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Abstract. The article examines the issue of the 1951 San Francisco
Peace Treaty interpretation by Japanese historiography (the treaty put an end
to the state of war between the Allied states and Japan and returned sover-
eignty to the latter). The author expounds his point of view on the results of
the San Francisco peace process on the basis of a comprehensive analysis of
a multitude of documents and assesses arguments of Japan’s academic com-
munity representatives.

Keywords: Russian-Japanese relations, territorial problems, peace
treaty, historiography, San Franscisco Peace Treaty, Kurile Islands, South
Sakhalin.

On March 12, 2013 the Japan’s cabinet of ministers decided to hold, for the
first time, a solemn ceremony with the participation of the Emperor on the occa-
sion of the restoration of Japan’s sovereignty after its defeat in World War II.1

The date of the ceremony was timed to the day of the entry into force of the San
Francisco Peace Treaty, that is, April 28, 1952. The treaty officially put an end to
the state of war between Japan and the Allied states which signed the treaty, and
also recognized the sovereignty of the Japanese people over Japan and its terri-
torial waters.

The Soviet Union did not sign the San Francisco Peace Treaty due to a num-
ber of forcible reasons. First, it was not invited to take part in the elaboration of the
treaty. Second, the treaty did not include the amendments submitted by our coun-
try. Third, the People’s Republic of China’s (PRC) representatives were not invit-
ed to the conference, and, finally, the text of the treaty did not confirm China’s ter-
ritorial rights to Taiwan, Pescadores and Paracel islands, and also the U.S.S.R.’s
sovereignty over the southern part of Sakhalin Island and Kurile Islands.2

According to Article 2c of the San Francisco Peace Treaty, Japan renounced
all rights and claims to Kurile Islands and the southern part of Sakhalin Island with
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adjacent islands, the sovereignty over which was granted Japan by the Portsmouth
Treaty of September 5, 1905.3 The absolute renunciation from the said territories
also meant Japan’s voluntary refusal from the right to discuss the issue of territor-
ial affiliation of Kurile Islands and the southern part of Sakhalin Island.

During the entire postwar period political figures and representatives of the
Japan’s academic community have been trying to contest and present their own
interpretation of the meaning and significance of the territorial articles of the San
Francisco Peace Treaty, insisting on solution of the “territorial problem” with the
U.S.S.R. and Russia, which is its legal successor. The Japanese side interprets the
“territorial problem” as its “uncertainty” with regard to South Kurile Islands,
namely Iturup, Kunashir, Shikotan and Habomai group.

* * *

The war on the Korean Peninsula, which began on June 25, 1950 emphasized
the strategic importance of the Japanese islands and confirmed the idea of the U.S.
Administration that Japan should be a “springboard” of the United States in the
struggle against “the spreading of communism in Asia.” The war in Korea, in the
view of the U.S. leadership, had a greater political importance than the victory of
the communist forces in China in October 1949, because it reaffirmed the earlier
trend to “forcible onslaught of the communist world” in the various regions of the
planet. American and Japanese politicians agreed on the need to sign a peace
treaty with Japan as quickly as possible and make the latter a voluntary ally of the
United States in the Far East. Washington believed that the voluntary inclusion of
independent Japan in the U.S. orbit would make the American-Japanese alliance
more effective than the actual participation of occupied Japan in it.4

From that time on, the issue of a peace treaty entered a stage of concrete
elaboration, which was headed by John Foster Dulles, a notable figure of the U.S.
Republican Party and advisor of the Department of State.

During the discussion of the peace treaty the problem of the status of Kurile
Islands cropped up. On the one hand, the United States was bound by the Yalta
and other Allied agreements and should have taken part in punishing Japan for
aggression, and on the other, it should have signed such a peace treaty with Japan
which would not have infringed on its rights.

