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Abstract 

This paper examines the relation between state-perceived territorial value and minority group 

recognition. Recognition is arguably a concept that has been under-researched but is important 

to understand ethnic conflict, while territorial value often has been researched in the interstate 

context but not from the state-perspective in the intrastate setting. 

The theory is that when a state perceives a territory as valuable, as well as perceives an external 

threat to the territory, it will try to consolidate the territory in order to practice stronger control. 

This will result in that any minority group inhabiting the territory suffer lower chances of being 

recognized as a minority group. 

The research uses a qualitative, comparative research design investigating two minority groups 

within Japan, Ainu and Ryukyuans, inhabiting the territories of Hokkaido and Okinawa 

respectively. 

The results show support for the correlation between the independent variable, State-Perceived 

Geostrategic Value and the dependent variable, Minority Group Recognition, as well as some 

support for the causal mechanism. 

The importance of recognition as a concept in Peace and Conflict Research is brought up in this 

paper, as previous research has overlooked it, and the strategic territorial value from the state 

perspective, which is often mentioned in interstate conflicts, is investigated in an intrastate 

setting. 
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1. Introduction 

There are few, if any states on earth with a completely ethnically homogenous population. 

Duffy Toft (2002) calculates that “82% of all independent states comprise two or more ethnic 

groups” (Duffy Toft, 2002, 82). Some states are home to a large number of different ethnic or 

religious groups with their own distinct culture and/or customs, while others have a few or 

only a single tiny minority group living among a majority population. Some reasons for the 

variety of populations are connected to how the state was founded, how borders were drawn 

and what policy has been implemented for handling the different interests of different groups. 

Some states have applied heavy assimilationist policy to minimize the influence of minority 

groups, while others have been more inclusive or even allowed autonomy for some minority 

groups (Darden and Mylonas, 2016). Many conflicts contain ethnic dimensions and there is 

much research done on what leads to conflict in multiethnic states. Still, policy continue to 

differ, making it important to know why certain policy is implemented from the start. 

There exists a vast literature on how minority groups are treated within a state, often 

depending on the characteristics of the minority groups themselves. Characteristics such as 

size and density are often mentioned in relation to the extent of minority group recognition 

(Duffy Toft, 2002; King and Samii, 2018; Liu, 2016). Access to natural resources, state 

control and the minority group’s perception of the inhabited area - the perceived value - are 

other variables that often are investigated in relation to separatism, self-determination claims 

and ethnic conflict (Asal et al., 2016; Kelle, 2017; Lindemann, 2014). One aspect that has 

received little attention in relation to minority group recognition is the state perspective on the 

territorial value. Precedent setting – if one group achieves something, another will try – is 

cited as a reason for the state to not grant any autonomy in multiethnic states with more than 

one minority (Duffy Toft, 2002). However, there are states with both recognized and non-

recognized minority groups.  

Something often researched in the context of interstate conflict is territorial value. A state 

seems to be more likely to want to defend a territory if it is valuable, especially if it is 

threatened by an external actor (Carter, 2010). State survival is dependent on territory and it is 

possible that recognizing a minority group inside a valuable territory could mean less state 

control of said territory in the long run. Based on this, the research question for this paper is: 

How does state-perceived territorial value influence minority group recognition? 
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The argument of this paper is that if a state perceives a territory to be strategically valuable, 

including geographical features but also in regard to external threat, the state will most likely 

try to consolidate the territory in order to practice stronger control. Recognition of a minority 

group would in many cases lead to less control. Therefore, stronger state-control will lead to 

any minority group inhabiting the area being less likely to achieve recognition. 

This paper introduces the state perspective of strategic value and external threat into an 

intrastate empirical setting, which is under-researched. It also combines it with a seemingly 

correlating variable, minority group recognition, which has been overlooked in Peace and 

Conflict Research. Ethnic diverse societies seem to be more likely to fall into conflict 

(Bleaney and Dimico, 2011). Therefore, it is important to research how different treatments of 

ethnic groups affect inter-group tensions. When using recognition instead of ethnic conflict or 

autonomy as a variable, one can investigate the effects earlier in the process. Recognition 

most likely comes before autonomy. Consequently, non-recognition most likely comes before 

violent conflict. By understanding the direction of a society before the conflict onset, conflict 

prevention measures can be implemented earlier. 

2. Previous Research and Theory 

“A theory is a tentative conjecture about the causes of some phenomenon of interest” 

(Kellstedt and Whitten, 2013, 3). A good theory should also consider four causal hurdles: that 

there exists a plausible causal process, that the opposite relationship (Y causes X) is ruled out, 

that there exists covariation between X and Y, and that confounding variables are controlled 

for (Kellstedt and Whitten, 2013, 55). The theory of this paper is based on that state-perceived 

geostrategic value has effect on minority group recognition. In this section, an overview of the 

current literature is presented. The first part describes what previous research has done 

regarding ethnic conflict and connects it with the dependent variable (DV), Minority Group 

Recognition. The second part is an overview on variables that affects recognition. Then, a 

potential research gap is discussed. Second, the independent variable (IV), State-Perceived 

Geostrategic Value, is presented and defined, followed by a deeper theoretical explanation of 

the causal story. Lastly, a summary of the theory for this paper is made and the hypothesis is 

specified. 
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2.1 Why Recognition Matters: Situating the Dependent Variable 

Ethnic conflicts are often some of the most difficult to solve, with extreme polarization 

reinforced along ethnic lines. The rational assumption would then be that states do what they 

can in order to keep conflict from arising along these lines. Still, many of the world’s 

intrastate conflicts are ethnic conflicts. Accommodation strategies are common, although so 

are exclusion and/or assimilation. Why are such diverse strategies followed and what do they 

lead to? There exists a vast literature trying to answer these questions. First, ethnic exclusion 

often seems to lead to conflict. On the contrary, ethnic exclusion alone does not necessarily 

lead to conflict, even if it has some explanatory power. Natural resources, weak political 

control and sanctuaries across the country border are known to increase the risk of conflict 

when minority groups are excluded from the political sphere, but these variables have limited 

explanatory power when exclusion is not present (Asal et al., 2016; Lindemann, 2014). Thus, 

it can be concluded that exclusion generates a higher risk of conflict than some other policy 

implementations. 

There is an existing debate regarding accommodation in the form of political parties 

organized along ethnic lines and how they affect the likelihood of conflict. Contrary to 

exclusion or assimilative policy, some countries focus on the opposite: inclusion or autonomy 

provision for minority groups. In some cases, this results in ethnic parties on either the 

regional level, state level or both. It is sometimes argued that decentralized systems – less 

centralization and more autonomy – decreases conflict. Brancati (2006) finds that while this 

might be the case, the presence of ethnic parties diminishes the effect, thus too much 

decentralization or power to the ethnic parties should not be encouraged. However, Ishiyama 

(2009) argues that while ethnic parties are often connected to conflict, the causal effect cannot 

be proven and if conflict is added as a control variable, there seems to be no relation between 

the parties alone and conflict, even if ethnic parties increases other kinds of mobilization of 

ethnic groups such as protests and rallies. 

Official recognition is often necessary for a minority group as either a step towards further 

autonomy or to not succumb to assimilationist policies. Non-recognition may be a first step in 

further exclusion or assimilation, threatening the existence of the group itself. Exclusion has a 

positive effect on conflict, but stronger in certain circumstances, as mentioned above. 

However, too much autonomy may also in certain circumstances have a positive effect on 

conflict. Recognition of minorities can be related to conflict in a long-term perspective, as the 
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decision could be the first part of a series of policy implications regarding the minority group 

in question. A government deciding how to deal with minority groups may often begin with 

either to officially recognize the minority or not. Recognition is a vital first step in outlining 

upcoming policy and there are many variables affecting the decision to recognize or not. 

However, in Peace and Conflict Research, recognition has seldom been used as a variable 

when analyzing conflicts. Decentralization, regional/ethnic parties and exclusion are 

frequently occurring variables, but recognition should also be interesting to study as a part of 

the process that may or may not lead to conflict in the longer term. 

2.2 What Affects Recognition? 

While some states have recognized several minority groups, other states have refrained from 

official recognition. One argument is that the minority group size matters for recognition. 

King and Samii (2018) distinguishes between minority groups and plurality groups, arguing 

that if an ethnic group is a minority, the regime is more likely to adopt official recognition 

than if it is a plurality. It is theorized that the regime views the issue as a tradeoff between 

functional gains – the benefits to the regime in shape of support as recognition is implemented 

– and mobilization effects – the capability of the group to mobilize and threaten the regime, 

that increases with recognition. An implication is that minorities that are perceived as more 

threatening will have smaller chances of being recognized by the state. On the other hand, 

while smaller minority groups may be recognized, they might find it difficult to keep 

pressuring the regime for more. Liu, (2016) for example finds that the level of recognition 

among recognized groups in democratic systems is higher when the group is larger. This is 

because a tyranny of the majority – the dominance of a larger group - may suppress smaller 

minorities and not extend to higher levels of recognition because it is perceived as a zero-sum 

game. In a society with strong polarization in between groups, this effect is probably stronger 

as few people outside a given group would help the other.  

