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1 Introduction 

 

The fate of the Arctic is tied to the fate of Miami, Mumbai, Shanghai and 

coastal cities across the world -- and so much else of course. When the Arctic 

suffers, the world feels the pain. And when the planet is under assault, the 

Arctic is likewise a casualty. 

    —Ban Ki-moon, Arctic Circle Assembly, 2016 

. . . Creation is an intricate web of life, and the actions of human beings can 

either develop or destroy it. What happens, then, in the far North will affect 

what happens in the deep South . . .  

   —Patriarch Bartholomew I, Arctic Circle Assembly, 2017 

. . . the Arctic Ocean has again become a zone of contestation. In this 

contemporary clash of scientific knowledges, legal regimes and offshore 

technologies, the uncertain spatialities of the Circumpolar Region are being 

reconfigured. This is a story about hydrocarbons, ice and envisioning the 

future. (Powell, 2008, p. 827) 

 

1.1 Why the Arctic? 

In the past decade, the dialogue on the Arctic has grown radically in both scope and diversity. 

The latest Arctic Circle Assembly, held in 2017 in Reykjavík, Iceland, is a great example of 

the truly global proportions this discussion has reached. The Arctic Circle Assembly is the 

largest annual international gathering held to discuss Arctic issues, and the 2017 Assembly 

hosted over 2000 participants from more than 60 countries (Arctic Circle, n.d.-c).1 Speakers 

from Greenland to Vanuatu representing governmental, economic, environmental, indigenous, 

and even religious perspectives took the stage and voiced their concerns about the changing 

Arctic.  

                                                           
1 In comparison, the first assembly in 2013 received approximately 1200 guests from slightly 

over 35 countries (Arctic Circle, n.d.-b). 
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 As the Arctic Circle boasts to be “the largest network of international dialogue and 

cooperation” and “an open democratic platform” concerning the future of the Arctic and the 

Earth, it is not surprising that the views promoted by its participants focus on cooperation and 

peaceful development (Arctic Circle, n.d.-a). In their speeches, many keynote speakers of the 

past assemblies, such as Ban Ki-Moon (2016) and Patriarch Bartholomew I (2017), have 

emphasized the interconnectedness of the world and the central role the Arctic plays in 

determining the future of the Earth and the humankind. By focusing on the world-wide ripple 

effect that Arctic changes induce in global climate and environment, they frame the Arctic as a 

shared issue and responsibility. However, even as we discuss the Arctic as something shared, 

it is also presented to us as something exclusive. Many Arctic countries, such as Canada and 

Norway, are laying claims on continental shelves in the Arctic region to expand their national 

borders. A rather blatant example of Arctic expansionism took place in 2007, when Russia 

planted its flag on the seabed underneath the North Pole in an attempt to legitimize its 

territorial claims (Parfitt, 2007). Similarly, in the media, the desire for Arctic development is 

often described in competitive terms as a “scramble” or “race”, presumably drawing a parallel 

with the expansionist spirit of the colonial era.  

 I set out to research the Arctic only to discover that there is no one Arctic. Rather, I 

found an infinite amount of Arctics vying for a central position in the discourse. I found it 

intriguing, how something that we might perceive as very concrete – a physical location with 

its glaciers and iconic polar bears – can, in fact, be something so elusive and controversial. 

Each participant in the Arctic discourse offers their own variation of the Arctic, based on 

geographic, cultural, legal, or other definitions. Furthermore, I discovered that a conflicting 

undertone accompanies this struggle of definitions: on one hand, we have cooperation, shared 

responsibility, respect towards the environment, and potential for a brighter future, but on the 

other, we see competition, exploitation of Arctic resources, and disastrous climate change. The 

struggle for hegemony exists in the words and actions of the Arctic actors – such as in policy 

papers and Arctic expeditions – but also in the realm of the fantastical, where the notion of a 

bright peaceful future is juxtaposed with dystopian imagery of climate change. 

 In addition to being high on the agenda of the Arctic countries, the Arctic has risen on 

the list of foreign policy priorities for many non-Arctic states. China released its own Arctic 

policy in January 2018, and countries such as Japan, France, Spain, Poland, and Singapore 

have created ambassadorial positions for Arctic Affairs (The State Council Information Office 
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[SCIO], 2018b; Guschin, 2013). Even the EU has appointed their own ambassador to the 

Arctic (Breum, 2017). States and other actors are looking to position themselves favourably in 

order to influence the development of the Arctic. Motivations vary from lucrative economic 

opportunities to concern over national survival. The Arctic region contains a significant 

portion of the world’s remaining oil and natural gas reserves, as well a substantial number of 

mineral deposits, such as manganese, zinc, and bauxite (Geological Survey of Norway, 

2016).2 Furthermore, the melting of the glaciers reveals new possibilities for shipping, fishery, 

and tourism. Many are looking to profit from these Arctic resources, while others, especially 

small island nations, are probably more concerned with mitigating the effects of climate 

change and sea level rise. Through studying the Arctic discourse, we can gain a better 

understanding of the interests and actions of the parties involved. 

 Besides being a valuable foreign policy topic in itself, the Arctic plays a decisive role 

in the fight against climate change. In the field of climate change research, the Arctic is 

considered an early warning system, as it displays changes that the rest of the world may face 

in the future (University of Lapland, n.d.-b). As Stephen Hawking stated in an interview last 

year, we are “close to the tipping point where global warming becomes irreversible” (Ghosh, 

2017). Tipping points are critical moments, where a small change has gained enough 

momentum to cause potentially irreversible, large-scale impacts (Scudellari, 2013). In the 

Earth’s climate system, the Arctic sea ice is considered a tipping element, a large-scale 

component that may proceed beyond such a tipping point (Lenton et al., 2008, p. 1786). Arctic 

issues are inherently entwined with environmental ones, and Arctic policy can be examined as 

a key indicator of national attitudes towards climate change and of the willingness to mitigate 

it. 

 Poststructuralist discourse analysis (PDA) offers a window into political discourse and 

policy making. The realm of discourse is not detached from the reality we experience, as 

discourses change, challenge, and perpetuate social reality. It is in discourses that meanings 

are constructed, certain views gain dominance, and particular perspectives become sedimented 

as widely-accepted truths. PDA elucidates these discursive processes. In order to participate in 

                                                           
2 According to the U.S. Geological Survey of 2008, the Arctic resources comprise approximately 22 percent of 

the world’s undiscovered, technically recoverable resources. The area is estimated to hold 13 percent of the 

undiscovered oil, 30 percent of the undiscovered natural gas, and 20 percent of the undiscovered natural gas 

liquids in the world (Robertson & Pierce, 2008). 
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policy making and affect its outcomes, it is essential to comprehend the mechanics of political 

discourse. In the case of Arctic policy making, the need to act is urgent, as the window to 

affect Arctic environmental changes in any meaningful way is closing fast. 

 

1.2  Why China and Japan? 

Just as the discussion on the Arctic and its development has expanded, so have the actors 

taking part in the discourse diversified. Neither China nor Japan is a state typically deemed 

“Arctic” in nature. China’s and Japan’s northernmost points fall on the 53°33’ and 45°33' 

north latitude, respectively, which leaves them far below the 66th and 60th parallels north often 

used to define the southernmost extent of the Arctic region (Heilongjiang Province People’s 

Government, n.d.; Cortazzi, 1993, p. 1).3 Despite lacking territorial and cultural ties to the 

high north, both countries have been increasingly active and vocal in promoting their 

willingness and ability to take part in shaping the future of the Arctic. After years of lobbying 

their case, in 2013, both countries were accepted into the Arctic Council (AC) as permanent 

observers (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China [FMPRC], 2013; 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan [MOFA], 2013c). 

 Looking into the identity building of China and Japan can help illuminate the dynamics 

of identity building in political discourse in general. In this case, it is particularly interesting to 

see, how two East-Asian non-Arctic states attempt to create themselves identities that give 

them legitimacy as Arctic actors. Given that both are non-Arctic countries, it is expected that 

the two will partly rely on similar strategies to justify their actions and interests in the region. 

However, as the theoretical section of this thesis will illustrate, history and context play an 

important role in identity building. Chinese and Japanese foreign policy stems from different 

cultural, historical, and political contexts. In the field of foreign policy, the two countries have 

adopted different positions in various discourses. For example, one of China’s discursive 

challenges is to create itself a credible identity as a cooperative, peaceful Arctic actor, while 

conducting a very different expansionist policy in the South China Sea. Entering the Arctic 

discourse from a peripheral position, the two countries offer important insight into the various 

                                                           
3  The Japanese government maintains that the country’s northernmost point is on the Kuril Islands, more 

precisely on Etorofu Island (Iturup Island) at 45°33'26" north latitude (MOFA, 2014). The area is a source of 

territorial dispute between Japan and Russia and currently under Russian jurisdiction. I will briefly address this 

issue in the case study section of this thesis. 
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discursive strategies through which legitimacy can be constructed. Furthermore, as the largest 

economy in the world, China is in a key position to affect or even take a leading role in the 

fight against climate change. Given the seminal role the Arctic plays in climate change and 

China’s particular position of influence, examining China as an Arctic actor can prove to be 

particularly valuable. 

 

1.3  Research questions, structure, and hypotheses 

I have chosen to conduct a comparative case study to explore the similarities and differences 

in the Arctic narratives of China and Japan. I believe my theoretical approach, PDA, benefits 

from a comparative approach, as it helps to grasp the relativist nature of meanings and 

identities in the discursive field. My goal is to research China’s and Japan’s discursive 

strategies and identity building in the Arctic discourse. Key research questions can be phrased 

as follows:  

1) What are the discursive strategies the two countries use to build themselves identities 

and legitimacy as Arctic actors? 

2) What kind of Arctics do the two countries seek to construct in the global discourse and 

how? 

3) How is fantasy (utopian and dystopian imagery) utilized as a discursive tool in the 

Arctic discourse? 

 

 The first part of the thesis lays out the theoretical framework of this study. Specifically, 

I will begin by introducing poststructuralism and the often-ignored insight it offers into 

International Relations (IR)4 research. Having laid bare the philosophical foundation and its 

implications to the research perspective, I will move onto discourse theory and analysis. PDA 

has many theoretical strands, but this research is founded on the ideas of Ernesto Laclau and 

Chantal Mouffe and supplemented by analytical insight from Jason Glynos and David 

Howarth. The theories in question will be explained along with their implications to the 

research design. In the section on methodology, I will introduce the research data, consisting 

                                                           
4 I use the capitalized term International Relations or IR when referring to the academic field that examines 

global political relations between states and other international actors. 
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mostly of speeches, interviews, and official statements, and explain the reasons for data 

selection. I will also lay out a more detailed research design based on the theoretical 

foundation presented in the preceding section. The subsequent section discusses definitions for 

the Arctic and gives an overview of the Arctic discourse and some of its key participants. 

Chinese and Japanese involvement in the Arctic will also be explored. The next section 

consists of case studies on China and Japan. I will apply the poststructuralist method explained 

in the methodological section to examine the data for both countries respectively and compare 

the findings. Lastly, I will present my conclusions on the topic and offer suggestions for 

further research. 

 I hypothesize a degree of similarity in the Chinese and Japanese discursive strategies, 

as both nations are entering the discourse from a peripheral non-Arctic position. For instance, 

neither country has territory in the Arctic, which compels them to explore other sources of 

legitimacy. Similarly, neither country has strong claims for a cultural connection to the Arctic, 

at least not in the sense that Canada, the United States and Russia have with their Arctic 

indigenous populations. To counter the antagonist picture of the Arctic scramble that is 

propagated in the media, both actors will most likely strongly emphasize cooperation, 

harmonious relations, and sustainable development in their Arctic discourses. Despite certain 

similarities, I believe a close examination will reveal interesting differences in their respective 

strategies. For instance, China’s role as an aggressor in the South China Sea will possibly 

present unique challenges, as the country needs to convince the international audience of its 

peaceful intentions in the Arctic. As a leading force in science and technology, Japan, in turn, 

comes from a very different position. I expect that these unique national identities will 

manifest as differences in the countries’ respective discursive strategies. 
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2 Theoretical framework 

2.1  Introduction to poststructuralism 

 Poststructuralist approaches have not traditionally been at the heart of International 

Relations. In fact, many proponents of mainstream positivist theories, such as realism, have 

dismissed poststructuralist approaches as illegitimate and non-scientific (Smith, 2010, p. 9). 

However, poststructuralism has the potential to shed light on many important topics, such as 

social and political change, and the role of identity in politics. In the following section, I lay 

out the philosophical foundations of poststructuralism and explore the concrete consequences 

they have on research practices. Some may see philosophical ruminations as a distraction from 

the real-world political questions at hand, but in fact, philosophy of science is the key to 

understanding theories, as it reveals implicit assumptions embedded in all theory making. 

Milja Kurki and Colin Wight (2010) underline the particular importance that philosophy of 

science has played in the field of IR (p. 15). In fact, the history of the entire academic field is 

often described as a series of metatheoretical debates about the nature of the world and science. 

This history is usually divided into four philosophical debates, only the latest of which is 

briefly examined here, as it marks the emergence of postmodernism in the field of IR and, thus, 

bears direct relevance to this study.5 

 Poststructuralism first entered the field of IR in the 1980s as a critical response to 

mainstream IR theories, such as realism and neorealism. Rather than a theory or paradigm, 

poststructuralism can be defined as “a critical attitude, approach, or ethos that calls attention to 

the importance of representation, the relationship of power and knowledge, and the politics of 

identity in an understanding of global affairs” (Campbell, 2007, p. 216). It emerged together 

with other critical approaches, like feminism, as a part of a broad discussion known in the field 

of IR as the “fourth debate”.6 This debate can be framed in several ways, such as a debate 

between “explaining and understanding”, “positivism and postpositivism”, or “rationalism and 

reflectivism” (Kurki & Wight, 2010, p. 20). The proponents of the explanatory (or, 

alternatively, positivist or rationalist) approaches hold onto the positivist ideals of science. 

Namely, they practice a science based on hypothesis testing, causality, and explanation (Fierke, 

2010, p. 184). They embrace the ideal of ‘objectivity’, where theories function as tools to 

                                                           
5 Depending on the theorist, the history can also be divided into five debates. 
6 Or fifth (in the five-debate narrative). 
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explain a world external to them (Smith, 2010, p. 9). By extension, this makes the researcher a 

neutral observer looking at phenomena from the outside in. In contrast, postpositivist theories, 

such as poststructuralism, are constitutive in nature, i.e. they assume that theories constitute 

the world they are attempting to explain. In this model, theories – as well as theorists – are 

never separate from the world, and the observer cannot be detached from the observed (Smith, 

2010, p. 9). 

 From the perspective of philosophy of science, the key differences between the 

contending approaches of the fourth debate are primarily epistemological and secondarily 

ontological (Smith, 2010, p. 5). Ontology is a branch of science associated with the ‘theory of 

being’ and addresses questions, such as “what is the world made of?” and “what objects do we 

study?” Epistemology, in turn, can be described as the ‘theory of knowledge’ dealing with 

questions like “how do we come to have knowledge of the world?” Given the primacy of 

epistemological concerns in this debate, one could simplify that the fourth debate is a debate 

about the nature of science, rather than about the nature of the world. The difference between 

the contending approaches is not primarily in what they deem as a worthy object of study 

(ontology), but rather in how they gain knowledge about the topic (epistemology) (Kurki & 

Wight, 2010, p. 15). The methodology-driven nature of the debate can also be seen in the 

naming of the competing approaches: positivists vs. postpositivist. 

 As a theory of knowledge, epistemology is closely tied to methodology, the ‘theory of 

methods’. Epistemological differences imply methodological differences, since how we gain 

knowledge of the world has very concrete implications on the actual methods we use to find 

data and evidence. Positivist approaches embrace a concept of discovery and methodology 

seen in natural sciences and, as a result, favours quantitative methods through which desired 

type of data can be acquired. Poststructuralists and other postpositivists, on the other hand, 

argue that analysis should not be guided by “an a priori commitment to something called 

science” and its strict methodology (Kurki & Wight, 2010, p. 21). This allows for a more 

pluralist approach to methodology. There is an important ontological implication in all this: by 

insisting that only certain methods are “scientific”, positivist approaches leave out topics that 

cannot be studied using these methods. As Kurki and Wight (2010) phrase it, positivists shy 

away from “developing ‘deep ontological’ conceptual systems that aim to grapple with 

unobservable entities such as ‘discourses’ or ‘social structures’” (p. 23). This is where the 

insight of poststructuralism becomes apparent: it allows us to explore angles ruled out by the 
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positivist approach. The “unobservable entities” mentioned by Kurki and Wight are at the very 

core of this research, and this brings us to our next topic: discourse theory. 

