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Introduction 

To quote Orwell in a discussion of the uses of history is to beat 
a very, very dead horse. The dead horse, however, still has a 
salient point to be beaten for. In 1984, one of the Party slogans 
of Oceania is “[w]ho controls the past controls the future. Who 
controls the present controls the past.” This quote neatly sums 
up the methods that the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) uses 
to shape and guide the historical narrative of the South China 
Sea in order to legitimize its actions to its own domestic 
audience. 


In the specific example of using history to its own advantage in 
claiming ownership of the South China Sea, the CCP uses its 
powerful control of domestic information flows in order to 
censor information about competing narratives from other 
countries that also lay claim to the Sea. As well as excluding 
other countries’ views on the issue, the belief of Chinese 
dominion over the islands and the sea is taught in carefully 
vetted textbooks and driven into the student population from a 
young age. By using this dual method of limiting opposing 
histories and calcifying the approved historical narrative, the 
CCP is able to create a strong consensus in its domestic 
population about their ownership of the islands that dot the 
South China Sea.


In the coming report, we will first examine what exactly the 
Chinese narrative claim to the South China Sea is. Why does 
Beijing believe it deserves to exert political control over several 
rocks in the sea, hundreds, and in some cases thousands, of 
miles from the nearest contiguous part of the Chinese 
mainland? Why is this ownership important in the first place? 
And what is the approved narrative about the islands? 
Secondly, we will address the competing narratives. What do 
other countries who lay competing claims to the sea and the 
resources beneath its waves say? Why do the Philippines and 
Vietnam disagree so vehemently with China on this account? 
And on what grounds do they stake these claims? In the third 
and most important section, we will analyse how the 
government in Beijing controls the narrative in its domestic 
arena. How does China prevent opposition views that might 
discredit the Party line? And how does it ensure its own 
message is the most convincing one available? 
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Understanding the Official 
Chinese Narrative 

Chinese claims to the South China Sea islands rest upon two 
primary legs. The first is the historical record of visitation from 
the Han, Yuan, Ming, and Qing dynasties, Chinese fisherman, 
and the naval forces of the modern Chinese government. The 
second leg, dependent on the first, is the legal principle of 
discovery and sovereign ownership. Beijing uses this record of 
historical visitation to claim ownership of the islands that dot 
the South China Sea, and from there to claim a national 
Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ), as prescribed by the United 
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea. To understand the 
shaky legal pillar that the Chinese government has created, we 
need to first examine the pedestal of history on which the 
construction rests.


Historical Basis 

According to the government in Beijing, there is a lengthy 
historical record of Chinese visitation to the islands in the South 
China Sea. According to The-Huang Chang, historical texts 
reference Chinese discovery of islands in the South China Sea 
“as early as the second century B.C.”  Before the turn of the 1

millennium in 111 B.C., sailors under Admiral Yang Pu 
undertook an expedition to the South China Sea under the 
orders of Emperor Wu Di. These and subsequent expeditions 
were described in a group of texts, including “Strange Things of 
the Southern Provinces” and “An Account of Fu Nan.”  The 2

texts provided a geographical description of the routes to the 
Xisha and Nansha (Paracel and Spratly islands) and discuss the 
features of them. 


At the risk of merely creating laundry list, the following texts 
that touch on Chinese exploration and navigation in the South 
China Sea have been drawn from various dynastic periods; the 
“Record of a Day Dreamer” from the Song dynasty (960 – 
1279), “Brief Account of the Islands” from the Yuan dynasty 
(1271 – 1368), and “Fair Winds for Escort” and “Record of 
Things Seen and Heard About the Coastal Regions” of the Qing 
dynasty (1644 – 1912). These texts, according to the 
government in Beijing, all provide examples of why the Chinese 
have a legitimate claim to ownership in the South China Sea. 
Because of traditional exploration and investigation on the part 
of Chinese sailors, the natural claim of ownership should go to 
China. 


These claims are also underlined in period maps from the Qing 
dynasty from the Kangxi, Yongzheng, and Qianlong periods, 
which illustrate the Spratly and Paracel islands, along with 
other parts of the South China Sea, which lend further support 
to the claim that Chinese sailors had been traversing the waters 
for a significant period of time.  Chinese historians also point to 3

fragments of pottery and evidence of altars both on the islands 
and in the surrounding sea, evidence of Chinese occupation 
and trade in the region. 
4

Admirals and sailors are not the only historical witnesses 
Beijing draws upon in this court of public opinion. A vital 
cornerstone of Chinese historical claims to the region rests 
upon its commercial sector. Fishermen from the Chinese 
mainland have used the South China Sea as a fishing ground 
for generations.  Sailors who have fished in the South China 5

Sea their whole lives, inheriting the trade from their fathers and 
grandfathers, tell accounts of how they grew up on the water, 
fishing between the islands.  Chinese fisherman claim an 6

unbroken line of collective memory from their own generation 
back hundreds of years and use this narrative to lay claim to 
the bounty of resources in the sea.  This narrative of fisherman 7

as initial claimants to the Sea and its resources is important in 
humanizing the Chinese claim to the islands. It provides Beijing 
with an example of everyday Chinese civilians who have been 
actively fishing, working hard day in and day out on the sea, 
heightening the emotional credibility of the argument.


