Public 
Company) has authority not only in developing the district but 
also managing it.

2. The main economic policies to be pursued in the dis-
trict.

8  Reunification Department of South Korea, accessed December 20, 2009, 
http://www.unikorea.go.kr. (in the search window type the phrase “Kaesong In-
dustrial District Law” in Korean (that is to say “개성공업지구법”)).
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Ownership and use of the means of production: Land is ●●
still solely owned by the state and will be developed by the 
developer through leasing (Article 2). Investors who are to 
perform business in the district will lease land from the de-
veloper (Article 18). The duration of the lease is 50 years, 
and this can subsequently be extended (Article 12). The 
ownership and inheritance of assets invested from abroad 
will be guaranteed (Article 7).
Market: Prices of commodities will be determined by the ●●
market (Article 40). Foreign convertible currencies and 
credit cards will be used (Article 41).
Business activity: Koreans living in South Korea or other ●●
countries, individual foreigners, foreign corporations and 
economic organizations can invest and establish firms, 
branches, and offices in the district (Article 3). They should 
employ North Koreans as ordinary workers (Article 37). 
They shall be required to pay all taxes, such as enterprise 
income taxes, transaction taxes, local taxes, etc. The rate 
of enterprise income tax will be 14 percent, and in some 
fields 10 percent (Article 43).
Foreign relations: People can enter the district upon ob-●●
taining a “Certificate for entering the district” issued by the 
“Kaesong District Control Organization” without the need 
for a visa (Article 28). Tariffs will not be imposed within 
the district (Article 33). Foreign currency can be carried 
into and out of the district without limit, and profits from 
business can be remitted overseas (Article 44).

North Korea has tried to develop the Kaesong district as 
a “general SEZ”, taking advantage of its location near South 
Korea. During its development, in order to smooth the process, 
they were ready to execute “reformative” economic policies, even 
if those policies were limited to the district.

Performance of North Korea’s SEZs

How successful have the North Korean SEZs been?

Najin-Sunbong SEZ. North Korea developed a grand de-●●
sign for the region. Based on this design, a more concrete 
“Soliciting Investment Plan” emerged, which called for a 

Park

210



North Korea’s Special Economic Zones ...

211

total US$4700 million of investment to be invited to the re-
gion, of which US$3600 million was for industry, US$900 
million for social infrastructure like roads and factory sites, 
and a further US$100 million for services like hotels. And 
the result? Poor enough to be called “a big failure”. Looking 
at the statistics for the years 1991 – 1997 (the only years to 
haven been published), only US$58 million was invested, 
just 1.2 percent of the original plan!
Sinuiju SEZ. The establishment and development of Sinu-●●
iju SEZ was a drama with many plot reversals. To the 
surprise of the outside world, a “self-governed SEZ” was 
announced, in imitation of Hong Kong. And more surpris-
ingly, a Chinese-Dutch named Yang Bin was appointed as 
the top official of the SEZ. However, only three days after 
the appointment, Yang Bin was arrested by the Chinese 
authorities on suspicion of tax evasion and illegal money 
borrowing. Sinuiju SEZ was left stranded in its first phase. 
Following that incident, North Korea tried to invite several 
other individuals to take the post. But the situation didn’t 
improve, so they announced “the temporary halting of the 
SEZ” in 2004. Even after that, North Korea invited China 
to invest in the region, but without much result.
Mt. Kumgang SEZ. In contrast to the cases of Najin-Sun-●●
bong or Sinuiju, Mt. Kumgang SEZ initially promised to 
be an SEZ success story. Development of the region, such 
as the railroad between South and North Korea, advanced 
quite smoothly with the strong support of the Kim Dae-
jung and Rho Moo-hyun governments. Tourist numbers 
increased steadily, to some 300,000 in 2005.9 The devel-
oper Hyundai Asan had said that 500,000 was the break-
even point of their business, and were optimistic it would 
be achieved.  But, to their disappointment, relations be-
tween the two Koreas quickly soured after Lee Myong-bak 
was elected as President of South Korea. At the time of the 
election campaign, he had advocated “a pragmatic line”, 
even though the candidate of the hawkish “Hannara Par-

9  This project was quite profitable to North Korea, even before the devel-
oper gets to the break-even point. According to their agreement, every tourist 
should pay US$70 to the North Korean authorities as an “entrance fee”. US$70 
is a lot of money in North Korea, considering that the monthly salary of a work-
er in the Kaesong SEZ was about US$70 at the time.



ty”. Many pragmatists cast votes for him in the hope of 
economic recovery, as he was once the president of a large 
firm within the Hyundai Group. However, unexpectedly, 
he began to show a very hawkish attitude towards North 
Korea, and tourism to Mt. Kumgang was halted after a 
South Korean tourist was shot by a North Korean guard 
in the area. The paralysis of the Mt. Kumgang SEZ has es-
sentially continued until now.
Kaesong SEZ. Like Mt. Kumgang SEZ, Kaesong initially ●●
showed promise of being a successful SEZ. Development 
of the region – railroads and the preparing of sites for fac-
tories – proceeded smoothly with strong North and South 
political support. Production and exports grew rapidly, as 
shown in the table below, even though the absolute amount 
is not large. However, after Lee Myong-bak was elected, 
support from the South Korean government weakened, as 
shown in their reneging on a deal to build a dormitory for 
workers, and the district lost the vitality it had initially 
shown. Since then, the situation has not significantly im-
proved.10

Table 3. Production and Export of Kaesong SEZ

2005 2006 2007 2008
Amount of Production

(1000 US$)
(growth rate)

14,900 73,740
(395 %)

184,780
(151 %)

251,420
(36 %)

Amount of Export
(1000 US$)
(growth rate)

8,660 19,830
(129 %)

39,670
(100 %)

35,840
(-10 %)

Source: compiled by the author

10  Lately, the tensions between the two parties (North Korea being one 
party, South Korea and the United States being the other party) are grow-
ing higher than ever. Evacuation of North Korean workers by the North Ko-
rean authorities is the vivid sign of the exacerbated situation. See Nocutnews, 
April 8, 2013, accessed April 10, 2013, http://www.nocutnews.co.kr/Show.
asp?IDX=2457453.
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North Korea’s SEZ Strategy

In the case of Sinuiju, North Korea tried to create a “self-
governance zone” by giving the zone the status of a “Special Ad-
ministrative District” and appointing a Chinese-Dutch as the 
top official, whose title was “Administrative Minister”. In Mt. 
Kumgang and Kaesong they designated a South Korean firm 
– Hyundai Asan – as the “Developer”. Through such strate-
gies they tried to alleviate doubts from abroad as well as escape 
the financial burden of developing the SEZs themselves (which 
proved reasonably successful under favorable conditions).

Relevance of geography for North Korea’s SEZs

North Korea planned to develop their four SEZs as fol-
lows;

1) Najin-Sunbong : Center of Trade and Transportation + 
Export Processing Zone.

2) Sinuiju : Center of Trade and Transportation + Export 
Processing Zone.

3) Mt. Kumgang : Area for Tourism.
4) Kaesong : Export Processing Zone.

Are these plans realistic or not?