 

2.2  Discourse theory and discourse analysis 

In this section, I will introduce the basic theoretical foundation for PDA and address some 

often-voiced criticisms. According to David Howarth and Yannis Stavrakakis (2009), 

discourse theory (DT) offers “novel ways to think about the relationship between social 

structures and political agency, the role of interests and identities in explaining social action, 

the interweaving of meanings and practices, and the character of social and historical change” 

(p. 5). The underlying ontological assumption in DT is that all social practices and objects are 

discursive in nature (Howarth & Stavrakakis, 2009, p. 4).  To grasp the essence of DT, it is 

necessary to define the concept of discourse. According to Campbell (2010), discourse can be 

defined as “a specific series of representations and practices through which meanings are 

produced, identities constituted, social relations established, and political and ethical outcomes 

made more or less possible” (p. 226). He further states that discourses are performative in the 

sense that they “constitute the objects of which they speak”. Discourses are not simply 

something used by subjects to describe objects, but “that which constitutes both subjects and 

objects” (Campbell, 2010 p. 226). 

 Similarly, DT states that “all objects and actions are meaningful” and that “their 

meaning is conferred by a historically specific system of rules” (Howarth & Stavrakakis, 2009, 

p. 2). This ties into the concept of identity. According to Jacob Torfing (2005), DT is 

characterized by its relationalist, contextual, and historicist conception of identity formation. 

He states that “identity is shaped in and through its relation to other meanings”, thus, 

suggesting that meanings and identities cannot be analyzed independently, but always in their 

specific discursive contexts (2005, p. 14). Howarth and Stavrakakis (2009) use the example of 

trees to illustrate this point (p. 3). In an environmentalist discourse, trees may signify objects 

of value and beauty, something warranting protection. Conversely, in a discursive context of 

economic development, the same trees may be perceived as obstacles to wealth and prosperity. 

To draw an Arctic example, seals are a traditional source of food and income to indigenous 

peoples. Animal activists see them as a species to protect, while biologists might perceive 

them as a natural component of a polar bear’s diet. This relativist, contextual, and historicist 
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nature of DT implies that objects have no identity or meaning apart from that which is 

assigned to them in a specific discourse. Even that meaning is ever-changing and arbitrary. In 

other words, there is no a priori identity, significance, or meaning. 

 According to some critics, this implies that DT reduces everything to discourse or 

denies the existence of a world external to discourse. However, claiming that discourse 

analysis presumes that everything is language or that there is no reality is a gross 

misinterpretation of the theory (Campbell, 2010 p. 226). This is best illustrated in Laclau and 

Mouffe’s (1985) often-quoted passage: 

The fact that every object is constituted as an object of discourse has nothing to 

do with whether there is a world external to thought, or with the 

realism/idealism opposition. An earthquake or the falling of a brick is an event 

that certainly exists, in the sense that it occurs here and now, independently of 

my will. But whether their specificity as objects is constructed in terms of 

‘natural phenomena’ or ‘expressions of the wrath of God’, depends upon the 

structuring of the discursive field. What is denied is not that such objects exist 

externally to thought, but the rather different assertion that they could constitute 

themselves as objects outside any discursive condition of emergence. (p. 108) 

In the context of the Arctic, it is safe to state that the melting of the polar ice is certainly taking 

place. Whether we perceive it as a consequence of human actions or a natural effect of climate 

fluctuations is another matter entirely. Similarly, whether we consider it as an economic 

opportunity or a sign of an impending disaster is a matter of perspective. 

 Howarth and Stavrakakis (2009) define discourse analysis (DA) as “the practice of 

analysing empirical raw materials and information as discursive forms” (p. 4). It considers 

both linguistic – speeches, reports, interviews, etc. – and non-linguistic data – e.g. ideas, 

organizations, institutions – as ‘texts’ or ‘writing’. This empirical data is viewed as “sets of 

signifying practices” constituting a discourse and, thus, providing the conditions, under which 

subjects experience the world (Howarth & Stavrakakis, 2009, p. 4). The poststructuralist 

approach to discourse analysis is often accused of methodological deficit, claiming it does not 

offer sufficient means to characterize or explain phenomena (Howarth, Glynos & Griggs, 2016, 

p. 99). There is, indeed, no strict methodological framework for PDA. However, this can 

equally well be considered an asset due to the methodological flexibility it offers. The 
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ontological premises outlined above allow for a pluralist methodological approach, where the 

theorist can draw upon a wide selection of approaches, such as linguistic and literary theory 

(Howarth & Stavrakakis, 2009, p. 4). The lack of strict methodological requirements enables a 

multitude of research topics and analytical approaches, but, in turn, creates a heightened need 

for transparency. By creating detailed research questions and thoroughly explaining my 

theoretical approach, I attempt to ensure adequate transparency in my thesis. This enables 

readers to critically examine the research process. 

 

2.3  Laclau and Mouffe 

The analytical framework of this research is founded on the ideas of Laclau and Mouffe, and 

the key elements of their theoretical approach are discussed below. Before delving into the 

specific terminology of Laclau and Mouffe’s theory, there is an important ontological 

assumption that should be made explicit. Like many other discourse theorists, Laclau and 

Mouffe embrace the radical contingency of social practices and systems of meaning. 

‘Contingency’ refers to the interrelated nature of social reality. It entails that entities are not 

self-standing, but rather dependent on their relations with other entities (Phelan & Dahlberg, 

2011, p. 16). The notion of radical contingency can be traced back to the ideas of Jacques 

Derrida and Jacques Lacan. Lacan refers to it as “lack in the Other” and Derrida as “structural 

undecidability” (Glynos & Howarth, 2007, p. 110). Central to this ontological premise is the 

idea of inherent incompleteness of all being, “the lack inherent in any order of being” 

(Howarth, Glynos & Griggs, 2016, p. 102). It is the existence of this negative ontology, this 

‘lack’ or ‘void’ that allows for the process of identity formation. As Martin Müller (2012) 

phrases it, it is the “condition of possibility and impossibility” of identity formation: while this 

lack prevents the formation of a complete, fixed identity, it enables the process of identity 

formation to occur in the first place (p. 282). In other words, presuming a radically contingent 

social reality allows for the ever-changing and relativist nature of meaning and identity. This 

ties into the relativist and contextual nature of objects discussed earlier and is instrumental in 

grasping Laclau and Mouffe’s theory. 

 There are several key concepts Laclau and Mouffe (1985) employ to explain the 

discursive field and its dynamics. One of them is the concept of articulation. It functions as 

the basis for the formation of identities and can be thought of as “any practice establishing a 
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relation among elements such as their identity is modified as a result of the articulatory 

practice” (p. 105). It is perhaps useful to imagine articulation as the process through which a 

discursive field is (re)organized, and meanings and identities are (re)constructed. 

Consequently, in terms of articulation, discourse can be thought of as “the structured totality 

resulting from this articulatory practice” (Laclau & Mouffe, 1985, p. 105). In Laclau and 

Mouffe’s theory, there are two major rhetorical strategies through which objects are assigned 

meaning: the articulation of equivalence and difference (Remling, 2018b, p. 3). As Remling 

phrases it, articulation of equivalence establishes “association between separate elements, 

making them seem alike or related” and situating them “in opposition to a common ‘Other’” 

(2018b, p. 3). Hence, the social space becomes concentrated around two antagonistic poles 

(Howarth, 2000, p. 107).  Howarth illustrates this with an example of the South African 

apartheid and the discourse of Black Consciousness Movement: different oppressed groups 

came together in opposition to a common Other, i.e. white racism, thus creating equivalence 

and discursive unity within the black population (2000, p. 107). To simplify, there needs to be 

an Otherness against which Sameness is established. In contrast, articulation of difference 

“describes the strategy of creating differentiation, which in policy contexts might mean 

‘disarticulating’ certain discursive elements from a series of meanings” (Remling, 2018b, p. 3). 

This so-called divide and conquer strategy is also exemplified in the apartheid system. The 

system aimed to create differentiation between the various ethnic, racial, and social groups in 

order to disrupt the chain of equivalence (rapprochement) between the opposed groups and 

push them and their discourses to the periphery of society (Howarth, 2000, p. 107). 

 There are some further analytical concepts central to Laclau and Mouffe’s theory and 

my research. Elements are floating signifiers of the discursive field. They have not been 

articulated as part of the discourse and retain their inherent polysemic character (Laclau & 

Mouffe, 1985, p. 105). Moments, in turn, can be defined as the “differential positions” that 

“appear articulated within a discourse” (Laclau & Mouffe, 1985, p. 105). When elements are 

given meaning through articulation, they lose their polysemy and become moments of that 

discourse. Moments, in turn, are positioned in relation to nodal points in the discursive field.7  

These “privileged signifiers or reference points” account for structuring elements into 

meaningful system of moments using the articulatory strategies of equivalence and difference 

(Howarth & Stavrakakis, 2009, p. 8). Howarth and Stavrakakis (2009) use Slavoj Žižek’s 

                                                           
7 Lacan (1977) refers to these as point de capiton (anchoring points) (p. 303). 
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example of communist ideology to illustrate these rather complex discursive dynamics (p. 8). 

A number of signifiers, such as ‘democracy’ and ‘freedom’ acquire new meanings when they 

enter communist discourse. By being articulated around the nodal point of ‘communism’, 

‘freedom’ acquires a distinct economic connotation and ‘democracy’ gains the meaning of 

‘real’ democracy (as opposed to ‘bourgeoisie’ democracy). To generalize: when pre-existing 

elements enter a new discursive field and become articulated around a nodal point, their 

meaning becomes partially fixed in reference to that nodal point. The concept of radical 

contingency is very much at the heart of this process. 

 The dimension of power is central to this process, as constructing discourse is “an 

attempt to dominate the field of discursivity, to arrest the flow of differences, to construct a 

centre” (Laclau & Mouffe, 1985, p. 112). This brings us to the concept of hegemony. 

Hegemony requires the existence of antagonistic forces and the instability of political frontiers 

that separate them (Laclau & Mouffe, 1985, p. 136). In the discursive field, competing 

political projects aim to “weave together different strands of discourse in an effort to dominate 

or organise a field of meaning so as to fix the identities of objects and practices in a particular 

way” (Howarth & Stavrakakis, 2000, p. 3). The goal of a hegemonic project is to establish and 

stabilize the nodal points of a discourse by fixing the meaning of (i.e. articulating) “as many 

available elements – floating signifiers – as possible” (Howarth & Stavrakakis, 2000, p. 3). 

However, this hegemonic order is only temporary and prone to dislocation, as a discourse can 

never fully articulate all elements of the discursive field. There needs to be opposing forces, 

counter-discourses, against which the hegemonic order is constituted (Howarth, 2000, p. 103). 

Dislocatory events are marked by the introduction of this “discursive outside” and make us 

question the premises upon which the current hegemonic discourse has been built. They break 

the illusion of final fixation, challenge sedimented truths, and remind us of the radical 

contingency of the social reality. In the case of the Arctic discourse, the introduction of a new 

concept, the near-Arctic state, can be perceived as a dislocatory event, challenging the 

prevailing order: the bipolar division into Arctic and non-Arctic states. 

 I will also employ Laclau and Mouffe’s (1985) notion of subject positions and empty 

signifiers in my analysis of primary sources. As the naming indicates, subject positions refer to 

“the ‘positioning’ of subjects within the discursive structure” (Howarth, 2000, p. 108). Any 

individual or entity can acquire a number of subject positions within a discourse. For example, 

in the context of Arctic discourse, China positions itself as a ‘non-Artic country’ and a 
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‘developing country’. Empty signifiers, in turn, can be defined as “discursive elements that 

have been emptied of their actual content and provide for the unity of the discourse” 

(Methmann, 2010, p. 352). As Laclau sparsely defines it, an empty signifier is “a signifier 

without a signified” (1994, p. 66). In political discourse, an idea, an image, a word, a phrase, 

or even a person can serve as an empty signifier (Kumar, 2014, p. 9). For instance, Jon Simons 

(1997) argues that Diana, Princess of Wales, can be construed as an empty signifier in the 

sense that she signifies different things for different individuals, making her a “conduit for 

different popular and personal feelings” (para. 2). More recently, Anup Kumar (2014) 

analyzed the use of empty signifiers, such as ‘hope’ and ‘change’, in political reporting of the 

2008 Obama presidential campaign. In a discursive field, competing political projects attempt 

to fix empty signifiers with meaning in order to achieve discursive hegemony. In my study, 

the elusive concept of ‘Arctic’ serves as the key empty signifier, whereas Japan and China 

represent different political forces attempting to reorient ‘Arctic’ and other key signifiers to 

serve their respective political projects. 

 

2.4  Logics of the fantasmatic 

To deepen my analysis of the Arctic discourse, I supplement Laclau and Mouffe’s theory with 

the concept of fantasmatic logics developed by Glynos and Howarth.8 The concept is based on 

the Lacanian idea of jouissance, or enjoyment, and it helps us to explore subjectivity and 

identity formation (Müller, 2012, p. 281). In this study, it is particularly useful in examining 

the mechanics of hegemony building in the Arctic discourse. 

 The psychoanalytical concept of jouissance is difficult to grasp, but Müller (2012) 

offers a good description on how hegemonic discourses are perpetuated through the interplay 

of lack and jouissance. He states that there is an inherent lack in the subject, which the subject 

attempts to fill to achieve jouissance, fulfillment. However, by definition, the lack can never 

be fulfilled, thus, preventing the formation of identity and achievement of jouissance (Müller, 

2012, p. 282). Lack is the force that drives identity formation and the search for fulfillment, 

but at the same time serves as the very thing preventing it. It is the same negative ontology 

                                                           
8 In their book Logics of Critical Explanation in Social and Political Theory (2007), Glynos and Howarth 

introduce two other kinds of logics: social and political. In this analysis, I will only apply the logics of the 

fantasmatic, as it offers us the means to explore the utopian and dystopian imagery prevalent in the Arctic 

discourse. 
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discussed earlier: a void that enables the formation of meaning and identity but prevents their 

permanent fixation.  

 According to Glynos and Stavrakakis (2008), it is the “imaginary promise” of 

achieving our lost and unattainable enjoyment (jouissance) that “provides the fantasy support 

for many of our political projects, social roles, and consumer choices” (p. 261). It provides 

rationalization for the existence of a particular social order (i.e. why reality is the way it is or 

why it should be a certain way), and what might be the outcome were this order disrupted 

(Remling, 2018b, p. 5). Tying it to Laclau and Mouffe’s theory, “fantasmatic logics serve to 

conceal and cover-over the radical contingency of systems of meaning and social order, 

including relations of domination and subordination, and seek to naturalize and preclude 

alternative ways of thinking (Remling, 2018b, p. 5). It is a mechanism central to hegemonic 

processes and helps to illuminate a very prominent feature in the Arctic discourse: the 

argumentation carried out through utopian and catastrophic imagery. 

 Fantasmatic logics help us understand why certain discourses become hegemonic and 

social practices are maintained or transformed. They offer us the means to examine the 

ideological dimension of social reality and elucidate how subjects are rendered complicit 

(Glynos & Howarth, 2007, p. 15). By masking the possibility of a different reality, they result 

in an “illusion of necessity” (Hawkins, 2015, p. 143). According to Glynos and Howarth 

(2007), there are two dimensions to fantasmatic logics: the beatific and the horrific (p. 147). 

The beatific narrative promises “a fullness-to-come” once an obstacle is overcome. It promises 

enjoyment in the form of a desirable, utopian future and creates an illusion of control 

(Remling, 2018a, p. 4, 12). Conversely, the horrific dimension prophesizes a catastrophe if the 

obstacle proves undefeatable (Glynos & Howarth, 2007, p. 147). This narrative utilizes 

apocalyptic imaginary of an impending disaster, invoking fear in its subjects (Remling, 2018a, 

p. 4). Elise Remling (2018a) has successfully employed this concept in her research on climate 

change, and I believe it can be likewise applied to the Arctic discourse, as there is significant 

overlap between the discourses, and much of the argumentation leans on fantasy. In the case 

of the Arctic discourse, a bright peaceful future achievable through cooperation is juxtaposed 

with environmental disasters and the plight of humanity if joint efforts were to fail. 