Geographical concentration is sometimes argued to give legitimacy to recognition, autonomy 

and/or secession demands. Duffy Toft (2002) finds that geographically concentrated minority 

groups rationally have more legitimacy in their autonomy or secession demands and thus will 

act on those demands more often. It is easier to mobilize along ethnic lines but also rational 

for both the group itself and in the eyes of an outside observer that a concentrated group, 

especially a regional majority, should be able to claim self-rule over an area. However, the 

study also finds that from the state perspective, what matters most when it comes to autonomy 
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demands is precedent setting – that once a state gives in to one minority group, others might 

follow because an example was set. It is argued that states think about loss of territory as 

threatening to itself, as the territory defines the state. Giving away too much land is 

impossible from the government perspective and even if one group has legitimate demands, 

the risk of a snowball effect of losing territory makes states reluctant to give in. On the other 

hand, there are states that have both recognized and unrecognized groups simultaneously. 

Does that mean that precedent setting is a strong indicator of refused secession or autonomy 

demands but not recognition demands or do other variables intervene? It is possible that other 

variables intervene in some cases but do not have strong effects in other? 

2.3 A New Focus: Interstate Variable and Recognition 

Analyzing the literature above, an interesting issue appears: Most research on ethnic conflict, 

recognition and minority groups focuses on the groups themselves. Thus, a significant part of 

the literature focuses on characteristics of the minorities such as size, density and difference 

from the majority population. While these variables surely have effect in terms of recognition, 

there are other variables not often considered in the specific setting of minority group 

recognition.  

A variable frequently used in interstate conflict research is territorial value. Territorial 

disputes are sometimes mentioned as the most common sources of war (Forsberg, 1996), so 

there might be something special about territory that makes it worth fighting for. Kelle (2017) 

divides territorial value into three variables, symbolic, strategic and economic. It is then 

shown that while all three increases the incidence of self-determination demands by minority 

groups, symbolic value has a considerably strong effect. Consequently, it is argued that as 

territory often is associated with identity of ethnic groups through symbolic value, this is a 

much stronger indicator for a minority group to launch self-determination demands than 

strategic and/or material/economic value. However, Duffy Toft (2002) argues that states and 

minority groups have different perceptions of territory. While minority groups might have a 

symbolic connection to territory and perceive it as an indivisible part of their identity, states 

perceive territory as crucial for their survival with constant worries that other states might 

take it. Consequently, for states, strategic and material assets can sometimes be valued higher 

than abstract sentimental attachment. 

Strategic territorial value is often considered and measured in interstate conflict. However, as 

mentioned above, intrastate conflict research, especially when it comes to ethnic minorities, 
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tend to focus on the group itself. Hence, there exists a research gap when it comes to strategic 

value in connection with ethnic conflict and minority recognition.  

2.4 The Independent Variable: State-Perceived Geostrategic Value 

The purpose of this study is to investigate the relationship between State-Perceived 

Geostrategic Value and Minority Group Recognition, with the former being the independent 

variable. There are several studies pointing in the direction that territorial value has an impact 

on the perceived importance of a territory (Carter, 2010; Kelle, 2017; Wiegand, 2011). Carter 

(2010) investigates when a state will try to consolidate a territory. It is shown that territorial 

characteristics greatly affect when a target state – a state facing threat of invasion – will 

consolidate a territory, for example by military drills, population movement or economic 

investments. Strategic value is shown to strongly increase the probability of consolidation, 

especially when a challenger state possesses stronger military capabilities and is more likely 

to initiate conflict. It is theorized that consolidation is considerably effective when there is 

strategic value in the territory, compared to when it is not. Thus, a target state would benefit 

from practicing control of the territory.  

However, Carter (2010) finds that consolidation is not conducted if there is not a credible 

military threat present (Carter, 2010, 974). There is also other literature regarding how 

external threats influence state behavior. Darden and Mylonas (2016) argues that external 

threat influence state-building. External threat during state-building causes a state to pursue 

assimilation policies in order to make the state more homogenous. In countries without 

significant outside threats to the state during state-building, the population often turns out 

more heterogenous. Similarly, other studies have shown that external threat increases 

centralization in states (Gibler, 2010; Gibler and Miller, 2014). It is argued that external threat 

unites the state and increases internal peace because of increased connectedness between 

citizens and increased military repression (Gibler and Miller, 2014, 637-639). Thus, 

centralization policy is an outcome of actual external threat or perceived external threat.  

The characteristics of a territory and the regional strategic environment around it seem to be 

important when it comes to conflict initiation, but also centralization within a state. Thus, the 

IV, State-Perceived Geostrategic Value, is based on both the characteristics of the territory in 

question – e.g. geographic features or military installations - and the regional environment in 

proximity to the territory– e.g. threatening states or risk of invasion. First, Carter (2010) 

defines a strategically located territory as “… of significant military value to the target and 
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challenger. Territory can have strategic military value because of its geographic features (e.g., 

a mountain pass) or due to the presence of key military installations (e.g., major target base 

site).” (Carter, 2010, 974). Second, Darden and Mylonas (2016) defines two types of external 

threats: “(a) the threat of military conquest and/or (b) the threat of outside powers using non-

core groups in their state to promote secession and/or to annex parts of their territory.” 

(Darden and Mylonas, 2016, 1454). This paper combines parts of the two definitions in order 

to produce a comprehensive variable. The combination used in this paper reads as follows: A 

territory is defined as having State-Perceived Geostrategic Value if it has significant military 

value to the state and if the territory faces a threat of military conquest from an outside 

power. 

2.5 The Causal Process 

In contrast to interstate rivalry, Thies (2005) argues that internal rivalries and/or conflict 

reduces state-building capacities as opposed to external rivalries and warfare, as the state is 

not able to extract as much resources nor rally the people towards a common goal. This 

suggests that internal unrest, conflict or rivalry worsen state cohesion and makes it more 

vulnerable. Recall that King and Samii (2018) talks about the mobilization effect and 

functional gains. If a government views recognition as a threat, it will most likely not do it. 

Perceived geostrategic value of a territory is something that will cause reluctance to give 

away any control or even the possibility of control. A state that perceives recognition as 

giving away some control may simply not recognize a minority group living on valuable 

territory as recognition carries the risk of further self-determination, autonomy or even 

secession demands in the long run. Non-recognition can be part of centralization policy 

(Gibler, 2010) or assimilation (Darden and Mylonas, 2016). Threat and value perceptions 

should thus have the effect of the government implementing policy to control the territory 

better. Recognizing a minority group can be perceived as the opposite.  

The argument is that states that perceives a threat of losing valuable territory will attempt to 

practice stronger control of the territory, thus ignoring calls for recognition as it would go in 

the opposite direction – less control. The value and threat will be put up against the functional 

gains (King and Samii, 2018) of recognition and threats to the state will be met with increased 

consolidation – altering the military, economic or political status quo in order to strengthen 

the state grip on the territory (Carter, 2010, 970) - will be conducted by the state to show 

resolve and scare away potential threats to the territorial sovereignty. Lastly, the government 
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will attempt to practice stronger control of the territory and minority rights will come second. 

Recognition will then be put on low priority (if there have been any plans at all) and not 

implemented to any large extent. 

2.6 The Dependent Variable: Minority Group Recognition 

As mentioned earlier, the DV is Minority Group Recognition. Recognition is arguably an 

important decision for not only the minority group itself but also for how the state would like 

the society to develop. It is easier to recognize a group if the government’s long-term goal is 

decentralization. In contrast, recognition risks being perceived as threatening if the goal is 

centralization. As mentioned earlier, to recognize or not is an early indicator of policy, which 

in some cases has the potential to lead to conflict in the long run. In this paper, when writing 

about minority group recognition the implied meaning will be: The extent to which a minority 

group is considered to be a linguistic, religious or ethnic minority.  

2.7 Summary of Theoretical Claim 

To summarize, the theoretical claim of this paper will be formulated as follows: When a state 

perceives a territory as valuable, as well as perceives an external threat to the territory, it 

will try to consolidate the territory in order to practice stronger control. This will result in 

that any minority group inhabiting the territory suffer lower chances of being recognized as a 

minority group. 
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The hypothesis is a theory-based statement of the relationship between the phenomenon of 

interest, the IV and the expected outcome, the DV. The hypothesis of this paper is formulated 

as: 

High State-Perceived Geostrategic Value – when a state perceives a territory to be valuable 

as well as perceiving an external threat to said territory - will lead to lower probability and 

extent of Minority Group Recognition for any minority group inhabiting the territory.  

Furthermore, the opposite of the hypothesis, namely the null hypothesis, is a general statement 

that there is no relationship between the IV and the DV. It is formulated as: 

State-Perceived Geostrategic Value – when a state perceives a territory to be valuable as well 

as perceiving an external threat to said territory – has no relation to Minority Group 

Recognition. 