Besides, the American side should have taken into account the Britain’s view
which was outlined in the memorandum handed to J.F. Dulles by the British
Ambassador in Washington on March 12, 1950. It said that Japan should have
ceded South Sakhalin and Kurile Islands to the Soviet Union, as it had been writ-
ten in the Yalta Agreement of February 11, 1945.5

While preparing the peace treaty J.F. Dulles preferred to interpret the Yalta
Agreement only as a “statement of common aims.” That meant that in order to
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receive sovereignty over Kurile Islands the U.S.S.R. should have signed a peace
treaty with Japan. In case of not doing so, the U.S.S.R. would not have the right
of sovereignty over Kurile Islands. J.F. Dulles was, therefore, striving to create
conditions under which the problem of Kurile Islands would have remained open
which would have put up an obstacle for normalizing relations between the
U.S.S.R. and Japan.

On July 20, 1951 the U.S. Ambassador Alan G. Kirk and the British Ambas-
sador Sir David Kelly in Moscow visited the U.S.S.R. Ministry of Foreign Affairs
and handed A. Gromyko, then deputy Foreign Minister, a joint note inviting the
Soviet government to a conference for signing a peace treaty with Japan sched-
uled for September 4, 1951 in San Francisco. After that the U.S. Ambassador
made a statement to the effect that the two governments had been preparing the
treaty for ten months, and that was why the conference was convened not for elab-
orating the treaty, but only for signing the American-British draft of August 13.6

The peace conference took place in San Francisco from September 4 to 8,
with 52 countries taking part. The United States unilaterally determined the com-
position of participants in it, having excluded most Asian countries, among them
the PRC, the DPRK, the MPR and the DRV. In protest against ignoring the inter-
ests of Asian countries in postwar regulation, particularly on the problem of pay-
ing reparations by Japan, such big Asian states as India and Burma, which had
been victims of the Japanese aggression, refused to send their representatives to
the San Francisco conference. However, quite a few non-Asian countries,
notably European states, such as Greece, Luxemburg and others, were invited.
An absurd situation was, therefore, created in which most states that had taken
part in the war against Japan, found themselves outside the process of peaceful
settlement with Japan.

Contrary to expectations the Soviet Union also took part in the conference.
Its presence could be explained by the desire to demonstrate the interest of the
U.S.S.R. in normalizing relations with Japan. Apart from that, it was an attempt
to achieve the adoption of the Soviet Union’s amendments to the treaty, and also
invitation of the PRC, without which, in the view of the U.S.S.R., the peace
treaty with Japan should not have been signed.

As is known, the Soviet delegation, above all in the person of A. Gromyko,
its head, repeatedly made amendments on procedural questions, but inasmuch as
not a single one of these amendments had been adopted, the U.S.S.R. refused to
sign the treaty. Of the 52 countries taking part in the conference there were only
two, Poland and Czechoslovakia, which supported the Soviet position.

At the same time it should be noted that despite its bellicose anti-Soviet sen-
timents, the U.S. Administration did not dare openly to renounce the premises of
the Yalta Agreement signed by Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1945. This was why the
San Francisco Peace Treaty included the conditions of Japan’s renunciation from
the territories which, according to the Yalta Agreement, should have “unequivo-
cally” been transferred to the Soviet Union after victory over Japan.7
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On September 8, 1951 the Peace Treaty with Japan was signed in San Fran-
cisco. In accordance with Article 2c, Japan renounced all rights and claims to
Kurile Islands and the part of Sakhalin Island and adjacent islands, sovereignty
over which Japan had received under the Portsmouth Treaty of September 5,
1905.8 In essence, this renunciation meant that Japan not only had no right to
claim, but even conduct any negotiations on the subject of the affiliation of
Kurile Islands.