 The concept of fantasies has been successfully applied to research topics outside of 

political theory, for instance, in researching how workplace practices are organized, sustained, 
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and transformed by workplace fantasies (see e.g. Byrne & Healy, 2006; Glynos, 2008). In 

organization studies, Müller (2012) uses Lacanian and Laclauian concepts of fantasy, 

jouissance, and lack to explore how Russian university students identify with and perpetuate 

the discourse of a “strong Russia”. In the realm of political research, the concept of 

fantasmatic logics has been applied as an analytical tool alongside social and political logics in 

the three-dimensional logics approach developed by Glynos and Howarth (see e.g. Remling 

2018a, 2018b; Glynos, Klimecki & Willmott, 2015; Glynos, Speed & West, 2014). The 

successful application of this approach indicates it offers valuable insight. However, despite 

these few applications, the category of fantasy rarely gets a voice in mainstream political 

theory (Glynos & Stavrakakis, 2008, p. 257). This is one of the research gaps this study aims 

to fill. 

 

 

  



17 
 

3 Methodology 

3.1  Data 

I have accumulated 16 texts articulating the Chinese position vis-à-vis the Arctic and 18 texts 

discussing the Japanese approach to Arctic issues (see Table 1). I gathered most of my data 

from international platforms for Arctic cooperation, mainly the Arctic Circle, and through 

relevant governmental websites, such as the sites for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the 

People's Republic of China and Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Many of the texts 

acquired are in written format, such as press releases and policy documents.9 However, some 

are in video format, and I transcribed those for the purposes of this study.10 The data for this 

study consists of speeches, interviews, press releases, and other primary texts articulating 

Chinese and Japanese Arctic policy. The Japanese data set includes slightly more variation in 

terms of text types and contains more material in video format. The Chinese set, in turn, 

contains lengthier written documents, making the two data sets comparable in size. The time 

frames analyzed are also very similar: years 2010–2017 for Japan and 2010–2018 for China. 

In choosing primary texts for analysis, I utilized Lene Hansen’s (2006) three criteria for 

textual selection (p. 83, 85). Namely, the texts are 1) “characterized by the clear articulation of 

identities and policies”, 2) “widely read and attended to” and 3) “have the formal authority to 

define a political position” (p .85). 

 I set out to find materials both prior to and following May 2013, which is when China 

and Japan were accepted as permanent observers into the AC. I suspected that the gaining of 

permanent observer status would offer a kind of turning point in the countries’ Arctic 

approaches. However, there is not much viable material available pre-2013 for either of the 

countries. This is meaningful in itself, as it suggests that China and Japan were not actively 

articulating their position vis-à-vis the Arctic in the global discourse until fairly recently. Due 

to the scarcity of available sources, it would have been difficult to conduct a meaningful 

comparison between Arctic policy prior to and after the AC permanent membership, as I had 

originally intended. Instead, the data offers a chance to see the development of China’s and 

                                                           
9 For the Chinese data set, I acquired 11 written texts, comprising of approximately 17,000 words in total. 

 For the Japanese set, the corresponding numbers are 12,300 words in 13 written texts. For extensive sources 

containing also information unrelated to this research (e.g. the Diplomatic Bluebook), only sections pertaining to 

the Arctic were added to the word count. 
10 I transcribed 39 min 37 s of audio for the Chinese data set and 1 h 13 min 6 s for the Japanese. 

 



18 
 

Japan’s Arctic policy in the past eight years, during which the global Arctic discourse has 

broadened, deepened, and diversified most rapidly. As may be expected, the sources are not 

evenly distributed across the timeline, but clustered around when the countries’ respective 

Arctic policies were released. Japan published its policy in October 2015, while China’s 

policy paper was issued very recently, in January 2018. 

 It is important to mention that data selection was significantly restricted by availability. 

Locating English-language primary sources pertaining to the two countries’ Arctic policies 

was both challenging and time-consuming. This was especially true for China and partly due 

to the lacking search functions of Chinese governmental websites. To circumvent this problem, 

I utilized additional methods for acquiring materials. Namely, I used search engines 

LexisNexis and Factiva to create a corpus of People’s Daily Online news articles including 

specific keywords. I searched the English edition of the online paper for articles including one 

or more of the following keywords: “arctic”, “Northern Sea Route”, “Northeast Passage”, 

“Northwest Passage” and “polar”. I conducted the search on January 10th, 2018.11 I used the 

articles as a body of reference (not as primary sources in themselves) to locate primary sources 

and gather information of China’s activities in the Arctic. Articles reported on Chinese activity 

in Arctic affairs, such as China’s participation in conferences, Arctic expeditions, and the 

releasing of official statements. I chose People’s Daily Online as a source due to its wide 

circulation, accessibility, and the fact that it has close ties to the government, being an 

international edition of the government-affiliated newspaper People’s Daily. The method 

proved immensely helpful in locating relevant primary sources, such as official press releases 

and governmental representatives’ comments on Chinese Arctic policy, which otherwise 

would have been near-impossible to find. The final data set for both countries consists of all 

viable primary texts fulfilling Hansen’s criteria (discussed in detail below) that I was able to 

locate during several months of research. The research took place between October 2017 and 

January 2018. 

 According to Hansen’s first criterion of data selection, the primary texts chosen should 

clearly articulate the two country’s Arctic identities and policies. I ensured this by selecting 

                                                           
11 LexisNexis yielded 123 articles between January 2015 and January 2018, some 20 of which were irrelevant to 

this study (e.g. ‘polar’ yielded results for ‘multi-polar’ and POLAR, an abbreviation of Polarimetry of Gamma-

ray Bursts). The Dow Jones search engine, Factiva, located 100 articles between January 2010 and January 2018 

that matched the search criteria, some 40 of which were duplicates or irrelevant to this study (for reasons similar 

to above). 
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speeches, interviews, and other sources that directly discuss the Arctic from the perspective of 

China’s and Japan’s foreign policy. I did not included texts that mentioned the Arctic only in 

passing. 

 The second criterion has implications on the language of the primary sources. As this 

is a study about China’s and Japan’s discursive positions and identities within the global 

Arctic dialogue, the texts need to be accessible to a wide international audience. In practice, 

this means that the texts chosen are in English as opposed to Chinese or Japanese. Analyzing 

primary sources written in Chinese and Japanese would be valuable, for instance, in 

determining how the Arctic issue is presented for domestic audiences. However, as the goal is 

to research what strategies and positions China and Japan take in relation to other actors 

within the global discourse, English-language sources are the most appropriate for the 

purposes of this study. Furthermore, I intend to compare what positions and identities China 

and Japan adopt in the discourse, and for this comparative approach, it is preferable to conduct 

the analysis within a language (English), rather than compare data across languages (Chinese 

and Japanese). One speech, the videoed address by China’s Vice Premier Wang Yi (2015), 

was held in Chinese but subtitled in English for the audience in attendance. I analyzed the 

English translation of the speech, as it was the version accessible to the international actors 

taking part in the discourse. In order to ensure the wide accessibility of the selected texts, it is 

important to consider, where they were first presented and whether they are easily attainable. 

Many of my primary sources are speeches from the Arctic Circle Assembly. Being the largest 

annual conference on Arctic affairs, the forum offers an ideal platform for disseminating texts 

to a wide international audience. Not only were the assemblies attended by thousands of 

representatives, but the speeches are also uploaded on Vimeo and accessible through the 

Arctic Circle website. My other primary sources are also freely attainable online. 

 To comply with Hansen’s third criterion, the texts need to possess the formal authority 

to define China’s and Japan’s official position towards the Arctic and its development. For this 

reason, I have selected speeches by governmental officials, such as China’s and Japan’s 

representatives for Arctic affairs, and other statements and policy papers issued by official 

governmental actors. By conforming to this set of criteria, I attempt to ensure that the texts 

examined can be analyzed as representative of the official Chinese and Japanese global Arctic 

discourse. 
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Country Number 

of texts 

Time frame Types of texts Publication 

venues/forums/platforms 

China 16 2010–2018 Speeches (7) 

Press conference 

transcripts (5) 

White paper (1) 

Interview (1) 

AC Observer Report 

(1) 

Introductory video (1) 

High North Study Tour 

The Arctic Council 

Chinese Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs (FMPRC) 

People’s Daily Online 

Arctic Circle Assemblies 

The State Council 

Information Office (SCIO) 

Japan 18 2010–2017 Speeches (7) 

Press conference 

transcripts (2) 

Press releases (2) 

Written conference 

statement (1) 

White paper (1) 

Interview (1) 

AC Observer Report 

(1) 

Japan’s foreign policy 

reports, excerpts (3) 

Japanese Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs (MOFA) 

The Arctic Council 

Arctic Circle Assemblies 

Arctic Frontiers Plus 

Arctic Science Summit Week 

(ASSW) 

The Headquarters for Ocean 

Policy 

The Brookings Institution 

The Carnegie Moscow Center 

The Diplomat 

 

  Table 1. Primary sources divided by country and type. 

 

3.2  Research design  

In this section, I will present an analytical framework tailored to the needs of this study. As 

PDA is not confined to any specific methodology, there is a need to clearly illustrate the 

means I will use to analyze the data. This helps to establish adequate transparency, which, in 

turn, enables critical evaluation of my methods and analysis. I will utilize theoretical concepts, 

such as subject position, nodal points, articulation, and empty signifiers, outlined earlier in this 

thesis. I will examine the data sets for China and Japan respectively and finish the section with 

a comparison of the findings and some further observations. The questions listed below form 

the research schematic I utilized in my analysis of the primary sources. I designed them to 

help to bridge the gap between the highly abstract theoretical dimension of the PDA and the 

textual reality of the policy materials. There are six key questions, each addressing a different 

theoretical concept of PDA. These more abstract main points are accompanied by specific sub-
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questions, which further illuminate my analytical process.12 Certainly, the questions below are 

not the only questions that arose during my analysis. However, they are the ones that were 

guiding my analysis and, in turn, led to more questions and further observations. I analyzed 

the primary sources using the following framework, however, the analysis section of this 

thesis is not formulated as a direct response to these questions. Rather, they form the essential 

core of this research, a skeletal framework that provides transparency and enables evaluation 

of the analytical process. 

 

1) What subject positions do China and Japan adopt in the global Arctic discourse? 

– How are China and Japan characterized/referred to in their respective Arctic 

discourses? 

– What groups/themes/values do the countries identify with? 

– What roles do they seek to adopt in Arctic affairs? 

 

2) What are the central moments in the discourse? 

– What are central/recurring themes in the Arctic discourses of China and Japan? 

– What aspects are emphasized? 

– Do weaker themes/moments emerge? 

 

3) What nodal points can be identified? 

– What concepts lie at the heart of China’s and Japan’s Arctic discourses? 

– What are central signifiers/concepts in reference to which other signifiers are 

defined? 

 

4) What fantasmatic logics can be seen at play? 

– What kind of utopian/dystopian imagery is used? 

– What enjoyment/desired future does the discourse promise? How can it be 

achieved? 

– What horrific outcomes does the discourse foretell? How can they be avoided? 

                                                           
12 For the sake of clarity and conciseness, I will use personification in my analysis. For instance, I phrase my first 

key question as “What subject positions do China and Japan adopt in the global Arctic discourse?” rather than 

“What subject positions are assigned to China and Japan by their governmental representatives in the global 

Arctic discourse?”. 
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5) What hegemonic and counter-hegemonic moments are articulated? 

– To what extent do China and Japan perpetuate the hegemonic discourse? 

– What novel/counter-discursive concepts do the countries introduce? 

– What is not articulated and why? 

 

6) How do China and Japan define the Arctic as an empty signifier? 

– What kind of an Arctic do China and Japan construct? 

– How do they describe/characterize the Arctic in their discourse? 

– What is the Arctic associated with? 
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4 Arctic Narratives 

4.1  What Arctic? 

The power geometries have shifted to the point where the Old European powers, 

and, more recently, the Arctic states, are no longer able to monopolise the 

projection of Arctic imaginaries, at the expense of all others. Indigenous 

peoples, non-governmental organisations (NGOs), new industries (such as the 

renewable energy sector), and non-Arctic states such as China, Singapore, and 

Japan are all offering their own imaginaries of what the Arctic should be. 

(Depledge, 2018, p. 6) 

 

There are several ways to define the Arctic region. Generally, it is considered to be the 

geographical area stretching from the North Pole to the Arctic Circle (66° 33’N). This 

boundary marks the limit of the midnight sun and the winter twilight. (University of Lapland, 

n.d.-b). It is also the definition that the Arctic Council uses to differentiate between Arctic and 

non-Arctic states: only countries with territory north of the Arctic Circle qualify for 

membership (Grønnestad, 2016). Hence, in international relations, the Arctic Circle mainly 

functions as the defining boundary. However, the Arctic is also commonly defined 

(biogeographically) as the area north of the Arctic tree line, or (climatically) as the zone, 

where the average daily summer temperature does not exceed 10 degrees Celsius (The 

National Snow and Ice Data Center, 2018). Furthermore, there are oceanographic ways of 

defining the Arctic region, where “the presence of seasonal or perennial sea ice” is used to 

define the extent of Arctic waters (The Pew Charitable Trusts, n.d.). Other possible definitions 

are tied to the presence of permafrost or the distribution of Arctic fauna, such as the walrus 

(The Arctic Studies Center, n.d.). 

 Some states have also offered their own definitions for the Arctic. For instance, 

Canada defines the ‘Canadian Arctic’ or the ‘Canadian North’ as the area north of the 60th 

parallel (Beauregard-Tellier, 2008, p. 1). According to Carina Keskitalo, this definition was 

mirrored on the concept of the Antarctic as a region below the 60th latitude South. She adds 

that as nothing essentially changes moving north from the 59th to the 60th parallel, this 

definition is rather arbitrary and unhelpful for understanding what is particular to the Arctic 
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region (Röver, 2014). Some countries use different terms altogether when referring to their 

territory north of the Arctic Circle. Norway, for instance, uses the term ‘High North’ 

(Grønnestad, 2016). Russia, in turn, favours the term ‘Arctic zone’ when referring to its 

northern areas (Ministry of Economic Development of the Russian Federation, 2017). In 

Arctic studies, terms such as ’the circumpolar north’ and ‘the circumpolar world’ are used 

(University of the Arctic, 2016). In some research fields the Arctic region is divided further 

into components, for instance ‘High Arctic’, ‘Low Arctic’ and ‘Sub Arctic’ (McRae et al., 

2010).  

 The coexistence of such a multitude of overlapping terms is bound to cause some 

confusion. Many of the definitions are arbitrary, especially the ones confined to specific 

latitudes. The Arctic Circle delimitation, for instance, excludes populations native to the 

Arctic region, such as Inuit settlements in Canada (Oceans North, n.d.). Furthermore, the 

concept of one Arctic helps to create a false illusion of homogeneity, when in fact, the 

environment, culture, and lifestyles vary greatly within the Arctic region. The multitude of 

definitions reflects the numerous ways in which ‘the Arctic’ can be conceptualized. As Ellen 

Øseth, the senior advisor at the Norwegian Polar Institute, states: “The definition of what the 

Arctic is depends on what the definition is to be used for.” (Grønnestad, 2016) In my research, 

I use the term ‘Arctic states’ and ‘Arctic countries’ as defined by the Arctic Council, i.e. as 

countries with territory above the Arctic Circle. This is the term that dominates the global 

political discourse and is a central concept in this analysis. I use the term ‘the Arctic’, ‘Arctic 

region’ or ‘Arctic areas’, when referring to the physical location above the 60th parallel north. I 

favour this definition as opposed to the Arctic Circle demarcation line, because it includes 

Arctic indigenous populations, such as the above-mentioned Inuit. As this is not a work in the 

field of natural sciences, the biogeographical or climatic definitions of the Arctic do not 

particularly contribute to this study. In the Arctic discourse, using the uppercase term, e.g. 

Arctic ambitions, Arctic rights, appears to be prevalent, and I will follow this convention. I 

will specify when I discuss ‘the Arctic’ as an empty signifier. 

 

4.2  Arctic discourse: key players 

The Arctic Council is the principal intergovernmental forum for political discussions on Arctic 

affairs (Arctic Council [AC], 2018). It was established in September 1996 with the signing of 
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the Declaration on the Establishment of the Arctic Council, commonly known as the Ottawa 

Declaration (AC, 2016). The membership is confined to eight Arctic states (hereinafter the 

Arctic states or A8) possessing territory north of the Arctic Circle: Canada, the United States, 

Russia, Norway, Denmark (with the Faroe Islands and Greenland), Iceland, Finland, and 

Sweden (for the structure of the AC, see Figure 1). The chairmanship of the AC is fixed to a 

two-year period and rotates among the Arctic states. In addition to these member states, the 

AC includes six organizations representing Arctic indigenous peoples. These are referred to as 

Permanent Participants (PPs). 