3. Research Design 

As stated earlier, this paper is researching the relationship between State-Perceived 

Geostrategic Value and Minority Group Recognition. Kellstedt and Whitten (2013) argues 

that “The goal of all types of research designs is to help us evaluate how well a theory fares as 

it makes its way over the four causal hurdles…” (Kellstedt and Whitten, 2013, 70). These 

hurdles, mentioned earlier, concerns 1) the causal mechanism 2) reverse causal relationship 3) 

covariation and 4) confounding variables/competitive explanations. This section describes the 

method that is used in order to apply the theory to the empirics in such a way that these 

hurdles are cleared in an optimal way. First, the chosen scientific method is presented, 

followed by the selection criteria and case selection. Thirdly, the operationalization of 

variables – defining the measurement for the abstract concepts – is made for the independent, 

dependent and mediating variables (MV). 

3.1 Method 

There are several different ways of answering the research question of this paper. The first 

choice is to decide on whether qualitative research or quantitative research should be 

conducted. Concerning geostrategic value, the variable has often been researched using 

quantitative designs. Additionally, territorial characteristics are often unique and may be 

difficult to compare with a thin operationalization. Therefore, a qualitative research design is 

the better choice in order to establish and investigate the correlation on a deeper level. Small-
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n studies lack external validity – validity on a larger population – but has stronger internal 

validity – validity for the specific case(s) researched than large-n or quantitative studies 

(Gerring, 2006, 43). As the study is interested in investigating the IV and DV deeper, as well 

as the causal mechanism - theory testing - a comparative case study is preferable. 

The qualitative method used is Structured Focused Comparison (SFC). The method is 

“structured” in that several questions based on the research objective to standardize data 

collection are asked to the empirical material and “focused” in that it only deals with certain 

aspects of the cases researched (George and Bennett, 2005, 67). The questions serve as 

guidelines and help determining the scope of the data gathered. Clear questions also help 

future research to replicate the study as the exact same questions can be asked to new 

empirical material. 

3.2 Case Selection 

The case selection is an essential part of the research method. The primary objective is that a 

case selection should be relevant to the objective of the study. Furthermore, a universe of 

cases should be defined properly and the cases should show variation or similarity on 

different variables depending on the research objective (George and Bennett, 2005, 83). The 

case selection strategy used in this paper is Mill’s Method of Difference, meaning that cases 

are chosen based on variation on the DV and similarity on several control variables. It can be 

argued that a strategic case selection like this is biased and has low generalizability. However, 

in a small-n study, a completely random selection can cause the cases to be irrelevant for 

studying the relation between the variables on a deeper level. 

The IV, State-Perceived Geostrategic Value, is measured on a territorial/regional level, the 

characteristics of a certain territory. However, the DV, Minority Group Recognition is 

measured on the level of the minority group. Consequently, what will be chosen are cases of 

minorities inhabiting a certain territory.  

Minority Group Recognition is probably affected by many variables. This paper argues that 

State-Perceived Geostrategic Value is the strongest driver, but not necessarily the only one. It 

is important to control for some competitive explanations in order to establish a causal effect 

rather than a correlation. Too much of uncontrolled heterogeneity may result in comparing 

“apples and oranges”, meaning that the results are not meaningful (Gerring, 2006, 50). 

However, a paper has a limited amount of control variables to consider, meaning that some 
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variables are always left out. Therefore it is best to have cases which contexts are as similar as 

possible. Variables such as polity, country-wide economic development, international 

relations with other states and general perception of minority groups can all be held constant 

by choosing two minority groups inhabiting territories within the same country. 

Consequently, the strategy will be to select two minority groups inhabiting different regions 

within the same country, which varies on the DV – one officially recognized and one not 

officially recognized. A drawback of this case selection is that cases within the same country 

could easily influence each other based on proximity. However, for the research objective of 

this paper, the tradeoff turns out in favor for needing less competitive explanations to control 

for. 

Some variables that can influence the relationship between the IV and the DV that are not 

controlled for by choosing groups within the same country are group type, settlement patterns 

and group size.  

Many minority groups are associating their identity with territory. Kelle (2017) finds that this 

symbolic territorial value has significant effect on self-determination demands by ethnic 

groups. Furthermore, Liu (2016) concludes that immigrant minority groups may have less 

legitimacy when advocating for language recognition (Liu, 2016, 559). Consequently, 

indigenous groups - with connection to territory - should behave and be perceived differently 

than immigrant groups – with less connection to the inhabited territory. This may influence 

the treatment by the government and therefore two minority groups in the same category – 

indigenous or immigrant – are chosen. The distinction used will be the distinction between 

indigenous groups and minorities used by Minority Rights Group International: “The 

fundamental difference between indigenous peoples and minorities lies in indigenous peoples’ 

ties to their territory of origin or specific livelihoods when nomadic. In many indigenous 

belief systems, land has a symbolic and spiritual value, as well as a social and economic 

function within the group, even for those who live outside of the homeland.” (Minority Rights 

Group International, 2014). 

Duffy Toft (2002) argues that the settlement patterns of minority groups have effect on the 

legitimacy of any autonomy or self-determination demands. A dispersed group will have less 

connection to a specific territory and thus less legitimacy of autonomy demands than a 

concentrated group. The GeoEPR dataset of the Ethnic Power Relations Dataset Family 

distinguishes groups that are either regionally based, urban, regional and urban, migrant, 
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dispersed, statewide or aggregate (Wucherpfennig et al., 2011). This paper will use two 

minority groups of the same category. The regional or urban categories are preferred as the 

groups should be connected to a territory. 

The size of the minority group can also influence the government perception. A larger group 

has a stronger mobilization effect - the capability of the group to mobilize and threaten the 

regime - (King and Samii, 2018) that influences government policy regarding the group. 

Thus, group size arguably has some influence on government perception of and policy 

towards the minority group. To make the measurement as relevant as possible for this paper, 

which emphasizes the government perception, the group size is measured as a percentage of 

the whole population of the state in question. As many groups differ in size, they should 

preferably be within the range of two percentage points, for example within the range 0-2%, 

2-4%, 10-12% or other. 

The competitive explanations controlled for and the same-country design significantly limits 

the population of available cases. Too many competitive explanations make the process more 

difficult. In addition, there usually exists a myriad of minor differences between two different 

cases. Thus, only the competitive explanations believed to be most relevant are controlled for. 

The cases chosen in this paper is the Ainu and the Ryukyuans. Both are indigenous groups. 

Ainu inhabits Hokkaido, in northern Japan and Ryukyuans inhabits Okinawa, in southern Japan. 

The choice is especially beneficial as the inhabited areas are at opposite ends of Japan, making 

the risk of the groups influencing each other lower than if they were closer. 

Table 1: Case Selection and Competitive Explanation Control 

Group IV DV Country Group Type Group Size 

(% of 

population) 

Settlement 

Pattern 

(GeoEPR) 

Ainu ? Recognized Japan Indigenous 0-2% Regionally 

Based 

Ryukyuans ? Not 

Recognized 

Japan Indigenous 0-2% Regionally 

Based 

 

The time period investigated is based on the DV. Ainu was officially recognized by the 

government of Japan in 2008. The time period to investigate the variables should arguably 
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have a scope around that time. Therefore, year 2000-2008 will be investigated in the Ainu 

case. For Ryukyuans, the process leading to non-recognition will be investigated. For 

comparability, the same time period would be ideal to investigate. However, as mentioned by 

Duffy Toft (2002), precedent setting strongly influences when self-determination demands are 

agreed to. After 2008, the precedent should be a pressure on the government to recognize the 

Ryukyuans. Despite this, Ryukyuans were not officially recognized. Thus, the time after 2008 

should arguably be investigated in order to look at what stopped recognition despite the effect 

of the precedent setting. The time period for Ryukyuans will therefore be 2004-2012. 

3.3 Operationalization 

To apply the theoretical concepts to empirical material, the concepts must be measurable. 

Operationalization aims to construct measurable variables from the theoretical definitions. For 

SFC, variables are operationalized into general questions asked for each case as a way to 

ensure that comparable data will be collected from each case and to make the study 

comparable to future studies (George and Bennett, 2005, 86). The measurements must also 

have conceptual clarity in that it is clear what is being measured as well as having conceptual 

validity – that it measures what it is meant to measure – and conceptual reliability – that it 

measures the same thing every time (Kellstedt and Whitten, 2013, 98-103). 

3.3.1 Independent Variable 

As mentioned earlier, a territory is defined as having State-Perceived Geostrategic Value if it 

has significant military value to the state or if the territory faces a threat of military conquest 

from an outside power. The definition consists of two smaller concepts, military value and 

threat of military conquest.  

