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What is the ‘historical’ in China’s claims to the South China Sea? A survey of relevant pre-modern Chinese texts
Johannes L. Kurz
1. Introduction
The starting point for my paper is a text published by the Foreign Ministry of the People’s Republic of China on its webpage on November 17, 2000.[endnoteRef:1] This document entitled “Historical Evidence To Support China’s Sovereignty over Nansha Islands” (hereafter “Historical Evidence”) sets out to justify Chinese claims on the South China by pointing out that Chinese seafarers were the first to name and ‘develop’ the various disputed islands and areas.[endnoteRef:2] What I shall do in the following is to highlight the pre-modern texts said to describe the South China Sea, and to discuss their interpretations within modern Chinese scholarship.[endnoteRef:3] [1:  See http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/eng/topics/3754/t19231.htm, accessed 7.5.2013 for the English version, and http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/chn//pds/ziliao/tytj/zcwj/t10648.htm, accessed September 11, 2013, for the Chinese original.]  [2:  The literature on the topic is vast. An online search under the term “Nansha qundao” 南沙群島 in the China Academic Literature Database for instance yielded 2160 hits in all fields.]  [3:  Roderich Ptak’s paper on the seas of Southeast Asia held at a conference in Paris in 1997 dedicated to the study of the ‘Asian Mediterranean’ (La Méditerranée Asiatique) has been most helpful as a source of references and for an understanding of the trade routes and sailing directions recorded in the pre-modern sources. See Roderich Ptak, “Südostasiens Meere nach chinesischen Quellen (Sung und Yuan)”, Archipelago 56 (1998): 5-30. Papers of the above mentioned conference have been published as Claude Guillot, Denys Lombard, and Roderich Ptak (eds), From the Mediterranean to the China Sea: Miscellaneous Notes (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1998). In addition I have benefitted from Ptak’s article entitled „Die Paracel- und Spratly-Inseln in Sung-, Yüan- und frühen Ming-Texten: Ein maritimes Grenzgebiet?”, in Sabine Dabringhaus and Roderich Ptak (eds), China and Her Neighbours: Borders, Visions of the Other, Foreign Policy 10th to 19th Century (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1997), 159-181. ] 


2. The sources
Chinese scholars have identified a number of terms in the historical records that at one time or other they believe referred to the Xisha qundao西沙群島 (Paracel Islands), Dongsha qundao 東沙群島 (Pratas), Zhongsha qundao 中沙群島 (Macclesfield Banks), or Nansha qundao 南沙群島 (Spratly Islands). Passages from pre-modern texts are quoted as evidence of continued knowledge of these places under successive dynasties.
The texts in order of their appearance in “Historical Evidence” are the Yiwu zhi 異物志 by Yang Fu 楊孚 from the Later Han dynasty (25-220 CE) and the Funan zhuan 扶南传 by Kang Tai 康泰 from the Three Kingdoms period (220-280 CE).
Apart from a general mention of sources from the Tang (618-907) and Song dynasties (960-1279), and a list of geographical terms allegedly used to describe the Nansha and Xisha Islands during those periods, no specific text is referred to.
For the Yuan dynasty (1279-1368) Wang Dayuan’s 汪大渊 (fl. 1311-1350) Daoyi zhilüe 島夷誌略 (Brief Record of the Island Barbarians, 1350) is cited, for the Ming (1368-1644) the “Hun yi jiangli lidai guodu zhi tu” 混一疆理歷代國都之圖 (Consolidated Map of Territories and Geography and Capitals of Past Dynasties)[endnoteRef:4], and for the Qing (1644-1911) the “Genglu bo” 更路簿 (Road Map of the Qing Dynasty).[endnoteRef:5]  [4:  This map is a copy made in Korea in 1402. It is based on two maps produced during the Yuan dynasty, namely the “Shengjiao guangbo tu” 聲教廣被圖 compiled by Li Zemin 李澤民 in 1330, and the “Hun yi jiangli tu” 混一疆理圖 compiled by Qing Jun 清浚 in 1370. The map is currently held by the library of Ryokoku University 東京龍谷大學. See also Sun Guoqing 孫果清, “Hun yi jiangli lidai guodu zhi tu” 混一疆理歷代國都之圖, Ditu 4 (2005): 89-90.]  [5:  Zhang Junshe 張軍社 and Sun Ying 孫櫻 argue that the Genglu bo is early prove of China’s sovereignty over the all the islands and sholas in the South China Sea. See their article “Sushuo Nanhai zhudao lishi de ‘Genglubo’: Zhongguoren yongming huanlai de hanghai jing” 訴説南海諸島歷史的更路簿：中國人用命換來的航海經, Banshan luntan 8 (2012) 53-55. See also their later work co-authored with Zu Xin 祖新, entitled “Genglubo: Zhongguo yongyou Nanhai zhudao zhuquan de zhuyao zhengju” 更路簿：中國擁有南海諸島主權的主要證據, Wenshi zhishi 3 (2013): 5-12.] 