Najin-Sunbong : a) As the region connects North Korea, ●●
China and Russia, it is promising site for a Center of Trade 
and Transportation.  For example, China is interested in 
developing the region for harbors to connect the North-
Eastern Region of China with foreign countries. So China 
is actively repairing the Najin harbour, and underwriting 
the cost, in return for exclusive use of part of the harbor for 
50 years.11 b) The area is not ideal as an Export Process-
ing Zone. If there is any country interested in investing in 
an export processing zone in the Eastern part of North Ko-
rea, it would be Japan. But for Japan, Wonsan would be 
the most suitable region for that purpose, being more ac-

11  “North Korea and China agreed to jointly develop the Najin Harbor”, 
accessed April 1, 2013, http://fun.jjang0u.com/articles/view?db=352&search_
field=&search_value=&no=16649&page=1.
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cessible from Japan than Najin-Sunbong. Wonsan is also 
much closer to Pyongyang, the most populated region of 
North Korea.
Sinuiju : a) The region connects China and North Korea ●●
and so is suitable as a Center of Trade and Transportation. 
b) The area is not ideal as an Export Processing Zone as 
Sinuiju is not a good harbor, so the region is disadvanta-
geous for export,12 except towards China.13

Mt. Kumgang : The region has tourist potential as the ●●
mountain is renowned as “the most beautiful mountain in 
the world” among Koreans. And the region is near South 
Korea and Japan, whose citizens are expected to form the 
majority of the would-be visitors.
Kaesong : The region is reasonable as an Export Process-●●
ing Zone. It is near Seoul, so is convenient for transporting 
items to South Korea. The region is also advantageous as a 
transportation node for Pyongyang.

General Assessment

In sum, North Korea’s SEZs have not been particularly 
successful. What have been the problems?

First of all, North Korea failed to improve its relations 
with foreign countries, particularly South Korea, Japan and the 
United States. It is true that bad relations with these countries 
are not solely North Korea’s responsibility. For example, it was 
not North Korea but the United States that scrapped the 1994 
Geneva Agreement in which the US promised to build a light-
water nuclear power plant in Yeongbyon, in exchange for North 
Korea’s freezing of its nuclear activity. In any case, it is obvious 
this failure has had a bad effect on the performance of the North 
Korean SEZs.

Secondly, they have not aggressively sought foreign in-
vestment. Were North Korean SEZs so attractive to foreign in-

12  This aspect was pointed out by Hyundai Group when the firm and North 
Korea were negotiating for a site for an export processing zone. See Weekly Don-
ga, December 24, 2008, accessed October 30, 2009, http://weekly.donga.com/docs/
magazine/weekly/2008/12/17/200812170500014/200812170500014_1.html.

13  But China could hardly be a good market for items made in North Ko-
rea. North Korea needs to aims at South Korea, Japan and the United States as 
their future markets.
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vestors, this would not have been necessary but, unhappily, 
North Korean SEZs are not considered so charming. Therefore, 
they needed to try their best to lure foreign investors by, for ex-
ample, developing the SEZs themselves, giving more advanta-
geous conditions to would-be investors or giving more autonomy 
to the authorities of the SEZs.

Thirdly, their choice of SEZ locations can be criticised. 
The priority was to develop Export Processing Zones, so it is 
hard to understand why they wasted time trying to develop Na-
jin-Sunbong and Sinuiju, instead of more promising regions like 
Wonsan, Haeju, Nampo, and so on.

Conclusion

Politically, North Korea needs to improve its relations 
with the outside world, particularly with South Korea, Japan 
and the US. Irrespective of its justifications over why they have 
failed to improve its relations with the outside world they need 
to search for a new compromise after analyzing the current situ-
ation surrounding them.

Regarding the location of the SEZs, they need to recon-
sider where they would be best situated. They should estab-
lish Wonsan as an SEZ in order to entice Japanese investment. 
Wonsan is the best location for connecting North Korea and Ja-
pan, and has the advantage of being near Pyongyang. Rather 
than Sinuiju as a Self-governed District, they need to focus on 
Nampo14. Unlike Sinuiju, Nampo has a good harbor and is part 
of the most-populated area of North Korea, near to its capital 
Pyongyang. So it is better than any other region of North Korea 
for connecting North Korea and the outside world, for producing 
industrial goods and for mobilizing labor.15

14  Even after Yang Bin was arrested by the Chinese authorities, North 
Korea has tried to put some foreigners in the post. For example, there was a 
report that a Chinese American named Sha Rushang would take the post. (Yon-
hap News, September 2, 2004, accessed October 20, 2009, http://news.naver.
com/main/read.nhn?mode=LSD&mid=sec&sid1=104&oid=001&aid=00007575
30.) This shows North Korea is quite determined to establish a Self-governed 
District.

15  Since North Korea is now undeveloped, the ratio of goods sold to its peo-
ple will be low in the meantime. But as its economy might develop as a conse-
quence of its growth strategy, including establishing SEZs, the ratio of goods 
sold to its people will also grow.
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The outside world should offer a new compromise to 
North Korea, probably something that resembles the 1994 Ge-
neva Agreement,16 in order to stabilize East Asia by lower-
ing tensions between North Korea and the outside world. Un-
til now policy has oscillated between two poles with regard to 
North Korea. One is the hard line, probably intended to disrupt 
the North Korean regime and absorb it into South Korea. It re-
quires North Korea to resolve its so-called nuclear issues prior 
to economic engagement, and is the policy of Lee Myong-bak as 
South Korean president.17 The other is the soft line aimed at co-
existence and reuniting the two Koreas peacefully. It practices 
economic cooperation and solving North Korean nuclear issues 
simultaneously, and characterized the period of the two previ-
ous South Korean presidents, Kim Dae-jung and Roh Moo-hyon. 
If we evaluate the two policies over time, then the hard line has 
not succeeded in lessening tensions between North Korea and 
the outside world, or reducing the pain of people separated as 
the result of the Korean War (1950 – 1953), or indeed of con-
trolling North Korean nuclear activities.18 It could be suggested 
that the hard line is almost bankrupt. On the other hand, the 
soft line showed some possibility of lessening the tensions be-
tween North Korea and the outside world, reducing the agony 
of separation and controlling North Korean nuclear activities19. 

16  There could not be a strikingly different compromise than the 1994 
Geneva Agreement. In this respect, I think that it was unwise for the United 
States to scrap the 1994 Agreement with some unclear excuses. Long years have 
passed, and both parties have lost much. The United States reduced the possi-
bility of preventing North Korea becoming a new nuclear-armed country. North 
Korea has lost the long time it could have spent recovering its impoverished 
economy.

17  President Bush practiced the hard line when he scrapped the 1994 Ge-
neva Agreement in 2002.

18  At the time of the 1994 Geneva Agreement, North Korea was suspected 
to have some 12 kg of reprocessed plutonium that might be used for making two 
or three nuclear weapons, if they had sufficient technology. But in 2008, they 
were suspected to have about 40 kg of reprocessed plutonium that might be used 
for making about 8 nuclear weapons. (Newsis, February 1, 2008, accessed Octo-
ber 30, 2009, http://news.naver.com/main/read.nhn?mode=LSD&mid=sec&sid1=
100&oid=003&aid=0001946940.) This means its nuclear capability grew signifi-
cantly after the scrapping of the 1994 Geneva Agreement.

19  We need to pay attention to the fact that during the period when the 
1994 Geneva Agreement was alive (1994-2001), North Korea's nuclear capabil-
ity was frozen. But hard liners were complaining about the fact that North Ko-
rea's nuclear capability did not become null instantly, which is a silly dream in 
the arena of international conflict.
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Even though the process might not be smooth, the only possible 
way to solve those issues peacefully is compromise between the 
two sides, not the submission of either side. The outside world 
needs to work on proposing a new compromise, which might be 
accepted by North Korea.
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The Mythology of Northeast Asia’s Border Issues

Vasilii A. Allenov

Recently East Asia has seen an escalation of some high-
profile territorial conflicts, mainly along the borders of Japan, 
the People’s Republic of China, and the Republic of Korea. In 
this article the ideological approaches to territorial disputes of 
the above-mentioned East Asian countries and their interpreta-
tions of history are compared and analyzed. Also analyzed are 
the mythological archetypes used by the concerned parties in or-
der to explain the essence of the territorial disputes in the re-
gion, and the use of history as a sacred narrative.