Concerning military value, in order to have conceptual validity, the geographic characteristics 

and the military characteristics is measured. First, to measure the geographic characteristics, 

strategically important choke points and shipping lanes are considered. Choke points are 

narrow passages important for access between e.g. territories that can easily be blocked by the 

controlling actor. Shipping lanes are major trade routes regularly used for commerce. These 

geographic features are important both in war times and peace times to control the flow of 

goods as well as military vessels and troops. To measure the military characteristics, military 

training grounds, ports, airfields and other facilities in the territory in question are considered. 
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Already established military facilities are crucial to the state and indicates that the territory is 

worth defending. Furthermore, in war times already established facilities can be utilized by 

enemies if captured. 

Concerning threat of military conquest, proximity to hostile or unfriendly states as well as 

proximity to territorial disputes are considered. First, hostile or unfriendly states are arguably 

sources of threat of conquest to some extent and important for how much control the target 

state would like to practice. A hostile state is something a government considers a constant 

threat of invasion. This probably means that the most proximate territory to a hostile state is 

important for a state to practice control over to a high extent. Second, territorial disputes 

affect the regional strategic environment. Even if the owner of the territory proximate to the 

dispute is not a primary actor, it most likely has a relation to the dispute. Furthermore, 

territorial disputes are often militarized to some extent, meaning that the state in question 

would like to control adjacent territories to be able to counter hostile moves as well as to 

conduct military operations. 

For State-Perceived Geostrategic Value, each question to be asked to the empirical material 

concerns one of the four identified measurements. 

1. Is the territory close to or part of any shipping lanes or choke points? 

2. Is the territory used as a military base site? 

3. Is the territory in close proximity to a hostile or unfriendly state? 

4. Is the territory in close proximity to any territorial disputes? 

3.3.2 Dependent Variable 

The definition of the DV is: The extent to which a minority group is considered to be a 

linguistic/religious/ethnic minority. A simple observation can establish if the minority group 

is officially recognized. This is important for legal reasons. If a minority group has achieved 

official recognition as a minority, it is a strong defense against any assimilation policy as well 

as something one can mobilize around along group lines to build an identity. The DV is then 

measured with a single question, asking if official recognition has been implemented or not: 
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1. To what extent is the minority group officially recognized in any legally binding 

documents such as laws, settlements or constitutions? 

Using only one SFC question for the DV might seem contradictory, as the objective is to 

investigate the variables deeper. However, as both the IV and the MV are investigated 

thoroughly, the time frame and scope of the paper makes it difficult to investigate the DV 

properly. In addition, recognition as a concept may include both formal and informal 

recognition. Informal recognition – how the group is treated in society – is a different concept 

than formal recognition – legal statements regarding recognition - even though they are 

related. Therefore, this study only uses a single measurement for Minority Group Recognition. 

3.3.3 Mediating Variables 

In this paper, the objective is to investigate the IV and DV deeper, but also to see if there is 

any support for the theorized causal process. As previously stated, the theory is formulated as: 

When a state perceives a territory as valuable, as well as perceives an external threat to the 

territory, it will try to consolidate the territory in order to practice stronger control. This will 

result in that any minority group inhabiting the territory suffer lower chances of being 

recognized as a minority group. The MV measured is then Consolidation. Furthermore, 

consolidation is a thick variable and is divided into three measurable concepts. Carter (2010) 

writes that “Consolidation refers to attempts by the target state to alter the military, economic, 

or political status quo in the disputed territory in its favor” (Carter, 2010, 972). Thus, there 

will be a distinction between military, economic and political consolidation. 

Military consolidation measures military activity and is differentiated from the military 

facilities of the IV. Military facilities can be actively used to different extent and are not 

necessarily measuring military activity. Immobile bases themselves do not count for the 

mechanism, but how active the military is in the area does. Consequently, military activity is 

measured by military operations such as patrolling as well as scrambling of aircraft and other 

interceptions. These are actions that signals resolve to defend the territory. 

Economic consolidation measures economic actions in order to strengthen control of the 

territory. To establish new development of natural resources such as oil, gas, minerals or 

wood is a way to take control of more land and secure a non-dependency on imports, which 

face a risk of being restricted in times of conflict. This is a way to alter the status quo by 
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economic means. Thus, this variable is measured by new development or surveying of natural 

resources in or adjacent to the territory. 

Political consolidation measures active attempts to strengthen political power in the region. It 

can be attempts by the central government to force through policy not supported on the local 

level or going out of ones’ way to support a certain candidate more than usual in an election. 

Deliberately putting government-friendly politicians in positions of power is also a way to 

consolidate political power. Thus, political consolidation is measured by attempts to alter 

local policy or unusually strong support for local candidates by the central government.  

1. Has the state conducted any military operations or scrambling in or near the 

territory? 

2. Has the state conducted/allowed development of natural resources in the territory? 

3. Has the state attempted to strengthen its political power in the territory? 

3.4 Empirical Data and Source Criticism 

The data for the variables will be gathered through a mixture of academic articles, news 

articles, government websites and various organization websites. The main issue is that most 

of the material will be secondary sources of information. In news articles, crude facts must be 

distinguished from opinions while analyzing the material. Information from government 

sources as well as other organizations face a high risk of being biased towards their own 

political motives. Even academic articles have a risk of unintentional bias in information 

gathering, producing a skewed picture. Policy recommendations and think tank reports, while 

often well researched, often include opinions of the authors. Great importance lies in 

separating facts from opinions in all sources as well as to triangulate in order to ensure that 

information is agreed on by separate sources. Triangulation is important for the validity of the 

data, but some information can only be obtained from a single source, which must be taken 

into account when analyzing. Underreporting and overreporting of issues may also produce 

skewed data, but the conclusions must be drawn upon what is available. 

4. Results and Interpretation 

As mentioned earlier, this paper is researching the relationship between State-Perceived 

Geostrategic Value and Minority Group Recognition. In this section, the empirical data 
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gathered is presented and interpreted. For each case a brief background is presented. This is 

followed by data on the variables. Lastly, the results are discussed and interpreted. 

4.1 Background 

4.1.1 Ainu 

Ainu is an indigenous group mostly inhabiting Hokkaido, the northernmost prefecture of 

Japan. Historically, Ainu have inhabited Hokkaido, southern Sakhalin, the Kuril Islands and 

northern part of Honshu1 (see Appendix A for map). The first documented appearance of 

Ainu occurred in the 12th century by the Yuan Dynasty (Okada, 2012, 3). It is believed that 

they are descendants from the early settlers of the Japanese archipelago, and that Ainu culture 

developed due to contact between Jomon and Yayoi people and Okhotsk culture, but as Ainu 

had no written language, the origins are unclear (Ainu Museum, n.d.). Since direct contact 

with the Japanese was established around the 14th century, Ainu was gradually pushed 

northwards. Trade relations were established but often unfair in favor of the Japanese, which 

led to a series of Ainu revolts during the 15th to the 18th century. After the Kunashir-Menasi 

rebellion in 1789, the Japanese government established direct control of Hokkaido and the 

Ainu inhabitants (Ainu Museum, n.d.; Okada, 2012, 4). 

In the mid-19th century, non-assimilation policy was abandoned and after the Meiji 

Restoration (1868), Ainu customs and culture were prohibited and Ainu suffered forced 

assimilation. The name Ezo2 was replaced by Hokkaido and immigration was encouraged 

from the Japanese mainland in order to develop the area. Several land reforms in favor of 

Japanese settlers were established and Ainu were forced to give up their traditional hunter-

gathering culture in favor of farming (Ainu Association of Hokkaido, 2016; Okada, 2012, 4-

5). This development had much to do with the industrial revolution, including ideas of 

nationalism and the nation state entering through contact with Europeans. For Hokkaido 

specifically, protection against the Russian threat was a main reason for development, 

immigration and assimilation (Okada, 2012, 4-5). In 1899, an “Hokkaido Aborigine 

Protection Act” was established, officially in order to protect the Ainu population. However, 

the act was mainly made to bring welfare to Ainu, and did simply refer to them as former 

aborigines, ignoring their culture and customs. This also meant that they were perceived as 

                                                 
1 Honshu is the largest of the Japanese islands 
2 Ezo was the old Japanese name for Hokkaido, referring to the “foreigners” or “barbarians” who lived there 
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assimilated and the welfare included assimilation into Japanese culture and education in 

Japanese (McGrogan, 2010, 356-357; Okada, 2012, 6).  

In 1997, the Act for the Promotion of Ainu Culture was implemented, replacing the 1899 act. 

This abolished the term former aborigines but did not mention Ainu as an indigenous group 

nor minority. The act has been criticized for rejecting issues such as self-determination, 

representation, economic autonomy and anti-discrimination. Instead it is sometimes described 

as simply promoting “tourist shop culture” such as funding for traditional dances and music 

but nothing more substantial (Levin, 2001, 467; McGrogan, 2010, 358). 

As most Ainu speaks Japanese, the only remaining dialect of the Ainu language, which is not 

related to Japanese linguistically, is considered critically endangered by UNESCO with the 

number of native speakers estimated to 15 (Moseley, 2010). 