2.1 Yiwuzhi
The Yiwuzhi 異物志 (Record of Extraordinary Things) first compiled towards during the Eastern Han (25-220 CE) in one juan (chapter) contained descriptions of peoples and states at the borders of the Chinese empire. Expanded and supplemented multiple times until the Tang dynasty, the work had disappeared by the late tenth century. Surviving fragments have been published by Guangdong keqi chubanshe in 2009, and again by Guangdong renmin chubanshe in 2010.[endnoteRef:6] The modern text in the Yiwu zhi jiyi jiaozhu refers to a work by Huang Taiquan 黃泰泉 (1490-1566), the Guangdong tongzhi 廣東通志 that is established as correctly citing the original text.[endnoteRef:7] This is problematic for Huang Taiquan was the author of the Guangxi tongzhi 廣西通志, and not of the Guangdong tongzhi, a text compiled by another Ming author called Guo Fei 郭棐 (1529-1602). Regardless, what the correct reference is, it is strange that a Ming text should be the first one to quote the original passage. As a matter of fact there is an earlier source for the passage, namely the Taiping yulan 太平禦覽, an encyclopedia compiled under the second Song emperor Taizong.[endnoteRef:8] The Taiping yulan does not cite the original Yiwu zhi by Yang Fu in its entry on cishi 磁石, but the Nanzhou yiwu zhi 南州異物志[endnoteRef:9] (1 juan) compiled by Wan Zhen 萬振 during the Three Kingdoms period.[endnoteRef:10] One can only guess that the editors of the Yiwu zhi jiyi jiaozhu preferred the Ming reference to the older work since it extended Chinese knowledge of the South Sea by a hundred years. [6:  As Yiwu zhi jiyi jiaozhu 異物志輯佚校注.]  [7:  Yiwu zhi jiyi jiaozhu, 212, entry 105.]  [8:  On the Taiping yulan see Johannes L. Kurz, “The Compilation and Publication of the Taiping yulan and the Cefu yuangui”, in Florence Bretelle-Establet and Karine Chemla (eds.), Qu’est-ce qu’écrire une encyclopédie en Chine?. Extreme Orient-Extreme Occident Hors série, 39-76. ]  [9:  See Qiu Zeqi 邱澤奇, “Han Wei Liuchao Lingnan zhiwu ‘zhilu’ kaolüe” 漢魏六朝嶺南植物志錄考略, Zhongguo nongshi 4 (1986): 91. The same author does not refer to the present entry at all in his reconstruction of the work published as “Han Wei Liuchao Lingnan zhiwu ‘zhilu’ jishixuan: Wan Zhen Nanzhou yiwuzhi” 漢魏六朝嶺南植物志錄輯釋選: 萬振南州異物志, Zhongguo nongshi 3 (1987): 91-100.]  [10:  Li Fang 李昉 et al. (comps), Taiping yulan (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1985), 988.3a (4372).] 

The original entry in the Yiwu zhi reads as follows: “There are rugged stones in the rising sea, and where the water is shallow there are many magnetic stones. Foreigners reinforce their big ships with sheet metal. When they reach this strait, they cannot sail past because of the magnetic stones.”[endnoteRef:11] [11:  Yiwu zhi jiyi jiaozhu, 212, entry 105.] 