It is necessary to clarify in the very beginning how the 
terms myth and mythology are interpreted in this chapter. Now-
adays these terms are often used synonymously with words such 
as false, hoax or mistake, not only in everyday life but also in 
some scientific articles.1 This interpretation of the words “myth” 
and “mythology” leads to a contra-position of a myth to a fact, 
as false opposed to true. It in turn leads to identifying the term 
myth with something opposed to true facts, and, for some re-
searchers, to a necessity for debunking myths.2 On the contrary, 
in this chapter mythology will be viewed as a universal narra-
tive containing certain models for behavior based on archetypi-
cal thinking. In this case, a myth is seen as a sacred narrative 
or as an explanation of events through personal perception and 
not just as a folkloric description of a historical event. Owing to 
the fact that the inner logic of the myth is subconsciously per-
ceived as the only true or correct version, myth itself becomes 
identified as truth by the collective consciousness.

A number of researchers have examined myth as a sacred 
narrative from the standpoint of psychology, history, and social 

1  Olivier Roy, “The myth of the Islamist winter,” New Statesman 141 
(2012): 22-25; Kam Wing Chan, “The myth of China's urbanisation,” East Asia 
Forum, accessed April 12, 2013, http://www.eastasiaforum.org/2011/08/19/in-
the-city-but-not-of-the-city-the-myth-of-china-s-urbanisation/

2  Iulia M. Zagvozkina, “Politicheskiĭ mif kak problema sotsial'noĭ filosofii” 
[Political myth as a problem of social philosophy] (kandidatskaia [PhD] diss., 
Ivanovo, 2005); James Laurenceson, “Busting the myth of China’s property 
bubble,” East Asia Forum, accessed April 12, 2013, http://www.eastasiaforum.
org/2012/04/14/busting-the-myth-of-china-s-property-bubble/
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anthropology. Carl Jung wrote about myth as a “universal so-
cio-psychological mechanism” connected to the collective uncon-
scious.3 Claude Lévi-Strauss defined mythology as “a structural 
sign system, a special language, built on top of the common”.4 
According to Lévi-Strauss, myth solves intellectual problems. 
Furthermore, Lévi-Strauss suggested that the modern counter-
part to myth is politics.5 Mircea Eliade proposed in his works 
a thesis that history is more superficial than mythology in its 
explanation of human life, but myth carries an absolute knowl-
edge of the world in itself and thus explains more than a direct 
description of facts.6 A prominent Russian philosopher and phi-
lologist, Aleksei Losev, wrote that one of the main character-
istics of myth is that it is malleable, and is not intended to be 
recognized as the only indisputable truth but is extremely prac-
tical and vivid. The logic of myth is therefore straightforward 
and easily understood. A myth is not scientific and does not re-
quire special skills for understanding; it provides universal an-
swers without any need for evidence, conclusions, or analysis. 
This is why it is intuitively understandable and finds a positive 
response in the public consciousness.7

Due to the previously mentioned characteristics, myth has 
served as a basis for the construction of political ideology since 
antiquity until the present day. Moreover, the archetypes of the 
classical myths are still widely adopted in modern ideological 
schemes. From the seemingly localized myths of Atlantis and 
El Dorado to the universal mythologemes of the Golden Age, a 
Promised Land and the lost lands, and from ancient Greek and 
Chinese mythology to the modern myths of a post-Cold War era, 
the archetypal matrix of myths has stayed the same, changing 
only its appearance and exterior shape to match different times 
and places. However, the inside core of the key myths stayed 
similar through various countries and different ages. The ar-

3  Levon Akopian, Foreword to Karl Gustav Iung o sovremennykh mifakh 
[Carl Gustav Jung on modern myths] (Moskva: Praktika, 1994), 12.

4  Claude Lévi-Strauss, “Struktura mifa” [Structure of myth], Voprosy filos-
ofii 7 (1970): 152.

5  Daniel Dubuisson, Twentieth Century Mythologies : Dumйzil, Lévi-
Strauss, Eliade (London: Equinox Publishing, 2006), 12.

6  Mircea Eliade, Aspekty mifa [Aspects of myth] (Moskva: Akademicheskii 
proekt, 2005), 15.

7  Alekseĭ Losev, Dialektika mifa [The dialectics of myth] (Moskva: Pravda, 
1990), 2-125.
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chetypes of the fundamental myths of Europe and East Asia are 
surprisingly similar.8

It should also be stated that although mythology is con-
stantly used in different political situations, it becomes especial-
ly important in cases when factual events are vague or hard to 
understand by the general public and when there are opposite 
points of view on the same event by different actors. National 
security, territorial, and border issues are ones where mythol-
ogy is often utilized to explain the essence of the territorial con-
flict, or to prove the righteousness of certain actions. Territorial 
and border issues in East Asia are not an exception : all major 
territorial disputes in the region are thoroughly mythologized 
in the public consciousness and in the political ideologies of the 
concerned parties as well.

In terms of mythology used to explain the essence of ter-
ritorial issues, three disputes stand out among all territorial 
and border issues in East Asia. They are the Senkaku/Diaoyu 
islands dispute between Japan and People’s Republic of China; 
the Dokdo/Takeshima dispute between Republic of Korea and 
Japan; and the Southern Kuril islands/Northern territories dis-
pute between Russia and Japan. In this chapter these territo-
rial issues will be viewed from the standpoint of a mythological 
narrative established in the public consciousness and used in 
the official policies of the concerned countries rather than from 
the standpoint of international law. To differentiate government 
policies from the attitudes of the general public, in this chap-
ter, official statements by the countries’ leaders and the position 
of the ministries of foreign affairs will be regarded as govern-
ment policies over territorial issues. Mass-media coverage and 
the remarks of other political figures will be viewed as displays 
of public consciousness. The objective of the chapter is not to 
prove the correctness or incorrectness of the territorial claims of 
one country or another but to spotlight archetypes and mytholo-
gemes in approaches to East Asia’s border issues.

For the purpose of convenience, in this chapter the ar-
chetypes used by the concerned parties in East Asia are called 
mostly by the names of European myths where these archetypes 
can also be found. It does not necessarily mean that political 

8  Claude Lévi-Strauss, “Obratnaia storona luny” [Another side of the 
Moon], (Moskva: Tekst, 2013), 15-20.
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ideologies of modern Japan or China directly use Greek and Ro-
man mythology. It is the archetypes that are used, and these ar-
chetypes are same or very similar in local myths of East Asian 
countries and in the globalized European mythology.

The archetypical pattern of border issues can be traced 
back to the myth of the Golden Apple of Discord given to three 
Greek goddesses by Eris, goddess of strife, and their dispute 
over its possession. This archetype corresponds with the ac-
tions of the countries contesting certain territories : i.e. that the 
main argument in policies regarding border issues is that a cer-
tain country “deserves” to have this territorial equivalent of the 
Golden Apple more than others. It also should be noted that, in 
a global context, many of the modern territorial disagreements 
were generated with the contribution of a third party. For exam-
ple, border issues regarding the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands; Dok-
do/Takeshima; and the Southern Kuril islands/Northern Terri-
tories are all related to the post-Second World War delimitation 
by Allied powers.9

Some governments’ reluctance to appeal to international 
organizations – such as the International Court of Justice – also 
corresponds with the archetype of the Judgment of Paris, where 
Paris, the king of Troy, awarded the Golden Apple to one of the 
goddesses after receiving a bribe. The refusal of the Republic of 
Korea’s government to take the islands dispute with Japan to 
the International Court of Justice is a notable example of this 
kind of archetypical thinking turned into policy. Rather than to 
take chances with the decision of international judicial organi-
sations, and face the possibility of defeat, the government of the 
Republic of Korea has chosen to continue de-facto control of the 
territory.10

The myth of El Dorado contains another powerful arche-
type of a magical country of innumerable treasures. Interesting-
ly, this archetype can be applied to the country seeking mytho-
logical supporting points for gaining the territory as well as the 

9  Kimie Hara, “The San Francisco peace treaty and frontier problems in 
the regional order in East Asia: a sixty year perspective,” The Asia-Pacific Jour-
nal: Japan Focus, accessed April 12, 2013, http://www.japanfocus.org/-Kimie-
HARA/3739