However, present-day Japanese historians and politicians have chosen the tac-
tic of revising some premises contained in the text of the San Francisco Peace
Treaty, namely, Japan’s renunciation from the southern part of Sakhalin Island and
Southern Kurile Islands. Their most radical representatives demand the abrogation
of Article 2c of the treaty and return of all Kurile Islands, right up to Kamchatka.
For example, the Communist Party of Japan included in its official program, apart
from Southern Kuriles, the claim to Northern Kuriles.9 The logic of Japanese com-
munists is based on the fact that inasmuch as Japan had received the Kurile Islands
by peaceful means in exchange to Sakhalin Island by 1875 St. Petersburg Treaty,
their transfer to the U.S.S.R. as a political condition of the U.S.S.R.’s entry in the
war against Japan stated by the 1945 Yalta Declaration, contradicted the “principle
of renouncing territorial gains” proclaimed by the Allied states in the 1941 Atlantic
Charter and the 1943 Cairo Declaration. Consequently, the Yalta Declaration,
which envisaged transfer of the said islands to the Soviet Union, was nothing but
“Stalin’s arbitrariness” and a “definite blunder of Roosevelt.”10

In actual fact, President Roosevelt knew full well the historical aspects of the
status of these islands.11 The point is that back in 1940 he was informed of the
U.S.S.R.’s interest in the Kurile Islands.12 Further on, this question was elabo-
rated by the group on territorial issues of the Consultative Council on postwar
development under the U.S. President. Wishing to use this problem for “the pro-
motion of the security interests of the United States in East Asia during the post-
war period” President Roosevelt “had been working out his own position” in
1943-1945, right up to the Yalta Conference.”13

Already from 1940, President Roosevelt had the “Kurile question” always in
mind. His statement that he regarded quite reasonable the wish of the Soviet Ally
to return what had been taken away from it was well known.14

President Roosevelt’s position was formulated in 1943-1945 and outlined in
the basic documents of the Allies, including the Yalta Agreement. The taking out
of South Kurile Islands from Japan’s jurisdiction as punishment for aggression
and their transfer to the Soviet Union was included in President Roosevelt’s
plans from the very beginning. It was termed “transfer,” but not “return” of Kuril
Islands to the Soviet Union and was conditioned by the foreign-policy course of
the United States aimed at postwar cooperation with our country. All the more so
since the Soviet Union justly claimed Kurile Islands, including Iturup, Kunashir,
Shikotan and the Habomai group, inasmuch as after the signing of the
Portsmouth Peace Treaty in 1905, the border in the region of Kurile Islands had
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not been properly established, although these islands had remained under actual
Japanese sovereignty.

Tokyo’s principal position was, and continues to be, that despite Japan’s renun-
ciation of the southern part of Sakhalin Island and Kurile Islands under the San
Francisco Peace Treaty, the affiliation of these territories has not been confirmed
by a corresponding international agreement. Consequently, “these territories
should not belong to any state.” As to the islands of Iturup, Kunashir, Shikotan and
Habomai group, they are not part of the geographical name “Kurile Islands” and
are “native Japanese territories.”15 For example, the Japanese historian Taidzo
Yamagata asserts that “Kuriles” is the Soviet term and means the islands to the
north of Uturup, which form only part of Chishima Islands. This correct interpre-
tation should be confirmed and used both inside our country and outside it.”16

However, this assertion does not hold water. A whole number of prewar
maps and pilot charts approved by the Ministry of Education present Kurile
Islands, including the southernmost ones, as a geographical single whole under
the name of “Chishima.”17 On the maps in Volume 10 of the 1930 Japanese Geo-
graphical Encyclopedia and the 1936 Geographical Atlas of Japan all islands of
the Habomai group and Shikotan Island are shown as parts of Kurile Islands. The
1928 pilot charts of Hokkaido and South Sakhalin islands (No. 20) and 1937
South Sakhalin and Kurile Islands confirm the fact that Japan included, both
legally and geographically, all islands of the Greater and Smaller Kurile Ridge,
including the islands of Iturup, Kunashir, Shikotan and Habomai, in Kurile
Islands right up to the end of World War II. The interpretation of the concept of
“Kurile Islands” by Japanese representatives, the right to which was renounced
by Japan under the San Francisco Peace Treaty as not including the southern part
of Kurile Islands, enters, therefore, into contradiction with evident facts con-
firmed by Japanese geographical maps of the prewar period.