The Taiping yulan in its section on barbarians (siyi bu 四夷部) provides the following parallel citation from the Nanzhou yiwuzhi 南州異物志: “(The country of) Juzhi 句稚 is located at a distance of 800 li from Dianyou 典游. … There are big rugged boulders coming out of the rising sea. There the water is shallow and many magnetic stones are found.” [endnoteRef:12] [12:  Taiping yulan, “siyi” 4, 790.7b (3501). Han Zhenhua refers to Dianyou as Dianxun 典遜. See Han Zhenhua 韓振華, Woguo Nanhai zhudao shiliao huibian 我國南海諸島史料彙編 (Beijing: Dongfang chubanshe, 1988), 25.] 

The Foreign Ministry website translates the relevant passage as follows: “There are islets, sand cays, reefs and banks in the South China Sea, the water there is shallow and filled with magnetic rocks or stones (Zhanghai qitou, shui qian er duo cishi 涨海崎头，水浅而多磁石). 
Obviously the official translation is freely interpreting the original text by including “islets, sand cays, reefs and banks” and by identifying zhanghai 漲海 (‘rising sea’) as the South China Sea.

2.2 Funan zhuan
The Funan zhuan 扶南传 is a report by Kang Tai 康泰 and Zhu Ying 朱應 on their voyage to Funan (in modern southern Vietnam) in the third century. It is also often referred to as Wu shi waiguo zhuan 吳時外國傳.[endnoteRef:13] Only fragments remain in encyclopedias of the Tang and Song periods that have been compiled and published by Chen Jiarong 陳佳榮.[endnoteRef:14] I have accessed the relevant short passage from the original quoted in the Taiping yulan which reads “In the rising sea (zhanghai 漲海) one encounters coral islets[endnoteRef:15] at the base of which corals are growing on rocks” (Zhanghai zhong dao shanhu zhou zhoudi you pangu shanhu sheng qi shang ye 涨海中，到珊瑚洲，洲底有盤石，珊瑚生其上也).[endnoteRef:16] [13:  For a study of the Wushi waiguo zhuan see Chen Jiarong 陳佳榮, “Zhu Ying Kang Tai chushi Funan he Wushi waiguo zhuan kaolüe” 朱應，康泰出使扶南和‘吴时外國傳’考略, Zhongyang minzu xueyuan xuebao 4. (1978): 73-79, and Guo Zhenze 郭振澤 and Zhang Huateng 張華騰, “Wushi waiguo zhuan chutan” ‘吴时外國傳’初探, Yindu xuekan 3 (1989): 25-30. For a description of the itinerary of the two envoys see Chen Lianqing 陳連慶, “Sun Wu shiqi.Zhu Ying Kang Tai de Funan zhi xing” 孫吳時期朱應，康泰的扶南之行, Dongbei shida xuebao 4 (1986): 32-40, and Xu Yongzhang 許永璋, “Zhu Ying, Kang Tai Nanhai zhudao guo zhi xing kaolun” 朱應，康泰南海諸島國之行考論, Shixue yuekan 12 (2004): 25-30.]  [14:  Chen Jiarong, Waiguo zhuan 外國傳 (Hong Kong: Xianggang Xinhua caiyin chubanshe, 2006). See the informative review of this publication by Roderich Ptak in Archipel 74 (2007): 235-237.]  [15:  Shanhu zhou is another vague term that nevertheless has been identified to refer to all islands in the South China Sea by some modern Chinese authors. See for instance Liu Nanwei 劉南威, Zhongguo Nanhai zhudao diming lungao 中國南海諸島地名論稿 (Beijing: Kexue chubanshe, 1996), 13-14.]  [16:  Taiping yulan, 69.3b (327). See also Han, Woguo Nanhai, 25. On corals see the study by Roderich Ptak, “Notes on the Word shanhu and Chinese Coral Imports from Maritime Asia ca. 1250-1600”, Archipel 39 (1990): 65-80.] 