Legal Basis 

This historical evidence; exploration, trading, and fishing in 
these waters is the dais upon which the Chinese government’s 
claim to the islands stands. As the record of Chinese visitation 
of the islands in the South China Sea predates the emergence 
of the body of international law as we understand it today, 
proponents of the Chinese narrative point to the principles of 
acquisition by discovery and acquisition by occupation. 
Acquisition by discovery is a doctrine drawn from the colonial 
period. In an effort to prevent constant warring over the 
possession of territory, mostly driven by the expansionist goals 
of European nations, Justice John Marshall opined in 1823 in 
Johnson v. M’Intosh that the United States was the rightful 
owner of the land because it inherited it from Britain, who 
originally ‘discovered’ it: 


“This principle was that discovery gave title to the 
government by whose subjects, or by whose authority, it 
was made, against all other European governments, 
which title might be consummated by possession.”   8

This argument is used by the Chinese government to lay claim 
to the South China Sea Islands. Given the historical record of 
visitation by Chinese mariners and explorers up to two millennia 
ago, according to Beijing, the Chinese claim to the islands is 
entirely legitimate and in keeping with international legal 
tradition. 


 Chang, The-Huang. 1991. “China’s Claim of Sovereignty Over Spratly and Paracel Islands: A Historical and Legal Perspective.” Case Western Reserve Journal 1

of International Law 23 (3): 402.

 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China. 1980. China’s Indisputable Sovereignty over the Xisha and Nansha Islands. Beijing: Foreign 2

Language Press. 

 Hostetler, Laura. 1970. "Early Modern Mapping at the Qing Court: Survey Maps from the Kangxi, Yongzheng, and Qianlong Reign Periods." In Chinese History in 3

Geographical Perspective. Lexington Books.

 Wang, Gungwu.  The Nanhai Trade: Early Chinese Trade in the South China Sea.” Singapore: East Universities Press, 2003.  4

 Wortzel, L. and Higham, R. Dictionary of Contemporary Chinese Military History. ABC-CLIO. 1999. Page 180.5

 Liu, Mengjiao (Director). 2016. Oral history: I can prove that the South China Sea belongs to China. Performed by Xinhua News Agency.6

 Yu, Fu. 2016. "Study on The Issues of Historic Fishing Rights." China Doctoral Dissertations. 7

 The Founders' Constitution: Volume 2, Article 1, Section 8, Clause 3, Document 9. University of Chicago Press. 2000. 8
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The second legal doctrine that Beijing points to as evidence for 
the legitimacy of its claims is that of acquisition by occupation. 
Mimicking the principle of occupatio from Roman Law, territory 
is said to acquirable by a state “which is not at the time subject 
to the sovereignty of any State” if the acquiring state 
demonstrates reasonable sovereignty over it.  Further 9

elaborated:


“The acquisition of sovereignty over a territory through 
continuous and undisturbed exercise of sovereignty over 
it during such a period as is necessary to create under 
the influence of historical development the general 
conviction that the present condition of things is in 
conformity with international order.”  10

Thus stated, Beijing points to evidence of occupation in the 
South China Sea, including shrines, pottery, tools, and 
agricultural remains. These shards of pottery and religious 
remnants count as legal substantiation that Beijing, the state 
recipient of these ancient Chinese sailors’ actions, is the one 
and true legal heir to the South China Sea’s islands. 


Using the evidence of fishermen’s activity and the discovery of 
the islands by its ancient mariners, Beijing has designated what 
it sees as its territory on the map with a series of dotted lines, 
called the Nine-, Ten-, or Eleven-Dash Line, depending on 
which incarnation one is viewing. The original line first appeared 
on a map issued by the Kuomintang government in 1947, and 
the line has shifted to and fro over various publications.  This 11

line has been used repeatedly by the Chinese government as 
evidence towards its claims in the region.

Using the historical evidence from ancient texts, maps, and 
archaeological evidence from the islands of the region, Beijing 
has constructed a coherent narrative, tracing Chinese 
occupation and use of the region from several millennia ago up 
to the modern day. This history is then applied to international 
legal theories in order to construct what is seen in China as the 
only reasonable, legitimate account for the ownership of the 
various outcroppings and cays in the South China Sea. This 
account, however, is not the only one floating about in the 
international realm. For context of what the Chinese account 
can be compared to, one should look to other littoral states for 
their own historical understanding of the area. 


The South China Sea, Viewed 
Through a Different Lens 

The Chinese are not the only claimants to the islands and the 
resources of the South China Sea; Vietnam, the Philippines, 
Malaysia, and Brunei all claim either partial or total ownership 
of the sea. The Vietnamese and Philippine claims are arguably 
the most substantial and vocally advocated. Vietnam’s claim 
bears many similarities to the Chinese one, with emphasis 
being placed upon the historical fishing rights of its indigenous 
people, ancient voyages to map and explore the islands, and a 
general nationalistic push to recall the seafaring memories of 
Vietnam. The Philippine claim is based primarily on its 
delineated territory following the 1898 Paris Treaty and its 
modern application through the UN Convention on the Law of 
the Sea, but also uses other historical elements to bolster 
claims to its domestic audience.  