10  Shin Maeng-ho, “Why we refuse to seek legal recourse on Dokdo,” The 
Korea Times, accessed April 12, 2013, http://www.koreatimes.co.kr/www/news/
nation/2012/08/116_117572.html.
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country which de-facto administers this territory. In the latter 
case the El Dorado archetype can be used both for emphasizing 
the necessity to hold onto the territory, and to provide counter-
points against the challenging country as it displays the chal-
lenger as wanting to get the disputed “El Dorado” for oil, nat-
ural gas or marine resources, etc. This last interpretation of 
an archetype is applicable to both the Southern Kuril islands/
Northern Territories and Senkaku/Diaoyu islands and can be 
successfully used by governments to influence internal public 
opinion about the nature of the dispute.11

Another instrument in creating an effective policy regard-
ing disputed territories is a mythologem of lost lands. This my-
thologem contains an archetype of longing for the territory that 
was once part of a homeland for time immemorial but recently 
unjustly separated by an opponent. This mythological perception 
of a “lost” territory can prevail in both the public consciousness 
of the concerned countries and in government policies regard-
ing the disputed territories. One notable example involves the 
Southern Kuril islands/Northern Territories dispute, where the 
Japanese public consciousness and government policy coincide 
with each other, interpreting the Northern Territories as Japa-
nese land unjustly lost after Second World War.12 Whereas Rus-
sian government policy and the public consciousness regard the 
Southern Kuril islands as a lost land separated after the Treaty 
of Shimoda.13

It is necessary to emphasize that for the successful imple-
mentation of policies based on the above mentioned archetypes, 
actual correspondence with the norms of international law, 
historical records, or real control of a disputed area makes lit-
tle difference as mythology doesn’t necessarily reflect reality in 

11  Anatoliĭ Koshkin, “O kakoĭ nich'eĭ v otnoshenii Kuril govorit president?” 
[What kind in the case of Kurils is President talking about?], Argumenty i Fakty, 
accessed April 12, 2013, http://www.aif.ru/politics/article/59791

12  “Overview of the Issue of the Northern Territories,” Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs of Japan, accessed April 12, 2013, http://www.mofa.go.jp/region/europe/
russia/territory/overview.html.

13  “Kuril'skie ostrova. Ikh otkrytie i prisoedinenie k Rossii (1771 – 1778)” 
[Kuril islands. Discovery and annexation by Russia (1771 – 1778)], Ministerstvo 
inostrannykh del Rossiĭskoĭ Federatsii [Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Rus-
sian Federation], accessed April 12, 2013, http://www.mid.ru/bdomp/ns-arch.ns
f/88ff23e5441b5caa43256b05004bce11/59b312d6225c5de9c3257929001f7bc1!Op
enDocument
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a strict sense. In other words, myths are answering the ques-
tion “Why” instead of just showing “What”. This characteristic 
makes myth (on the condition of its successful inception into the 
public consciousness) a good basis for a government policy re-
garding territorial and border issues, especially when dealing 
with various claims and counter-claims. The difference between 
myth and reality, when it occurs, does not mean that the myth 
is not true. On the contrary, mythological archetypes in the pub-
lic consciousness are able to directly and indirectly affect reali-
ty, namely the real control of disputed lands and the laws of the 
countries concerned. However, for the greater success of the pol-
icies, it is preferable for the concerned party to incept the suit-
able archetypes, models for behavior, and thinking not only into 
the public consciousness of its own country but also into pub-
lic consciousness of the opponent. It means that it is crucial to 
use a common medium that the two countries and their peoples 
share. In the case of East Asia, history has become this medi-
um.

Compared to those of Japan and Russia, Chinese and Ko-
rean political ideologies display a more noticeable trend of turn-
ing territorial issues into historical issues. This does not mean 
to suggest that Japanese and Russian official histories are not 
mythologized, but when dealing with territorial and border is-
sues between each other the governments of these two countries 
recur to particular mythological archetypes (the Golden Apple 
of Discord, El Dorado, lost lands), while the governments of the 
Republic of Korea and the People’s Republic of China turn to 
history, that they see as a chain of events containing mythologi-
cal archetypes of behavior. Effectively, it draws a conception of 
history closer to that of a myth in its above mentioned meaning, 
as myth also doesn’t contain the exact depiction of events but 
rather the interpretation and the explanation of events through 
the personal perception. It should be noted that, in their policies 
concerning border issues with Japan, the governments of Chi-
na and Korea use the whole concept of history not so much as a 
source of exact information about the circumstances of the dis-
pute’s origins as they use history to interpret this information. 
In other words, they use not history based on facts, but the his-
tory based on the interpretation of facts.

To a certain degree, mythologisation of history is not un-
common among all the countries, but the approaches to the in-
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terpretation of history established in China and Korea remain 
remarkable examples of viewing the whole national history as 
a myth. Owing to the fact that the histories and myths of Ja-
pan, China and Korea are interrelated, by turning a border is-
sue into an issue of history, the logic of the present day issue 
starts to correspond with certain rules and models of behavior 
found in common mythologised history. For example, by urging 
the Japanese government to show the “correct understanding” 
of history regarding past events or present territorial issue with 
the People’s Republic of China, the Chinese government revives 
the sinocentric point of view according to which Japan was one 
of the barbarian countries, and the only “correct” version of his-
tory could be a Chinese one. Such special attention to the in-
terpretation of mutual history formed a basis for the Textbook 
Issue between the People’s Republic of China and Japan with 
much of the emphasis put on terminology, as well as the names 
of historical events and disputed territories.14

Another example of the strategy of turning territorial is-
sues into issues of history and the importance of a naming is the 
campaign to rename the Sea of Japan promoted by the Korean 
government.15 In the public consciousness of the Korean peo-
ple, the territorial dispute became inseparably associated with 
the history of the colonization of Korea by the Empire of Japan. 
When laying counter-claims about the name of the Sea of Ja-
pan, or stating its position regarding the sovereignty over Dok-
do/Takeshima, in the public consciousness of Koreans, Japan is 
represented as an invader with groundless claims. In the light 
of this successful inception, it appears only natural for the Ko-
rean government to further promote internationally its policies 
regarding the territorial issue with Japan, using the same nar-
rative of history as a base.16

Another relevant example is Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute be-
tween Japan and the People’s Republic of China, in which the 

14  Caroline Rose, Interpreting history in Sino-Japanese relations : a case 
study in political decision-making (New York: Routledge, 1998 ), 80-102.

15  “East sea,” Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Republic of Korea, accessed 
April 12, 2013, http://www.mofa.go.kr/ENG/policy/focus/eastsea/

16  Hamish Mcdonald, “Provocative front-page ad over disputed territory 
angers Japan,” The Sydney Morning Herald, accessed April 12, 2013, http://
www.smh.com.au/national/provocative-frontpage-ad-over-disputed-territory-an-
gers-japan-20120815-2494y.html#ixzz2QLNb5JDJ
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governments of the two countries have completely different in-
terpretations of the same historical events, regardless of inter-
national treaties and actual control of the territory. Represent-
ing the issue through the narrative of history being interpreted 
as a myth led to conflicting claims by both governments, argu-
ing that they, and not their opponent, have entire control over 
the islands at the present moment.17 However, despite having 
opposite points of view on the sovereignty over Senkaku/Diaoyu, 
Japan and China share a similar mythological outlook on them-
selves in the global international context. In the public con-
sciousness of both countries’ citizens, their country appears vul-
nerable and desolate, stripped of its righteous possessions and 
suffering from past humiliations.