 

 

        Figure 1. The structure of the AC (modified from Papp, 2016). 

  

 Moreover, non-Arctic states, inter-governmental, inter-parliamentary, global, regional, 

and non-governmental organizations can join the AC as observers. Currently, there are 13 

non-Arctic states enjoying permanent observer status in the council, among which are China 
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and Japan.13 Permanent observers also include 13 inter-governmental and inter-parliamentary 

organizations, e.g. World Meteorological Organization, and 13 non-governmental 

organizations, such as the University of the Arctic (AC, 2018). Observer status can also be 

given for specific meetings on an ad hoc basis (AC, 1998). The AC conducts its core activities 

through six working groups and occasionally sets up task forces to examine specific issues. 

All decisions are consensus-based and made by the eight Arctic states. The AC meetings have 

resulted in several binding international agreements, such as Agreement on Cooperation and 

Rescue in the Arctic in 2009 (Kuersten, 2016). However, the AC possesses no power to 

implement or enforce its recommendations, guidelines, or assessments (AC, 2016). 

Furthermore, the discussion is somewhat restricted, as the member states have decided to 

avoid addressing sensitive issues, such as territorial disputes or fishing rights, in the Council. 

Issues of military security are explicitly excluded from the agenda, as stated in the Ottawa 

Declaration (Declaration on the Establishment of the Arctic Council, 1996, p. 2). Despite its 

limitations, the AC is considered as a useful venue for discussion, communication and trust-

building (McCannon, 2012, p. 282). 

 The eight Arctic states can be further divided into two groups: the A5 and the A3. The 

A5 is comprised of the five Arctic Ocean littoral states, namely Canada, Russia, the United 

States, Norway, and Denmark. The remaining three Arctic states of Finland, Sweden and 

Iceland form the A3. The A5 representatives meet to discuss Arctic issues amongst themselves, 

but there is no formal or permanent administrative structure reinforcing this cooperation. 

These exclusive meetings have been a cause for friction between the A5 and the A3 

(McCannon, 2012, p. 282). The three non-littoral states perceive the A5 meetings as a 

potential threat to the centrality of the AC and, consequently, their own authority as AC 

members (Perreault, 2017, p. 427). The A5 gatherings have thus far produced non-binding 

declarations on issues the states wish to address in unison, such as unregulated fishing 

(Kuersten, 2016). 

 There are also prominent non-state actors taking part in the global Arctic discourse. 

Some of these operate within or in cooperation with the AC, while others function outside of 

its framework. Each are promoting their own Arctic discourse with unique emphases on 

different discursive moments. For example, Greenpeace promotes the protection of wildlife 

                                                           
13  The remaining 11 are: France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Poland, India, Korea, Singapore, Spain, 

Switzerland and the UK (AC, 2018). 
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and campaigns to create “a global sanctuary in the uninhabited area around the North Pole, 

and to ban oil drilling and destructive fishing in Arctic waters” (Greenpeace, n.d.). Similarly, 

the World Wildlife Fund strives to spread awareness of the plight of the Arctic species and the 

impacts of climate change on the environment and Arctic communities. The organization 

names climate change, development of shipping, and exploitation of oil and gas resources as 

significant threats to the Arctic region (World Wildlife Fund, n.d.). These counter-discourses 

contain similar signifiers as the hegemonic discourse, e.g. shipping, climate change, oil, and 

gas. However, the concepts gain a different meaning when defined in the framework of 

environmental preservation. This is much like Howarth and Stavrakakis’ example of the trees 

discussed earlier. 

 In the global discourse, the indigenous peoples of the Arctic are primarily represented 

through the AC Permanent Participants and the Indigenous Peoples Secretariat (IPS). The IPS 

functions to support and facilitate the participation of PPs in the work of the AC (Indigenous 

Peoples Secretariat, n.d.). Obviously, indigenous peoples also work on national and regional 

levels through entities such as the Saami Council. However, indigenous peoples only account 

for 10 percent of all Arctic residents, and regional differences are significant (University of 

Lapland, n.d.-a). As Keskitalo states in an interview: “The idea of the Arctic as a pure 

environment with only indigenous people living there does simply not apply to the Nordic 

countries, where the indigenous population only accounts for a very small minority of the 

northern population.” (Röver, 2014) In contrast, the Inuit comprise approximately 85 percent 

of the population of the territory of Nunavut in Canada (Simeone, 2008). The diverse nature of 

Arctic population brings about the issue of representation. The Arctic indigenous peoples have 

some form of global representation through the AC, but the heterogenous non-indigenous 

populations are difficult, if not impossible, to include in the global discussion. Forums such as 

the Arctic Circle give more room for non-state players promoting non-hegemonic discourses. 

How prominently these voices are heard in the global discourse, however, is another thing 

altogether. While the non-hegemonic discourses propagated by these actors and others cannot 

be ignored, they are not the focus of this study. However, even when looking into the Arctic 

strategies of states, it is important to keep in mind the multitude of voices in the Arctic 

discourse, some louder than others, promoting their own versions of the Arctic on global, 

regional, and local levels. 

 



28 
 

4.3  Arctic governance and key points of contestation 

The issue of Arctic governance is rather complex. There are numerous actors involved 

and a myriad of arrangements in place. These include global framework agreements, such as 

the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (hereinafter referred to as UNCLOS), 

and multilateral environmental treaties, like the United Nations Framework Convention on 

Climate Change (UNFCCC) (Arctic Governance Project, 2010, p. 3). Furthermore, there are 

regional and sub-regional arrangements, such as the Saami Parliamentary Council, and 

national arrangements with transnational effects, like the Canadian co-management regime for 

managing migratory wildlife. Many mechanisms are multilateral, but there are also bilateral 

arrangements in place, e.g. the Norwegian-Russian operated joint management regime for the 

fisheries of the Barents Sea. The complexity of the governance structure is reflected in the 

wide range of administrative bodies participating in the process of Arctic governance. There 

are Arctic-specific bodies, such as the AC and its working groups, but also UN agencies and 

programs, like International Maritime Organization (IMO) and World Health Organization 

(WHO). Moreover, there are regional bodies (e.g. regarding fisheries management), NGOs, 

such as the International Council for Science (ICSU), as well as governmental actors and 

indigenous peoples’ organizations (Arctic Governance Project, 2010, p. 13). 

 By looking into the history of conflict and cooperation in the Arctic, we gain insight 

into the emergence of the current Arctic hierarchy and legal framework. This section serves to 

provide some background into the history of the Arctic from the perspective of geopolitics and 

Arctic governance. It is unnecessary to extensively cover Arctic history, but key developments 

that have direct bearing on this study should be mentioned. Below, I will highlight some key 

developments that contributed to the forming of the current Arctic legal framework, 

hierarchies, and disputes. 

Much of the Arctic political issues of today can be understood through examining the 

two World Wars and the Cold War. From a purely military perspective, most of the Arctic 

enjoyed relative tranquility during the First World War. High-latitude weather stations were 

set up in the Arctic, naval patrols and convoys ventured the northern seas, and Arctic ports of 

Arkhangelsk and Murmansk served as supply nodes for the Allied (McCannon, 2012, pp. 194-

195). Despite being at the periphery of wartime military action, the Arctic got its share of 

postwar political tremors. One of these was the independence of Finland, which enabled the 
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country’s later development into one of the eight Arctic states of today. John McCannon states 

that during the war and immediate postwar period, much of the Arctic was still categorized as 

terra nullius, or “no-man’s-land”, and Arctic geography resisted clear demarcation of 

boundaries (2012, p. 196). He lists some of the Arctic issues faced by the postwar international 

community: 

Maritime law left it unclear as to whether the Northern Sea Route, the Russian 

segment of the Northeast Passage, was a Russian waterway or a strait allowing 

international access, or whether the Northwest Passage belonged to Canada, 

whose islands it snakes through, or to all countries. Did Arctic waters in 

general, covered so thoroughly with ice, count as ‘high seas’? What was the 

legal status of the ice itself, and did pack ice differ from the ice that forms 

seasonally on the edges of islands and coastlines? Most contentiously, how 

should jurisdiction over Arctic islands be assigned? Should they belong to the 

countries that discovered them? To those demonstrating effective occupation? 

Or to those claiming the most natural maritime proximity? And how did one 

judge what was ‘most natural’? (2012, p. 196) 

Many issues continue to be contested, as we will shortly see in our discussion of the UNCLOS. 

However, according to McCannon, some territorial issues were also settled during the interwar 

period. For instance, Iceland renegotiated its relationship with Denmark, exchanging home 

rule for sovereignty, albeit within the Danish monarchy, and gained the right to declare 

independence in 25 years time (2012, p. 196). The Svalbard Treaty of 1920 (originally known 

as the Spitsbergen Treaty) was signed during the Versailles negotiations and came into effect 

in 1925 (The Governor of Svalbard, 2016). This was an important development for Arctic 

governance. The treaty acknowledges Norway’s sovereignty over the archipelago of Svalbard 

and guarantees all signatories the right of access to and residence in Svalbard, as well as the 

right to undertake economic activities, such as mining, fishing, or trade. The treaty also 

imposes military restrictions: no naval bases or fortresses are to be established on the island. 

Under the treaty, Norway is obligated to ensure the protection of the archipelago’s natural 

environment (The Governor of Svalbard, 2016). China and Japan are both parties to the treaty, 

and it remains a central document in Arctic governance. It is also an important element in 

China’s Arctic discourse, as the country perceives its Arctic activities to have started with the 

signing of the treaty. 
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McCannon (2012) states how the Arctic theatre saw much more military action in the 

Second World War than it had in the First, since the area was deemed strategically and 

logistically more important (p. 224). The success of military operations depended on accurate 

reading of northern weather systems, thus, making the high north a setting for a war of 

meteorology. During the course of the war, the Americans established a strong presence in 

Iceland and Greenland, which had implications for the development of the region (p. 229). 

Increased activity in the north hastened the infrastructural development of the Arctic region 

and increased familiarity with previously uncharted areas, like the Canadian Arctic. Iceland 

declared its independence in 1944, thus, completing the group of eight we now refer to as the 

Arctic states. Furthermore, Finland ceded Petsamo region to the USSR, consequently losing its 

access to the Arctic Sea (McCannon, 2012, p. 234). However, according to McCannon (2012), 

the most fundamental change was that “the circumpolar north no longer stood apart as the 

remote periphery it once had been” but was increasingly accessible and economically 

exploitable (p. 235). 

The Arctic played a central role in the Cold War geopolitics. The Soviet Union and the 

United States were only separated by the narrow Bering Strait, and the shortest line between 

the North American and Soviet mainlands ran via the North Pole (McCannon, 2012, p. 238). 

The Cold War was a time of political tensions and militarization in the Arctic, but also 

ecological devastation, as the superpowers used the region for the testing of nuclear arms 

(McCannon, 2012, p. 236). The most important legal framework for Arctic governance, the 

UNCLOS, was also drawn up during the Cold War. The document was opened for signature in 

December 1982 and entered into force as a binding legal convention in 1994 (United Nations 

[UN], 2018). According to the UN (2018), the convention “lays down a comprehensive regime 

of law and order in the world's oceans and seas establishing rules governing all uses of the 

oceans and their resources.” The UNCLOS is perhaps the most often-cited document in the 

Arctic discourse. Especially articles 21, 58, 87 and 234 feature frequently in the discourse. I 

will explore these key articles in some detail, as they account for much of the legal disputes in 

today’s Arctic. 

Article 21, titled “Laws and regulations of the coastal State relating to innocent 

passage”, establishes the right for foreign vessels to pass through a country’s sovereign 

territorial waters (Churchill, 2013). This territorial sea is defined as extending up to 12 

nautical miles from the coast (UN, 1982, pp. 31-32). Article 58 (“Rights and duties of other 
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States in the exclusive economic zone”) concerns the question of exclusive economic zones 

(EEZs). The EEZ is considered neither high seas nor territorial waters, but a zone subject to 

specific legal regime outlined in the UNCLOS (UN, 1982, pp. 43-44). The EEZ may extend 

200 nautical miles from the coast, and a coastal state has exclusive rights to “exploit and 

regulate fisheries, construct artificial islands and installations, use the zone for other economic 

purposes (e.g., the generation of energy from waves), and regulate scientific research by 

foreign vessels” (Churchill, 2013). 

There are several points of contestation regarding the Article 58. It establishes that all 

states enjoy “freedoms referred to in article 87”, which outlines the rights and freedoms of all 

states in the high seas (UN, 1982, pp. 43-44, 57). However, the phrasing of the Article 58 

leaves much to interpretation: 

In the exclusive economic zone, all States, whether coastal or land-locked, 

enjoy, subject to the relevant provisions of this Convention, the freedoms 

referred to in article 87 of navigation and overflight and of the laying of 

submarine cables and pipelines, and other internationally lawful uses of the sea 

related to these freedoms [emphasis added], such as those associated with the 

operation of ships, aircraft and submarine cables and pipelines, and compatible 

with the other provisions of this Convention. (UN, 1982, p. 44) 

In other words, whether an activity is considered to be the coastal state’s sovereign right (laid 

out in Article 56) or a high sea freedom applying to all states is disputable. Similarly, 

problems occur when EEZs, territorial sea s or continental shelves overlap resulting in 

competing claims. Large areas of the Arctic Ocean are currently disputed, as Russia, Canada, 

Norway, and Denmark have submitted rival claims for extended seabed rights to the UN 

Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf (Brady, 2014, p. 2). Out of the A8, the US 

is the only country not having ratified the UNCLOS and is, consequently, unable to make 

territorial claims. 

Article 234, concerning “ice-covered areas”, establishes the right for coastal states to 

adopt and enforce special “laws and regulations for the prevention, reduction and control of 

marine pollution from vessels in ice-covered areas within the limits of the exclusive economic 

zone, where particularly severe climatic conditions and the presence of ice covering such areas 

for most of the year create obstructions or exceptional hazards to navigation, and pollution of 
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the marine environment could cause major harm to or irreversible disturbance of the 

ecological balance” (UN, 1982, pp. 115-116). In theory, this article gives the littoral states 

more control over Arctic ice-covered areas. This, in turn, complicates the issue of navigational 

rights to the Northern Sea Route (NSR) and the Northwest Passage (NWP), which comprise a 

significant portion of the so-called ice-covered areas subject to this article (Fields, 2016, p. 

104). Canada and Russia have cited the Article 234, when arguing that the NWP and the NSR 

are subject to their national jurisdiction (Lothe, 2010). 

 There is an important recent development in the Arctic governance, namely, the 

changing role of the AC. The AC was founded as a forum to foster cooperation between the 

Arctic states, especially on issues of sustainable development and environmental protection 

(Declaration on the Establishment of the Arctic Council, 1996, p. 2). However, it has 

gradually evolved into a legislative body and, to date, produced three legally binding 

agreements. These are the Agreement on Cooperation on Aeronautical and Maritime Search 

and Rescue in the Arctic, the Agreement on Cooperation on Marine Oil Pollution 

Preparedness and Response in the Arctic, and Agreement on Enhancing International Arctic 

Scientific Cooperation, signed in 2011, 2013, and 2017, respectively (Arctic Council, 2018). 

Among the Arctic actors, this has been regarded as a positive development. For instance, the 

current chair of the AC, Finland, stresses the role of the AC as “the primary forum for Arctic 

issues” and encourages the “strengthening of the institutional role of the Council” (University 

of Lapland, n.d.-c). China and Japan have also regarded this development favourably, as can 

be seen in the primary sources analyzed in this study (see e.g. Lan, 2012; Zhang, 2015; Kira, 

2012; Shiraishi, 2017). 
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4.4  China and Japan in the Arctic 

4.4.1  China 

China traces it history as an Arctic actor to the year 1925, when it became a party to the 

Spitsbergen Treaty (Jia, 2014; SCIO, 2018a). Generally, however, China’s involvement in the 

Arctic is thought to have begun in the 1980s when it conducted its first Arctic and Antarctic 

expeditions (The Arctic Institute, 2017a). China’s Arctic activities have mainly been scientific 

in nature. China established its own polar research centre, the Polar Research Institute of 

China (PRIC) in 1989 (PRIC, n.d.). In 1996, it joined the International Arctic Science 

Committee (China Country Session Video, 2015). China has one Arctic research station, the 

Yellow River Station, which was established in 2003, in Svalbard (The Arctic Institute, 2017a). 

China owns and operates one ice breaker, Xue Long (雪龙 ‘Snow Dragon’) and is in the 

process of constructing another, which is estimated to be operational in 2019 (SCIO, 2018a). 