Vietnam’s Claim to the Sea 

Similar to China’s evidence of Admiral Yang Pu and the exploits 
of its daring adventurers and explorers, Hanoi points to textual 
evidence of royally appointed missions to islands in the South 
China Sea. Dynastic records indicate that Vietnamese rulers 
were aware of and exploited the South China Sea’s islands as 
early as the 15th century. The Hong Duc Maps from this period 
reference islands off of the coast of Vietnam, while in 
“Miscellaneous Records of Pacification in the Border Area,” 
references are made to the Viet-administered Truong Sa islands 
(Spratly Islands), which take three nights and three days to 
reach.  Beyond mere exploration, the Vietnamese King Minh 12

Menh ordered his Ministry of Public Works in 1833 to go to the 
Hoang Sa (Paracel) Islands and plant trees as well as build a 
temple and stone steles.  
13

Using this historical evidence of Vietnamese occupation and 
cultivation on the islands, the narrative is promoted to the 
domestic audience through the use of memorials and festivals 
of remembrance. In memory of the flotillas that were sent to 
explore and exploit the Paracel Islands in what it refers to as 
the East Sea, Vietnam hosts an annual “Feast and 
Commemoration Festival for Hoang Sa Soldiers,” which 

 Jennings, Robert Yewdall. The Acquisition of Territory in International Law. (Manchester University Press, 1963): p. 20. 9

 Oppenheim, L.F.L. International Law. (London: Longmans, 1964): 576.10

 Tsirbas, Marina. “What Does the Nine-Dash Line Actually Mean?” The Diplomat. 2 June 2016.11

 “Firm evidence proves Vietnam’s sovereignty over archipelagos.” Vietnam Law and Legal Forum. 8 November 2015. 12

 “Historical Documents on Vietnam’s Sovereignty Over Paracel and Spratly Islands.” Hue Monuments Conservation Centre. 29 June 2011. 13

The Nine-Dash Line
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includes singing, boat racing, ritual sacrifice, and a miniature 
boat parade.  
14

Beyond the micro-level scope of these examples is a general 
sea change in Vietnamese identity promoted by the 
government in Hanoi. Since the escalation of tensions with 
China over fishing rights and control of islands, increasingly 
nationalistic jingoism has become the norm in Vietnam. New 
slogans like “the island is a home, and the sea is a homeland” 
and “each Vietnamese citizen is a citizen of the sea” evoke 
emotions about the East Sea and center Vietnamese identity on 
being a seafaring people, hearkening back to the days of yore. 

By promoting historical accounts, creating memorials and 15

festivals to commemorate those accounts, and actively seeking 
to influence the identity politics of Vietnamese citizens, Hanoi 
lays its case for the South China Sea. 


The Philippines’ Claim to the Sea 

The Philippines’ claim to the South China Sea centers mostly 
on the Spratly Islands, as they were included in the 
demarcation of the country’s territory during Spanish Imperial 
occupation. By the definition of its imperial predecessors, the 
Philippines was an archipelago “[consisting] of a large ‘box,’ 
wherein both the waters and the features were considered part” 
of the country.  Using this imperial legal legacy laid out in 16

Article III of the Treaty of Paris, Manila claims that the Spratly 
Islands are well within their territory and that legal ownership 
and sovereignty of the islands rests with the Philippines. 
17

Historical Philippine claims to the Spratly Islands (Kalayaan 
Islands) are more modern than those of China or Vietnam. 
Beginning with the 1978 declaration of the Kalayaan Islands as 
part of the Province of Palawan under Ferdinand Marcos, 

Manila argues that it established the first substantial legal claim 
to the islands, dismissing others as lacking meaningful 
demonstration of active and continuous sovereignty.  There 18

has also been grassroots nationalist support for Manila’s claims 
to the Spratly Islands, including a group of 47 young activists 
who sailed to the Pagasa Island in a display of contempt for 
Chinese claims by emphasizing the proximity of the islands to 
the Philippines. 
19

Philippine claims are less reliant upon ancient treatises 
hearkening back through the mists of time and more upon legal 
standards imposed during the colonial era to mark their claims 
upon the South China Sea. As will be discussed later, this is 
logical given Manila’s less repressive and ubiquitous control of 
the media apparatus. 


How Beijing Controls the 
South China Sea Narrative 

With an understanding of the carefully manicured Chinese 
narrative of the South China Sea and accounts of opposing 
views, now we turn to understanding the ways that Beijing 
ensures that the approved party-line narrative is accepted 
within the broader Chinese public. It becomes clear that using 
historical memory, especially highly controlled versions like the 
Chinese example, is feasible only within the context of a 
government-curated media environment. In order to use 
historical visitation of Chinese sailors to the islands as 
legitimate claim of sovereignty, it must be true that no other 
nation’s sailors did the same thing. In order to block out any 
opposing tales of adventure on the high seas by non-Chinese 
mariners, Beijing uses a powerful centralized bureaucracy to 
censor any information that might undermine the overall 
Chinese claim. It does so by censorship of certain terms and 
using press releases and other tactics to denigrate stories from 
other claimant states, using state media to promote the 
accepted narrative, and using the education system to 
inculcate feelings of possession of the South China Sea in 
young citizens. 