The narrative of national humiliation is especially pro-
nounced in the People’s Republic of China where in the public 
consciousness of the Chinese people, humiliation by European 
countries and Japan continues to be an unresolved trauma.18 
This tendency of keeping memories of past humiliations alive 
can be traced back to the legendary story of King Goujian who 
waited for many years until he had a chance to get revenge 
on King Fuchai of the neighboring country. To always remem-
ber the time Goujian was imprisoned by his enemy, he slept on 
brushwood and tasted gall every day. At the same time as show-
ing his obedience to Fuchai, he conducted economic and military 
reforms necessary for eventually defeating his former captor.19 
The archetype of the story of King Goujian has been used as a 
basis for a policy towards territorial and historical issues with 
Japan with an emphasis on the need of avenging the humilia-
tions of the past.20

17  “The Basic view on the sovereignty over the Senkaku Islands,” Minis-
try of Foreign Affairs of Japan, accessed April 12, 2013, http://www.mofa.go.jp/
region/asia-paci/senkaku/basic_view.html. “Statement of the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs of the People's Republic of China,” Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Peo-
ple's Republic of China, accessed April 12, 2013, http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/eng/
zxxx/t968188.htm.

18  Ryan Kilpatric, “National humiliation in China,” e-International Rela-
tions, accessed April 12, 2013, http://www.e-ir.info/2011/10/20/national-humilia-
tion-in-china/

19  Paul A. Cohen, Speaking to history: the story of King Goujian in twenti-
eth-century China (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2006), 2-28.

20  Ibid, 76-86
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The interpretation and explanation of facts and historical 
events that mythology offers, and the models of behavior that 
mythological archetypes propose, stand outside the black-and-
white dualism between true and false. This is especially true 
when it comes to their application in politics in general, and 
in government policies concerning territorial and border issues 
in particular. As all major territorial disputes in East Asia are 
thoroughly mythologized in the public consciousness and in po-
litical ideologies of the concerned parties, they are directly and 
indirectly affecting reality. Owing to the fact that myth is in-
tuitively understandable and the inner logic of the myth is sub-
consciously perceived as true or correct, political ideologies and 
governmental policies towards border issues use mythological 
archetypes in order to influence public opinion. Therefore, un-
derstanding mythological archetypes, and their use in political 
ideologies, can help forecast trends in relations between coun-
tries, including those connected with issues of national security, 
territory, and borders.
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The Rise of Territorial Disputes in East Asia :
the Case of the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands

Sergei Iu. Vradii

Although it is rare that border and territorial disputes in 
East and South-East Asia turn into open conflicts, it is impossi-
ble to underestimate their potential to damage inter-state rela-
tions. The Paracel Islands, Spratly Islands, Diaoyu (Senkaku), 
Dokdo (Takeshima), and finally the Southern Kurils are all sub-
ject to disputes, involving nearly half of the countries of the re-
gion, including Japan, China, Russia, South Korea, Taiwan and 
Vietnam.

This particular paper attempts to briefly analyze the ori-
gins and development of the conflict over the sovereignty of the 
Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands. The Diaoyu archipelago (the Japanese 
name is Senkaku, and in English it is sometimes rendered Di-
aoyutai, or the Pinnacle Islands) is a group of small volcanic and 
virtually uninhabited islands in the East China Sea, a distance 
of 120 nautical miles from the northeastern tip of Taiwan, 200 
miles off the Japanese island of Okinawa and about the same 
distance from mainland China. They have a total land area of 
some 7 sq. km.

Both the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and the Repub-
lic of China (Taiwan) have claimed that the Chinese discovered 
these islands and subsequently used them as navigational aids. 
Sailors of the Liuqu Kingdom (today’s Okinawa islands) used 
them in the 6th century to navigate the seas. 14th century refer-
ences to trade routes mention the Diaoyu to guide merchants, 
and the mid-Ming dynasty (1368 – 1644) tributary records de-
scribe the islands extensively. Most of China’s historical claims 
over Diaoyu come from these tributary records.

China contends that the islets were transferred with Tai-
wan to Japan by the Treaty of Shimonoseki, which ended the 
1894 – 1895 Sino-Japanese War, and should have been returned 
after the Second World War, under provisions of the 1943 Cai-
ro Declaration, 1945 Potsdam Proclamation, and Article 2 of the 
San Francisco Treaty.

In the 1951 San Francisco Treaty, Chapter 2, Article 2 
states that “Japan renounces all right, title and claim to Formo-
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sa and the Pescadores.”1 In fact, the United States made a point 
of including the Diaoyu islands in the Okinawan chain in order 
to maintain strong naval protection during its occupation of Ja-
pan.

Japan claims that it discovered the Senkaku Islands and 
incorporated them in 1895, when they were still unclaimed. It 
maintains that the incorporation met with no Chinese protest 
and that the islets were always treated as part of Okinawa. Ja-
pan views the 1971 Ryukyu (Okinawa) reversion agreement 
with the United States as validating its sovereignty.

No one really cared about the issue until a UN Commis-
sion announced in 1969 the possibility of oil near the Diaoyu 
Islands and the US, in 1972, returned political administration 
of Okinawa to Japan. The then Japanese occupied the islands, 
thereby inciting protests from overseas Chinese students who 
regarded the Diaoyu Islands as belonging to China. Since then, 
the Japanese navy has been occasionally dispatched to drive 
away Chinese fishing around these islands.

Human history is full of wars, the purpose of which has 
been to capture new territory, or to regain former possessions. 
The second half of the last century saw many territorial conflicts 
in Africa and Latin America (a legacy of colonial regimes), while 
its end drew attention to Asia and the former Soviet Union.

Today, Asia is a region with many territorial disputes, 
and there is a serious risk of new conflicts. People have greater 
social expectations, and desire economic prosperity, even as so-
cial inequality increases. Asia is also highly susceptible to politi-
cal challenges due to high rates of population growth and urban-
ization. At the same time there has been rapid military build-up 
and signs of growing nationalism across the region.

Asia as a whole, and especially East Asia, has recently 
been peaceful due to rapid economic development. However, this 
equilibrium is very fragile and could be destroyed by any disa-
greement. The possibility for this could lie in a large number of 
contentious issues. Among them are:

PRC dissatisfaction with the independent status of Tai-●●
wan;
The unresolved question of the Southern Kuril Islands;●●

1  San Francisco Peace Treaty. September 8, 1951, accessed April 4, 2013, 
http://fapa.org/generalinfo/sfpeacetreaty.html.
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The Paracel Islands and Spratly Islands in the South Chi-●●
na Sea create the risk of collision between China and a 
number of South-East Asia countries;
The territorial dispute between Korea and Japan over Dok-●●
do, a small rocky island (Takesima in Japanese) located 90 
km to the east of the Korean Ulleungdo Island and 157 km 
north to Japan;
The dispute over the Diayou / Senkaku Islands between ●●
Japan and China.
Often the islands of contention become an excuse for polit-

ical and diplomatic battles and sometimes lead to bloody armed 
conflict. The reasons for the battles are usually not the islands 
themselves, but what’s around them – oil fields, commercial 
fishing areas, and so on. Possession of one or another island 
gives its government the right of economic control over vast sur-
rounding ocean areas.

Since major differences in the Asia Pacific are associated 
with maritime waters, the desire of the countries in the region 
(especially those with a long coastline) to strengthen the naval 
component of their armed forces is understandable. The coun-
tries of potential conflict are: PRC (14500 km of coastline), Vi-
etnam (3260 km), India (7516 km), South Korea (2413 km, along 
with North Korea – 4908 km), Indonesia (54,716 km), Malaysia 
(4676 km), the Philippines (36,289 km).2

In January 2003, the Japanese daily newspaper Yomiu-
ri Shimbun published a report that the government had paid 
183,000 U.S. dollars to an individual as the previous year’s rent 
of the Senkaku islands. That statement, according to Japan’s 
largest newspaper, was intended to consolidate the manage-
ment and stabilize territorial control of the islands.3 Tokyo also 
intended to ban visits by foreign vessels from the territorial wa-
ters of the islands.