4.1.2 Ryukyuans 

Ryukyuans are the indigenous people mostly inhabiting the southernmost prefecture of Japan, 

Okinawa, also known as the Ryukyu Islands. Their origin is thought to be from different 

migration waves both from the Asian continent, from the Japanese archipelago and from 

Southeast Asia during different times in history. Consequently, the Ryukyu Islands has served 

as a trade hub, located in between China3, Japan, Korea and Southeast Asia (Pearson, 2013, 

273-292). In the 15th century, the Sho family initiated a unification of the Okinawa Island, and 

later the Sakishima Islands and the Amami Islands were incorporated into the Ryukyu 

Kingdom (See Appendix A for map). The kingdom had a tributary relationship to Ming 

China, granting exclusive trade rights and flourished until the late 16th century when Ming 

started to decline (Pearson, 2013, 194-233).  

In 1609, the Japanese Satsuma domain invaded and incorporated the Amami Islands to Japan, 

but let Ryukyu remain a vassal state with “dual subordination” to Japan and China, serving as 

a loophole for Sino-Japanese trade, as China would not make formal trade agreements to non-

tributary state. This kind of relationship continued through the Tokugawa era (Jiadong, 2013).  

In 1872, after the Meiji restoration – when Japan started to modernize and industrialize - 

Japan strengthened their rule and renamed the kingdom into Ryukyu domain. 7 years later, it 

                                                 
3In this paper, ”China” refers to the main hegemon of East Asia and different dynasties governing said hegemon. 

For the modern state, the name “People’s Republic of China” or “PRC” is used. For the government of Taiwan, 

“Republic of China” or “ROC” is used. 
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was made into Okinawa prefecture. Japan established their own rule and abolished the dual 

subordination, partly as an attack against China as the regional hegemon. In order to 

legitimize its territorial claim, Ryukyuans were described as the same as Japanese. Forced 

assimilation policy was implemented and in education, only Japanese was allowed. Some 

distinct cultural practices were prohibited and for example, “dialect tags” were put as a 

shaming symbol on children speaking the local language instead of Japanese in school 

(Minority Rights Group International, 2018; Yonetani, 2000).  

Japan continued its expansionist policy up until the end of WWII. During the war, Ryukyuans 

were treated as second class citizens and during the invasion of Okinawa, they participated on 

the Japanese side but at the same time they were sometimes killed by Japanese soldiers 

believing those who spoke Ryukyuan were spies. After the war, Okinawa was occupied by 

United States, who used the islands as military training areas and bases until 1972. During the 

Korean and Vietnam wars Okinawa was often used as a take off point for bomber aircraft. 

After reversion to Japan, United States kept many of their military installations – the Japanese 

government renewed the leasing contract - that occupies a large percentage of Okinawa 

prefecture. This was done on a national level and Ryukyuans did not have any say on the 

issue (Minority Rights Group International, 2018). 

The remaining Ryukyuan languages are all parts of the Japonic language family but not 

mutually intelligible to Japanese. They are all considered definitely or severely endangered by 

UNESCO due to the younger generation not learning them (Moseley, 2010). 

4.2 Independent Variable 

4.2.1 Hokkaido 

Hokkaido is the northernmost prefecture of Japan. The island is part of two major choke 

points that links the Sea of Japan to the Pacific Ocean. First is the Tsugaru Strait, connecting 

Hokkaido to the rest of Japan, as well as serving as a major shipping route. One large port, 

Hakodate port, is located on the Hokkaido side. La Perouse Strait/Soya Strait is located 

between Hokkaido, Japan and Sakhalin, Russia. Control of these straits are beneficial for 

access to the North Pacific Ocean from the Sea of Japan, the other options for water borne 

traffic being around Sakhalin to the north or around Japan to the south, both options 

significantly prolonging the journey. In sum, two major choke points for water traffic are 

present in Hokkaido, both links between the Sea of Japan and the Pacific Ocean. Both straits 
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are mentioned as being of significant military strategic value, see for example (Drohan, 2007, 

54-55, 97; Graham, 2006, 106, 133, 139, 145).  

The Japanese Self-Defense Forces (JSDF) are divided into Ground Self-Defense Forces 

(GSDF), Marine Self-Defense Forces (MSDF) and Air Self-Defense Forces (ASDF). These 

are divided into geographical area divisions. Hokkaido is part of the GSDF Northern Army, 

divided into four areas, 5th and 11th Brigade and 2nd and 7th Division. In total, GSDF has 27 

garrisons and 11 sub-camps in the prefecture (防衛省, n.d.a). MSDF in Hokkaido is part of 

Ominato unit, with headquarters in Ominato, Aomori prefecture. They are present in two 

ports in Hokkaido; Yoichi and Hakodate. ASDF Northern Airspace incorporates Hokkaido, 

Aomori and Akita prefectures. In Hokkaido, the headquarters is located at Chitose Airport. 

Eight other sub-bases for ASDF-use are present in the prefecture, some of them joint-operated 

with GSDF. See Appendix B for maps of Hokkaido military base sites. 

Hokkaido is adjacent to the Kuril Islands Dispute between Japan and Russia. The dispute 

began after World War 2, when the Soviet Union occupied the Kurils, including the disputed 

islands Shikotan, Etorofu, Kunashiri and the Habomai group, known as the Southern Kurils in 

Russia and Northern Territories in Japan. Since then, Japan has argued for their return to 

Japanese sovereignty. The islands are strategically valuable for access to the Pacific Ocean 

and for warm deep-water ports, especially for Russia. Japan argues that these four islands 

were not included in the San Francisco Peace Treaty, which ceded “Kurile Islands” to the 

Soviet Union, as they are argued to be inherently Japanese and separate from the Kurils. 

Russia disputes the inherent land argument, arguing that they were first to establish control of 

the area and the people living there (Quillen, 1993, 639-645). It is sometimes argued that the 

islands are inherent to Ainu, which are Japanese and thus the territories should be considered 

Japanese even if the time of discovery by the Japanese state versus the Russian state is 

disputed (McGrogan, 2010, 363-364). There have been several meetings between Japanese 

and Russian leaders between 2000 and 2008. However, the stance on the issue is firm on both 

sides, leading to a stalemate. The economic relations between the two countries are prioritized 

and the issue is constantly downplayed, especially from the Russian side (Ouimet, 2006, 100-

105). The exception to the stalemate is that visa-free travel to Japan for Russian residents of 

the islands was granted in 1991 and former Japanese residents of the islands and their families 

are granted visa-free travel to the islands (Gorenburg, 2012, 2). 
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Russo-Japanese relations are heavily influenced by the territorial dispute. In 1956, a Soviet-

Japanese Joint Declaration was signed, stating that Shikotan and Habomai Islands would be 

given to Japan when a peace treaty was signed. The entrenchment on both sides on the Kuril 

issue has effectively hindered any official peace treaty to be signed up until now (Weitz, 

2011). However, the dispute has not blocked the countries from developing formal diplomatic 

and economic relations. Russia and Japan share several economic interests in East Asia and 

benefits from cooperation. An example would be Japanese interest in Russian natural 

resources at the same time as a need for investment (possibly Japanese) in the less 

economically developed parts of Russia in Asia. Thus, economic investments between the 

countries as well as limited security cooperation with regards to e.g. North Korea have been 

conducted. Between 2000 and 2007, bilateral trade revenue quadrupled. Yet, the economic 

ties seem to be far from its potential. Political leaders of both countries seem to benefit more 

from supporting their own territorial claims on a national level (Weitz, 2011, 146-153). 

According to the government of Japan’s opinion poll conducted in Russia in 2004, 37% had a 

favorable view towards Japan, while only 3% had an unfavorable view. However, 24% were 

neutral and 30% were not interested. 32% responded that Japan was trustworthy and 

untrustworthy respectively. 89% replied that Russo-Japanese relations are important or 

definitely important and 61% replied that they perceived the current relations as favorable 

(Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, 2014). According to a report by Pew Research Center, 

67% of Japanese had unfavorable views of Russia, compared to 22% favorable in 2007 (Pew 

Research Center, 2007, 73). 

4.2.2 Okinawa 

Okinawa Prefecture is a chain of islands stretching from Kyushu to Taiwan, serving as the 

border between the Pacific Ocean and the East China Sea. The islands are within reach of 

several commercial shipping lanes between Southeast Asia and control of the islands equals 

control of the passageway between the East China Sea and the Pacific Ocean, with Miyako 

strait being the only international water passageway. Maritime shipping accounted for 99.74% 

of Japan’s trade volume in 1996 (Graham, 2006, 22). Graham (2006) divides Japan’s shipping 

routes into three broad streams. The southwest stream, the southern stream and the trans-

pacific route. The most economically valuable is the southwest stream, connecting Japan 

primarily to Southeast Asia, and secondarily to India, Middle East and Europe. The southern 

stream connects Japan and Oceania, whereas the trans-pacific stream connects it to America. 
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Both the southwest and the southern stream stretches either through or in proximity to 

Okinawa prefecture. Furthermore, several choke points exists in Southeast Asia and the South 

China Sea (Graham, 2006, 24-31). 