Delegitimizing Other State’s Claims 

In order to prevent Vietnamese and Philippine perspectives 
becoming too persuasive to the domestic audience, China uses 
its control of the media narrative to blacklist some information. 
Beijing’s ability to make certain information and websites go 
dark is well established. From the unavailability of information 
about the Tiananmen Square protests and massacres to strong 
limitations on Google’s services provided to its Chinese clients, 
the phenomenon is well documented.  
20

In the run-up to the Permanent Court of Arbitration tribunal 
ruling on the court case between China and the Philippines, the 
hashtag #SouthChinaSeaArbitration was trending on Sina 
Weibo, a popular Chinese social media platform, with more 
than 170,000 posts on the topic. After the ruling was released, 

 Ministry of Sports, Culture, and Tourism. “Feast and Commemoration Festival for Hoang Sa Soldiers.” Vietnam National Administration of Tourism. 17 July 2014. 14

 Borton, James. “Vietnam’s ‘Soft Diplomacy’ in the South China Sea.” The Diplomat. 29 June 2016.15

 Rosen, Mark. “Philippine Claims in the South China Sea: A Legal Analysis.” The CNA Corporation. August 2014. 16

 “Treaty of Peace Between the United States and Spain.” 10 December 1898. The Avalon Project at Yale University. 17

 Office of the President, the Philippines. “Presidential Decree No. 1596: Declaring Certain Area Part of Philippine Territory and Providing for Their Government 18

and Administration.” 11 June 1978. Chan Robles Virtual Law Library. 

 Avendaño, Christine. “Filipino Youths Sail to Kalayaan Isle.” Philippine Daily Enquirer. 28 December 2015. 19

 William, Thatcher Dowell. "The Internet, Censorship, and China." Georgetown Journal of International Affairs 7, no. 2 (Summer, 2006): 112.20

Vietnamese Sailors in front of Sovereignty Stele
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the hashtag disappeared from the trending list, presumably 
taken down by the authorities. It was later replaced with the 
hashtag #SouthChinaSeaArbitrationCase, and was focused 
more specifically on directing vitriol at the court and denying its 
legitimacy.  Reportedly, Chinese citizens’ access to the BBC 21

and Permanent Court of Arbitration website was also cut just 
before the ruling was released. 
22

In terms of creating an internal positive narrative towards 
Chinese claims in the South China Sea, blacklisting and 
deletion of history is not the most effective tactic. More 
commonly, China uses state media to actively display and 
denigrate the opposition views. Understanding that it is difficult 
to be assured that every single bit of information about a topic 
is kept behind the Great Firewall, Beijing will openly discuss 
Vietnamese and Philippine claims to the South China Sea and 
actively undermine them.


In attacking the Permanent Court of Arbitration, a common 
rallying cry is twofold; first, that the Court has no right to 
adjudicate on the matter, and second, that the fact that the 
court is ruling against the people who have purportedly been 
plying the sea, trading and fishing for thousands of years is 
evidence of the Court’s patent anti-Chinese sentiment. 


When the ruling was announced, China’s Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs released a press document declaring the award “null 
and void and [having] no binding force” and stating that China 
“neither accepts nor recognizes it.”  The next day, the Ministry 23

released the transcript of an interview with the Vice Foreign 
Minister Liu Zhenmin, attacking the legitimacy of the ruling. He 
went through a laundry list, arguing that the Tribunal was in no 
way attached to or connected with the International Court of 
Justice, the International Tribunal for the Law of the Sea, or 
even with the Permanent Court of Arbitration. Beyond this, the 
Vice Foreign Minister called the makeup of the court a political 
machination, accusing the arbitrators of being either Philippine 
sympathizers or appointed by a militantly anti-Chinese judge 
from the Japanese government. Not content to stop there, he 
also claimed the judges were taking money from the Philippines 
and that expert testimony brought before the court was 
illegitimate and actively excluded Chinese experts.  Xinhua, a 24

major Chinese news service, also criticized American support 
for the Tribunal, calling attention to the fact that the United 
States has not ratified the UNCLOS Treaty, making any of its 
commentary in the arena illegitimate. All of this serves to 
delegitimize the actions of the tribunal and provides red meat to 
Chinese nationalists who are determined to lay claim to the 
South China Sea. 
25

 

Promoting the Chinese Narrative 

Ultimately, denigrating the opposition is only a useful exercise if 
you have your own game plan. When it comes to the South 
China Sea, Beijing has a constructed narrative, as discussed 
above, which is promotes to its people through several means. 
Press releases and articles from state news services are a good 
measure on how the state’s promotion of its narrative is 
undertaken. 


