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Abstract:

This pap er ex a m i ne s t he sh ifting h i stor ie s of t he rel at ion sh ip bet we en ma i n -
la nd Ch i ne s e re g i me s a nd t hei r sout her n coa st, Ha i na n I sl a nd, a nd t he S out h 
Ch i na S e a. W h i le B eiji n g to d ay cl a i m s t hat Ch i ne s e re g i me s have a d m i n i s -
tere d t he S out h Ch i na S e a i n some for m for 2,000 yea rs, f rom t he per sp e c -
tive of succe s si ve dy na st ie s’ center s of power, t he f a r re g ion s of t he S e a were 
i n f a c t c u lt u ra l ly a l ien ter r itor y, a nd often fa r be yond t hei r a d m i n i st rat i ve 



Policy Implications and Key Takeaways

	�O The Unite d St ate s shou ld rat i f y t he Un ite d Nat ion s Convent ion on t he 
L aw of t he S e a (U NCLOS) th rou g h a t wo-t h i rd s US S enate vote for 
a dv ic e a nd con s ent. This is a mon g t he most com mon-sen s e a nd beneficia l 
tre at ie s i n US h i stor y, a nd a g re at a ch ie vement of t he le g a l te a m of US 
Pre sident Rona ld R e a g a n, a s le d by Joh n Nor ton Mo ore. Fa i lu re to 
rat i f y U NCL OS, i n spite of nu merou s effor t s, a nd after a l l re s er vat ion s 
a nd re a l concer n s a nd a rg u ment s a g a i n st t he tre at y have a l re a dy be en 
complete ly a dd re s s e d, is cau si n g Wa sh i n g ton a nd US bu si ne s s e s los s of 
re venue, sec u r it y, a nd i nter nat iona l cre d ibi l it y. At t he ti me of w r it i n g , 
Wa sh i n g ton rema i n s out side of t he f ra me work, a nd is a si g nator y but 
not a rat ified memb er. Se vera l re cent work s, i nc lud i n g one by Mo ore, 
enu merate t he benefits of a cce s sion to t he tre at y, a nd t he d a i ly los s e s of 
rema i n i n g out side of it. 2

	�O The Unite d St ate s shou ld cont i nue to supp or t t he cl a i m s of re g iona l st ate s 
to t hei r soverei g n ma r it i me ter r itor y a nd E xc lu si ve E conom ic Z one s 
(E E Z) accord i n g to U NCL OS, esp e c i a l ly where t hos e cl a i m s a re v iol ate d 
by B eiji n g ’s ref ute d n i ne-da sh l i ne. W h i le some i n t he Un ite d St ate s may 





Introduction

For a week in Febr ua r y of 2023, an a l leged spy ba l loon lau nched from Ch i na’s 
Ha i na n Isla nd capt u red the attention of the A mer ica n publ ic a s it drifted over 
the United States. Beiji ng cla i med that it wa s a weat her ba l loon. 3 It wa s fina l ly 
shot dow n by a n A I M-9X Sidew i nder (air intercept missi le), fired by a L ock heed 
Ma r ti n F-22 Raptor. 4 Compa r isons abou nded, in sensationa l head l i nes a nd 
pu nd itr y, to the 1957 Soviet Sputn i k satel l ite lau nch, a rem i nder of tech nolog i -
ca l a nd mi l ita r y riva l r ies a nd tensions. The brief flig ht of Sputn i k beca me pa r t of 
the impet us for more urgenc y in the f u nd i ng of A mer ica n science, tech nolog y, 
and hig her education in genera l, cu l m i nati ng in the successf u l moon mission 
of 1969 and endu r i ng A mer ica n leadersh ip in education a nd mi l ita r y prowess. 5 
The Chi nese ba l loon incident, on the other ha nd, may rema i n a relatively triv ia l 



prov i nc e’s la nd (ma i n ly i nc lud i n g Ha i na n I sl a nd, X i sh a, Z hon g sh a, 
a nd Na n sh a I sl a nd s) ha s a tot a l a re a of 35,400 squa re k i lometer s a nd a 
se a a re a of ab out 2 mi l l ion squ a re k i lometer s. 7