2  “List of countries by length of coastline,” Wikipedia. The Free Encyclo-
pedia, accessed April 3, 2013. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_countries_by_
length_of_coastline.

3  In September 2012, the Japanese government decided to terminate the 
lease agreement that had been in effect since 2002 for the islands, purchasing 
three of the main ones from their Japanese owner. After that, relations between 
the two countries worsened, and Chinese patrol boats began to appear near the 
islands.
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Immediately after the publication of the Yomiuri Shim-
bun article, the Foreign Ministry of Taiwan made a declaration 
that the Senkaku Islands, known under their Chinese name, Di-
aoyu, historically belong to Taiwan. The PRC’s Foreign Ministry 
Asian Affairs Department sent to the Embassy of Japan in Chi-
na a protest note and demanded an explanation from the Japa-
nese side.

As usual, the roots of today’s problems are deep in histo-
ry, in issues that were not resolved in the past. In 1895, after 
defeat in the war with Japan, China was forced to sign the Shi-
monoseki agreement and Taiwan, the Penghu archipelago and 
the Diaoyu Islands were transferred to Japan. Although Japan 
gained possession of the Senkaku Islands with the signing of the 
Shimonoseki agreement, the rights to fish in the territorial wa-
ters of the islands were assigned to Taihoku Prefecture, which 
Taipei City, Keelong City and Yilan County were called in the 
years of Japanese colonial rule over Taiwan.

According to Article 2 of the 1951 San Francisco Amer-
ican-Japanese Peace Treaty, Japan renounced all its rights to 
Taiwan, and the Penghu archipelago. However, Article 3 of the 
same treaty referred to the Diaoyu Islands as being under the 
guardianship of the Americans in Okinawa.4

On April 9, 1971 the U.S. State Department published a 
report that President Nixon and Japanese Prime Minister Sato 
had reached an agreement under which the United States prom-
ised to return in 1972 the Senkaku Islands to Japan. This state-
ment provoked sharp protests from Taiwan and Hong Kong, as 
well as demonstrations from Chinese abroad, which resulted in 
the beginning of the so called Diaoyu movement in China and 
abroad.

In general, the study of boundary and territorial disputes 
enable us to make an interesting observation. Despite all the 
differences between the parties regarding the history, intensity, 
and validity of positions, all of the arguments have a common 
feature: the initiative in the process belongs to the claimant on 
the territory, while the national authority actually administer-
ing the area can only hope to preserve the status quo. At the 
same time, the state that claims the territory can regulate the 

4  San Francisco Peace Treaty. September 8, 1951, accessed April 4, 2013, 
http://fapa.org/generalinfo/sfpeacetreaty.html
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temperature of the political conflict at its discretion. It may, for 
example, silently observe the status quo, or organize aggressive 
demonstrations of its claims, and even stage a military provoca-
tion.

A propos, border or territorial claims are primarily an in-
strument of policy, which allow a claimant to set and achieve 
goals not necessarily related to these rights over territory. In 
the case of the Sino-Japanese dispute over the Diaoyu/Senkaku 
islands, control over the islands, as is well known, is in the 
hands of Japan, while China is a claimant. In the spring of 1978 
the two countries were preparing to begin negotiations for the 
Treaty of Peace and Friendship on the initiative of China. How-
ever, the Japanese side began to believe that the treaty was a 
unilateral concession to China and was starting to experience 
doubts regarding the wisdom of such a move. Then, just a cou-
ple of days before the date negotiations were to start, and for 
the first time in the ten years of the territorial dispute, China 
decided on a spectacular demonstration of its claims. A large 
fleet of Chinese trawlers invaded the waters off the islands. 
Posters were hung on the vessels, affirming the rights of Chi-
na to the Senkaku Islands. After staying in the waters of the is-
lands long enough for the Japanese government to protest – and 
for the Chinese to reject the protest – the boats left. Later, the 
Japanese government signed the treaty.

Another feature of many border or territorial disputes is 
that they allow any politician in any country to exploit the na-
tionalist sympathies of the voters. Slogans such as “I will defend 
our land” or “return our land” are designed to create a mobiliz-
ing effect. Many politicians are more than happy to aggravate 
the situation, since the greater the intensity of emotions in a so-
ciety is, the richer the political dividends may be. Under such 
circumstances, attempts to resolve border and territorial dis-
putes seem doomed to failure.

Therefore, is it even possible to settle such border and ter-
ritorial disputes? The question is not academic; it is also not 
purely a legal matter. International law contains sufficient cri-
teria for determining sovereignty over territory but it frequently 
remains unapplied. The questions are often practical ones. Is it 
possible to leave border and territorial disputes unsettled? And 
is it possible to determine some general principles, the imple-



mentation of which would facilitate the use of the legal criteria 
for resolution?

Control over the border and territorial disputes, and any 
other conflicts, requires the establishment of, first, some of the 
rules, which you do not want violated by anyone, and secondly, 
an execution procedure.

With all the respect to the countries claiming territorial 
redistribution, the required rules will have to limit their ability 
to escalate the dispute with an opponent to unacceptable levels. 
Initiative, as we know, belongs to the challengers. There could 
be two such rules.

The first one is contained in the ever-memorable Fi-
nal Act of the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Eu-
rope (the 1975 Helsinki Declaration). It postulates the inviola-
bility of frontiers, while recognizing that they “can be changed, 
in accordance with international law, by peaceful means and by 
agreement.”5 Why should we not try to extend this rule to the 
entire world, proclaiming all the existing boundaries in their 
current form inviolable, but not unchangeable, and determining 
the penalties to offenders?

The second rule follows from the first. As soon as the ex-
isting borders are recognized as inviolable, all members of the 
international community should strictly follow the status quo, 
that does not mean refusal of their legal position be critical for 
the relevant situation.

There is nothing particularly difficult or impossible in the 
proposed rules. What is important is that they have to be ap-
plied without exception, discounts on special circumstances, on 
an impeccable reputation of the offender, i.e. absolutely impar-
tial.

The issue regarding the definition of the general princi-
ples of settlement of boundary and territorial disputes is more 
complex. There are some possible options.

One such principle, and possible the crucial one, could be 
found in the writings of Vladimir Ul’ianov (Lenin). In 1920,  dis-
cussing the boundary settlement between Soviet Russia and 
Estonia, he expressed the view that the Soviet side had made 

5  “The Final Act of the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Eu-
rope,” Aug. 1, 1975, 14 I.L.M. 1292 (Helsinki Declaration), accessed April 10, 
2013, http://www1.umn.edu/humanrts/osce/basics/finact75.htm
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territorial concessions because they believed that the establish-
ment of good relations with Estonia, in order to win the trust of 
the Estonian people, was a much more important goal than the 
preservation of territory.6

Indeed, if both sides of a border or territorial dispute truly 
prefer good relations and mutual trust over territory, then great 
opportunities for agreement will open up. With new terms and 
conditions the contenders will be able to apply, honestly and 
impartially, criteria for determining sovereignty over territory. 
An atmosphere of mutual trust will not exclude the emergence 
of presently unimaginable, new and creative options, such as a 
shift in the disputed zone from the concept of “border-line” to 
the very old concept of “border-zone”, which could open the pos-
sibility for the joint management of the territory.

In addition to the general risks present in the Asia-Pacif-
ic region, such as terrorism, extremism, drug trafficking, illegal 
immigration, there is the serious threat of conflict over territori-
al claims. Diaoyu’s past will remain a hot topic between Japan, 
the PRC and Taiwan for the foreseeable future. However, the 
territorial dispute over the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands will be fi-
nally resolved only through negotiations, and non-violence.