In calling to the misty historical ages long ago, the Chinese 
government wasted no time in laying out their claims. In a 
government press release, the Foreign Ministry said that it 
would seek to settle the claim with the Philippines, but in the 
first line of the document, emphasized that “China’s sovereignty 
over [the South China Sea islands] is established in the course 
of history.”  The full text of the government statement on the 26

tribunal started out with a full-throated defense of Chinese 
historical claims to the sea, laying out a spate of historical 
tidbits, including how Chinese sailors “discovered, named, and 
explored and exploited” the islands. Also mentioned are the 
treatises “A Brief Account of the Geography of the South China 
Sea Islands” and “Location Map of the South China Sea 
Islands.”  These historical documents are essential to China’s 27

claim, because without them, there is no legitimacy to it. If the 
legal frameworks of occupation and possession are the engine 
of the Chinese claim to the South China Sea, then these 
historical documents from ancient Chinese dynasties and oral 
histories of fishermen are the gasoline that makes the whole 
thing run. 


Press releases are not the only transit pathway for the curated 
version of events. News services like the People’s Daily and 
Xinhua are vocal advocates for China’s claims in the South 
China Sea. Articles that highlight expressions of force in the 
region are popular on these organs, for example, images from 

 Allen, Kerry. “Beijing Engineers Coverage of South China Sea Ruling.” BBC. 12 July 2016. 21

 “Chinese censors harmonize online posts calling for war following South China Sea ruling.” Shanghaiist. 13 July 2016. 22

 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China. “Statement of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People's Republic of China on the Award of 12 23

July 2016 of the Arbitral Tribunal in the South China Sea Arbitration Established at the Request of the Republic of the Philippines” 12 July 2016. 

 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People's Republic of China. "Veil of the Arbitral Tribunal Must be Tore Down." 13 July 2016. 24

 Mengjia. “Why Will China Never Respect U.S. Over South China Sea?” Xinhua News. 12 July 2016. 25

 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China. “China Adheres to the Position of Settling Through Negotiation the Relevant Disputes Between 26

China and the Philippines in the South China Sea.” 13 July 2016. 

 Government of the People’s Republic of China. “Full text of Chinese gov't statement on China's territorial sovereignty and maritime rights and interests in S. 27

China Sea.” Xinhua News. 12 July 2016. 

Chinese pilots on patrol over the South China Sea
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an air patrol above the Nansha (Spratly) Islands “[safeguarding] 
state sovereignty, security, and maritime interests,” instilling 
feelings of nationalist pride.  Other articles show Defense 28

Ministers delivering stirring remarks about the importance of 
protecting China’s territorial integrity and maritime interests.  29

An article on People’s Daily further extols the glory of China’s 
military defense of the South China Sea by celebrating the 70th 
Anniversary of Beijing’s recovery of the Xisha and Nansha 
(Paracel and Spratly) Islands from Japan at the end of World 
War II.  All of these articles serve to present a positive face to 30

the Chinese narrative surrounding the South China Sea. 


Inculcation Through Education 

The final and possibly most important element, in terms of 
long-term stability, is the use of the education system to 
inculcate an understanding and perception of the South China 
Sea islands as part of China. By feeding young Chinese citizens 
a steady diet of geography lessons that describe the islands as 
an inherent and traditional element of Chinese territory without 
presenting any dispute over them, Beijing can create a 
generation of people who have a certain understanding of 
China’s claims. By ignoring all context of dispute over the 
islands, children are primed from a young age to accept and 
propagate the party line.


One, bright, colorful example of this tactic of aiming 
propaganda for a young audience is the video “Grandpa Tells a 
Story” from People’s Daily. In this animated short film, a young 
girl tells her grandfather the class discussed the South China 

Sea in Geography, then asks him why the issue is so 
complicated. Laughing, in that genial octogenarian way, 
grandpa launches into a dialogue about the sea, and you can 
guess where it starts. “The story began some 2,000 years ago. 
That’s when the Chinese started to sail in the South China 
Sea.”  Grandpa goes on to speak of how Chinese sailors like 31

Zheng He sailed around the area, fighting the pirates, fishing, 
and trading silks, porcelain, and fine teas with other nations. In 
the subtly-named sequel to this video, “Who Is Stirring Up 
Trouble in the South China Sea?,” the narrator tells young 
listeners about how China’s control of the sea has extended 
from the Tang Dynasty through the Ming and Qing Dynasties up 
to the modern Chinese government.  These short videos, with 32

their colorful graphics, peppy background music, and 
understandable language make it clear that the target audience 
is young children. By providing young citizens with videos like 
this, the state is able to lay the groundwork for later efforts at 
establishing the credibility of Chinese claims. 