Ha i na n’s a nd t hu s Ch i na’s u n i l atera l cl a i m to ne a rly a l l of t he S out h Ch i na 
S e a is ba s e d on a ma r it i me cl a i m by t he R epubl ic of Ch i na (RoC) gover n ment 
i n t he 1940s on se vera l maps, pr ior to t he succe s s of t he Ch i ne s e Com mu n i st 
R e volut ion a nd t he e st a bl i sh ment of t he PRC i n 1949. Beiji n g ha s ca r r ie d over 
t he s e ma r it i me cl a i m s, a ss er t i n g t hem a s “ h i stor ic a l ” a nd cl a i m i n g t hat t he y 
go ba c k not on ly to t he Ro C cl a i m s, but i nde e d cent u r ie s a nd e ven m i l len n i a 
a s t he M i n i st r y of Forei g n Affai rs note d i n a 2016 statement:

The act iv it ie s of t he Ch i ne s e people i n t he S out h Ch i na S e a d ate ba c k 
to over 2,000 yea rs a g o. Ch i na i s t he first to have d i s covere d, na me d, 
a nd ex plore d a nd ex ploite d Na n h a i Z hud a o a nd rele va nt water s, 
a nd t he first to have exerc i s e d soverei g nt y a nd ju r i s d ic t ion over t hem 
cont i nuou sly, pea ce f u l ly a nd effective ly, t hu s e st a bl i sh i n g ter r itor i a l 
soverei g nt y a nd rele va nt r i g ht s a nd i ntere st s i n t he S out h Ch i na S e a. 8

For it s pa r t, tod ay t he R epubl ic of Ch i na (Ta iwa n) echo e s t he s we epi n g 
ma r it i me soverei g nt y cl a i m s, but it a l so encou ra g e s a d herenc e to U NCL OS, 
wh ic h wou ld effective ly honor se vera l of t he re g iona l cha l len g e s to B eiji n g ’s 
n i ne-da sh l i ne cl a i m s. 9 It se em s l i ke ly t hat Ta ip ei ’s a r t ic u l at ion of t h i s cl a i m 
i s pa r t of t he “st rate g ic a mbi g u it y ” t hat ma rk s so muc h of it s pol ic y, si nce a ny 
cha n g e to t he s e “ h i stor ic a l ” cl a i m s cou ld me a n op en i n g a la rg er c u lt u ra l a nd 
h i stor ic a l ca n of wor m s w it h B eiji n g.

The Un ite d St ate s a nd ot her s have a s s er te d t hat B eiji n g ’s c u r rent cl a i m s 



L o ok i n g f u r t her ba c k, t h i s pap er su m ma r i z e s t he h i stor io g raphy of 
Ch i ne s e ma i n l a nd i ntere st s a nd cont rol i n Ha i na n a nd t he S out h Ch i na S e a 
ba s e d on t he most re cent schol a r sh ip a nd pol it ic a l de ve lopment s. B eiji n g ’s 
ne w na r rat i ve, or ne w my t holo g y, reflect s it s pr ior it ie s a nd a spi rat ion s i n t he 
re g ion, a nd for it s f ut u re more broa d ly. W h i le t he 2023 spy ba l lo on i nc ident 
may not se em a s g rave a s Sput n i k wa s i n 1957, we a re l i ke w i s e i n a moment of 
re c kon i n g w it h a r iva l power whos e a scent re qu i re s cle a r comprehen sion a nd 
pr ior it ie s for t he f ut u re. This is not on ly a que st ion of qu ibbl i n g over a nt ique 
maps or c u lt u ra l rel ic s. The Sout h Ch i na S e a is where t he s e a nt iqu a r i a n cl a i m s 
i nter s e c t w it h c u r rent geop ol it ic s, nav i g at ion r i g ht s, a nd a cce s s to nat u ra l 
re sou rc e s. 13 Under st a nd i n g t he h i stor ie s a nd my t holo g ie s of t he re g ion w i l l 
hop e f u l ly offer a cle a r f ra me work for a n equ it a ble a nd r u le s-ba s e d f ut u re i n 