In contrast the Foreign Ministry translates this sentence as “In the South China Sea, there are coral islands and reefs; below these islands and reefs are rocks upon which the corals were formed.” What this translation does is that it identifies zhanghai as the South China Sea, as it did in the preceding text, and that instead of the coral islands only, it includes reefs, again. The added translation extends authority over those geological formations that are submerged most of the time. It is obvious that the decisive term is zhanghai.[endnoteRef:17] Roderich Ptak has pointed out that the final word about the interpretation of this term has not been spoken yet, and that its discussion is still ongoing.[endnoteRef:18] In his earlier detailed study of the term, Ptak explains that zhanghai – a term he does not translate other than zhang ocean (“Zhang Meer”) – was a term describing the seas off of Guangdong, around Hainan Island, and the Gulf of Tonking. Taking into account all early descriptions on the other hand, the term would encompass almost all maritime areas south from Guangdong to the Indian Ocean.[endnoteRef:19] [17:  For a useful and more detailed discussion of the term see Nanmingzi 南溟子 (pseudonym), Zhanghai kao 漲海考, Zhongyang minzu xue xuebao 1 (1982): 61-64, 75.]  [18:  Roderich Ptak, review of Waiguo zhuan 外國傳, compiled by Chen Jiarong 陳佳榮 (Hong Kong: Xianggang xinhua caiyin chubanshe, 2006), in Archipel 7 (2006), 236.]  [19:  Roderich Ptak, “Zhanghai 涨海. Raum und Konzept: Von den Anfängen bis zur Tang-Zeit”, in Shing Müller, Thomas O. Höllmann and Putao Gui (eds), Guangdong: Archaeology and Early Texts. Archäologie und frühe Texte (Zhou – Tang) (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2004), 241-253.] 

As a consequence zhanghai is not necessarily a reference to a concrete geographical or maritime area, but appears to be a vague designation for an undefined area.

2.3 Tang and Song records
Significantly, the website provides no definite records for the Tang and Song dynasties at all.[endnoteRef:20] [20:  “In numerous history and geography books published in the Tang and Song Dynasties, the Nansha and Xisha Islands were called Jiuruluo Islands, Shitang (literally meaning atolls surrounding a lagoon), Changsha (literally meaning long ranges of shoals), Qianli Shitang, Qianli Changsha, Wanli Shitang, and Wanli Changsha among others. Reference was made to the Nansha Islands in over one hundred categories of books published in the four dynasties of Song, Yuan, Ming and Qing in the name of Shitang or Changsha.”] 

In order to identify said “history and geography books’ it is necessary to track some of the designations referred to above.[endnoteRef:21] Shen Jianming believes that all of these either identified the Xisha or Nansha Islands.[endnoteRef:22] This is understandable given that the journal is edited by Chinese scholars who are mainly based in the PR of China. [21:  Han Zhenhua provides an in-depth and detailed study of the relevant texts in his Woguo Nanhai zhudao shiliao huibian.]  [22:  Shen Jianming, “China’s Sovereignty over the South China Sea Islands: A Historical Perspective”, Chinese Journal of International Law 1.1 (2002): 105-106.] 


2.3.1 Jiuruluo zhou 九乳螺洲
Jiuruluo zhou is found in the military handbook Wujing zongyao 武經縂要 (Essentials of the Military Classics, 40 j.), a work compiled by Zeng Gongliang 曾公亮 (998-1078) and presented to the throne in 1044.[endnoteRef:23] The relevant entry is a description of passages from Guangzhou in Guangdong, presumably to the south:  [23:  On the compilation of work see Li Xinwei 李新偉, “Wujing zongyao zuanxiu tili chukao” ‘武經縂要纂’修體例初考, Guojia tushuguan guankan 99.2 (2010): 27-43.] 

“From Tunmen shan 屯門山 taking advantage of an easterly wind, one reaches Jiuruluo zhou 九乳螺洲 after travelling in a southwesterly direction for seven days. After another three days (of sailing) one arrives in Zhanbulao shan 占不劳山 ((commentary:)) On the border of Huanzhou 環州國).”[endnoteRef:24] [24:  Zeng Gongliang, Wujing zongyao (Beijing: Jiefangjun chubanshe, 1988), 21.16a-b (1055-1056). ] 

Liu Nanwei 劉南威 was the first to point out that the designation Jiuruluo zhou ‘had to refer to the Xisha Islands (Paracel Islands) (ying zhi Xisha qundao 應指西沙群島)’.[endnoteRef:25] [25:  Liu Nanwei, “Nanhai zhudao diming chutan” 南海諸島地名初探, Lingnan wenshi 2 (1985): 97. ] 

Tunmen shan most likely refers to an encampment established in the Tang dynasty in Baoan district (Baoan xian 寳安縣) to guard against pirates.[endnoteRef:26]  [26:  In the Song dynasty Tunmen shan was also referred to as Tunmen 屯門.] 