Another example of cultivating a certain geographic narrative 
comes from Chinese textbooks. Eighth grade geography 
textbooks from the People’s Education Press ask pupils to find 
the cardinal extremities of the Chinese state.  To the south, the 33

spot that students are expected to know is that of the James 
Shoal. The James shoal is an underwater feature, about 50 
miles from Malaysia’s coastline in the southernmost end of the 
South China Sea. It lies around 20 meters below sea level, but 
in 2010, Chinese sailors dropped a sovereignty stele into the 
water in the general vicinity in order to claim ownership.  In the 34

Chinese textbooks, students correctly choose the James Shoal 
as the end of China’s territory. In another Chinese textbook, the 
authors describe the Paracel Islands as a “lovely place” and 
wax eloquent about all the turtles, clams, shrimp, and good 
things that can be found in the islands, which, it mentions, was 
a place of “our ancestors.” 
35

These school texts are used to inculcate a certain version of 
historical reality in a young populace in order to prime them to 
accept the narrative that all of the South China Sea belongs to 
China. As one student put it, after learning about disputes over 
the sea; “Why were there any disputes? You don’t have to be 
taught that the South China Sea belongs to China, just like no 
one would ask whether northeastern region belongs to 
China.” 
36

 Huaxia. “Chinese Military Aircraft Patrol South china Sea.” Xinhua News. 6 August 2016. 28

 Hui, Lu. “Chinese Military Protects Sovereignty and Interests.” Xinhua News. 12 July 2016. 29

 Ma Danning, Bianji. “Chinese Navy Marks 70th Anniversary of Recovering Xisha and Nansha Islands.” People’s Daily. 8 December 2016. 30

 People’s Daily, China. “Ep. 1, Grandpa Tells a Story.” YouTube video, 3:03. Posted 28 June 2016. 31

 People’s Daily, China. “Ep. 2, Who Is Stirring Up Trouble in the South China Sea?” YouTube video, 3:12. Posted 28 June 2016. 32

 Wang, Zheng. “The Nine-Dash Line: Engraved on Our Hearts.” The Diplomat. 25 August 2014. 33

 Jie Ge, Bai. “I went to the South China Sea.” Sohu Media Platform. 16 April 2012. Translation from Google Translate. 34

 People’s Education Press. “Rich Paracel Islands.” IBX777. 12 June 2013. Translation from Google Translate. 35

 Huang, Zheping and Echo Huang. “China’s citizens are livid at the South China Sea ruling because they’ve always been taught it is theirs.” Quartz. 13 July 36

2016. 

Geography Textbook: James Shoal in bottom right corner
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Historical Narrative: The Dias 
Upon Which the Case Rests 

In short, Chinese narratives of history are essential to creating a 
domestic audience that is fully behind Beijing’s claims to the 
South China Sea. By creating a narrative based in the historical 
exploits of previous dynastic governments and daring ancient 
fisherman, a direct line can be drawn from the historic sailors 
up to the claims of the modern Chinese government. Without 
these historical elements, the claim has no validity whatsoever. 
Despite Vietnamese and Philippine claims to the islands and 
their surrounding waters, China is able to overcome these 
arguments within its own borders.


By controlling the flow of information, Beijing is able to 
manipulate historical narratives about the Sea. By restricting 
information about conflicting state claims, openly denigrating 
those claims, promoting an approved narrative, and using 
education and textbooks to establish the message, the state is 
able to mold citizens into individuals who believe firmly and 
wholeheartedly that ancient Chinese mariners did lay the 
groundwork for their ancestors’ domination of the region. By 
creating such a compelling story, China has created for itself a 
domestic audience in thrall, willing to unquestioningly accept 
the party line as to whom the South China Sea belongs to. 







Page �9

Photo Credits in Order of Appearance  

1. Dredgers pump sediment into Mischief Reef. 27 October 2015. DigitalGlobe, via CSIS Asia Maritime Transparency Initiative. 
Accessed 8 December 2016: http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2015/07/30/world/asia/what-china-has-been-building-in-
the-south-china-sea.html?_r=0.  

2. Iksan, Steve. One of the Xisha Islands. 26 May 2016. EUObserver. Accessed 8 December 2016: https://euobserver.com/
stakeholders/133546.


3. Map of the South China Sea. 1988. Wikimedia, via Perry-Casteñada Map Collection. Accessed 8 December 2016: https://
www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/middle_east_and_asia/schina_sea_88.jpg.  

4. Vietnamese Sailors in Front of Sovereignty Stele. 29 June 2016. Hue Monuments Conservation Centre. Accessed 8 December 
2016: http://www.hueworldheritage.org.vn/TTBTDTCDH.aspx?TieuDeID=98&TinTucID=544&l=en.


5. Yishu, Fan. A Chinese fighter plane patrols above the South China Sea. 6 August 2016. Xinhua News. Accessed 8 December 2016: 
http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2016-08/06/c_135570247.htm.


6. China’s Territory. 13 July 2016. Quartz. Accessed 8 December 2016: http://qz.com/730669.


7. Dredgers at Work in the South China Sea. 16 July 2016. South China Morning Post. Accessed 8 December 2016: http://
www.scmp.com/news/china/article/1990677/asia-europe-talks-end-no-mention-south-china-sea-ruling-hague-tribunal. 


Bibliography 


1. Allen, Kerry. “Beijing Engineers Coverage of South China Sea Ruling.” BBC. 12 July 2016. http://www.bbc.com/news/world-
asia-36774489. 


2. Avendaño, Christine. “Filipino Youths Sail to Kalayaan Isle.” Philippine Daily Enquirer. 28 December 2015. https://
globalnation.inquirer.net/134258/filipino-youths-sail-to-kalayaan-isle. 