C E , who have gone on to be come nat iona l hero e s i n mo der n Viet na m. 19 
W hat fol lowe d i n some of t he Ha n-conquere d re g ion s ha s somet i me s be en 

ter me d “ Si n ic i z at ion” or “ Si n ificat ion” (“ be com i n g Ch i ne s e” or Hanhua) by 
some h i stor i a n s, ent a i l i n g t he en f orc ement of Ha n bu re aucrat ic r u le a nd a dop -
tion of Ha n c u stom s a nd la n g u a g e. The que st ion of Si n ic i z at ion i s a flashp oi nt 
of content iou s debate t h rou g hout Ch i ne s e h i stor y, i nc lud i n g t h i s ea rly per io d 
a s wel l a s t he gover na nc e of later “conque st” dy na st ie s l i ke t he Mon g ol Yu a n 
a nd t he Ma nc hu Qi n g. 20 The que st ion of Si n ic i z at ion i s a n emot iona l one not 
on ly for conquere d people s, but a l so for Ch i ne s e st udent s a nd schol a r s, a s h i s -
tor i a n X i n Fa n ha s note d. 21 Spora d ic re si st a nce to Ha n r u le cont i nue d, a nd 
not a l l of t he d i st i nc t i ve Yue c u stom s d i s app e a re d, wh ic h ha d i nc lude d a sepa -
rate la n g u a g e, shor t ha i r st yle s, fa ci a l a nd bo dy tat to oi n g , a nd g re at abi l it y i n 
boat-bu i ld i n g a nd sa i l i n g. I nde e d, t he Yue d i st i n g u i she d t hem s e lve s f rom t he 
Ha n people i n t hei r abi l it ie s a nd i ntere st s i n se a f a r i n g. 22



There is perh aps no more ex t reme a l ienat ion of a fel low hu ma n t ha n to 
ma ke be a st s of t hem. Qu’s fina l l i ne ab ove i s a cle a r i nd ic at ion t hat t he i n ha b -
it a nt s of t he sout her n coa st s a nd sout her n se a s were not on ly u nc i v i l i z e d, t he y 
were con sidere d to be ut terly forei g n a nd i nde e d subhu ma n. These ex a mple s 
ser ve to show, f rom ea rl ie st ti me s, t hat t he people of what i s to d ay sout her n 
Ch i na were lon g con sidere d be yond t he pa le of Ch i ne s e civ i l i z at ion.

I n h i s cl a s sic a na ly si s of Ha i na n’s rel at ion sh ip w it h ea rly ma i n l a nd re g i me s, 



Ch i na S e a a nd d i s covere d what t he y ca l le d Na n h a i Z hud a o (a k a t he 
S out h Ch i na S e a isl a nd s). Wel l do c u mente d by bot h Ch i ne s e a nd 
forei g n h i stor ic a l mater i a l s a nd a rc h a e olo g ic a l d i g s, t here i s e v idence 
of a nc ient crops, wel l s, hou s e s, temple s, tomb s, a nd i n s cr ipt ion s left 
by Ch i ne s e fisher men on some of t he i sl a nd s a nd re ef s of t he S out h 
Ch i na S e a isl a nd s. Ma ny forei g n do c u ment s i l lu st rate cle a rly t hat for a 
leng t hy h i stor ic a l du rat ion, on ly Ch i ne s e people l ive d a nd worke d on 
t he s e S out h Ch i na S e a isl a nd s. Throug hout t h i s lon g pro ce s s of ex plor -
i ng a nd de ve lopi n g t he S out h Ch i na S e a isl a nd s, t he Ch i ne s e people 
have g ra du a l ly i ncre a s e d a nd i mprove d Ch i na’s side r i g ht s i n t he S out h 
Ch i na S e a. These i nc lude h i stor ic cl a i m s, wh ic h have i n t u r n be en 
uphe ld by succe s si ve Ch i ne s e gover n ment s. 27