Zhanbulao shan possibly refers to a string of tiny islands named Cu Lao Cham off the coast of Vietnam near Da Nang. Huanzhou then would be a state in that region, most likely, but not necessarily, Champa. The geographical treatise in the Xin Tangshu 新唐書 (Official History of the Tang Dynasty, 1060) by Ouyang Xiu 歐陽修 (1007-1072) gives a similar description of distances and directions, but slightly changes designations: 
“Sailing 200 li in a southeasterly direction from Guangzhou, one arrives at Tunmen shan. With a smooth wind going west, one reaches Jiuzhou shi 九州石 after two days. Sailing another day south one arrives at Xiang shi 象石. Sailing another three days in a southwesterly direction, one reaches Zhanbulao shan. This mountain is located 200 li in the sea to the east of Huanwang guo 環王國.”[endnoteRef:27] [27:  Ouyang Xiu, Xin Tang shu (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1991), 43A:1153.] 

We may assume that Jiuzhou shi is a different designation for Jiuru luozhou. With that the voyage from Tunmen shan to Jiuzhou shi/Jiuru luozhou is shortened immensely, and the location of the place must therefore be considerably closer to the Chinese mainland, than Liu Nanwei would make us believe (see also below, Qizhou 七洲).
Confusingly, Han Zhenhua makes out Xiang shi as a term to denote the Xisha Islands[endnoteRef:28], in contrast to Liu Nanwei who maintained that Jiuru luozhou was a term for the Xisha. Han says that the entry in the Xin Tangshu originated in a text entitled Guangzhou tonghai yidao 廣州通海夷道, compiled by Jia Dan賈耽 (730-805). I have not been able to examine the accuracy of this statement as I have had no access to the relevant sources. What is clear is that even within a short span of time between the publications of Liu Nanwei in 1985 and Han Zhenhua in 1988, opinions about which geographical terms in the Tang sources referred to the Xisha Islands differed greatly. [28:  Han, Woguo Nanhai, 30-31.] 

The only other mention from a Tang source so far on anything to do with a southern sea is an entry from the Jiu Tangshu 舊唐書 (Old History of the Tang, 945) The entry in the historical geography section (dili 地歷) reads: “The southern sea (Nanhai) is 50 li to the south of Haifeng 海豐 district, and this is the rising sea (zhanghai) that is vast and infinite.”[endnoteRef:29] [29:  Liu Xu 劉煦 et al. (comps), Jiu Tangshu (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1991), 41.1715.] 


2.3.2 Qianli changsha 千里長沙 and wanli shitang 萬里石塘
The main geographical designations in the official argumentation for pre-Tang times are zhanghai for the maritime region and qitou for the geological features. In the Song, the Zhufan zhi 諸蕃志 (Records of All Barbarians) by Zhao Rugua 趙汝适 (1165?-after 1225) is among the first texts to mention the ‘new’ designations followed are qianli changsha 千里長沙 (one thousand miles sand banks) and wanli shitang 萬里石塘 (ten thousand miles of reefs). These appear in the description of the island of Hainan 海南:
“Ki-yang (吉陽) lies at the extreme (southern) end of the coast (of Hai-nan), and there is no land beyond it, but outside there are two islets, Wu-li (烏里) and Su-ki-lang (蘇吉浪). Chan-ch’ong faces it to the south, and to the west it looks towards Chon-la. To the east (of Hai-nan) are the “Thousand li banks” (千里長沙) and the “Myriad li rocks” (萬里石塘) and (beyond them) is the boundless ocean, where the sea and the sky blend their colours, and the passing ships sail only by means of the south-pointing needle —if it be closely watched by day and night—for life or death depends on the slightest fraction of error.”[endnoteRef:30]  [30:  Friedrich Hirth and W.W. Rockhill, Chau Ju-kua: On the Chinese and Arab Trade in the Twelfth and Thirteenth Centuries (St. Petersburg: Imperial Academy of Sciences, 1911), 176. The Chinese text is found in Zhufan zhi jiaoshi 諸蕃志校釋, edited and annotated by Yang Bowen 楊博文 (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2000), 216. Note that the two translators probably worked with an incorrect copy of the original Chinese text. This is evident in the wrong designations of the islands which should correctly read Wuli, Sumi, and Jilang. See also the translation from the Qiongguan zhi 瓊管志 below from which this text was apparently drawing. ] 