To date, the Chinese Xue Long has undertaken eight Arctic research expeditions (SCIO, 

2018b). China’s Arctic research program is mainly focused on glacial monitoring, sea ice, and 

the atmosphere (The Arctic Institute, 2017a). In its Arctic policy released in January 2018, 

China emphasizes research cooperation and academic networking, for instance, in the form of 

joining the University of the Arctic (SCIO, 2018a). 

China has been tremendously active in its Arctic diplomacy. In 2017, Anne-Marie 

Brady, an expert on Chinese and polar politics, stated that “China is a member of every single 

Arctic and Arctic-related governance body it is entitled to join” (para. 5). Moreover, she points 

out that China has managed to establish close diplomatic relations with the Arctic states, thus, 

gaining “acceptance for China’s role as a legitimate actor in Arctic affairs” (para. 5). Arguably, 

China’s most important feat in Arctic diplomacy is the country’s permanent observer status in 

the AC, which it was granted in 2013. China has been active in improving its bilateral, as well 

as regional and multilateral relations. For instance, China, Japan, and Korea have enhanced 

their Arctic cooperation by organizing trilateral discussions on Arctic cooperation, the first of 

which was held in Seoul in 2016 (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Republic of Korea, 2016). 

 China’s Arctic interests are manifold, and among its top concerns is the opening of the 

Arctic shipping lines. Perreault (2017) states that commercial shipping and resource 

exploitation are at the heart of China’s economic aspirations in the Arctic (p. 422). Shipping 
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lanes are central to China’s economy and the NSR is likely to become increasingly significant 

to China’s economic development (pp. 421-422). Shipping via the NSR (instead of the Suez 

Canal) shortens the route between Shanghai and Hamburg by approximately 5,200 km, and it 

is estimated that by 2020 up to 15 percent of China’s international shipping will flow through 

the NSR (Hyodo & Kanda, 2015, p. 90). Additionally, Arctic shipping routes are important to 

China from a security point of view. Over 30 percent of the world’s maritime trade passes 

through the Strait of Malacca, including 82 percent of China’s oil imports (Hamzah, 2017; 

Hsu, 2016). China is left vulnerable in case the route is disrupted, making it essential for 

China to diversify its energy routes (Hamzah, 2017). Arctic shipping is one viable solution to 

this, although the risks of utilizing the NSR and the NWP are still significant. China’s 

enthusiasm to incorporate the “Polar Silk Road” as a part of its Belt and Road Initiative is 

reflective of the significant position Arctic shipping occupies in China’s Arctic ambitions. 

 Shipping is not the only economic interest China has in the Arctic. Brady lists Arctic 

minerals, hydrocarbons, fishing, tourism, and bioprospecting as further focal points in China’s 

strategy (Brady, 2014, p. 3). Chinese companies are starting to invest in oil, gas, shipping, and 

infrastructure opportunities in the Arctic, a development which the Chinese state is actively 

encouraging. Outbound tourism in China is a rapidly expanding, and the Arctic is deemed to 

increasingly attract Chinese travellers. Tourism is also one of the themes specifically outlined 

in the Chinese Arctic policy (SCIO, 2018). 

 China has also strong interests in field of Arctic science and technology. In fact, 

according to Brady (2017), China’s scientific interests are closely tied to its commercial ones, 

and Chinese representatives see scientific knowledge as the gateway to resource extraction and 

commercial gains (pp. 102-103). Furthermore, the Arctic plays a central role in the 

development of China’s space program and the roll-out of the BeiDou navigational system. 

The introduction of BeiDou, in turn, ties into security and military interests, as the system can 

be used to assist Chinese troops in tasks such as missile timing and positioning (Brady, 2017, 

p. 107). 

 There has been open concern about China’s military interests in the Arctic region. 

Particularly in the media, China’s Arctic actions are often described as ambitious if not 

downright aggressive. This image is created through headlines, such as “A New Cold War? 

China Declares Itself a ‘Near-Arctic State’” and “Panel: China Making Aggressive Moves in 
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the Arctic” (Dou, 2018; Grady, 2018). This concern arguably results from China’s actions 

elsewhere on the global political arena, particularly in the South China Sea, where the country 

has taken aggressive measures to expand its territory. China has marked its extensive 

territorial claims with the so-called nine-dash line that encircles up to 90 percent of South 

China Sea (Perlez, 2016). China has further attempted to secure a foothold in the area by 

constructing and militarizing artificial islands (Richter, 2018). In 2013, the Philippines filed a 

case with the Hague, accusing China’s nine-dash claims to be in violation of the UNCLOS 

(Perlez, 2016). The tribunal ruled in favour of the Philippines, but China has dismissed the 

ruling as non-legitimate, deeming the tribunal has no jurisdiction in the matter. China’s 

UNCLOS violations in the South China Sea understandably create doubts about China’s 

commitment to the UNCLOS and other international laws in the Arctic theatre. These 

allegations are not openly voiced in the global Arctic discourse, and China does not explicitly 

address the matter. However, I argue that China’s discursive strategies are clearly constructed 

to counter these silent allegations. I will demonstrate this in my analysis later on. 

 

4.4.2  Japan 

 Japan’s activities in the Arctic have predominantly been scientific. It started 

conducting polar research on the Antarctica in 1957 and expanded to Arctic research by 

founding its own Arctic Environment Research Center and joining the IASC in 1990 (Tonami 

& Watters 2012, p. 93; The Arctic Institute, 2017b). Japan has a research vessel, Mirai, which 

it has used for marine observation, such as research on ocean acidification and its impacts on 

the maritime ecosystem (Shiraishi, 2017). Japan also operates the Ny-Ålesund Research 

Station in Svalbard and owns an Earth observation satellite Shizuku GCOM-W, which is used 

to estimate the concentration and thickness of Arctic sea ice (Shiraishi, 2017). Japan first 

outlined its Arctic strategies in the 2013 Basic Plan on Ocean Policy and released its official 

Arctic policy in October 2015 (The Arctic Institute, 2017b). 

 Aki Tonami and Stewart Watters (2012) divide Japan’s Arctic interests under four key 

themes: environment, economy, security, and governance (pp. 97-99). They state that 

according to the Japanese government, the country’s primary interest in the region is 

protecting and understanding the Arctic environment (p. 97). Certainly, the research Japan 
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conducts in the Arctic is mainly focused on climate change, which seems to support this 

notion. 

 Japan is a large trading nation but only possesses few natural resources, which makes 

Arctic resources and shipping routes an appealing prospect (Tonami & Watters, 2012, p. 98). 

The melting of the polar ice facilitates resource exploitation, and the NSR is estimated to cut 

shipping costs substantially. Japanese companies appear to be more apprehensive about the 

Arctic economic opportunities than their Chinese counterparts. In fact, Japan’s Arctic policy 

explicitly aims to work toward “greater involvement of Japanese companies in economic 

activities in the Arctic” and create “greater awareness of business opportunities in the Arctic” 

(Headquarters for Ocean Policy, 2015, p. 9).  

 Japan’s economic interests are closely related to its security concerns. Japan’s 

ambassador for Arctic affairs, Kazuko Shiraishi, states that as Japan imports 90 percent of its 

energy, supplier diversification is essential to Japan (Hammond, 2017). Like China, Japan is 

reliant on the oil shipped through the Malacca Strait. The opening of Arctic shipping routes 

could alleviate the dependency and the accompanying security issues. Moreover, Tonami and 

Watters (2012) argue that after the 2011 Tohoku earthquake and the following nuclear 

accident, Japan has become more open to new energy sources (p. 98). They identify no 

specific national security concern that would require Japanese naval presence in the Arctic 

region (2012, p. 98). 

 Japan maintains that legal issues related to the Arctic Ocean, such as territorial disputes, 

should be addressed within the existing international legal framework with UNCLOS at its 

center (Tonami & Watters, 2012, p. 99). This is also evident in Japan’s Arctic policy 

documents, where the adherence to international law is one of the key themes (e.g. Kira, 2012; 

Headquarters for Ocean Policy, 2015). Japan has shown interest in being more actively 

involved in the AC. For instance, Shiraishi has suggested organizing special sessions for the 

AC observers to voice their opinions (Hammond, 2017). China has similarly stated its interest 

in being more actively involved in questions of Arctic governance (e.g. SCIO, 2018a). 

It should be mentioned that Japan is involved in a northern territorial dispute over the 

Kuril Islands. The disagreement is between Japan and Russia, over a group of islands off the 

coast of Hokkaido. The islands are known as Southern Kurils in Russian, while Japan refers to 

them as Northern Territories (Brown, 2016, p. 1). The Kuril conflict in its current form dates 
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back to 1945, when the Soviet Union seized control of the islands during the final days of the 

Second World War (Brown, 2016, p. 1, 9).14 Potentially, the Kurils could offer Japan a chance 

to argue for a northern presence and a closer link to the Arctic. However, the issue is volatile 

and not addressed in Japan’s global Arctic dialogue. In fact, Japan-Russia relations are 

described in the texts in a rather neutral manner as something to “further” and “strengthen” 

(Shirashi, 2016). 

 

4.5  China’s and Japan’s rights in the Arctic 

In her policy brief, Brady lists some of the key rights China possesses in the Arctic (2014, pp. 

2-3). Since Japan holds a similar position to China as a non-Arctic state, these rights can be 

likewise applied to Japan. I have summarized the important points below. 

 First, both countries have the right to engage in scientific and economic activities at 

Svalbard. This point is guaranteed by the Svalbard Treaty, which was introduced earlier in 

some detail. Both countries actively use this right  by conducting various research activities on 

the archipelago. Second, under the UNCLOS, China and Japan enjoy the freedoms of the high 

seas laid out in the Article 87 (1982, p. 57). They have access to Arctic seas for scientific 

research, transport, tourism, and fishing. Furthermore, the countries enjoy the freedom of 

overflight as well as the laying of submarine cables and pipelines. Third, both countries have 

certain economic rights, such as the right to bid for mineral rights. 

 The last two points are related to Arctic governance. As observers of the AC, China 

and Japan can attend AC meetings, participate in working groups, submit written statements, 

and propose projects. However, they cannot participate in decision making. Outside the Arctic 

Council, China and Japan have the right to participate in international decision making 

regarding the Arctic, as long as the issue in question falls under international governance.   

 The rights that non-Arctic countries enjoy are rather limited. Since there is very little 

direct influence China and Japan can have on the development of the Arctic, it is 

understandable that both countries are actively participating in multilateral Arctic cooperation 

and strengthening their bilateral ties with the A8. 

                                                           
14 Even prior to this, the issue of jurisdiction has been complicated. The islands were historically Ainu territory 

and served as an undefined buffer and a trade zone between the Russian and the Japanese empires until a border 

was established in 1855 (Brown, 2016, p. 13, 15). 
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5 Comparative case study: China and Japan 

There is no one way to apply poststructuralist discourse theory to a given set of data. For 

instance, the concept of empty signifier can be used to examine one sign in particular, such as 

Simons (1997) in the case of Diana. However, in some cases, several empty signifiers can be 

identified within a discourse, as Kumar (2014) demonstrates in his analysis of Obama’s 

presidential campaign. It is important to keep in mind that there is no clear-cut way to 

categorize the elements within a given discourse: signifiers are not either empty or full, but 

rather exhibit emptiness to a different degree. I argue that in the Arctic discourse, ‘Arctic’ 

represents a major empty signifier. The sign itself is void of meaning and serves as an empty 

vessel for different actors to fill with meanings best suited to their respective political projects. 

It serves as a sign uniting a wide range of different – even conflicting – discursive moments 

into a somewhat coherent narrative. 

 However, ‘Arctic’ is not the only signifier displaying empty qualities in this discourse. 

For instance, one can argue that the concept of ‘sustainable development’ is similarly hollow 

in the context of Arctic discourse as it is in the field of global environmental politics as 

demonstrated by Methmann (2010). He argues that through the empty signifier of ‘sustainable 

development’, actors can submit to the ideals of climate protection and promote them without 

changing their business practices in any meaningful way (p. 348). In other words, the signifier 

does not challenge the hegemonic status quo, but rather incorporates sustainability into the 

established order. While I acknowledge the empty qualities of other signifiers, in this study, I 

will focus on ‘Arctic’ as the key empty signifier.  

 

5.1  China 

China’s identity as an actor in Arctic affairs is constructed upon a multitude of subject 

positions of varying degrees of abstraction. At one end of the spectrum, the characterizations 

are relatively tangible, such as “a country located in north hemisphere [sic]” or “a permanent 

member of the United Nations Security Council” (Liu, 2010; SCIO, 2018b). However, at the 

other extreme, China self-identifies rather vaguely as “part of the world” or incomprehensibly 

as “a champion for the development of a community with a shared future for mankind” (Liu, 

2010; SCIO, 2018a). The latter term captures particularly well the utopian dimension in 
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China’s Arctic discourse, which I will examine through the logics of the fantasmatic. I 

consider all self-characterizations subject positions, whether these are concise concepts, e.g. 

“near-Arctic State”, or lengthier descriptions, such as “a signatory of international treaties 

concerning the Arctic” (SCIO, 2018b). For analytic purposes, I will examine China’s positions 

in a loosely thematic manner, starting from the more tangible subject positions. 

As discussed earlier, the definition of the Arctic, and consequently, that of the Arctic 

State, is firmly based on geographic factors. Falling south of the Arctic Circle and the 60th 

parallel, China is left outside the Arctic region. Geography, thus, serves as the main reason 

China is excluded from the heart of Arctic affairs. However, geography is also one of the key 

arguments China uses to legitimize its position as an Arctic actor. This seemingly paradoxical 

fact is explained by the creation of the ‘near-Arctic’ subject position that China actively 

promotes. Arguably, this is China’s most prominent subject position, which it uses 

consistently throughout the materials. The position is founded on the idea of China’s physical 

closeness to the Arctic, as well as on a kind of abstract proximity, manifested in the directness 

of the impact that Arctic changes bestow upon China. Often, these two dimensions appear side 

by side. I will begin by introducing the various geographic subject positions through which 

China’s near-Arctic identity is established. 

Chinese representatives argue for the country’s Arctic proximity by highlighting 

geographical facts. For instance, several sources bring up China’s position as a country in the 

northern hemisphere (Liu, 2010; China Country Session Video, 2015). Mentioning China’s 

northernmost point at around the 50th parallel is also used to create a sense of proximity to the 

Arctic (Liu, 2010). Closeness is achieved by creating a kind of Arctic neighbourhood that 

China belongs to. Chinese officials describe China as “one of the continental States that are 

closest to the Arctic Circle” and one that is “separated from Arctic by only one country, 

Russia” (SCIO, 2018a; Liu, 2010). In one source, China and Iceland are referred to as “good 

neighbors” and in another the North Pole is described as “geographically close” (Chen & Gao, 

2013; SCIO, 2018b). This Arctic neighbourhood project offers geographical grounds for 

China’s Arctic proximity claim. 

In addition to this rather tangible dimension of near-Arcticness, China attempts to 

create a sense of Arctic proximity through more abstract means. For instance, in many of the 

texts, Chinese representatives emphasize the directness of the impact that Arctic changes have 
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on China. These impacts are not only environmental, but also social and economic. This 

appears to function as an argument for near-Arcticness and is evident in the following 

passages: 

China is a near Arctic state. The natural changes and economic development in 

the Arctic have significant impact on China 's climate, ecological environment, 

agricultural production as well as social and economic development. (Lijun, 

2012) 

As a near-Arctic state, China is affected in a major way by the natural changes, 

economic developments, and social changes in the Arctic, as reflected in 

China’s climate, ecological environment, agricultural production, as well as 

social and economic development. (Jia, 2014) 

According to Chinese scientists’ observations, since the sea ice started to 

decrease in the Arctic, China has experienced a temperature drop in most areas 

in January and a precipitation increase in July every year. (China Country 

Session Video, 2015) 

Frequently, the argumentation contains a combination of geographic and abstract reasoning. 

This is evident in the following: 

Geographically speaking, China is a "near-Arctic state". The changing natural 

environment and resources exploration of the Arctic have direct impact on 

China's climate, environment, agriculture, shipping, trade as well as social and 

economic development. Therefore, China is a major stakeholder in the Arctic. 

(Zhang, 2015) 

Fantasmatic logics are used to intensify the threat caused by Arctic changes. The 

horrific dimension of fantasy is especially clear in the introductory video China presented at 

the Arctic Circle Assembly of 2015. The video projects a horrifying vision, where “large 

coastal areas of China” with “hundreds of densely populated cities” will be submerged due to 

sea-level rise (China Country Session Video, 2015). According to the video, China’s 

agricultural industry is similarly facing a grim future, as “extreme phenomena such as flood 

and drought” threaten grain production. I argue that by intensifying the environmental threat 

through fantasmatic logics, China shortens the distance between itself and the Arctic. As 
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Depledge (2018) states, there appears to be both a concrete and an abstract dimension to 

proximity (p. 14). The logics of the fantasmatic, and especially its horrific dimension, is 

China’s discursive strategy in this particular instance. 