The act iv it ie s, a r t i f a c t s, a nd re cord s ref er re d to here a re not t hos e of of -
ficia l Ha n emba s sie s, si nce t hos e d id not ex tend be yond t he coa st of Ha i na n 
I sl a nd. It is more l i ke ly t hat t he s e a re a r t i f a c t s of lo c a l s, a nd a s note d ab ove, 
it is conte st a ble t hat t he s e sout her n ba rba r i a n s cou ld be con sidere d c u lt u ra l ly 
“Ch i ne s e” i n t he cont i nuou s sen s e t hat i s su g g e ste d here. The fou nd at ion of 
t he cl a i m re st s on t he content ion t hat Ch i ne s e c u lt u ra l or civ i l i z at iona l con -
ti nu it y t h rou g h t h i s per io d i s sufficient for contemp ora r y geop ol it ic a l cl a i m s. 
Some a rc h a e olo g ic a l find s su g g e st tra de i n Ch i ne s e go o d s t h rou g h t he re -
g ion, but t h i s do e s not me a n t he a re a wa s gover ne d by a ma i n l a nd re g i me. 28 
One rat her re cent cl a i m to cont i nu it y of Ch i ne s e pre s enc e i n t he re g ion ha s 
come i n t he for m of “route bo ok s” ( genglubu), use d by fishers e sp e c i a l ly f rom 
Ha i na n to nav i g ate t he somet i me s-da ng erou s shoa l s. Joha n ne s L . Ku r z re -
cou nt s t he cont ra st bet we en t he ca re f u l schol a r sh ip by h i stor i a n s compi l i n g 
t he s e te x t s, l i ke Z hou Wei m i n a nd Ta n g L i n g l i n g , a nd t he more bomba st ic 
a nd tot a l i z i n g cl a i m s ma de i n t he popu l a r pre s s a nd by officia l s ab out t he 
“route bo ok s.” U lt i mate ly, Ku r z find s t hat no e v idenc e of t he bo ok s’ cl a i m s 
of a 600-yea r le g a c y i s offered i n a ny of t he s e a ccou nt s. 29 Aut hent ic at i n g t he 
“route bo ok s” wou ld not ser ve to est a bl i sh a d m i n i st rat ion of t he S out h Ch i na 
S e a, but rat her ma r it i me k nowle d g e on t he pa r t of Ha i na ne s e fishers, fa r f rom 
t he nor t her n center s of i mp er i a l c u lt u re.

Wit h t he br ie f Su i (581–618 CE) a nd long er Ta n g (618–907) dy na st ie s, t he 
sout her n re g ion s of t he c u r rent PRC map, i nc lud i n g t he coa st a nd Ha i na n, 
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were more t horou g h ly i ncor p orate d i nto t he nor t her n-ba s e d empi re s. Sti l l, 
t he sout her n coa st rema i ne d a d i st a nt pl a ce w it h i n t he i mp er i a l worldv ie w. 
It wa s con sidere d to be f rau g ht w it h d a n g er s f rom d i s e a s e s a nd host i le lo c a l 
people. This percept ion i s e v ident i n t he u s e of sout her n re g ion s, esp e c i a l ly t he 
isl a nd of Ha i na n, a s a de st i nat ion of ba n i sh ment for m i n i ster s a nd schol a r of -
ficia l s. Hi stor i a n, Z hou Q u a n g en, i n h i s st udy of Su i a nd Ta n g officia ldom on 
Ha i na n, note s t hat t he lo c at ion of “ ba n i sh ment” on a l i st of pu n i sh ment s f a l l s 
bet we en tor t u re a nd de c apit at ion, wh ic h prov ide s a cle a r sen s e of t he isl a nd ’s 
pol it ic a l a nd c u lt u ra l pl a ce w it h i n t he re a l m. 30 A ser ie s of h i g h-ra n k i n g offi -
cia l s were ba n i she d to Ha i na n a s a re su lt of f a c t iona l str u g g le s i n t he cou r t, or 
t he a c t of “ loya l remon st ra nc e,” t he d a ng erou s Con f uc i a n a c t of publ ic ly le c -
t u r i n g a n emp eror on h i s f a i l i n g s, a nd a ccept i n g t he en s u i n g pu n i sh ment for 
t h i s pat r iot ic opp o sit ion. 31 Tod ay i n Ha i kou, t he prov i nc i a l capit a l of Ha i na n, 
t he Temple of t he Five M i n i ster s honor s t hos e officia l s ba n i she d to t he isl a nd. 