6  “Rech tov. Lenina na shirokoi raboche-krasnoarmeiskoi konferentsii 
Presnenskogo raiona,” in Vladimir I. Lenin, Complete Works, the 5th Edition, 
vol. 40 (Moskva: Izdatelstvo Politicheskoi Literatury, 1974), 71.
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International Borders and International Relations 
Theory: In Search of Optimal Balances
between Security and Economic Interests

Mikhail A. Alexseev
PhD, Professor, Political Science Department, San Diego State University (San Diego, 
USA) E-mail:alexseev@mail.sdsu.edu

Most contributions in border studies have been oriented toward 
descriptive (interpretative) inference and few have taken on the task of 
contributing to International Relations (IR) theory systematically. This 
study offers a path towards integrating IR theory and border studies 
by asking how states balance between their security and economic 
interests when they design border policy. The analysis shows that 
variation in these balances confounds mainstream IR theories – political 
realism, neoliberalism, and constructivism. To address these puzzles 
systematically, the study explores the insights from evolutionary game 
theory – particularly on strategy, equilibrium, reciprocity, and the 
signaling of commitments. Three key recommendations for maximizing 
security and economic tradeoffs in border policy emerge: (1) differentiate 
border policies within the state and with other states; (2) reciprocate 
early, fast, and decisively – especially by returning to cooperation 
after other actors cease their free-riding activities; and (3) maximize 
engagement with multiple free-trading and other transborder blocs or 
groups of states.

Key words: border studies, international relations, realism, 
neoliberalism, constructivism, game theory, signaling, reciprocity, 
credible commitment, security, economic interest, border policy, Europe, 
Asia, United States
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Understanding Borders:
Potentials and Challenges of Evolving Border Concepts

Jussi P. Laine
PhD, Researcher, Karelian Institute, University of Eastern Finland (Joensuu, Finland)
E-mail: Jussi.laine@uef.fi

Against the background of optimistic scenarios of globalization 
and increased levels of international cooperation, the significance 
of borders has been in flux. At the same time, however, political 
borders have proven their endurance; we continue to live in a world 
of lines and compartments. Instead of disappearing, borders seem 
to be merely changing their institutional form. The way borders are 
viewed and interpreted has also evolved – much in line with broader 
discursive shifts in the social sciences. The traditional definitions and 
understandings of borders have been challenged, primarily because the 
context in which they were created and existed has also altered. This 
chapter traces the development of the border as a concept from the late 
19th century until today. It suggests that in order to interpret the broad 
socio-political transformations that manifest themselves at borders, a 
multifaceted understanding of borders is needed. In order to achieve 
that, it is first necessary to acknowledge how the border concept has 
developed historically.

Key words: border studies, border concepts, historical development, 
socio-political transformations, social sciences, discursive shifts
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The Historical Typology of Boundaries
and Some Peculiarities of Russian Limogenesis

Anton A. Kireev
Candidate of Political Sciences, Assistant Professor, Department of Political Science,
School of Regional and International Studies, Far Eastern Federal University (Vladivostok, 
Russia) E-mail: antalkir@yandex.ru

This article builds a theoretical typology of social boundaries in 
their historical development. The successive genesis of the six types 
of boundaries – intermittent, frontier, forepost, limes, linear and 
transnational – is associated with the changing of the stages of socio-
economic and political development of society and corresponding shifts 
in its territorial structure. On the basis of the proposed typology, the 
features of the historical evolution of the boundaries of Russia are 
revealed and the comparative chronology of Russian limogenesis in 
three macro-regions of the country described.

Key words: comparative border studies, typology, historical 
development, types of boundary, types of society, territorial structure, 
Russian limogenesis.
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Theoretical Aspects of Transborder Territory Formation
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(Vladivostok, Russia)
E-mail: semyon.korotich@gmail.com

This article examines the theoretical basis for the studies of transborder 
regions, gives a definition of the term “transborder territory”, determines 
the functional levels of interaction within transborder systems, and 
outlines the territorial structure of the transborder region and its 
functional elements.

Key words: Russian geographic science, transborder regions, 
transboundary territory, territorial structure, functions, region-forming 
factors
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Novoileksk Line as the Boundary Between Asia
and Europe in a Historical Context

Gulmira S. Sultangalieva
Doctor of Historical Sciences, Professor, History Department, al-Faraby Kazakh National 
University. (Almaty, Kazakhstan)
E-mail: rosa_1933@rambler.ru

The Novoileksk frontier line was created in the first quarter of the 19th 
century. It pushed against the boundaries of the Bashkir and Kazakh 
populations and altered traditional nomadic migration routes. In 
particular, the Kazakh Tabyn and Tama tribes (from the Little Horde 
/ Kishi Juz) lost approximately 600,000 dessiatines of pasture. Two 
centuries later, it is the former “Novoileksk frontier line” that serves 
as the border between the Russian Federation and the Republic of 
Kazakhstan and divides two parts of the world – with the left bank of 
the Ural River situated in Asia, and the right bank situated in Europe. 
The Novoileksk line can be considered a “transboundary” region since 
it is located at the intersection of these different cultural worlds. This 
investigation into the features of this trans-border region, the history of 
its ethnic relations, and the variegated forms of its administration, will 
be of particular interest to scholars of frontiers and borderlands.

Key words: history of boundaries, frontier line, “transboundary” 
region, border policy, Novoileksk line, Kazakhstan, Russia, Asia, 
Europe
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Northeastern Frontiers of Late Imperial China:
Organization and Ideas

Alexander P. Golikov
Associate Professor, Department of Pacific Asia, School of Regional and International
Studies, Far Eastern Federal University (Vladivostok, Russia)
E-mail: golikov.alexander@gmail.com

The Amur basin was politically divided between Russian and China 
through a series of treaties in the middle of the 19th century. It is often 
viewed as a unilateral process resulting from a Russian imperial policy 
of acquiring access to the Pacific coast. The Chinese (or more correctly 
Sino-Manchu) side is usually portrayed as passive and lacking a 
clear understanding of the importance of peopling and administering 
the region (for various reasons). In contrast, this article presents an 
alternative picture of Qing China’s political practices and concepts. 
These differed significantly from patterns of European colonial 
expansion in various aspects, such as the Qing’s approach to ethnic and 
cultural diversity, structural organization, and concepts of territory and 
economy.

Key words: frontiers, imperial policy, political practices and concepts, 
Late Imperial China, the Amur basin, Russia
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of the Evolution of Foreign Affairs

Marina O. Dmitrieva
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In this article an attempt is made to examine the history of the border 
settlement between Russia and China through the prism of the 
evolution of foreign affairs and bilateral Russian-Chinese relations. The 
author comes to the conclusion that a swift shift in the balance of power 
in favor of China has forced Russia to make a decision that is not quite 
beneficial for her but favors the further development of cooperation 
between the two countries.

Key words: Russian-Chinese border, history of border settlement, 
foreign affairs, Russia, China
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Sakhalin / Karafuto: the Colony between Empires

Naoki Amano
PhD, Lecturer, Hokkaido Information University (Sapporo, Japan)
E-mail: amnk775@yahoo.co.jp

Sakhalin was a settlement colony in the Russian Empire, just as 
Karafuto was a settlement colony of the Empire of Japan. The Southern 
part of the Russian settlement colony became a Japanese settlement 
colony after the Russo-Japanese war in 1905. The Japanese occupying 
forces rapidly forced the depopulation of Karafuto through the slaughter 
and enforced repatriation of the Russian inhabitants. The fact that the 
Russian authorities had abandoned the land and population enabled 
the occupying army to carry out such operations. As a result, on the 
Russo-Japanese border emerged a Japanese settlement colony in which 
it was hard to see the border between mother country and colony.