Okinawa prefecture is part of GSDF Western Army, which also includes Kyushu. The 15th 

Brigade is stationed in Okinawa prefecture. There are two garrisons and five sub-camps, all 

but one situated on Okinawa main island, the second garrison being located on Yonaguni 

Island. MSDF in Okinawa is part of the Sasebo unit with headquarters in Sasebo, Nagasaki 

prefecture. They have an air base in Naha and a port in Katsuren. ASDF Western Airspace 

incorporates Okinawa prefecture and Amami Islands of Kagoshima prefecture. The 

headquarters is located at Naha airport and five sub-bases are located in the prefecture. See 

Appendix B for maps of Okinawa military base sites. 

In addition to the Japanese military, United States military facilities are located in several 

places in Japan. Since the reversion of Okinawa to Japan, United States has kept a significant 

number of military facilities in the prefecture. As of 2003, 74,7% of the military facilities on 

Japanese soil exclusively used by US Military were located in Okinawa prefecture. US 

military facilities accounted for 10.4% of the prefecture’s land area and 18.8% of the area of 

Okinawa main island (Military Base Affairs Office, 2004). These facilities are allowed in the 

Japan-U.S. Security Treaty, where it is also stated that any armed attack against either party 

on Japanese territory should be met by both parties (Japan and United States, 1960).  

Okinawa prefecture is argued by Japan to include a set of islands in the East China Sea called 

Senkaku in Japanese and Diaoyu in Chinese4. People’s Republic of China (PRC) as well as 

Republic of China (ROC) are claiming that the islands are part of Taiwan5. The Japanese 

argument is that they occupied the islands while they were Terra Nullius in 1895 and thus, 

they are Japanese. After the Sino-Japanese war, the Treaty of Shimonoseki states that Taiwan 

and surrounding islands were a part of the occupation. PRC interprets the Senkaku/Diaoyu 

Islands to be part of the treaty and then returned upon the return of Taiwan while Japan claims 

it is a separate issue (Drifte, 2013, 11-13). Activists and nationalist organizations from both 

countries sometimes land on the islands. For example, in 2012 both Hong Kong and Japanese 

                                                 
4 In this paper they will be referred to as Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands. 
5 According to PRC, Taiwan is a part of PRC 
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activists landed on the islands on different occasions to signal sovereignty (Bradsher et al., 

2012; Yuan, 2012). 

Another territorial dispute in the proximity of Okinawa prefecture is the dispute between PRC 

and ROC regarding the island of Taiwan, being situated close to the Sakishima Islands of 

Okinawa prefecture. In the Chinese Civil War, the Nationalists were defeated by the 

Communists and many fled to Taiwan and set up a government. Since then, there has been a 

dispute regarding which one is the rightful government of China, partly because it was not 

specified in the San Francisco Peace Treaty in 1952. The 1992 consensus is an agreement that 

there is only one state encompassing China and Taiwan, but many Taiwanese think that there 

exists two separate countries, PRC and Taiwan. The tensions between PRC and ROC often 

depends on the ROC government. The Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) supports 

independence from PRC whereas the Koumintang (KMT) supports eventual reunification 

with PRC (BBC News, 2019). Japan switched recognition from ROC to PRC in 1972 together 

with USA but has non-governmental, working relations with ROC and the relationship is very 

friendly (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, 2013, 4). 

Historical issues are sources of severe tensions between PRC and Japan. The Japanese 

behavior during WWII when conquering land in Asia left scars in the relations with many 

neighbors. Violence and killings of civilians as well as forced labor and forced prostitution are 

issues often brought up, especially by PRC, and the Japanese are often accused of never 

having come to terms with their history of war crimes. The aftermath of WWII as well as the 

Cold War and how Japan was occupied has played a role in making wartime issues more 

complex. Many Japanese prime ministers have made official visits to Yasukuni shrine, where 

several prosecuted war criminals are enshrined, and war crimes are constantly downplayed 

(Kemenade, 2006, 42-51).  

Economic relations are stronger than the diplomatic, however, protests and boycotts are 

frequent, often in relation to different incidents or political statements, often having impacts 

on the economic ties between the countries. Violent protests are often allowed by the PRC 

government as long as they are directed towards Japan or Japanese businesses. In 2010, PRC 

blocked export of rare earth minerals, showing the vulnerability of Japanese dependence on 

imports (Drifte, 2013, 42-46). PRC is also trying to keep access to the Pacific Ocean less 

vulnerable to interference during potential conflict by keeping a military presence, another 

indicator of the cold relations (Drifte, 2013, 27-29). Sino-Japanese joint surveys are regularly 
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conducted. Between 2005-2012, Japanese and Chinese opinions of each other worsened 

according to Genron NPO survey. Unfavorable views of China in Japan increased from 62.9% 

to 84.3% and Chinese unfavorable views of Japan increased from 37.9% to 64.5% (Genron 

NPO, 2018). During 2006-2012, the unfavorable views of Chinese by Japanese were kept 

roughly between 70-80% depending on the year. Views of Japanese by Chinese slightly 

increased from 71% in 2006 to slightly below 80% in 2012 (Pew Research Center, 2016). See 

Appendix C for details).  

4.3 Dependent Variable 

4.3.1 Ainu 

As late as 2001, a Japanese politician argued that the Ainu people were completely 

assimilated. However, in 2007, the UN Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous People was 

adopted, with Japan, among others, voting in favor. The reason often cited that the resolution 

included a paragraph about not being threatening to territorial integrity of states. On the June 

6, 2008, the Japanese government unanimously approved “The Resolution to Acknowledge 

that the Ainu are an Indigenous People” (McGrogan, 2010). The resolution stated that Ainu 

people are an indigenous people of northern Japan with their distinct language, culture and 

religion. It also stated that the government would consult with experts regarding establishing a 

new, comprehensive Ainu strategy (参議院, 2008).  

4.3.2 Ryukyuans 

Although the above-mentioned UN declaration was adopted by Japan, Ryukyuans have failed 

to achieve recognition as an indigenous people of Japan. Reports from the UN Human Rights 

Commission (UNHCR) expresses concern that Ryukyuans are not recognized as an 

indigenous group, but there seems to be no effort by Japan to officially recognize them (UN 

Human Rights Committe, 2008, 9). In the Japanese report to the UNHCR in 2011, it is stated 

that no definition of indigenous groups is included in UN Declaration of the Rights of 

Indigenous People and that Okinawans are Japanese nationals. It is also stated that the history 

and cultural heritage of Okinawa is promoted under a “Plan for Okinawa Promotion and 

Development” (UN Human Rights Committe, 2012).  
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4.4 Mediating Variables 

The theorized relation is that Consolidation should be present in the case with a correlation 

between the IV and the DV. The correlation should be that in the case with high State-perceived 

Geostrategic Value and no Minority Group Recognition, Consolidation should be observed in 

the investigated time period.  

4.4.1 Military Consolidation 

The Japanese Ministry of Defense has released data on scrambling operations since 2004. 

Interceptions of Russian aircraft occurred 118 times. This was followed by 116 in 2005, 196 

in 2006, 253 in 2007 and 193 in 2008. Between 2000 and 2004, country-specific data were 

unavailable, but the total number of scrambling operations were 155 in 2000, 151 in 2001, 

188 in 2002, 156 in 2003 and 141 in 2004, in general somewhat fewer than the following 

years. Most interceptions of Russian aircraft were conducted around Hokkaido and the Sea of 

Japan (統合幕僚監部, 2009).  

The waters surrounding Hokkaido is patrolled by Japanese coast guard. However, since 2000, 

when the Memorandum on Bases for Development of Cooperation between the Japan Coast 

Guard and the Border Guard Service of the Russian Federation was signed, Russia and Japan 

have conducted joint training activities, with focus on smuggling and cross-border crime 

(Mohri, 2010, 11). 

Interceptions of PRC aircraft occurred 13 times in 2004, followed by 107 in 2005, 22 in 2006, 

43 in 2007 and 31 in 2008. In 2009, 38 interceptions occurred, followed by 96 in 2010, 156 in 

2011 and 306 in 2012. 2012 was the first time in the investigated period that the number of 

PRC aircraft interceptions surpassed Russian aircraft interceptions. Most of the Scrambling 

against PRC aircraft occurred near or in Okinawa prefecture (統合幕僚監部, 2013). 

Japan Coast Guard vessels regularly patrol in the East China Sea, especially the waters close 

to the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands, argued by Japan to belong to Okinawa prefecture. The 

conflicting territorial claims combined with assertiveness from PRC have resulted in some 

incidents between the countries. For example, in 2004 Japanese forces intercepted PRC navy 

and civilian survey vessels within the Japanese exclusive economic zone (EEZ). In the same 

year, a PRC submarine was chased away from Japanese territorial waters near Okinawa Island 

by MSDF forces. PRC survey vessels and naval vessels have been observed on several 

occasions within Japanese EEZ without prior notice from PRC, which have resulted in 
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interceptions (Globalsecurity.org, 2011). In 2010, a diplomatic crisis occurred when a PRC 

fishing boat collided with a Japanese MSDF vessel, resulting in the fishing crew being 

detained by Japan and leading to severe tensions between PRC and Japan (Drifte, 2013, 31-

32). 