map t hat be g a n to ta ke t he shap e of t he c u r rent PRC, i nc lud i n g what i s to d ay 
X i nji a n g , Tib et, a nd nor t he a ster n Ch i na. I n t h i s way, qu i nte s s ent i a l a sp e c t s 





Un l i ke t he PRC gover n ment i n t he pre s ent cent u r y, no ex a c t bou nd a r y 
suc h a s t he n i ne-da sh l i ne ha d be en e st a bl i she d for t he ma r it i me spa ce 
t he Qi n g cou r t cl a i me d. I nste a d, ti me a nd spa ce, couple d w it h rel at ion -
a l it y, ma l le a bi l it y, mut u a l it y, a nd cont ra r iet y, were t he fou nd at ion s of 
t he Qi n g ’s ju st ificat ion s for it s soverei g nt y a cro s s t he we ster n end of t he 
Pa c ific Oce a n. 39

A l so i n t h i s ne w col le c t ion, Da r i a Da hp on Ho w r ite s ab out t he color f u l 
a nd comple x ma r it i me world of t he H i g h Qi n g , a nd how per s ona l vendet -
ta s, sh ifting ident it ie s, a nd of cou r s e pi ra c y shap e d a d iver s e re g ion. Ho v iv -
id ly re cou nt s at tempt s to se c u re tra d i n g por t s (or pi rate ne st s, dep end i n g on 
one’s per sp e c t i ve), a nd ex pl a i n s epi s o de s of v iolenc e a nd bet raya l i nvolv i n g t he 
Por t u g ue s e, t he D utc h, t he Japa ne s e, a nd t hen t he Z hen g re g i me (Kox i n g a) 
on Ta iwa n, fol lowe d by t he Eng l i sh a s “t he world ’s first g re at d r u g de a ler s.” 40

Fol low i n g t he “H i g h Qi n g ,” i mp er i a l de c l i ne i n t he n i nete ent h cent u r y i s 





e ven be yond t he 1950 Com mu n i st ta ke over, ca r r ie d on a peren n i a l i sl a nd 
re si st a nce to out sider s, i nc lud i n g ma i n l a nd Ch i ne s e. 47 I n ter m s of officia l 
Pa r t y h i stor ie s of Ha i na n w r it ten du r i n g t he PRC, one t y pic a l su m ma r y i s 
fou nd below, i n t he Pa r t y h i stor y of et h n ic str u g g le s, compi le d by t he Ha i na n 
Prov i nc i a l G a z et te er/Ch ron ic le Office:

Du r i n g t he ne a rly 2,000 yea rs f rom t he We ster n Ha n to t he Qi n g 
D y na st y, t he et h n ic m i nor it ie s i n Ha i na n cont i nue d to fig ht a g a i n st 
t he oppre s sion of t he feudal dynasties and strive for national survival 
[my emph a si s]. There were more t ha n 70 upr i si n g s la rg e a nd sma l l … I n 
mo der n ti me s, Ha i na n ha s be come a pla ce where i mp er i a l i sm a nd feu -
da l wa rlord s have comp ete d for plu nder. Therefore, t he et h n ic m i nor i -
tie s of Ha i na n a nd t he lo c a l Ha n people have fou g ht heroic a l ly a g a i n st 
i mp er i a l i sm a nd feud a l wa rlord s to prote c t t hei r home l a nd. 48

This accou nt go e s on to cite t he sha re d str u g g le of t he Ha i na n L i people 
w it h t he Com mu n i st g uer r i l l a fig hter s on Ha i na n, a g a i n st t he Nat iona l i st s 
a nd t he Japa ne s e, effective ly pl a c i n g t he a l ienat ion a nd ex ploit at ion of t he 
sout her n i sl a nd i n t he re a l m s of pre v iou s re g i me s, w it h t he Com mu n i st s ma k -
i ng com mon cau s e not w it h t he aut hor it ie s, but w it h t he et h n ic reb e l s who 
fou g ht to over t h row t hem. W h i le t h i s fits ne at ly w it h re volut iona r y propa -
g a nd a, it cer t a i n ly do e s not squ a re w it h cl a i m s to c u lt u ra l or a d m i n i st rat i ve 
cont i nu it y of ma r it i me cl a i m s. The li ne a g e of re si st a nc e here i s w it h t hos e who 
fou g ht t he a d m i n i st rator s a nd effor t s at cont rol.