The interpretation of the four southern islands of the Kurile Ridge as not
included in the geographical concept of “Kurile Islands” does not have legal
grounds, also because it is based on the politicized position of Japan with regard
to the fact that prior to 1945 these territories did not belong to the Soviet Union.
The Japanese side asserts that from 1855, in accordance with the Treaty of Shi-
moda, these islands were recognized as part of Japanese territory and were always
under Japanese sovereignty.18 Indeed, this is an indisputable fact, but it does not
give Japanese historians and politicians the right to regard these territories as
those, which are not included in the geographical concept of “Kurile Islands.”

For the first time the subjective interpretation of the geographical notion of
“South Kurile Islands” was given by Japan’s prime minister Shigeru Yoshida in
his statement at the San Francisco Conference on September 7, 1951. Trying to
disprove the arguments of the Soviet representative A. Gromyko’ on Kurile
Islands as part of the Soviet Union, Shigeru Yoshida stated that “from the time
of opening the country (1854-1855) Japan’s jurisdiction over the two islands of
the southern part of Chishima retto (Kurile Islands), namely, the islands of Itu-
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rup and Kunashir had never been called in question by the czarist government.19

However, by this statement Shigeru Yoshida only confirmed the fact that the
islands of Kunashir and Iturup were part of Kurile Islands, but not “original
Japanese territories.”

Later, in his memoirs published in 1957, Shigeru Yoshida asserted that “he
demanded from J.F. Dalles that the text of the peace treaty should indicate that
Minami Chishima (Iturup and Kunashir) were not included in the Chishima
retto.” J.F. Dulles refused to comply, allegedly having offered Yoshida the oppor-
tunity to use the rostrum of the San Francisco Peace Conference for stating the
Japanese position.20

Commenting on this episode, Professor Emeritus Haruki Wada of Tokyo
University emphasized that at the moment “Yoshida was in no position to insist
on the fact that Iturup and Kunashir were not part of Kurile Islands. Had Yoshi-
da talked with J.F. Dulles on the subject, he would have never called Iturup and
Kunashir “the southern part of Kurile Islands.” This comment vividly shows that
the abovementioned interpretation of the concept of “Kurile Islands” by Yoshida
was a falsification of historical and geographical realities.21 This falsification
was necessary in order to build a new system of arguments of the Japanese side
with a view to justifying its territorial claims not to two, but to four islands of
Southern Kuriles.

As to the Habomai group and Shikotan Island, Shigeru Yoshida stated that
these islands “were part of Hokkaido Island and were seized by the Soviet Union
after the war because of the presence of Japanese troops there.”22 It is indicative
that Yoshida made this statement two days after J.F. Dulles’ speech at the con-
ference, who said that in the view of the United States the “Habomai Islands”
were not included in the “geographical concept of ‘Kurile Islands’ mentioned in
Article 2c.”23 In other words, J.F. Dulles contributed to creating a precedent to
discuss the question of the affiliation of Habomai Islands as not being part of
Kurile Islands. Shigeru Yoshida increased the number of “not included islands,”
by including Shikotan Island.

In connection with the ratification of the San Francisco Peace Treaty stormy
debates unfolded in Japanese parliament concerning Article 2c. For example, on
October 19, 1951, during the debates at the lower house of Japanese parliament
the director of the Treaty Department of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs Kumao
Nishimura, answering the question of deputy Sadasuke Takakura about the bor-
ders of Kurile Islands, noted that the San Francisco Treaty mentioned both North-
ern Chishima and Southern Chishima. As to Habomai and Shikotan islands, they
were not part of Kurile Islands, as the U.S. Department of State admitted.24

Disproving S. Takakura’s assertion that “Kurile Islands and Chishima retto
are different notions,”25 K. Nishimura emphasized that “the peace treaty was
signed in September 1951. This is why in defining the boundaries of Chishima
we should proceed from the real state of affairs by this moment. As I have said,
it is possible to speak now of the fact that the notion of ‘Kurile Islands’ includes
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both Northern and Southern Chishima.”26 K. Nishimura unequivocally said,
therefore, that the notion of “Kurile Islands,” which Japan renounced under the
San Francisco Treaty, includes the islands of Iturup and Kunashir. This statement
confirms that the Japanese side’s interpretation of the four southern islands as not
being geographical part of the Kurile Ridge is unsubstantiated and far-fetched.