4.4.2 Economic Consolidation 

Japan is known as a country with few natural resources and imports most of its materials 

needed for industrial use or energy production. It produces only a small fraction of its own 

consumption. Thus, extractable resources found on Japanese soil or water is highly valuable.  

Hokkaido has long been a source of natural resources in Japan. Between 2000 and 2008, some 

development of natural resources occurred. Japan Petroleum Exploration Co., Ltd. Conducted 

drilling in 2006 and 2007 for increased oil production in the Yufutsu oil and gas field (JAPEX 

Group, 2007). Hokkaido Gas Co., Ltd. Constructed new facilities in 2003, 2006 and 2008 

(Kitagas Group, 2016). However, the new constructions and development occurred in or in 

proximity to areas already used for resource extraction and no completely new areas were 

developed.  

Okinawa prefecture has a small land area and the main island is especially heavily populated. 

However, oil, gas and minerals seem to be present under the seabed of the Okinawa Trough as 

well as around the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands. This has triggered surveys and drilling operations 

by Japan. In 2010, an Integrated Ocean Drilling Program (IODP) conducted surveys of the 

ocean floor in the Okinawa trough and found possible mineral resources. In 2012, Japan Oil, 

Gas and Metals National Corporation (JOGMEC) carried out another deep drilling survey as 

well as small scale tests of mining machines (JAMSTEC, 2012; JOGMEC, 2018). 

4.4.3 Political Consolidation 

Hokkaido has had very few contentious issues between 2000 and 2008. The general election 

results are often different from the national average and tend to favor more left-leaning parties 

than the national average. For example, in 2005, the general election results favored the main 

opposition party (Democratic Party of Japan) in Hokkaido instead of the government party 

(Liberal Democratic Party) (総務省, 2009). However, political consolidation seems to have 

not occurred during the researched time frame (2000-2008) to any large extent. 
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One of Okinawa’s most contentious political issues is the US military presence. In local 

elections, anti-base supporters frequently fare well, even though the population is divided on 

the issue as the facilities create jobs and generate money. Citing the Japan-US Security treaty, 

the government and USA usually defend the large number of bases, often citing the strategic 

value of Okinawa as a reason (see for example: Japan Ministry of Defense, 2012, 229-230). 

The main issue between 2004 and 2012 was the relocation plan negotiated between Japan and 

USA of Futenma Air Base, located in Ginowan city, to a planned new facility in Henoko, 

Nago city. Okinawa’s local government continued to reject the relocation plan, and many 

wanted the relocation to be to outside Okinawa. In 2007, several anti-base politicians were 

elected into the House of Councillors (Upper House), and in 2010, the incumbent governor, 

Hirokazu Nakaima, changed his stance to anti-base in order to get re-elected (Fackler, 2012; 

McCormack and Matsumoto, 2008, 1). In 2009, Japan changed its government party for the 

second time since WWII, from the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) to the Democratic Party 

of Japan (DPJ), with new prime minister Yukio Hatoyama giving a promise to relocate the 

Futenma facility to outside Okinawa. However, internal and external pressure forced him to 

give up on his promise, eventually causing him to resign. In an interview in 2011, Hatoyama 

stated that people within the government opposed him and both USA and the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs (MOFA) as well as the Ministry of Defense (MOD) worked against the idea 

of moving the base outside Okinawa (Norimatsu, 2011). In the end, the government kept the 

stance of going ahead with the original relocation plan and in 2012, LDP came back to power.  

4.5 Interpretation and Comparison 

As mentioned earlier, the theory of this paper can be summarized as: When a state perceives a 

territory as valuable, as well as perceives an external threat to the territory, it will try to 

consolidate the territory in order to practice stronger control. This will result in that any 

minority group inhabiting the territory suffer lower chances of being recognized as a minority 

group. Below, the two cases are compared and the gathered data on the IV, DV and MV is 

interpreted to see if there is any support for the theoretical claim. The results show support for 

the hypothesis and some support for the causal mechanism. 

The JSDF forces in Hokkaido operate significantly more facilities than JSDF in Okinawa. 

However, it is possible that the number of facilities in Hokkaido can be explained by the size 

of Hokkaido compared to Okinawa. Additionally, the number of US Army facilities in 

Okinawa is also a variable making up for the low number of JSDF facilities. The history 
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surrounding USA in Okinawa, with a long US occupation and the importance during the Cold 

War, is certainly another reason for the large number of facilities. When evaluating the 

number of facilities, Hokkaido and Okinawa show similar statistics. However, it is arguably a 

higher percentage of Okinawa prefecture that is home to military facilities than Hokkaido 

prefecture. The reasoning of USA and Japan can be interpreted as Okinawa needs more 

facilities per area than Hokkaido and that the impact on the local community can be ignored 

to a certain extent in Okinawa. 

Control of Hokkaido means control of several choke points between the Sea of Japan and the 

Pacific Ocean. However, at the same time as Okinawa also includes passages to the Pacific, 

most of the Japan’s maritime trade passes through or close to Okinawa. Especially in times of 

conflict or a hostile regional environment, Japan can easily be blocked from the southwest. 

Loss of control of Okinawa would therefore be a significant blow to Japan, a country 

dependent on imports, compared to a loss of Hokkaido, even though Hokkaido encompasses a 

larger land area. 

Both Hokkaido and Okinawa are directly part of one territorial dispute each. By proximity, 

Okinawa is also indirectly involved in the Taiwan dispute, where Japan seem to have warmer 

relations with ROC than PRC. All these disputes have direct impact on the relations with the 

neighboring countries, Russia and PRC. Being proximate to two disputes, with Japan having 

stakes in both, Okinawa is arguably more valuable in terms of geostrategy than Hokkaido. 

The Sino-Japanese relations are arguably worse than the Russo-Japanese relations. First, the 

fact that limited military cooperation occurs between Japan and Russia and not between Japan 

and PRC indicates that Sino-Japanese relations are worse than Russo-Japanese. The historical 

issues, especially WWII disagreements, are thorns between Japan and PRC that does not to 

occur on the same level with Russia. The Japanese and Chinese both hold unfavorable views 

against each other, arguably to a higher extent than Russians and Japanese, as Russians do not 

seem to care as much about the territorial dispute, which probably influences the perceptions. 

The increase in unfavorable opinions between Japanese and Chinese 2004-2012 arguably 

represents worsening of relations. 

Similarily, the results of the DV show a clear difference between Ainu and Ryukuans. Ainu 

were officially recognized as indigenous by the government in 2008, while Ryukyuans were 

still considered Japanese nationals in 2011. These results are clear and show that Ainu is an 
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officially recognized minority, while Ryukyuans are not. The Minority Group Recognition 

extent is lower for Ryukyuans than for Ainu. 

In sum, Hokkaido has more military facilities than Okinawa, which can be explained by the 

size of the prefecture. Okinawa has more facilities per area, which is a larger impact on the 

local community. On the other three indicators for the IV, Okinawa had more important choke 

points and sea lanes, was in proximity to more territorial disputes and to a more unfriendly 

neighbor than Hokkaido. Thus, Okinawa arguably has more State-Perceived Geostrategic 

Value than Hokkaido. At the same time, Ainu living in Hokkaido have been recognized as an 

indigenous people, while Ryukyuans, living in Okinawa have not. Thus, the null hypothesis 

of the paper, that State-Perceived Geostrategic Value has no relation to Minority Group 

Recognition, can be rejected as the empirical results show support for the hypothesis. 

According to the causal chain, the territory should have been a target for military, economic 

and/or political consolidation for the hypothesis to hold. The first indicator, military 

consolidation, can be observed in both cases. In Hokkaido, a large number of scrambling 

operations occurred between 2000 and 2008, mostly against Russia, while scrambling 

operations near Okinawa (against PRC) were few. However, starting in 2009, the number of 

scrambling operations near Okinawa sharply increases, and the anti-PRC scrambling 

surpasses anti-Russia scrambling in 2012. This indicates increased tensions between Japan 

and PRC starting in 2009. In addition, incidents with naval vessels occurred frequently in the 

South China Sea between PRC and Japan, while Russia and Japan had some cooperation 

along their shared border off the Hokkaido coast. The cooperation indicates low support for 

that military consolidation occurred in Hokkaido, but it can be observed in Okinawa. 

Economic consolidation can be observed in the Okinawa case. The resource gathering in 

Hokkaido occurred in already developed areas and should arguably not be interpreted as any 

strong form of consolidation. In Okinawa, however, undeveloped areas were investigated and 

new resource-gathering technology was tested. This could be interpreted as economic 

consolidation. However, as it was newer technology, the reason for testing it could merely 

have been because of technological inability to do it earlier in the same area. Consequently, it 

should not necessarily be interpreted as a direct effect of the geostrategic value, although one 

should keep in mind that the choice of location might have a connection to the IV. 