I n t he ea rly d ay s of t he PRC, B eiji n g ’s de c i sion to joi n t he Kore a n Wa r on 
t he pa r t of t he Demo crat ic R epubl ic of Kore a, or Nor t h Kore a, a l so ha d i m -
pl ic at ion s i n t he S out h Ch i na S e a. A m id st t he Com mu n i st s’ t h re at of ta k i n g 
Ta iwa n a nd t he re volut iona r y movement s i n Frenc h I ndo c h i na a nd t h rou g h -
out t he w ider re g ion, a n x iet ie s ab out t he spre a d of com mu n i sm shap e d t he 
pol it ic s of t he d ay, lea d i n g to t he blo c k a de of t he Ta iwa n Stra it by t he US 
Nav y ’s S e vent h Fle et. 

Wit h i n t he S out h Ch i na S e a, a lt hou g h B eiji n g wa s not capa ble of proje c t -
i ng power on a i r or at se a, it proje c te d a na r rat i ve of stren g t h a nd emerg ent 
re g iona l power st at u s, i n her it i n g t he bold ma r it i me cl a i m s of t he R epubl ic a n 
re g i me it ha d ba n i she d to Ta iwa n. B eiji n g a l so a s s er te d t hat t h i s wa s t he end 
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Q i, t he Pa r t y c h ie f of Ha i kou, for cor r upt ion ma d e it st i l l more emble m a t ic 
of s y s t e m ic c h a l len g e s not on ly i n Ha i n a n, but t h rou g hout t he PRC . R e c ent 
move s to ma ke a l l of Ha i n a n a ma s si ve “ f re e-tra d e z one ” have show n t he i s -
la nd to b e op en for g lob a l bu si ne s s, e ven a s B eiji n g ’s re c ent a c t ion s i n Hon g 
Kon g have t h re a t ene d to c h i l l t he e conomy t here. 53

Ha i na n’s role i n repro duc i n g B eiji n g ’s na r rat i ve of t he re g ion ha s a l so 
be come i ncre a si n g ly i mp or t a nt a s more ma i n l a nd tou r i st s v i sit t he isl a nd. 
R ecent ly, a spe c t a c u l a r ne w Mu s eu m of t he S out h Ch i na S e a ha s op ene d ne a r 
t he fish i ng v i l l a g e of Ta n men, wh ic h i s a l so ne a r t he site of t he a n nu a l B o’a o 
For u m for A si a. This for u m wa s i n it i a l ly toute d a s t he “A si a n Davo s,” but i n 
ab out t wo de c a de s, it ha s be come la rg e ly a n opp or t u n it y for re c it at ion of ta l k -
i ng poi nt s a nd t he occ a siona l d iplomat ic flap cau s e d by “wol f wa r r ior” d iplo -
mat s v iol at i n g proto col i n a n at tempt to a s s er t dom i na nc e. The prox i m it y of 
B o’a o a nd t he ne w mu s eu m i s del ib erate, si nce t he mu s eu m i s a conven ient a f -
ter no on out i n g for For u m at tende e s. One re cent v i sitor to t he For u m a nd t he 
mu s eu m rema rke d t hat t he lat ter wa s “a va st, empt y, mu s eu m concer n i n g t he 
S out h Ch i na S e a. The inve st ment i n t he mu s eu m mu st have be en hu g e, it wa s 
a l mo st tot a l ly de void of v i sitor s, a nd t he she er sc a le of t he mu s eu m i nd ic ate d 
t hat Ch i na wa s not goi n g to move on S out h Ch i na S e a is s ue s i n a t hou s a nd 
ye a r s, fig urat i ve ly sp e a k i n g.” 54