China also creates a sense of near-Arcticness through its close association with the 

Arctic states. In many of the texts, China emphasizes its close relations with the A8. For 

example, China and Iceland are described as “good friends” (Chen & Gao, 2013). Similarly, 

bilateral Finland-China relations are stated to be “in good shape” and China and Russia 

described as having had “very good cooperation in Arctic affairs” (FMPRC, 2017; SCIO, 

2018b). China also emphasizes the closeness of China-Nordic multilateral cooperation, stating 

how in recent years, it has “advanced in a multilevel and wide-ranging manner” and 

concluding that “China has close communication and coordination with all Nordic countries in 

the Arctic Council” (Jia, 2014). Overall, China’s relations with the A8 are presented as close. 

Moreover, equality is emphasized in China’s bilateral relationships. This is especially evident 

in the text concerning China-Iceland relations, where the two countries are described as 

friends helping one another and “relating to each other on an equal and peaceful basis” (Chen 

& Gao, 2013). China’s support to Iceland during the country’s economical crisis proves “how 

a friend in need is a friend indeed”, whereas Iceland is “helping China” to develop geothermal 

technology (Chen & Gao, 2013). Praising close bilateral relations is a staple in political 

rhetoric, but in this case, I argue it serves an additional function. It not only creates a sense of 

proximity between China and its partner states, but also links China more closely to things 

they represent: in this case, Arctic power. By proving the existence of close bilateral relations, 

China appears closer to the center of Arctic influence, which in turn, may improve its footing 

in the global multilateral Arctic discourse. 

In addition to situating itself firmly in the Arctic neighbourhood, China attempts to 

display commitment to certain key values. The concept of ‘Arctic values’ is not explicitly 

stated, but certain values are implied as being desirable for an Arctic actor. The following 

passages establish that science, environmental conservation, sustainability, cooperation, safety, 

and order are some of the key concepts valued by China: 

In order to deepen exploring and understanding of the Arctic, China has always 

actively promoted Arctic scientific research and investigation. (Gao, 2017) 
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 In respect of the scientific protection and reasonable use of the Arctic, China 

attaches great importance to the conservation and sustainable use of fishing 

resources in the Arctic Ocean and is working together with other countries 

towards a legally binding agreement on possible fishing activities in the central 

Arctic Ocean. We have also published sailing guidelines respectively for the 

Northeast Passage and the Northwest Passage, directing relevant shipping 

companies to safely and orderly participate in the exploitation of the Arctic 

Passages. (Gao, 2017) 

China always gives top priority to resolving global environmental issues, 

earnestly fulfills its obligations under relevant treaties, and discharges its 

responsibility of environmental protection. (SCIO, 2018a) 

China has always attached great importance to communication and dialogue with 

Arctic states on Arctic issues to enhance mutual understanding and trust. (Lan, 2012) 

It is implied that these values are desirable for an actor in Arctic affairs. They seem to be 

hegemonic in the sense that their importance is not explicitly explained, but rather taken as a 

given, as if there is some pre-arranged agreement on the desirability of these ideals. By 

committing to such values as environmental protection, importance of Arctic research, and 

sustainable use of maritime resources, China displays its values to be the same as – or at least 

compatible with – those prevailing in the Arctic discourse. 

 In my analysis thus far, I have focused on how China draws legitimacy from its alleged 

proximity to the Arctic. This closeness is geographical, as measured in latitudes, but also 

abstract, as seen in China’s cooperation with the A8, its values, and the imminence of the 

threat the Arctic changes pose on China. The idea of building an Arctic neighbourhood and 

displaying Arctic-friendly values can be regarded as strategies to construct an Arctic identity 

for China. In his master’s thesis on the Arctic discourses of Russia, Finland, and Singapore, 

Futa Ito (2017) examines how the three states attempt to increase their influence in Arctic 

affairs by constructing themselves a kind of “Arcticness”. For instance, according to Ito, 

Finland creates its Arcticness by drawing on its geographical location, history, and expertise in 

Arctic technology (p. 77). However, in my research I discovered that creating Arcticness is not 

the only way to build legitimacy as an Arctic actor. Due to this, rather than speaking of 

constructing Arcticness like Ito does, I speak of building legitimacy. I argue that China has a 
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dual strategy when it comes to justifying its involvement in the Arctic. Partly, it seeks to 

construct legitimacy by displaying proximity to the Arctic, as described above. Its other key 

strategy is to draw legitimacy from its status as an important global power, which will be 

elaborated below.  

 As a non-Arctic country, it is in China’s interests to define the empty signifier ‘Arctic’ 

as something inclusive. By framing the Arctic as a common concern with global repercussions, 

China can better justify its Arctic aspirations. The attempt to globalize the Arctic issue can be 

seen in the discourse China promotes. Speeches held in the earlier Arctic assemblies depict the 

Arctic as a regional, national, and transregional issue (Liu, 2010; Lan, 2012). However, since 

2016, China has increasingly referred to the Arctic as a local, national, and global issue (Gao, 

2016). Through discourse, China is redefining the Arctic and widening its scope to worldwide 

proportions. If Arctic issues are global, one does not necessarily need to be Arctic to have 

legitimacy. This is evident in the following reasoning: 

. . . China has been a participant and important player involved in the cross-

regional and global issues concerning polar affairs. Its problems, particularly, 

climate change, ecological protection, the exploration and sustainable use of 

resources, peace, security and development, are challenging the future course 

of the world, where the efforts from foreign countries, like China, are 

indispensable. As a permanent member of the United Nations Security Council, 

a signatory of international treaties concerning the Arctic and a big country in 

trade and energy consumption [emphasis added], China will assume its 

responsibilities, share interests with Arctic States and a shared future with the 

rest of the world in the Arctic. (SCIO, 2018b) 

As a permanent member of the UN Security Council, China shoulders the 

important mission of jointly promoting peace and security in the Arctic. (SCIO, 

2018a) 

Furthermore, China describes the future development of the Arctic as tied to “the common 

destiny of the mankind” and how caring for and exploring the Arctic is “the common mission 

of mankind”. This notion is also reflected in the prominent usage of such terms as 

“international community” and “common interests” (SCIO, 2018a). The picture that emerges 
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is one of shared responsibility, which calls for joint efforts and a diversity of actors. In fact, in 

China’s vision it is ultimately “mankind” that develops and governs the Arctic: 

To understand the Arctic, China will improve the capacity and capability in 

scientific research on the Arctic, pursue a deeper understanding and knowledge 

of the Arctic science, and explore the natural laws behind its changes and 

development, so as to create favorable conditions for mankind to better protect, 

develop, and govern the Arctic” (SCIO, 2018a). 

The texts imply that if China’s vision for the Arctic is realized, the region will be 

peaceful and prosperous. This is what Lacan refers to as the promise of the fulfillment-to-

come. There is a distinct fantasmatic, utopian feel to China’s vision, and this vision can only 

be realized through cooperation and the involvement of non-Arctic states. The following 

quotes exemplify this: 

Our President Xi Jinping of China appealed to build a new type of international 

relations, featuring win-win cooperation to create a community of shared future 

of humankind. (Gao, 2017) 

Win-win results are the ultimate goals for China’s participation in Arctic affairs. 

The future development of the Arctic bears on the common destiny of the 

mankind. An Arctic that enjoys peace, security and sustainable development 

serves the interest of the Arctic region and people and the overall interest of the 

international community. (Wang, 2015) 

Ladies and Gentlemen, inclusiveness gathers a strength and cooperation 

achieves win-win results. The future of the Arctic relates not only to the 

wellbeing of the Arctic region and its peoples but also to the overall interests of 

the entire international community. An Arctic that enjoys a sound ecosystem 

advanced science and technology, peace and stability, and sustainable 

development serves the interests of us all and calls for our shared responsibility. 

China is ready to cooperate with other countries in an inclusive, comprehensive, 

and diversified manner, and to make our contribution to a brighter future of the 

Arctic. (Gao, 2016) 
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The above quotes also create an illusion of control typical to the beatific dimension of 

fantasy (Remling, 2018a, p. 12). Due to the emphasis on the beatific dimension, China’s 

Arctic comes through as something that can be managed and even harnessed to serve common 

interests. China strongly emphasizes the beatific dimension of the fantasmatic logics in its 

discourse. In other words, it attempts to motivate subjects with promises of future fulfillment, 

rather than threaten them with catastrophic imagery. The horrific dimension is present, but to a 

much lesser extent. We gain glimpses of it in China’s 2015 Arctic Circle Assembly video, 

discussed earlier. China’s Arctic policy paper also implies the potential for disaster, as it states 

that the Arctic situation has direct bearing “on the survival, the development, and the shared 

future for mankind” (SCIO, 2018a). 

The lack of conflict in China’s Arctic narrative is striking. The term ‘peace’ or 

‘peaceful’ appears 32 times in the data set, whereas ‘dispute’ is used only twice. There is no 

mention of ‘conflict’ in the texts. China is presented as “a champion for the development of a 

community with a shared future for mankind” and “an active participant, builder and 

contributor in Arctic affairs who has spared no efforts to contribute its wisdom to the 

development of the Arctic region” (SCIO, 2018a). Chinese representatives appear to have a 

need to convince the global audience of China’s peaceful intentions. This is most evident in an 

Arctic Circle Assembly speech, where the Chinese representative declares: “we come in peace, 

we come with goodwill, and we come for cooperation” (Jia, 2014). This emphasis on peace 

could be interpreted as a response to the concerns about China’s Arctic intentions voiced in 

the media, a topic discussed earlier in this thesis. Furthermore, in its Arctic dialogue, China 

firmly states its commitment to international laws, such as the UNCLOS. As China has been 

accused of violating the UNCLOS in the South China Sea conflict, this could be a means to 

assuage doubts about similar violations in the Arctic region. In sum, it seems that rather than 

addressing any expansionist accusations directly, China omits the issue of conflict entirely 

from its Arctic discourse. Instead, it constructs a narrative around peace and cooperation and 

ties it together with beatific imagery. 

There are several key signifiers in the Chinese Arctic discourse. The Chinese 

representatives are mainly relying on rhetoric where core themes are presented in sets of three. 

There are two prominent sets of values that China claims to adhere to. The first of these is the 

trinity of peace, stability, and sustainable development, which features prominently 

throughout the time frame (see e.g. Liu, 2010; Lan, 2012; Hong, 2013; Hong, 2015; SCIO, 
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2018a; Hua, 2018; SCIO, 2018b). The second set of equally explicit values is respect, 

cooperation, and win-win results (see e.g. Wang, 2015; Zhang, 2015; Hong, 2015; China 

Country Session Video, 2015; Feng, 2016). This latter combination occurs in its entirety only 

in documents from 2015 and 2016. However, parts of it appear throughout the time frame. For 

instance, the idea of win-win outcomes already emerges in texts from 2010 and 2014 (Liu, 

2010; Jia, 2014). The prominence of the concept of win-win solutions reflects China’s 

emphasis on economics. This emphasis is also seen in the prominent use of the subject 

position ‘stakeholder’ and in references to China’s importance to global trade. The country’s 

central economic interests, such as shipping and resource exploitation, also feature 

prominently in the texts. Especially shipping appears as a key focal point. The term ‘shipping’ 

occurs in the texts 54 times and ‘trade’ is mentioned 22 times. For Japan, the equivalent 

numbers are 7 and 3, respectively.  Furthermore, China incorporates the idea of a “Polar Silk 

Road” in its Arctic Policy (SCIO, 2018a). 

To summarize, the nodal points that emerge from the Chinese data set are shipping, 

peace, cooperation, economy (win-win), sustainable development, and globalness. Other key 

moments include international law, Arctic governance, and science. ‘Near-Arctic state’ is 

China’s most prominent subject position but its self-identification as a ‘key stakeholder’ is 

also noteworthy. All observations have been summarized in Table 2. 

 

5.2  Japan 

Like China, Japan juggles numerous subject positions within the Arctic discourse. Some are 

more prominent than others and, consequently, more central to the identity it is building itself 

as an actor in Arctic affairs. Japan draws legitimacy primarily from its status as a marine 

power, but resorts to other means as well. Similarly to China, it appears to use a combination 

of arguments to construct legitimacy. Some of these are Arctic-specific, while others are more 

universal, justifying Japan’s involvement on the grounds of the Arctic being a global issue. I 

will begin my analysis by examining Japan’s key subject positions. 

Throughout the time frame examined (2010–2018), Japan defines itself through the 

seas and ocean surrounding it. This is evident in the prominent subject positions it identifies 

with: “maritime state”, “maritime nation”, and “marine country” (see e.g. MOFA, 2010, 2012; 
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Kira, 2012; Shiraishi, 2017). I argue that being a maritime power is one of the key pillars of 

Japan’s identity within the Arctic discourse. Rather than discussing environmental changes “in 

the Arctic”, as China does, Japan approaches them as “changes in the Arctic ocean [sic]” 

(MOFA, 2010). Similarly, Japan states that the Arctic Ocean is reportedly “full of 

potentialities” and that “the Arctic Ocean area has a certain potential for undiscovered 

resources” (MOFA, 2010; Headquarters for Ocean Policy, 2015, p. 6). In comparison, China 

prefers to discuss “Arctic resources” and “exploration and development of the resources in the 

Arctic” (SCIO, 2018a). A simple lexical search reveals that the Chinese data set uses the term 

‘Arctic Ocean’ 21 times, while the Japanese Arctic policy texts mention it 40 times. It is safe 

to conclude that the seas are at the heart of Japan’s identity as well as at the centre of its 

definition of the Arctic. 

Marine state is the main geography-derived subject position Japan uses, but it is not the 

only one. The materials contain mentions of Japan as a “non-Arctic state” and a country 

“outside the Arctic region”. It is further described as a country situated in the high- and mid-

latitudes (Headquarters for Ocean Policy, 2015, p. 3; Shiraishi, 2016a). Interestingly, only one 

text mentions that Japan considers itself “as a neighbour of Arctic region”. Japan’s 

Ambassador for Arctic Affairs, Shiraishi (2017), states in her speech: “In fact, we recognize 

ourselves as a neighbour of Arctic region. If you are a sailor navigating through the Northern 

Sea Route from West, you will quickly find Japan just after passing the Bering Strait.” This 

image enhances the impression of geographic proximity, clouding the fact that, in reality, 

several thousand kilometers of ocean lie between Japan and the Strait. There is a distinct lack 

of fact-driven geographic arguments, which differs greatly from China. This can be due to the 

fact that Japan lies further south than China and, consequently, cannot effectively utilize 

concrete geographic facts to illuminate the proximity between itself and the Arctic region. 

Rather, more intangible arguments are used, such as the feel of proximity as measured in 

sailing time, or the fact that nothing but sea separates the two. 

Arguably, Japan’s position as a maritime state is used as its main source of legitimacy. 

As a maritime nation, Japan’s legitimate interests extend everywhere where there is sea or 

ocean, giving it essentially a global reach. This logic is evident in the following passages: 

Japan is located outside the Arctic region, but as a maritime state and one that 

attaches much importance to global environmental issues, it needs to be 
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appropriately involved in international discussions regarding the Arctic. 

(MOFA, 2013a) 

As a maritime state, Japan is highly interested in the Arctic issues, because the 

Arctic Ocean is reported to be full of potentialities such as opening of new 

shipping routes and new development of natural resources. (MOFA, 2010) 

Japan, as a maritime State, has been paying great attention to the Arctic. (Kira, 

2012) 

Alongside its maritime character, adherence to law is a central pillar of Japan’s identity. 

The texts firmly establish Japan as a country that values and enforces “the rule of law” (see e.g. 