Political consolidation can be clearly observed in Okinawa, directly relating to the State-

Perceived Geostrategic Value. The state, with some pressure from USA, evidently ignored 
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local opposition when it occurred and not even the prime minister, elected on a platform of 

trying to relocate bases outside the prefecture, was able to oppose the internal pressure from 

the bureaucracy and his own government, nor the external pressure from USA. 

To summarize, Military Consolidation can be observed in Okinawa/Ryukyuans case. Even 

though some is observed in the Hokkaido/Ainu case, joint exercises together with the 

neighbor (Russia) at the same time as scrambling occurred indicates a strained but far from 

hostile relation, and military consolidation as a mean to control the region from outside 

influence is arguably different. Economic consolidation can also be observed in the 

Okinawa/Ryukyuans case, although the direct relation to the IV is unclear. The strongest 

indicator for the causal mechanism is political consolidation, which can be observed to a high 

degree in Okinawa but not in Hokkaido. The results indicate support for the causal 

mechanism, although strong support is only observed in one out of three indicators, while 

limited support is observed in two indicators. 

4.5.1 Additional Observations and Alternative Explanations 

There are some additional observations that can be drawn from the empirical material that is 

not included in the results. First, opinion polls are used to investigate a part of the hostility 

level between PRC and Japan as well as Russia and Japan. There are significantly more polls 

conducted regarding Sino-Japanese relations than Russo-Japanese relations. Both Pew 

Research Center and Genron NPO conducts regular surveys regarding Sino-Japanese 

relations, while Russo-Japanese opinion polls are rarely conducted, which is why different 

surveys are used in this paper. It is possible that more effort is put in by researchers to monitor 

Sino-Japanese relations and this might be an indicator of a more complicated Sino-Japanese 

relationship, or it might simply be the case that comparing the two largest economies in East 

Asia is given more effort than other comparisons. For the analysis of results, as different 

surveys with different sampling can differ considerably in results, the comparison might not 

be as relevant as if data from the same survey would have been available for both cases. 

The IV, State-Perceived Geostrategic Value, is a thick concept in that it includes both military 

value and threat of conquest. It is possible that these two sub-concepts are influencing each 

other and should be studied as separate variables, although both seem to have effect on the 

DV, Minority Group Recognition. Geographical features are hardly changeable, but military 

facilities might be built in times of threat. Threat perception varies depending on the interstate 

relations, which can change faster than military facilities can be established or demolished. 
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Additionally, while many military facilities in Japan were established during the Cold War, 

both Russo-Japanese relations (former Soviet-Japanese relations) and Sino-Japanese relations 

have changed since the fall of the Soviet Union. When established, military facilities might be 

used to different extent, but will rarely be demolished or taken down. Thus, military facilities 

may reflect both earlier interstate relations as well as current relations. Consequently, there 

are parts of the sub-concepts of the IV that may in fact have their own relationship that is not 

necessarily linear. 

As mentioned earlier and brought up by (McGrogan, 2010), it has been argued by Japan that 

the Southern Kurils/Northern Territories are inherent to Ainu and as Ainu are Japanese, the 

islands belong to Japan. Thus, Japan may then have perceived Ainu as an asset rather than a 

threat to state cohesion. This might in turn have caused Japan to officially recognize them, not 

because of a low perceived geostrategic value, but because the possible use of Ainu as 

leverage in the dispute with Russia. The results suggest that the State-Perceived Geostrategic 

Value was lower in Hokkaido than in Okinawa during the researched time period. However, 

the question remains if the effect of the IV alone was strong enough to lead to official 

recognition of Ainu as an indigenous people without the driving force of strategic use of Ainu 

against Russia. 

4.5.2 Limitations of Research Design 

Every research design has its own limitations. Because of scope and time limits, several 

decisions are made that limits the paper in different ways. This paper is a theoretically driven, 

comparative, small-n, qualitative, empirical study. The scientific method used is Structured 

Focused Comparison with Mill’s Method of Difference used for case selection. The main 

limitation of a small-n, qualitative study is the weak external validity. Studying only two 

cases limits the generalizability of the results, as case-specific variables may influence the 

result. To maximize the generalizability, a theory and a structured method is required. 

However, it will never reach the same generalizability as a large-n, quantitative study. The 

internal validity is strengthened by choosing cases within the same country, as more 

competitive explanations are controlled for, but this selection further limits the 

generalizability. Consequently, generalizations based on the findings of this thesis should be 

done cautiously until more research has been made. 

This paper uses structured focused comparison. This method is good for structuring 

qualitative research so that it can be replicated by others. However, regarding the causal 
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process, a genuine process tracing would be better for more thorough research. Especially the 

time order could be better investigated with a thorough process tracing. Furthermore, the 

causal process investigated in this paper is not necessarily the only possible process 

connecting the IV and the DV, but arguably a highly plausible process.  

The particular theory in this paper is not previously researched in any quantitative study. 

Thus, there is no established dataset from which to select cases with similar characteristics, 

making the case selection more difficult. Other reasons for choosing a qualitative research 

design are discussed in the research design section and for the specific objective of the paper, 

it is a better solution. However, the weakness of the case selection remains. The case selection 

also suffers from selecting slightly different, although overlapping, time periods for the 

investigation of the cases. As noted earlier, it is arguably the better solution for the research 

objective, but as conditions change with time, it can be dangerous for the validity of the 

results to choose cases in this manner. 

5. Conclusion 

The research question of this paper is formulated: How does state-perceived territorial value 

influence minority group recognition? The theoretical claim is summarized as: When a state 

perceives a territory as valuable, as well as perceives an external threat to the territory, it 

will try to consolidate the territory in order to practice stronger control. This will result in 

that any minority group inhabiting the territory suffer lower chances of being recognized as a 

minority group. The correlation between the IV, State-Perceived Geostrategic Value, and the 

DV, Minority Group Recognition, was supported by the empirical material and there was 

some support for the theoretical claim that Consolidation acts as a mediating variable between 

the IV and the DV. In contrast, there exists some plausible alternative explanations and the 

sub-concepts of the IV might be influencing each other. 

The main contribution of this paper is that recognition as a concept is situated in Peace and 

Conflict Research. It has been researched before, but is often overlooked in favor of other 

related concepts. Recognition is important to analyze, as it provides the possibility to research 

early in the process of policy leading to either autonomy and self-determination on one hand, 

or exclusion and assimilation on the other. Through these concepts, recognition is connected 

to ethnic conflict and thus important for Peace and Conflict Research. 
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Another contribution of this paper is to introduce strategic territorial value into an intrastate 

perspective as well as separating the state perspective and minority group perspective. 

Strategic territorial value is often used when researching interstate conflict, but rarely in 

intrastate settings. When territorial value is used in intrastate conflict research, the focus is 

often on the minority group perspective and the difference between how states and minority 

groups perceive territory is seldom brought up. 

As presented during the Previous Research section in the paper, there is a clear research gap 

that this thesis has attempted to fill and there are several subjects connected to this paper that 

future research should focus on. First, as this is a qualitative study and generalization is 

difficult, the relation between the IV and the DV should be investigated with quantitative 

research designs, to see if it holds in the general population of cases. Second, this paper 

argues for a possible relation between non-recognition and ethnic tensions, later possibly 

leading to conflict in the long run. This relation is important for Peace and Conflict Research 

and the process should be researched properly in the future.  
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Appendix A – Minority Group Distribution 
 

Map 1: Traditional Homelands of Ainu 

 

Source: (Ainu Association of Hokkaido, 2016b) 

Map 2: Traditional Homelands of Ainu 

 

Source: (Okada, 2012) 
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Map 3: Ryukyu Islands 

The Ryukyu Kingdom stretched from Amami Islands in the north to Yaeyama Islands in the 

south. 

 

Source: (kyroonecho, 2014) 
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Appendix B – Military Facilities in Japan 

Map 4: GSDF Northern Army Facilities 

 

Source: (防衛省, n.d.b) 

Map 5: GSDF Western Army Facilities 

 

Source: (防衛省, n.d.c) 
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Map 6: Marine Self-Defense Forces: Facilities 

 

Source: (防衛省, n.d.d) 

Map 7: Air Self-Defense Forces: Northern Airspace 

 

Source: (防衛省, n.d.e) 
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Map 8: Air Self-Defense Forces: Southwestern Airspace  

 

Source: (防衛省, n.d.f) 
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Map 9: US Military Facilities in Okinawa  

Red: Marine Corps; Dark Blue: Air Force; Green: Army; Bright Blue: Navy; Light Blue: 

Water Space and Airspace for Training 

 

Source: (Norimatsu and Furutachi, 2010) 
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Appendix C – Sino-Japanese Opinion Surveys 

Figure 2: Genron NPO Opinion Survey 

 

Source: (Genron NPO, 2018) 

Figure 3: Pew Research Center Opinion Survey 

 

Source: (Pew Research Center, 2016) 