Han Zhenhua claims that both terms “generally refer to the islands in the Southern Sea, and already early in the Song dynasty these belonged to the administrative area managed by Qiongguan 瓊管 of the western circuit of Guangdong 廣東西路瓊管 (today’s Hainan’s Sizhou commandery). It follows from the text quoted above, that the islands in the Southern Sea since the fifth year of the Zhenyuan period of the Tang (789) were part of the administrative area of China.”[endnoteRef:31] Again, one description of some remote outcrops of rock in the ocean is sufficient to claim an area south of Hainan since Tang times. Again, there is not much more information given, because there is none, and instead of argumentation, insistence is employed. [31:  Han, Woguo Nanhai, 33. See also the very assertive essay by Li Jinming 李金明, “Woguo Nanhai jiangyu nei de shitang, changsha” 我國南海疆域内的石塘，長沙 (The shoals and sandbanks within the territory of our Southern Sea), Nanyang wenti yanjiu 93.1 (1998): 30-41. This and Han’s work obviously followed a study previously published by Lin Jinzhi 林金枝, “Shitang changsha ziliao jilu kaoshi” 石塘，長沙資料輯錄考釋, Nanyang wenti 6 (1979): 100-126. Very recently published, an article by Zhou Yunzhong 周運中 claims the whole maritime area in question as Chinese territory. See Zhou Yunzhong, “Nan Ao qi, wanli changsha, wanli shitang xinkao” 南澳氣，萬里長沙，萬里石塘新考, Haijiao shi yanjiu 1 (2013): 35-43.] 

Ptak suggests that both terms can be general designations for shoals and sandbanks, and do not refer to specific islands or island groups. For him there is no evidence at all that whatever the changsha and shitang referred to were, they were certainly not under the administration of the Song, Yuan or Ming dynasties. Similarly he maintains that there is no proof for any Chinese settlements to be found in the relevant sources.[endnoteRef:32] [32:  Ptak, “Die Paracel- und Spratly-Inseln”, 161-165.] 


2.4 Yuan
2.4.1 Daoyi zhilüe 島夷誌略, 1350
The official text on the Foreign Ministry’s webpage proceeds with a text from Yuan (1279-1368) times, namely Wang Dayuan’s 汪大渊 (fl. 1311-1350) Daoyi zhilüe 島夷誌略 (Brief Record of the Island Barbarians, 1350).[endnoteRef:33] [33:  For a study of this text see Roderich Ptak, “Images of Maritime Asia in Two Yuan Texts: Daoyi zhilüe and Yiyu zhi”, in Journal of Sung-Yuan Studies 25 (1995): 47-76.] 

The website cites this book as follows:
“The base of Wanli Shitang originates from Chaozhou. It is tortuous as a long snake lying in the sea. Its veins can all be traced. One such vein strentches (sic) to Java, one to Boni (or Burni, a kingdom which then existed in what is now Brunei in the vicinity of the Kalimantan) and Gulidimen (another kingdom on the Kalimantan), and one to the west side of the sea toward Kunlun (Con Son Islands, located outside the mouth of the mekong (sic) River some 200 nautical miles away from Saigon) in the distance.[endnoteRef:34] [34:  Note that the Chinese text omits some information provided in its English translation. The original entry is found in Daoyi zhilüe jiaoshi 島夷誌略校釋, revised and edited by Su Jiqing 蘇繼廎 (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2000), 318. Cf. also the translation of this passage in Ptak, “Die Paracel- und Spratly-Inseln”, 166-167] 