s c hol a r s, h i stor i a n s, a nd pol it ic a l scient i st s emph a si z e t he i mp or t a nc e of f u l ly 
endor si n g t he r u le s-ba s e d order, esp e c i a l ly a s B eiji n g cont i nue s to flout it i n 
t he S out h Ch i na S e a. B et ter u nder st a nd i n g t he h i stor y of t he re g ion a nd t he 
way s i n wh ic h t hat h i stor y i s d i stor te d a nd deploye d to bol ster B eiji n g ’s cl a i m 
may not re solve t he re a l t h re at s to st a bi l it y a nd pe a ce i n t he re g ion, but it w i l l 
help to cou nter t hat d i stor te d na r rat i ve a nd pre s ent one t hat i s ba s e d on t he 
r u le s-ba s e d i nter nat iona l order t hat a l l pa r t ie s a re so de eply i nve ste d i n. 

A s f a r a s A mer ic a n a c t i v it ie s, Gre g or y Pol i n g note s i n h i s re cent bo ok, 
“Forg i n g a net work of a g re ement s to ma na g e t he S out h Ch i na S e a w i l l be d i f -
ficu lt a nd d raw n out. But it is t he on ly way for wa rd.” 56 Under st a nd i n g t he 
PC A r u l i n g i s es s ent i a l, but it is a l so i mp or t a nt to u nder st a nd t he h i stor ic a l, 
cu lt u ra l, a nd le g a l per sp e c t i ve of re g iona l pl ayer s l i ke t he Ph i l ippi ne s, a s ex -
pre s s e d by a dvo c ate s l i ke Ju st ic e A nton io T. Ca r pio. 57 Recent schol a r sh ip a r -
g ue s for a r ic her u nder st a nd i n g of S out he a st A si a n pl ayer s i n t he re g ion a nd 
re si st i n g t he ea s y na r rat i ve of a US-Ch i na r iva l r y. I nde e d, some wou ld a rg ue 
t hat t here i s neit her a Ch i ne s e nor a n A mer ic a n solut ion to t he S out h Ch i na 
S e a. The on ly solut ion w i l l come t h rou g h he a r i n g mu lt iple a c tor s i n t he re -
g ion, a nd tog et her cha r t i n g a su st a i na ble pat h for wa rd. 58

These d iver s e v ie w s a re not a s wel l f u nde d a s t he posit ion s of eit her 
Wa sh i n g ton or B eiji n g. B eiji n g ’s na r rat i ve, a s repre s ente d by t he n i ne-da sh 
l i ne, ha s e ven fou nd it s way i nto t he ba c k g rou nd of re cent blo c k bu ster films, 
i nc lud i n g Abominable (2019), a nd perh aps more dubiou sly, Barbie (2023), 
where a n i ne x pl ic a ble dot te d l i ne i n a br iefly show n ch i ld-d raw n map wa s 
enou g h to conv i nc e Viet na me s e aut hor it ie s t hat t he film shou ld not be re -
lea s e d i n t hei r cou nt r y. 59 W h i le t he l i ne ha s be en d i sm i s s e d a s a n u n i nten -
tiona l coi nc idenc e by repre s ent at i ve s of t he Barbie film, t he la c k of awa rene s s 
of, a nd sen sit i v it y to, re g iona l pl ayer s l i ke t he Ph i l ippi ne s, Viet na m, a nd ot h -
ers is u n f or t u nate. Fu r t her more, t he trend of a ccom mo d at i n g t he pol it ic a l, 
h i stor ic a l, a nd c u lt u ra l pref erenc e s of PRC aud ienc e s a nd cen s or s i n t he pu r -
su it of profits ha s be en a com mon t heme for major A mer ic a n c u lt u ra l ex p or t s, 
i nc lud i n g film a nd tele v i sion. 