Key words: Russian Empire, Japanese Empire, Russo-Japanese war, 
settlement colony, enforced repatriation, Sakhalin, Karafuto
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Ohashi Kazuyoshi and the Transition of Karafuto into 
Sakhalin

Jonathan Bull
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After the collapse of the Japanese empire, returnees from the colonies – 
repatriates (hikiagesha) – were an important phenomenon. Repatriates’ 
remembering of empire is often said to be based primarily on “colonial 
nostalgia”. By analysing a journalist’s recollections of repatriation from 
Karafuto (the southern half of present-day Sakhalin), this paper argues 
that during the 1950s repatriates’ thoughts and feelings towards their 
recent past were more complicated than existing research suggests. In 
the case of Karafuto, a deep tension existed among many repatriates 
torn between blaming the Soviet military, which had overrun Karafuto 
in August 1945, and the Japanese wartime colonial elites. Former 
members of those elites later encouraged the dissipation of this tension 
by producing an “official history”, and this was vital to how memories of 
empire were reformulated in post-war society.

Key words: Japanese empire, Karafuto, Sakhalin, repatriates, 
hikiagesha, remembering, nostalgia
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Vladivostok 2012: Borders, Borderlands, and
Dual-dependency in the Russian Far East

Paul Richardson
PhD, Leverhulme Early Career Fellow, University of Manchester (Manchester, UK)
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The transformation of Vladivostok for the 2012 APEC summit 
demonstrated the Russian leadership’s commitment to and enthusiasm 
for a strategic, economic, and ideational re-orientation towards Asia; an 
associated desire to dematerialise the border between Russia and the 
dynamic economies of the Asia-Pacific region; and a domestic political 
imperative of developing Russia’s Far Eastern territories. This article 
examines the discourses surrounding Russia’s turn towards Asia and how 
they are played out and contested in Russia’s Far Eastern borderlands. 
It discusses the special dynamics of this region, and how state-led 
visions of national identity and national development are refracted and 
inflected by the realities, challenges, and alternatives presented by life 
on Russia’s Far Eastern periphery. The chapter seeks to elucidate how 
the opening of borders and domestic political imperatives of developing 
and ordering national-space can be interpreted and realised at the local-
level in unpredictable and often unintended ways.

Key words: borders, APEC, Russian Far East, centre-periphery, 
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Vladivostok’s Perceived Role and Perspective as a 
“Global” City and Russian “Gateway” to Northeast Asia

Sergei V. Sevastianov
Doctor of Political Sciences, Professor, Department of International Relations, Director,
Asia Pacific International Institutions & Multilateral Cooperation Studies Center, School
of Regional and International Studies, Far Eastern Federal University (Vladivostok, Russia)

This article describes the role of sub-regional actors, especially 
megalopolises (“key” cities), in transcending the barrier function of 
borders in Northeast Asia (NEA). The main research subject is the 
city of Vladivostok, which in a very short period has transformed its 
role from a “bastion of military power” to “Russian window to the Asia- 
Pacific”. This paper describes recent positive changes in Vladivostok’s 
transportation and other infrastructure, while emphasizing its growing 
soft power, primarily represented by the newly formed Far Eastern 
Federal University. These state-led efforts should help Vladivostok 
to bridge the border between Russia and the countries of North East 
Asia by attracting more business, scholars, students, and tourists, and 
will allow it to become one of the important international cooperation 
centers in the Asia-Pacific.

Key words: international cooperation, subregional actors, 
megalopolises, APEC Summit 2012, Far Eastern Federal University, 
Vladivostok, Northeast Asia
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Russia’s Integration into the Asia Pacific:
A New Window of Opportunity for China

Liu Yanping
Professor , Department of Chinese Language, Yanbian University,
Head of the Russian Far East Research Center (Yanji, China)
E-mail:ypliu@ybu.edu.cn

Despite the long history of economic and trade co-operation with the 
Northeast Asian nations, Russia is still far from integrated into the 
regional economy. The reasons for this are multifold, including the lack 
of financial and demographic resources, an overdependence on energy 
and raw material exports, and a deficit of competitive and innovative 
technologies. Although regional economic growth is visible, institutional 
obstacles remain. Recently the Russian government announced the 
Eastern Development Strategy and outlined a series of policies, which 
aim at granting the region a pivotal role in the future of the Asia Pacific. 
This latter development opens a window of opportunity for both China’s 
Northeast and Russia’s Far East, especially in such fields of co-operation 
as energy and resource extraction, transportation infrastructure, and 
the development of special economic zones, land and human resources.

Key words: Russian Far East, Asia Pacific economy, integration, 
China, window of opportunity
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Economic and Symbolic Capital at the Border of 
Globalizing China: the Case of Heilongjiang Province

Sergei A. Ivanov
Junior Research Fellow, Institute of History, Archaeology and Ethnography of the Peoples
of Far East, Far Eastern Branch, Russian Academy of Sciences (Vladivostok, Russia)
E-mail: 02isa02@mail.ru

The paper explores the motivations of the Heilongjiang authorities in 
promoting cross-border cooperation with Russia since the second half of 
the 1980s. The author develops an idea that local bureaucracy are not 
powerless reproducers of central government discourse, but are creators 
and active exploiters of the symbolic meanings of boundaries within the 
state. In the local authorities’ discourse, the border fulfills a function 
of distinction which helps bureaucracy distinguish itself in economic, 
political and bureaucratic fields of state.

Key words: economic and symbolic capital, cross-border cooperation, 
local bureaucracy, central government, China, Heilongjiang Province, 
Russia
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North Korea’s Special Economic Zones and East Asia 
(Focusing on SEZ Strategy and Location)

Jongseok Park
Associate Professor, Faculty of Law, Hokkaido University (Sapporo, Japan)
E-mail: bluecrowpark@yahoo.com

This paper discusses the political and economic significance of North 
Korea’s Special Economic Zones. A Special Economic Zone might be 
defined as a specially designated area where special economic policies 
are to be executed, in order to boost the whole economy of the country. 
To establish SEZs in a socialist country means a transition from an 
orthodox socialist economy to a reformative one, at least in a limited 
region. North Korea has been very passive in introducing reform over its 
internal economic structure through reviving private economic activity, 
but has established SEZs. However, North Korea’s SEZs have not been 
successful, and have failed to improve relations with foreign countries, 
especially with South Korea, Japan and the United States. The outside 
world needs to suggest a new compromise with North Korea, probably 
something that resembles the 1994 Geneva Agreement, in order to 
stabilize East Asia by lowering tensions between North Korea and the 
outside world.

Key words: special economic zones, economic policy, North Korea, 
East Asia
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The Mythology of Northeast Asia’s Border Issues

Vasilii A. Allenov
PhD Student in Political Science, School of Regional and International Studies, Far Eastern 
Federal University (Vladivostok, Russia)
E-mail: vassily-allenoff@yandex.ru

Recently East Asia has seen an escalation of some high-profile 
territorial conflicts, mainly along the borders of Japan, the People’s 
Republic of China, and the Republic of Korea. In this article the 
ideological approaches to territorial disputes of the above-mentioned 
East Asian countries and their interpretations of history are compared 
and analyzed. Also analyzed are the mythological archetypes used by 
the concerned parties in order to explain the essence of the territorial 
disputes in the region, and the use of history as a sacred narrative.

Key words: mythology, border issues, territorial disputes, 
interpretations of history, archetypes, sacred narrative, Northeast Asia
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The Rise of Territorial Disputes in East Asia:
the Case of the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands

Sergei Iu. Vradii
Candidate of Historical Sciences, Leading Researcher, Institute of History, Archaeology 
and Ethnography of the Peoples of Far East, Far Eastern Branch, Russian Academy of 
Sciences (Vladivostok, Russia)
E-mail: vradis@yandex.ru

Despite the fact that border and territorial disputes in East and South-
East Asia relatively rarely turn into open conflicts, it is impossible to 
underestimate their negative potential for inter-state relations. The 
Paracel Islands, Spratly Islands, Diaoyu (Senkaku), Dokdo (Takeshima), 
and finally the South Kurils are such disputes, involving the countries 
of nearly half of the region, including Japan, China, Russia, South 
Korea, Taiwan and Vietnam.

Key words: border and territorial disputes, conflict potential, East 
Asia, Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands
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