3. Borton, James. “Vietnam’s ‘Soft Diplomacy’ in the South China Sea.” The Diplomat. 29 June 2016. http://thediplomat.com/2016/06/
vietnams-soft-diplomacy-in-the-south-china-sea/. 


4. Chang, The-Huang. 1991. “China’s Claim of Sovereignty Over Spratly and Paracel Islands: A Historical and Legal Perspective.” 
Case Western Reserve Journal of International Law 23 (3): 402. 


5. Government of the People’s Republic of China. “Full text of Chinese gov't statement on China's territorial sovereignty and maritime 
rights and interests in S. China Sea.” Xinhua News. 12 July 2016. http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2016-07/12/
c_135507754.htm. 


6. Hostetler, Laura. 1970. "Early Modern Mapping at the Qing Court: Survey Maps from the Kangxi, Yongzheng, and Qianlong Reign 
Periods." In Chinese History in Geographical Perspective. Lexington Books. 


7. Huang, Zheping and Echo Huang. “China’s citizens are livid at the South China Sea ruling because they’ve always been taught it is 
theirs.” Quartz. 13 July 2016. http://qz.com/730669. 


8. Huaxia. “Chinese Military Aircraft Patrol South china Sea.” Xinhua News. 6 August 2016. http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/
2016-08/06/c_135570247.htm. 


9. Hui, Lu. “Chinese Military Protects Sovereignty and Interests.” Xinhua News. 12 July 2016. http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/
video/2016-07/12/c_135507939.htm.


10. Jennings, Robert Yewdall. The Acquisition of Territory in International Law. (Manchester University Press, 1963): p. 20. 


11. Jie Ge, Bai. “I went to the South China Sea.” Sohu Media Platform. 16 April 2012. Translation from Google Translate. http://
roll.sohu.com/20120416/n340704875.shtml. 


12. Liu, Mengjiao (Director). 2016. Oral history: I can prove that the South China Sea belongs to China. Performed by Xinhua News 
Agency. 


13. Ma Danning, Bianji. “Chinese Navy Marks 70th Anniversary of Recovering Xisha and Nansha Islands.” People’s Daily. 8 December 
2016. http://en.people.cn/n3/2016/1208/c90000-9152519.html.


14. Mengjia. “Why Will China Never Respect U.S. Over South China Sea?” Xinhua News. 12 July 2016. http://news.xinhuanet.com/
english/2016-07/12/c_135507185.htm. 


15. Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China. 1980. China’s Indisputable Sovereignty over the Xisha and Nansha 
Islands. Beijing: Foreign Language Press. 


16. Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China. “China Adheres to the Position of Settling Through Negotiation the 
Relevant Disputes Between China and the Philippines in the South China Sea.” 13 July 2016. http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/
mfa_eng/zxxx_662805/t1380615.shtml. 


17. Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China. “Statement of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People's Republic 
of China on the Award of 12 July 2016 of the Arbitral Tribunal in the South China Sea Arbitration Established at the Request of 
the Republic of the Philippines” 12 July 2016. http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/zxxx_662805/t1379492.shtml. 


18. Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People's Republic of China. "Veil of the Arbitral Tribunal Must be Tore Down." 13 July 2016. http://
www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjbxw/t1381879.shtml. 


http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2015/07/30/world/asia/what-china-has-been-building-in-the-south-china-sea.html?_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2015/07/30/world/asia/what-china-has-been-building-in-the-south-china-sea.html?_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2015/07/30/world/asia/what-china-has-been-building-in-the-south-china-sea.html?_r=0
https://euobserver.com/stakeholders/133546
https://euobserver.com/stakeholders/133546
https://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/middle_east_and_asia/schina_sea_88.jpg
https://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/middle_east_and_asia/schina_sea_88.jpg
http://www.hueworldheritage.org.vn/TTBTDTCDH.aspx?TieuDeID=98&TinTucID=544&l=en
http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2016-08/06/c_135570247.htm
http://qz.com/730669
http://www.scmp.com/news/china/article/1990677/asia-europe-talks-end-no-mention-south-china-sea-ruling-hague-tribunal
http://www.scmp.com/news/china/article/1990677/asia-europe-talks-end-no-mention-south-china-sea-ruling-hague-tribunal
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-36774489
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-36774489
https://globalnation.inquirer.net/134258/filipino-youths-sail-to-kalayaan-isle
https://globalnation.inquirer.net/134258/filipino-youths-sail-to-kalayaan-isle
http://thediplomat.com/2016/06/vietnams-soft-diplomacy-in-the-south-china-sea/
http://thediplomat.com/2016/06/vietnams-soft-diplomacy-in-the-south-china-sea/
http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2016-07/12/c_135507754.htm
http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2016-07/12/c_135507754.htm
http://qz.com/730669
http://roll.sohu.com/20120416/n340704875.shtml
http://roll.sohu.com/20120416/n340704875.shtml
http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2016-07/12/c_135507185.htm
http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2016-07/12/c_135507185.htm
http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/zxxx_662805/t1380615.shtml
http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/zxxx_662805/t1380615.shtml
http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/zxxx_662805/t1379492.shtml
http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjbxw/t1381879.shtml
http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjbxw/t1381879.shtml


Page �10

19. Ministry of Sports, Culture, and Tourism. “Feast and Commemoration Festival for Hoang Sa Soldiers.” Vietnam National 
Administration of Tourism. 17 July 2014. http://www.vietnamtourism.com/en/index.php/news/items/8171. 