On November 6, 1951 during the parliamentary debates in the upper house of
Japanese parliament, answering a question of deputy Yoshio Kusumi from the
Ryokufukai faction about the boundaries of Kurile Islands, the deputy foreign min-
ister and adviser of the prime minister Yoshida at the San Francisco Peace Confer-
ence Ryuen Kusaba stated that “Iturup and Kunashir islands should be regarded as
a component part of Kurile islands.”27 During the ratification of the San Francisco
Peace Treaty in Japanese parliament the official view of the Japanese government
was expressed that Iturup and Kunashir islands were part of Kurile Islands.

Certain Japanese historians recognize the unfounded nature of Tokyo’s offi-
cial position insisting that Kurile Islands consisted of 18 islands to the north of
Urup Island, that is, the islands which had been given to Russia under the Treaty
of Shimoda of 1855.28 For example, the Japanese researcher Kodji Sugimori
notes that “the Japan’s position that Kunashir and Iturup islands are not part of
Kurile Islands, which Japan renounced under the San Francisco Peace Treaty,
and are originally Japanese territories was illogical from the very beginning. This
follows from the very fact of inclusion of these islands in the notion of ‘Kurile
Islands’ determined by the San Francisco Peace Treaty, which was repeatedly
noted during the debates on the treaty ratification in Japanese parliament.”29

In view of the fact that Article 2 of the San Francisco Peace Treaty did not say
anything about the country Kurile Islands would belong to, just as other territo-
ries, another important subject of discussion in parliament was the question
whether Japan would have “the right to free speech” with regard to Kurile Islands.

On November 6, 1951 answering questions of deputies to the upper house of
Japanese parliament, K.Nishimura noted that “inasmuch as Japan was forced to
renounce sovereignty over Kurile Islands, it had lost “the right to free speech”
concerning their affiliation. As Japan agreed to renounce sovereignty over these
territories, this question can be considered solved to a degree as it bears on it.”30

Having signed the San Francisco Peace Treaty Japan, therefore, was deprived not
only of sovereignty over Kurile Islands, but also of “the right to free speech”
concerning their affiliation.

Certain representatives of the Japanese academic community consider ille-
gal the use by the Russian side of K. Nishimura’s statement that South Kurile
Islands are geographically included in the concept of “Kurile Islands.” For exam-
ple, Professor Emeritus Hiroshi Kimura of Hokkaido University asserts that
K. Nishimura’s statement “is not an official statement addressed to the Soviet
government, but is only a private view of an expert expressed during political
discussion in the country.” This statement was meant for “use in Japan,” and it
cannot be used by the Soviet Union/Russia for substantiating its position.31
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On the other hand, H. Kimura uses statements by official persons in Japan-
ese parliament for bolstering up his own position, namely, that four islands
should not be an element of the notion of “Kurile Islands.”32

K. Nishimura’s statement should definitely be regarded the official position
of Tokyo, inasmuch as the Japanese government has recognized validity of this
statement, calling it one of the sources dealing with the issue of the limits of
Kurile Islands in a foreword to the “Joint Collection of Documents of the For-
eign Ministry of Japan and the Foreign Ministry of the Russian Federation on the
History of Territorial Demarcation between Japan and Russia” published in Sep-
tember 1992.33

Moreover, on October 21, 2006 the Japanese government reaffirmed its posi-
tion, emphasizing the fact that the abovementioned collection “was prepared
jointly by the ministries of foreign affairs of the two countries with a view to cor-
rectly understanding the territorial problem by the peoples of Japan and the Russ-
ian Federation, and it is an important source of relevant material.”34