Headquarters for Ocean Policy, 2015, p. 2, 4; Shiraishi, 2015a, 2017). In the texts, there are 

several references to Japan’s policy of “Proactive Contribution to Peace” (Suganuma, 2014; 

Uto, 2015; Headquarters for Ocean Policy, 2015, p. 2). This policy is based on the idea that 

protecting Japan’s peace and security requires active contributions to regional and global 

stability. From this principle, it follows that, as a maritime state, Japan must strive to maintain 

and develop “an open, stable maritime order” (Government of Japan, 2014). Japan’s maritime 

character results in an omnipresence that seems to justify Japan’s interests wherever there is 

sea or ocean. This combined with its devotion to uphold law and order results in a global 

mandate to intervene. This union of global reach and responsibility is manifested in the 

following passages: 

Japan upholds the banner of “Proactive Contribution to Peace” based on the 

principle of international cooperation. This represents our determination to 

address global issues even more proactively. Obviously, Japan’s efforts to 

tackle emerging issues in the Arctic are no exception. (Uto, 2015) 

Japan is a marine country attaching utmost importance to maintaining the rule 

of law in the sea. Therefore, Japan is very much committed to preserving 

marine order worldwide, including of course the Arctic Ocean. (Shiraishi, 2017) 

Also, Japan maintains as a maritime state that the relevant international law, 

including the Law of the Sea, the UNCLOS, needs to be applied to the seas 

around the world, including the Arctic Ocean and that the principles of 
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international law, including “freedom of navigation” need to be respected 

therein. (Suganuma, 2014) 

Although not a central moment in Japan’s Arctic discourse, there is a reference to 

Japan’s own indigenous population, the Ainu. According to Foreign Affairs official Shuji Kira 

(2012), Japan is “determined and eligible to address” the matter of Arctic indigenous people 

“in an appropriate way, based upon our own experiences with indigenous people living in 

Japan”. In other words, Japan attempts to draw legitimacy from having an indigenous 

population of its own. The reference to this indigenous expertise is, however, a singular 

occurrence within the materials. 

Japan also seeks to adopt a leading role in the area of sustainable development and 

technology. Interestingly, Japan makes it seem as if this responsibility was conferred upon it 

by others. This is evident both in Japan’s Arctic policy (2015) and in Shiraishi’s speech (2016). 

Japan is called upon to recognize both the Arctic’s latent possibilities and its 

vulnerability to environmental changes, and to play a leading role for 

sustainable development in the Arctic in the international community, with 

foresight and policy based on science and technology that Japan has advantage 

[in] in order to achieve sustainable development. (Headquarters for Ocean 

Policy, 2015, p. 2) 

Virtually the same wording is used in Shiraishi’s (2016) speech: 

So, these challenges are extremely serious because in the sense that they could 

impact the entire global environment. In addition, this climate change is a trend 

that affects all trends, economic trends and security trends. Everything could be 

impacted. So, taking into recognition the Arctic’s latent possibilities and its 

vulnerability to environmental changes, Japan is called upon to play a leading 

role for sustainable development in the Arctic in the international community 

with foresight and policy based on science and technology that Japan has 

advantage and strengths [in] in order to achieve sustainable development. 

This notion of global responsibility and leadership in various areas is heightened by subject 

positions, such as a state “that attaches much importance to global environmental issues” and 

one that “played a leading role in formulating the Kyoto Protocol, the Aichi Biodiversity 
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Targets, and other agreements” (MOFA, 2013a; Headquarters for Ocean Policy, 2015, p. 3). 

As one can observe from above excerpts, the notion of shared values is prominent. This is 

similar to the Chinese Arctic discourse. Adherence to law and environmental protection are 

ideals that are clearly deemed desirable for an Arctic actor. Their value is not explicitly stated, 

but rather a common moral ground is assumed. 

Science is the third key theme in Japan’s discourse. The emphasis on science is clearly 

evident in both Japan’s identity as an Arctic actor as well as in its definition of the Arctic itself. 

This makes it an important nodal point. In the materials, Japan is presented as a scientific 

authority that can help illuminate the mysteries of the Arctic. The Arctic Japan creates is “not 

sufficiently understood” and filled with “many unknowns” (Headquarters for Ocean Policy, 

2015, p. 1; Shiraishi, 2015b). It is dangerous but vulnerable – a harsh environment, where 

“unexpected accidents” may occur (Suganuma, 2014). Japan constructs an Arctic that is filled 

with mystery and unknown risks and offers to help the international community in 

“demystifying the Arctic” to find out “what is going on” (Uto, 2015; Suganuma, 2014). This is 

also evident in the texts at the lexical level: verbs such as clarify, examine, analyze, predict, 

research, elucidate, demystify, understand, navigate, and assess are used when describing what 

should be done to the Arctic. Additionally, the emphasis on science is reflected in Japan’s 

subject positions. In the texts, Japan is described as “a leading country in the field of scientific 

research of ocean acidification” and a “state with long years of achievements in the Arctic 

observation and research and proud of advanced science and technology” (Suganuma, 2014). 

Furthermore, Japan’s intentions to adopt a leading role in Arctic development is made clear: 

“Japan will contribute to the international community as a main player in addressing Arctic 

issues, especially by making full use of Japan’s strength in science and technology” (MOFA, 

2016, p. 244). Japan is simultaneously creating a pressing need for Arctic science and stepping 

up to fill the position of the leading scientist.  

Like China, Japan defines the Arctic inclusively as a shared responsibility. Arctic 

issues are explicitly described as global (see e.g. Kira, 2012; Suganuma, 2014; Uto, 2015). 

The sense of globalness is enhanced by associating the Arctic with worldwide issues, such as 

climate change and ocean acidification. The following quotes exemplify this: 

As a maritime state surrounded by sea, Japan relies heavily on marine 

transportation for most of its trade. The newly emerging situation in the Arctic 
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Ocean resulting from climate change and the decrease in sea ice consequently 

is a matter of concern not only for the Arctic region, but for the whole world, 

including Japan, which is making incessant efforts to protect the global 

environment. (MOFA, 2012, p. 1) 

The Arctic is now facing significant environmental changes caused by the 

advancing global warming. . . The changes caused by global warming are not 

limited to the reduced Arctic sea ice, but that on land permafrost, ice sheets and 

glaciers are also melting. These changes have raised serious challenges for the 

international community, including Japan. They are extremely serious in the 

sense that they could impact not only the Arctic region, but also the entire 

global environment. (Suganuma, 2014) 

Ocean acidification, which is the most evident in polar regions, is another 

problem that could affect the entire marine ecosystem. (Suganuma, 2014) 

As all of you [know], the Arctic presents the international community with 

economic opportunities and urgent challenges. In particular, challenges relating 

to climate change in the Arctic are extremely serious in the sense that they 

could impact not only in the Arctic region but also the entire global 

environment. This recognition is the basis of our action towards the Arctic. 

(Shiraishi, 2015) 

By emphasizing the interconnectedness of the world and its ecosystems, Japan strengthens its 

argument that the Arctic is a global issue. Japan does, however, also recognize that the Arctic 

contains questions that are regional in nature, as it explicitly states that “the challenges and the 

opportunities surrounding the Arctic are both regional and global” (Suganuma, 2014). 

However, the global aspect is strongly emphasized over the regional one. 

Japan’s use of fantasmatic elements is not as prominent as China’s, but it utilizes some 

horrific aspects of the logics of fantasmatic. The global interconnectedness Japan propagates is 

naturally linked to the fear of Arctic issues becoming worldwide disasters. As Glynos and 

Howarth state (2007), a prophesized catastrophe is central to the horrific dimension of 

fantasmatic logics (p. 147). This notion is strongly present in the following two paragraphs 

from Japan’s Arctic policy: 
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The Arctic environment is responding very sensitively to global warming, and 

Arctic Ocean sea-ice is decreasing at a pace exceeding scientific predictions. 

Over the past 35 years, the Arctic sea ice extent in the summer has declined by 

nearly two-thirds. If effective mitigation measures are not taken, and if global 

warming continues to accelerate at the maximum pace [emphasis added], a 

nearly ice-free Arctic Ocean in the summer by the mid-century is likely. 

Although the mechanisms of environmental change in the Arctic are still not 

sufficiently understood, the impact of global warming is amplified to a greater 

extent in the Arctic than in any other regions on the Earth.  

There is a risk that rapid change in the Arctic environment will have a drastic 

and irreversible impact on the foundations of the lives of indigenous peoples 

and others who live in such harsh environment, and on the ecosystem under the 

vulnerable environment in the Arctic. Therefore, the international society needs 

to act in a responsible manner. There are also concerns that environmental 

changes in the Arctic will accelerate global warming, lead to global sea-level 

rise, increase the frequency of extreme weather events, and adversely affect 

ecosystems. (Headquarters for Ocean Policy, 2015, p. 1) 

Foretelling a global disaster that follows failed mitigation measures functions here as a fear-

evoking element. This can be interpreted as a discursive strategy to persuade the international 

community to act together to tackle Arctic challenges. Other texts include similar horrific 

elements. In his speech, Suganuma (2014) ominously refers to a “vicious circle of declining 

sea ice with high reflectance, resulting in increased absorption of solar heat, which leads to 

even greater reduction of sea ice”. This creates an image of a situation spiralling out of control, 

which is contrary to the illusion of control that is created by the beatific fantasy in China’s 

discourse. 

Based on this analysis, I argue that the nodal points in Japan’s Arctic discourse are 

science and technology, international law, cooperation, climate change, and globalness. The 

key pillars of Japan’s identity are its maritime character, its commitment the to rule of law and 

its leading role in science and technology. The results of the analysis are summarized in Table 

2. 
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5.3  Data comparison and further observations 

In this section, I will highlight some of the key differences and similarities in China’s and 

Japan’s Arctic discourses. I will supplement my analysis with some further observations about 

their respective discursive strategies. 

 Both China and Japan seek to define the Arctic as something global and inclusive. 

They emphasize the global effects of Arctic changes and advocate the participation of the 

entire international community. However, at the same time, the hegemonic order is based on 

the division between the Arctic and the non-Arctic. This is not only present in the discourse 

but also to an extent institutionalized through the AC, as it promotes terms such as Arctic and 

non-Arctic states. Since discourse is a hegemonic struggle between different interest groups, 

Laclau and Mouffe’s articulation of equivalence and difference can help to illuminate this 

dynamic. In the global Arctic discourse, the current hegemonic order is built around the 

opposing camps of Arctic and non-Arctic. It is constructed by articulating equivalence within 

the Arctic states, on one hand, and sameness of the non-Arctic countries on the other. As 

established by Laclau and Mouffe, this dividing frontier in perpetually in flux, shifting as the 

discursive field is reorganized. 

China and Japan partly conform to the hegemonic order of the Arctic and the non-

Arctic. Both countries explicitly define themselves as non-Arctic countries situated outside the 

Arctic region. However, simultaneously, they bring counter-hegemonic elements into the 

discourse. Through the introduction of the category of the near-Arctic state, China brings 

heterogeneity into the non-Arctic camp. In PDA terms, China uses articulation of difference to 

disrupt the chain of equivalence among the non-Arctic, thus, creating hierarchy among the 

group. By referring to “near-Arctic states”, China implies that some non-Arctic countries are 

more relevant than others. Essentially, China seems to imply that Arcticness is not a quality 

one has or does not have but is rather a matter of degree. In one text, Japan refers to itself as a 

“neighbour of the Arctic region”, but this new subject position is not used prominently in 

Japan’s Arctic discourse (Shiraishi, 2017). Rather than attempting to constructs itself a near-

Arctic identity, Japan adopts a position outside the Arctic–non-Arctic division, namely, as a 

global maritime state. This gives it no specific Arctic mandate, but rather a global one that also 

applies to the Arctic Ocean. 
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Similarly, China appears to be creating differentiation among the actors it refers to as 

‘stakeholders’. China self-identifies as a “key” or “major” stakeholder, which in turn implies 

the existence of less important stakeholders. Hence, a sense of hierarchy is formed within the 

group. This is in line with China’s project to create an Arctic neighbourhood and secure its 

place in it. Although China promotes an inclusive Arctic – with global issues, opportunities, 

and responsibilities – not every actor is equal within this order. Most importantly, China 

positions itself at the top of the non-Arctic hierarchy. It attempts to soften the opposition 

between the Arctic and non-Arctic actors, making room for an in-between category of the 

near-Arctic. By carving out a new subject position, China is shifting the frontiers on the 

discursive field. Even the structure of the AC leaves room for the development of this third 

category. The position of permanent observers, admittedly not only limited to Arctic states, 

creates the possibility of some non-Arctic states rising above “regular” non-Arctic states with 

no membership in the AC.  

 Although the relations among the A8 are not the focus of this study, the dynamics 

between the A5 and the A3 can also be seen in terms of a similar struggle. The A5 have 

caused friction among the Arctic states by convening without the A3. It is in the interest of the 

A5 to create themselves a special status as littoral states, as it possibly brings them more 

influence in the Arctic discourse. This is seen, for instance, in the eagerness of the A5 to cite 

the UNCLOS article 234. It is in their interest to create a hierarchy among the Arctic states, 

akin to the dynamics seen in the case of the non-Arctic countries. Conversely, it is in the 

interest of the A3 to articulate equivalence among the A8 and promote the AC definition of the 

Arctic states, where the A8 are considered equal and all decision making is consensus-based. 

 By comparing China’s and Japan’s Arctic discourses, we can assess what elements are 

hegemonic in the global Arctic discourse. There appears to be a list of moments that occur 

consistently in both countries’ rhetoric. The Arctic indigenous people and the jurisdiction of 

the A8 are examples of such elements. One could argue that the hegemonic order functions as 

a frame within which the discourse is conducted. It limits the range of discussion in the sense 

that it defines what is acceptable and requires an extent of compliance. One needs to 

acknowledge certain key premises to be heard in the global discourse. If a country deviates too 

far from the discursive norms, such as disregards the role of the AC or questions the rights of 

the indigenous population, it may get excluded from the discussion. Working within the 

hegemonic order is necessary, if a state wants to take part in the Arctic discourse as a 
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legitimate actor. It may be useful to consider key hegemonic moments as a checklist of 

requirements. The moments that recur in China’s and Japan’s Arctic discourses are similar, 

but the emphases vary. Furthermore, even though states acknowledge the hegemonic order, 

they can still work to disrupt it by introducing counter-hegemonic elements, such as China 

does by introducing the concept of the near-Arctic state. 

 Due to the recurrence of these hegemonic moments, there are many similarities 

between China’s and Japan’s discourses. Acknowledging the sovereign rights of the Arctic 

countries, respecting the rights of indigenous peoples, and adhering to international law are 

prevalent in both countries’ discourses. While acknowledging the jurisdiction and sovereign 

rights of the Arctic states, China is also vocal about the rights of the non-Arctic countries. This 

is exemplified in the following passages: 

Respect should be reciprocal. It means all States should respect the sovereignty, 

sovereign rights, and jurisdiction enjoyed by the Arctic States in this region, 

respect the tradition and culture of the indigenous peoples, as well as respect 

the rights and freedom of non-Arctic States to carry out activities in this region 

in accordance with the law, and respect the overall interests of the international 

community in the Arctic. (SCIO, 2018a) 

Arctic states, with a larger stake in Arctic-related issues, should play a more 

important role in Arctic affairs. In the meantime, given the trans-regional 

implications of certain Arctic issues, non-Arctic states that fall under such 

influence also have legitimate interests on Arctic-related issues. (Liu, 2010) 

Japanese texts use similar rhetoric but the emphasis on reciprocity is not as strong as in 

the Chinese sources. Furthermore, China is very vocal in proclaiming its respect for the Arctic 

states’ sovereignty. Japanese texts mention “sovereignty” or “sovereign rights” of the Arctic 

states in merely two documents, one of which does this only in a footnote (Kira, 2012; 

Headquarters for Ocean Policy, 2015, p. 1). Chinese sources, in turn, directly address the issue 

in seven documents (Liu, 2010; Lan, 2012; FMPRC, 2013; Jia, 2014; Wang, 2015; Zhang, 

2015; SCIO, 2018a, 2018b). Based on this, it appears that China has a need to clearly convey 

its intention to respect the Arctic states’ sovereignty. This emphasis on respect and reciprocity 

is compatible with China’s rhetoric centered on peace and cooperation, discussed earlier. 
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The role of indigenous peoples in the discourse is worth noting. Arctic indigenous 

populations constitute a hegemonic moment in the discourse and is reproduced in both China’s 

and Japan’s discourses. Both countries promise to respect the culture and rights of the Arctic 

indigenous peoples. Japan also draws a link between the Arctic and its own indigenous people, 

as it attempts to draw legitimacy from its experience in dealing with the Ainu population. The 

ethnic group is not mentioned by name, however, but merely referred to as “indigenous people 

living in Japan” (Kira, 2012). The logic that is implied is that having an indigenous people 

makes one “eligible” to deal with other indigenous populations. It comes through as a rather 

weak argument, and perhaps that is why it is not further emphasized in the discourse. 