20. Office of the President, the Philippines. “Presidential Decree No. 1596: Declaring Certain Area Part of Philippine Territory and 
Providing for Their Government and Administration.” 11 June 1978. Chan Robles Virtual Law Library. 


21. Oppenheim, L.F.L. International Law. (London: Longmans, 1964): 576. 


22.  Orwell, George. 1984. Secker and Warburg: London. 1949. 


23. People’s Daily, China. “Ep. 1, Grandpa Tells a Story.” YouTube video, 3:03. Posted 28 June 2016. https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=m4z03mbs0aQ.  


24. People’s Daily, China. “Ep. 2, Who Is Stirring Up Trouble in the South China Sea?” YouTube video, 3:12. Posted 28 June 2016. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0kknfQr_Pzo. 


25. People’s Education Press. “Rich Paracel Islands.” IBX777. 12 June 2013. Translation from Google Translate. http://
www.lbx777.com/yw05/x_frdxs/kewen.htm. 


26.  Rosen, Mark. “Philippine Claims in the South China Sea: A Legal Analysis.” The CNA Corporation. August 2014. https://
www.cna.org/cna_files/pdf/IOP-2014-U-008435.pdf. 


27. United Nations. 1982. United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea. New York. 


28. Tsirbas, Marina. “What Does the Nine-Dash Line Actually Mean?” The Diplomat. 2 June 2016. http://thediplomat.com/2016/06/
what-does-the-nine-dash-line-actually-mean/.


29. Wang, Gungwu.  The Nanhai Trade: Early Chinese Trade in the South China Sea.” Singapore: East Universities Press, 2003.    


30. Wang, Zheng. “The Nine-Dash Line: Engraved on Our Hearts.” The Diplomat. 25 August 2014. http://thediplomat.com/2014/08/
the-nine-dashed-line-engraved-in-our-hearts/.   


31. William, Thatcher Dowell. "The Internet, Censorship, and China." Georgetown Journal of International Affairs 7, no. 2 (Summer, 
2006): 112. 


32. Wortzel, L. and Higham, R. Dictionary of Contemporary Chinese Military History. ABC-CLIO. 1999. Page 180. 


33. Yu, Fu. 2016. "Study on The Issues of Historic Fishing Rights." China Doctoral Dissertations. 


34. “Chinese censors harmonize online posts calling for war following South China Sea ruling.” Shanghaiist. 13 July 2016. http://
shanghaiist.com/2016/07/13/hague_ruling_censored.php. 


35. “Firm evidence proves Vietnam’s sovereignty over archipelagos.” Vietnam Law and Legal Forum. 8 November 2015. http://
vietnamlawmagazine.vn/firm-evidence-proves-vietnams-sovereignty-over-archipelagoes-4905.html. 


36. The Founders' Constitution: Volume 2, Article 1, Section 8, Clause 3, Document 9. University of Chicago Press. 2000. 


37 “Historical Documents on Vietnam’s Sovereignty Over Paracel and Spratly Islands.” Hue Monuments Conservation Centre. 29 June 
2011. http://www.hueworldheritage.org.vn/TTBTDTCDH.aspx?TieuDeID=98&TinTucID=544&l=en. 


38. “Treaty of Peace Between the United States and Spain.” 10 December 1898. The Avalon Project at Yale University. 


http://www.vietnamtourism.com/en/index.php/news/items/8171
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m4z03mbs0aQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m4z03mbs0aQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0kknfQr_Pzo
http://www.lbx777.com/yw05/x_frdxs/kewen.htm
http://www.lbx777.com/yw05/x_frdxs/kewen.htm
https://www.cna.org/cna_files/pdf/IOP-2014-U-008435.pdf
https://www.cna.org/cna_files/pdf/IOP-2014-U-008435.pdf
http://thediplomat.com/2016/06/what-does-the-nine-dash-line-actually-mean/
http://thediplomat.com/2016/06/what-does-the-nine-dash-line-actually-mean/
http://thediplomat.com/2014/08/the-nine-dashed-line-engraved-in-our-hearts/
http://thediplomat.com/2014/08/the-nine-dashed-line-engraved-in-our-hearts/
http://shanghaiist.com/2016/07/13/hague_ruling_censored.php
http://shanghaiist.com/2016/07/13/hague_ruling_censored.php
http://vietnamlawmagazine.vn/firm-evidence-proves-vietnams-sovereignty-over-archipelagoes-4905.html
http://vietnamlawmagazine.vn/firm-evidence-proves-vietnams-sovereignty-over-archipelagoes-4905.html
http://www.hueworldheritage.org.vn/TTBTDTCDH.aspx?TieuDeID=98&TinTucID=544&l=en