And concludes:
“Wanli shitang here refers to all the islands in the South China Sea, including the Nansha Islands.” 
Roderich Ptak has adopted a very cautious approach to the problem of identification of wanli shitang and related terms. For him in some cases they may address only specific island groups in other cases all of them. He takes the Daoyi zhilüe as an example to explain that wanli shitang apart from referring possibly to the Xisha and Nansha should also include the Dongsha (Pratas). His reason for assuming this is a geographical one, as Chaozhou is situated to the north of the Dongsha.[endnoteRef:35]  [35:  Roderich Ptak, “Jottings on Chinese Sailing Routes to Southeast Asia, Especially on the Eastern Route in Ming Times”, in Jorge M. dos Santos Alves (coord.), Portugal e a China: Conferências nos Encontros de Historía Luso-Chinesa (Lisbon: Fundação Oriente, 2001), 121.] 

The modern commentary to the passage in the Daoyi zhilüe 島夷誌略 among others lists the following works as well as sources for wanli shitang and variant designations: Song huiyao 宋會要 (Institutions of the Song); Yuan shi 元史 (Official history of the Yuan dynasty); and the Zhufan zhi xiaoshi 諸蕃志.[endnoteRef:36] [36:  On the entry in the Zhufan zhi see Han, Woguo Nanhai, 32-33. See also the translation of the text quoted above in 2.3.2.] 

This means that the designations are not of Yuan, but at least of Song origin. Hence the continuity that the website suggests in Chinese knowledge of the place is not as solid as the editors of the website would like us to believe. The entry in in the Song huiyao reads: 
“Those who want to travel to China (zhongguo 中國) set out on ocean and sail for five days. They reach Bosilan 波斯蘭 and afterwards arriving at Kunlun yang 崑崙 sea, they pass Zhenla 真臘. After several days, they reach Meidaye 葿(?)達耶, after several days more they arrive at the territory of Zhancheng 占城. Sailing through the sea to the southeast close by (Zhancheng) for ten days, there are rocky shoals (shitang 石塘) which are called wanli 萬里 (ten thousand miles). The ocean there is sometimes shallow, sometimes deep.”[endnoteRef:37] [37:  Song huiyao jigao 宋會要輯稿, compiled by Xu Song 徐松 (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1997), 197, “fanyi” 4.99 (7763).] 

Interestingly, the directions given are from the country of Zhenlifu 真里富 which apparently was located somewhere south of Guangzhou, and the itinerary thus lists locations in order of their appearance from south to north. 
Wanli shitang are moreover fleetingly mentioned in the Yuanshi biography of Shi Bi 史弼 who in 1292 was sent on a diplomatic mission to several states in Southeast Asia: “…when they had passed the Qizhouyang 七洲洋 and the Ten thousand miles reefs (wanli shitang 萬里石塘), they crossed the territories of Jiaozhi 交趾 and Zhancheng 占城…”.[endnoteRef:38]  [38:  Yuan shi 元史 (Official history of the Yuan dynasty), comp. by Song Lian 宋濂 (1310-1381) et al. (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2005), 162.3802] 

The wanli shitang in this description appear to be located north of the territories of Jiaozhi in in Northern Vietnam and of Champa in Central Vietnam. 
The wanli shitang entry in the Zhufan zhi I have quoted above already. Yang Bowen, the compiler of the modern edition, resolves the problem of numerous designations found in a number of pre-modern works by explaining that the “qianli changsha must refer to our Xisha Inslands, and the wanli shichuang 萬里石床to our Dongsha.”[endnoteRef:39] [39:  See Zhufan zhi jiaoshi, 222, note 3.] 

The important feature that he mentions in passing only is the Qiongguan zhi 瓊管志, and we can use this work to exemplarily show how a number of quotations from ‘numerous history and geography books’ came about.
The Qiongguan zhi 瓊管志, compiled probably in the first part of the Southern Song, does no longer exist and survives only in a few fragments. The Yudi jisheng 與地繼勝, a geographical treatise compiled by Wang Xiangzhi 王象之 (fl. 1196-after 1221) in the Southern Song, quotes the Qiongguan zhi in the entry on Jiyang commandery (Jiyang jun 吉陽軍) on Hainan Island as follows: “… Beyond its (Jiyang’s) borders there are islands called Wuli 烏里, Sumi 蘇密, and Jilang 吉浪, and it faces Zhancheng. To its west are Zhenla and Jiaozhi, and to its east are one thousand miles of sandbanks and ten thousand miles of reefs (qianli changsha wanli shitang 千里長沙萬里石塘...”[endnoteRef:40] [40:  Wang Xiangzhi, Yudi jisheng (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2003), 127.3b (3622). Note that Su Jiqiong incorrectly refers to juan 27 of the Yudi jisheng in his commentary to the Daoyi zhilüe as the place where the Qiongguan zhi is cited on the Wanli shitang. See also the discussion of this source in Ptak, “Die Paracel- und Spratly-Inseln”, 165, footnote 14.] 