As to the southern part of Sakhalin Island and Kurile Islands whose affilia-
tion was not determined by the San Francisco Peace Treaty, Japan not only
renounced the right to claim them according to the said treaty, but actually rec-
ognized Russia’s sovereignty over these territories. On January 29, 2001, the
General Consulate of Japan was opened in Yuzhno-Sakhalinsk, which is situated
in the south of Sakhalin Island. In this connection Muneo Sudzuki, deputy to
Japanese parliament, made the following official inquiry on October 28, 2005:
“Inasmuch as the opening of a Japanese diplomatic mission in Yuzhno-Sakhalin-
sk, which is in the southern part of Sakhalin Island automatically leads to recog-
nition by Japan of the Russian sovereignty over the southern part of Sakhalin
Island, does this mean that the Japanese government recognizes Russia’s sover-
eignty over the southern part of Sakhalin Island and Kurile Islands?”35

On November 4, 2005, there was an official reply to M. Sudzuki’s inquiry,
which said, among other things, that “after Japan had renounced all rights and
claims to the said territories according to the San Francisco Peace Treaty, the
Soviet Union and its successor Russia de facto ruled these territories. Taking into
consideration the fact that no other state except Russia has claimed these territo-
ries, Japan has decided to open a diplomatic mission in Yuzhno-Sakhalinsk.”36

Japanese historiography traditionally asserts that inasmuch as the U.S.S.R. did
not sign the San Francisco Peace Treaty, it “has no right to draw benefits for itself
from this treaty.”37 Such interpretation is utterly untenable and irrational. Suffice it
to recall that Japanese historians do not challenge the PRC’s right to Taiwan and
Pescadores Islands, which Japan renounced in accordance with the San Francisco
Peace Treaty, also without mentioning the country which now possesses them.

The Soviet Union’s refusal to sign the San Francisco’s Peace Treaty does not
in any way influence Japan’s renunciation of the southern part of Sakhalin Island
and Kurile Islands. Weak substantiation of its own position forces Japanese his-
toriography to give its own interpretation to historical documents. Not being a
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signatory to such anti-Japanese documents as the Atlantic Charter and the Cairo
Declaration, the Japanese side tries to draw benefit from one-sided interpretation
of these documents.

It is important to note that in accordance with Article 8a of the San Francis-
co Peace Treaty, Japan recognized the “validity of all treaties signed by the Allied
states at present or in the future for discontinuing the state of war, which began
on September 1, 1939 and also any other agreements of the Allied states signed
for the restoration of peace or in connection with this restoration.”38

* * *

After signing the San Francisco Peace Treaty Japan has renounced all rights
and claims to the southern part of Sakhalin Island and Kurile Islands and recog-
nized the “full force of all treaties signed by the Allied states,” including the Yalta
Declaration according to which the Allied states decided to transfer the above-
mentioned territories to the Soviet Union after victory over Japan.

The process of the legal arrangement of the transfer of the said territories to
the sovereignty of the U.S.S.R. had several stages. At first, in accordance with
the Memorandum of the Commander-in-Chief of the Allied Forces to the Japan-
ese Imperial Government No. 677 (SCAPIN-677) of January 29, 1946 the
islands were taken from the state and administrative power of Japan.39 Then, on
February 2, 1946 by the Presidium of the U.S.S.R. Supreme Soviet Decree the
sovereignty of the Soviet Union was established over the islands and they
became state possession of the U.S.S.R., that is, a weal of the entire people.”40

As a result of Japan’s renunciation of all rights and claims to Kurile Islands
under the San Francisco Peace Treaty it could not objectively claim Kurile
Islands. This was why in order to substantiate territorial claims to the islands of
Kunashir, Iturup, Shikotan and Habomai group Japan began to divide Kurile
Islands into Kuriles proper to the north of Urup Island and “four northern islands,”
which, according to the 1855 Treaty of Shimoda had been transferred to Japan.
Subsequently, these four islands were called “Northern territories.”41 The division
of Kurile Islands into southern and northern has been taken out of circulation in
order not to violate the logical theory of “native Japanese territories.”

Despite the fact that Japan has lost all legal, international-legal and moral
rights to claiming Kurile Islands, Japanese historiography has, therefore, artifi-
cially created its own interpretation of international legal documents. This inter-
pretation was laid as the foundation of the Tokyo’s official position, which
demands “the return of four islands” as a condition for signing a peace treaty.
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