A mer ic a n s shou ld a l so be m i nd f u l of t he way s i n wh ic h, i ntent iona l ly or 
not, some publ ic d iploma c y pro c l a mat ion s, schol a rly publ ic at ion s, a nd ot her 
c u lt u ra l i ntera c t ion s ca n si m i l a rly pa nder to Ch i ne s e officia l aud ienc e s. This 
is more subt le t ha n Barbie, perhaps, but equ a l ly welcome i n B eiji n g. It may i n -
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c lude t he si mple conflation of t he Ch i ne s e people a nd t he Ch i ne s e Com mu n i st 
Pa r t y; or it may ent a i l a s s u m i n g a flatter i n g (but monol it h ic) ti mele s s c u lt u ra l 
m i nd s et of t he Ch i ne s e people, wh ic h ser ve s to de s cr ib e t he a nc ient pa st a s 
wel l a s it do e s t he c u r rent re g i me. W h i le most c u lt u ra l e s s ent i a l i sm i s f u nd a -
ment a l ly ra c i st a nd ig nora nt, t h i s pa r t ic u l a r bra nd ca n be flatter i n g , si nce it 
rei n f orc e s t he pl a ce of t he c u r rent re g i me w it h i n t he lon g du rat ion of Ch i ne s e 
h i stor y, por t ray i n g t he PRC a s t he late st to hold t he Ma nd ate of He aven. Not 
on ly do e s it ig nore t he re g i me’s ha l f-cent u r y at tempt to pu lver i z e most rem -
na nt s of t hat c u lt u re a nd h i stor y (f rom bu r n i n g bo ok s to de s e crat i n g t he tomb 
of Con f uc iu s), but it flatter s t he c u r rent le a der s t hat t he y d raw on t he w i s e st 
tra d it ion s i n t hei r i mp er i a l pa st. 60

W h i le some obs er ver s of Ch i na se e a confident r i si n g sup er p ower, a n x iet ie s 
ab out h i stor y nat u ra l ly pl a g ue a re g i me t hat ha s done so muc h to demol i sh it s 
ow n c u lt u re a nd is reluc t a nt to re c kon w it h t hat de st r uc t ion. W h i le some for -
eig n obs er ver s, f rom elder st ate smen to prof e s siona l w re st ler s, help B eiji n g to 
smo ot h over t he cra c k s i n a n effor t to cont rol t he pa st, si lenc i n g t he voice s of 
h i stor y w i l l perh aps prove to be a n i mp o s sible cha l len g e. 61 These c u lt u ra l a n x i -
etie s reflect Ch i na’s de si re to ret roa c t i ve ly i mp o s e cont i nu it y on a long h i stor i -
ca l re cord t hat i s muc h more comple x t ha n a ny cont i nuou s a nd homo g enou s 
c u lt u re or civ i l i z at ion. I n conc lud i n g a 2006 lec t u re tit le d “Qi n g Cu lt u ra l i sm 
a nd Ma nc hu Ident it y,” Fre der ic Wa kema n a ske d “Ca n Pa n g lo s si a n g loba l 
capit a l i sm co e x i st w it h a f ra g i le a nd e ven touc hy Ch i ne s e nat iona l i sm?...
Cit i z en s of Ch i na, I t h i n k, have e ver y re a s on to be proud of t hei r cou nt r y ’s 
i nter nat iona l prog re s s du r i n g t he 1980s a nd 1990s. But t hei r pr ide ha s not yet 
pro duc e d a serene confidence ab out t he f ut u re of t he Ha n nat ion.” 62

Under st a nd i n g t h i s i n s e c u r it y a nd t he “touc hy nat iona l i sm” i s es s ent i a l to 
u nder st a nd i n g Ha i na n, t he S out h Ch i na S e a, a nd B eiji n g ’s role t here. A la r m 
at t he br i n k sma n sh ip a nd re g u l a r con f ront at ion s t hat ta ke pl a ce on t he su r -
fa ce of t he se a s ca n crowd out d i s c u s sion s of de ep er c u r rent s i n h i stor y a nd 
c u lt u ra l ident it y; but t he y a re cer t a i n ly i nter woven a nd ca n not be f u l ly u nder -
sto o d w it hout ea c h ot her. 
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