The case of China is similarly interesting. In 2013, China hosted the 5th World 

Reindeer Herders Congress (5th WRHC) in Genhe, Inner-Mongolia (Burgess, 2013). This is 

due to the fact that China’s Inner-Mongolia is home to Evenki, a traditionally nomadic people 

who engage in reindeer herding (Donahue, 2003). The Chinese government categorizes the 

Evenki (鄂温克族 E wen ke zu) as one of China’s 56 ethnic groups (The Central People's 

Government, n.d.). The hosting of the WRHC is mentioned in two of the sixteen texts (Zhang, 

2015; SCIO, 2018b). However, there is no mention of the Evenki or even an explanation as to 

why China was hosting the event. It is interesting that China does not promote the Evenki and 

their Arctic lifestyle more actively, as it provides a rare cultural link to the Arctic region. We 

can only speculate as to why this element is overlooked in China’s discourse. Perhaps China 

does not want its own ethnic groups incorporated into a global discussion on the rights of 

indigenous peoples. Research into China’s discourse on its ethnic minorities could provide 

more insight into this topic. Japan uses the term indigenous people when referring to the Ainu 

as well as the Arctic indigenous groups. China, in turn, only uses the term indigenous people 

when referring to groups native to the Arctic region and omits its own ethnic groups from the 

discussion. 

There are other moments, such as science, sustainable development, cooperation, 

shipping, and international law that feature prominently in both countries’ discourses. In Table 

2, I have summarized the results of my analysis, including the nodal points for both discourses. 

I categorized other recurring signifiers into strong and weak ones, based on how central they 

appear in the discourse. As the table indicates, some signifiers I labelled as nodal points for 

Japan occur as strong moments in China’s discourse, and vice versa. This highlights the fact 
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that the discourses feature similar themes but with different emphases. However, there are also 

unique signifiers, like ‘peace’ as China’s nodal point and ‘security’ that appears in Japan’s 

discourse. 

There are two legitimacy-building strategies that both China and Japan utilize. The 

first is to argue for Arctic proximity. As discussed earlier, this proximity includes tangible 

geographic aspects as well as a more abstract dimension. Especially China utilizes this 

strategy. With its near-Arctic subject position, China attempts to situate itself in the Arctic 

neighbourhood, as discussed earlier in the analysis. Japan uses this strategy to a much lesser 

extent. Shiraishi’s speech (2017) serves as an example of how Japan is presented as a 

“neighbour” to the Arctic. The second strategy uses one’s global status as a source of 

legitimacy. This includes both constructing oneself as a global actor and creating a global 

Arctic. In other words, it involves identity-building on one hand, and filling the empty 

signifier on the other. Japan utilizes this strategy by defining itself as a maritime state, thus, 

justifying its involvement in any maritime issue. At the same time, it defines the Arctic as 

inclusive and global, emphasizing its interconnectedness to other ecosystems. China uses this 

strategy when it utilizes its UN Security Council membership to legitimize its Arctic 

involvement. 

 To conclude this comparison, I will briefly address the question of the logics of the 

fantasmatic. Analysis indicates that China strongly favours the beatific dimension of fantasy. 

There are some allusions to the disastrous outcome that follows if Arctic cooperation and 

China’s vision were to fail. The video China presented at the Arctic Assembly of 2015 is the 

most prominent example of this. It is natural that the two dimensions occur simultaneously, as 

the horrific and the beatific are two sides of the same coin. Whereas China focuses on 

promoting its vision of Arctic as a zone of peace and prosperity, Japan appears more 

concerned about the catastrophe that follows if the impacts of climate change are not 

successfully mitigated. The beatific dimension does not feature prominently in Japan’s 

discourse, but there are glimpses of a brighter future. For instance, one text states how the 

Arctic changes also “provide opportunities for new types of cooperation in many areas 

including scientific research, environmental protection and sustainable development”. 

However, such promises are usually accompanied by a dark undertone, such as in the 

following quote: “In order to address properly the challenges arising from the change in the 

Arctic environment on the one hand, and make most of the emerging opportunities on the 
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other, it is necessary for the international community to promote cooperation without falling 

into an exclusive and competitive relationship.” Admittedly, it is not stated what this 

“exclusive and competitive” relationship would mean for the future of the Arctic, but it is 

certainly nothing positive. 

 It is noteworthy that this threat of competition is a human threat. Japanese texts 

recognize “friction among states” as a potential danger in the Arctic and even directly address 

the possibility of military conflict (Headquarters for Ocean Policy, 2015, p. 6; Shiraishi, 

2015b). In Japan’s Arctic policy (2015), it is stated that “some Arctic states, with a view 

toward securing their national interests and protecting their territories, have become active in 

the area of national defense” (p. 1). It is further added that these actions “toward expanding 

military presence may have an impact on the international security environment” 

(Headquarters for Ocean Policy, 2015, p. 1). Therefore, we can conclude that in Japan’s 

narrative, the Arctic is threatened by natural disasters, as well as political competition. In 

contrast, in China’s Arctic discourse, the threat seems to be almost exclusive environmental. 

This constitutes one of the most intriguing differences in the Chinese and Japanese Arctic 

narratives. 
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 China Japan 

Major subject 

positions 

Near-Arctic state 

Key stakeholder 

Maritime State 

State that values the rule of law 

Leader in science and 

technology 

Nodal points Shipping 

Peace 

Cooperation 

Economy (win-win) 

Sustainable development 

Globalness 

Science and technology 

International law 

Cooperation 

Climate Change 

Globalness 

Strong moments Science and technology 

International law 

Arctic governance 

Environmental protection 

AC 

Indigenous people 

Shipping 

AC 

Arctic governance 

Indigenous people 

Weak moments Tourism Security 

The Ainu 

Elements not 

articulated 

Conflict 

The Evenki 

The Kurils 

Sources of 

legitimacy 

Proximity to the Arctic 

UN Security Council 

Status as a global power and 

major trading nation 

Long history in the Arctic 

Global responsibility as a 

maritime state 

Scientific and technological 

expertise 

Leading role in Kyoto Protocol 

Neighbor of the Arctic region  

Fantasmatic 

logics 

Beatific: utopian vision of a 

peaceful and prosperous 

Arctic; 

illusion of control over Arctic 

developments 

Condition: successful 

cooperation among all actors 

 

Horrific: catastrophic imagery 

of China submerged; 

extreme weather events and 

other devastating impacts on 

China; 

survival of humanity tied to the 

future of the Arctic 

Condition: international 

cooperation fails 

Horrific: sea-level rise, extreme 

weather events and other 

worldwide disasters; escalation 

of the problem; 

lack of control over Arctic 

developments 

Condition: failure to mitigate the 

effects of climate change 
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‘Arctic’ as an 

empty signifier 

Inclusive 

Global 

Emphasis on economic 

opportunities 

Zone for peace, prosperity, and 

cooperation 

Inclusive 

Global 

Risks and opportunities 

Potential for conflict 

Inadequately understood 

Vulnerable 

 

  Table 2. Summary of research results. 
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6 Conclusion 

In my thesis, I have deconstructed and analyzed the Arctic discourses of China and Japan by 

applying poststructuralist discourse theory. I have tried to illuminate how the two countries 

organize the discursive field, what elements they emphasize or introduce into the discourse, 

and how they fill the key empty signifier ‘Arctic’ at the heart of the discourse. Furthermore, I 

have explored the role of fantasy in their respective discourses. 

In part, the results of this research are in line with my hypotheses. Namely, there is a 

degree of similarity in the Chinese and Japanese discursive strategies. Based on my findings, I 

argue that there are two interrelated reasons for this similarity. First, both countries enter the 

discourse from a non-Arctic standpoint, putting them in a comparable position as discursive 

agents. Due to their position in the Arctic periphery, they partially rely on similar strategies, 

such as promoting cooperation and globalizing the concept of the Arctic. Second, the 

participation in the global Arctic discourse requires a degree of compliance to the hegemonic 

order, which is perceived in both countries’ narratives as recurring themes, such as Arctic 

indigenous people and international law. 

Similarities are evident in the way the two countries legitimize their interest in the 

Arctic. Both utilize a dual strategy, where legitimacy is drawn from Arctic proximity and 

global responsibility. However, the emphasis the countries place on these strategies are 

surprisingly different. Japan clearly favours its global maritime character as a source of 

legitimacy, while China focuses on building a near-Arctic identity. There are also similarities 

in how the two countries fill the empty signifier ‘Arctic’. Both create an Arctic that is 

inclusive and enables global participation from a variety of actors. Since actors attempt to fill 

the empty signifier in a manner that gives them the most influence, the concept of subject 

positions and empty signifiers are closely linked. For instance, Japan’s self-adopted subject 

position as a forerunner in science and technology is mirrored in Japan’s version of the Arctic, 

which is framed as an object of research in the need of being demystified. 

Cooperation and stable development of the Arctic are prominent themes in both 

countries’ discourses, which is in line with my hypotheses. However, the extent to which 

China promotes peace is striking. The emphasis is evident at the lexical level in words, such as 

‘peace’, ‘peaceful’, and ‘cooperation’, but also present in the dimension of fantasy as utopian 



62 
 

imagery. The prominent role that beatific fantasy plays in tying together China’s narrative 

constitutes one of the key differences between the two discourses. 

It is important to note the limitations of this thesis. Due to the scope of the study, it was 

not possible to explore all aspects of China’s and Japan’s Arctic discourses. For instance, 

comparing the countries’ Arctic narratives with their other foreign policy discourses could 

provide additional insight into the process of Arctic identity building. Particularly, comparison 

with China’s discursive position in the South China Sea dispute could further illuminate some 

of the discursive strategies China uses in its Arctic discourse. Furthermore, comparison 

between China’s and Japan’s domestic and global Arctic policy discourses could offer insight 

into the way discourses are geared towards specific audiences. When researching a narrow 

topic, such as China’s and Japan’s Arctic narratives, it is easy to forget the importance of 

context. It is essential to keep in mind that discourses do not exist independently, but are 

contextual, tied to, and overlap with surrounding discourses. Moreover, as discourse analysis 

is always data-specific, it should be remembered that a different set of data could have yielded 

somewhat different results.  

 In this thesis, I have attempted to provide insight into an under-researched aspect of IR. 

I believe that by utilizing poststructuralist discourse analysis, I have managed to illuminate the 

discursive dynamics and strategies in China’s and Japan’s Arctic discourses. Moreover, I 

argue that my exploration of fantasy in political discourse makes a valuable addition to the 

field. Since social reality is constructed through discourse, the merits of this research are not 

purely theoretical, but also relevant to policy making. Benjamin Hawkins (2015) states how 

“the ethical challenge of the discourse theorist is to reveal the very contingency which fantasy 

seeks to hide”. He adds that this ethical critique offers “the possibility of challenging 

prevailing discourses and bringing about a fundamental realignment of social relations and 

identities” (pp. 143-144). It is important to be aware of the mechanics of political discourse, 

through which reality is constructed, if we wish to have a say in the kind of reality that is 

being constructed. 
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8 Appendices 

Appendix A: Data set for China 

Primary sources for China listed in chronological order. The title, author, type of text, date of 

publication, and length of the text are included. Texts known to be translations are indicated as 

such. 

Title Author Type of text Date of 

publication 

Length 

China's View on 

Arctic 

Cooperation 

Liu, Z. Speech 2010 

(July 30) 

1400 words 

Statement at the 

Meeting between 

the Swedish 

Chairmanship of 

the AC and 

Observers 

Lan, L. Speech 2012 

(November 6) 

927 words 

Foreign Ministry 

Spokesperson 

Hong Lei's 

Remarks on China 

Being Accepted as 

an Observer of the 

Arctic Council 

FMPRC Press conference 

transcript 

(translated from 

Chinese) 

2013 

(May 15) 

156 words 

Former 

ambassador: to 

Iceland, China not 

far apart 

Chen, L. & 

Gao, Y. 

Interview 2013 

(November 5) 

1152 words 

Advancing Hand 

in Hand on The 

Ice Breaking 

Journey of China-

Nordic 

Cooperation 

Jia, G. Speech 2014 

(November 1) 

12:57 min 

Video Message by 

Foreign Minister 

Wang Yi 

Wang, Y. Speech (Chinese 

audio with 

English subtitles) 

2015 

(October 16) 

2:49 min 

China in the 

Arctic: Practices 

and Policies 

Zhang, M. Speech 2015 

(October 16) 

1269 words 
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China Country 

Session Video 

 Introductory 

video 

2015 

(October 16) 

7:03 min 

Foreign Ministry 

Spokesperson 

Hong Lei's 

Regular Press 

Conference 

FMPRC Press conference 

transcript 

(translated from 

Chinese) 

2015 

(November 20) 

138 words 

Speech at the 

Fourth Arctic 

Circle Assembly 

Gao, F. Speech 2016 

(October 7) 

8:18 min 

AC Observer 

report 

 

Yang, X. AC Observer 

report 

2016 

(November 25) 

1089 words 

Foreign Ministry 

Spokesperson Lu 

Kang's Regular 

Press Conference 

 

FMPRC Press conference 

transcript 

(translated from 

Chinese) 

2017 

(March 31) 

300 words 

Speech at the Fifth 

Arctic Circle 

Assembly 

Gao, F. Speech 2017 

(October 13) 

8:30 min 

China’s Arctic 

Policy 

SCIO White paper 

(translated from 

Chinese) 

2018 

(January 26) 

5543 words 

Foreign Ministry 

Spokesperson Hua 

Chunying's 

Regular Press 

Conference 

FMPRC Press conference 

transcript 

(translated from 

Chinese) 

2018 

(January 26) 

545 words 

SCIO briefing on 

China's policy on 

the Arctic 

SCIO Press conference 

transcript 

(translated from 

Chinese) 

2018 

(January 26) 

4499 words 
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Appendix B: Data set for Japan 

Primary sources for Japan listed in chronological order. The title, author, type of text, date of 

publication, and length of the text are included. Texts known to be translations are indicated as 

such. 

Title Author Type of text Date of 

publication 

Length 

Launching of the 

“Arctic Task Force 

(ATF)” 

MOFA Press release 

(translation 

from Japanese) 

2010 

(September 2) 

185 words 

Written Statement 

by the Delegation 

of Japan  

at the Second 

Meeting of Deputy 

Ministers of the 

Arctic Council 

MOFA Written 

statement 

2012 

(May 15) 

703 words 

Statement by 

Parliamentary 

Senior Vice-

Minister for 

Foreign Affairs of 

Japan 

Kira, S. Speech 2012 

(November 6) 

1154 words 

Appointment of 

Ambassador in 

charge of Arctic 

Affairs 

MOFA Press release 

(translation 

from Japanese) 

2013 

(March 19) 

306 words 

Press Conference 

by Deputy Press 

Secretary Naoko 

Saiki 

MOFA Press 

conference 

transcript 

(translation 

from Japanese) 

2013 

(March 21) 

611 words 

Press Conference 

by Foreign Minister 

Fumio Kishida 

MOFA Press 

conference 

transcript 

(translation 

from Japanese) 

2013 

(June 7) 

338 words 

The Arctic as a 

Global Issue and 

Japan’s 

Contribution 

Suganuma, K. Speech 2014 

(November 1) 

17:06 min 

 

 

Arctic Science 

Summit Week 

(ASSW) Speech 

Uto, T. Speech 2015 

(April 27) 

515 words 
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Japan’s Arctic 

Policy 

 

Headquarters 

for Ocean 

Policy 

White paper 

(translation 

from Japanese) 

2015 

(October 16) 

3828 words 

Japan’s New Arctic 

Policy 

Shiraishi, K. Speech 2015 

(October 16) 

9:55 min 

Charting Japan’s 

Arctic strategy 

Shiraishi, K. Speech 2015 

(October 19) 

15:46 min 

Diplomatic 

Bluebook 2015 

MOFA Foreign policy 

report 

(excerpts) 

2015 

(October 27) 

363 words 

Japanese Arctic 

Strategy and 

Russia’s Interests 

Shiraishi, K. Speech 2016 

(February 29) 

22:44 min 

Diplomatic 

Bluebook 2016 

MOFA Foreign policy 

report 

(excerpts) 

2016 

(April 15) 

(July 29) 

679 words 

AC Observer 

Report 

Shiraishi, K. Observer report 2016 

(December 16) 

1762 words 

Speech at the 

Arctic Frontiers 

Plus: The Arctic 

Council's work on 

oceans  

Shiraishi, K. Speech 2017 

(January 23) 

7:35 min 

Interview with 

Japan's Arctic 

Ambassador 

Hammond, J. 

(The Diplomat) 

Interview 2017 

(March 8) 

1289 words 

Diplomatic 

Bluebook 2017 

MOFA Foreign policy 

report 

(excerpts) 

2017 

(September 15) 

613 words 

 