This same source is also quoted by Zhu Mu 祝穆 (?-after 1246) in the Fangyu shenglan 方輿勝覽 (Scenic Sights of the World)[endnoteRef:41], the Zhufan zhi, and the Song huiyao (see above).  [41:  Zhu Mu, Fangyu shenglan 方輿勝覽 (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2003), 43.775.] 

The Song huiyao provides yet another short passage on shoals, in its description of Zhancheng. The text reads: “(In the year 1018) Luopidijia 羅皮帝加 (envoy of the Champa king) said: “When our people wanted to sail to Guangzhou, the wind would sweep the ship towards the shitang 石堂, and consequently they could not reach (Guangzhou) in successive years.”[endnoteRef:42] The reading of shitang as shoals (shitang 石塘) in this case derives from the Songshi (Official History of the Song), compiled from 1343-1345, which follows the original verbatim.[endnoteRef:43] Confusingly, the Xu Zizhi tongjian changbian 續資治通鋻長編 (1183), a chronological history of the Northern Song dynasty, maintains the form shitang 石堂.[endnoteRef:44] Therefore it is difficult to assess if this shitang indeed refers to the shoals or is an altogether different place - though probability indicates that it is not. [42:  See Han, Woguo Nanhai, 42, and Song huiyao, 197, “fanyi” 4.69 (7748).]  [43:  Tuotuo 脫脫 et al , Songshi (Bejing: Zhonghua shuju, 1977), 489.14083.]  [44:  Li Tao 李燾 (1115-1184), Xu Zizhi tongjian changbian (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2004), 92.2125.] 

The Lingwai daida 嶺外代答 (1178) by Zhou Qufei 周去非 (?-after 1178) is a description of the southern parts of the Song dynasty. Almut Netolitzky did not consider changsha shitang長砂石塘 to be a geographical designation, but translated it as a topographical term (“eine lange Sandbank” (a long sandbank)) only.[endnoteRef:45] In stark contrast, Yang Wuquan 楊武泉, the modern editor of the original text, not unexpectedly, declares the term to denote the Xisha (Paracel) Islands and the Zhongsha (Macclesfield) Bank in the commentary to this passage.[endnoteRef:46] [45:  Almut Netolitzky, Das Ling-wai tai-ta von Chou Ch’ü-fei: Eine Landeskunde Südchinas aus dem 12. Jahrhundert (Wiesbaden: Steiner, 1977), 16.]  [46:  Zhou Qufei, Lingwai daida jiaozhu 嶺外代答校注, edited and annotated by Yang Wuquan (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1999), 37.] 


2.4.2 Zhenla fengtu ji
Qizhou 七洲
Further evidence for claims on the sea off the east coast of Hainan is provided by the Zhenla fengtu ji 真腊風土記 of Zhou Daguan 周達觀 (1266-1346).[endnoteRef:47] Zhou’s book is a first-hand record of the kingdom of Cambodia. The translation of the relevant passage reads in the translation by Peter Harris: “If you set sail from Wenzhou and go south-southwest by the compass past Min, Guang, and the various overseas ports, the cross the Seven Islands Sea and the Jiaozhi Sea, you come to Champa … .”[endnoteRef:48] The term in question and the geographical location of the islands it refers to, is the Seven Islands Sea (Qizhou yang 七洲洋).[endnoteRef:49] Paul Pelliot identified it with the Paracel Islands (Xisha) in his early translation of the text.[endnoteRef:50] Xia Nai points out that a number of Western scholars believed the Seven Islands to be the Xisha as well, and that this identification is incorrect.[endnoteRef:51] Instead of the Xisha, the Seven Islands are a designation for a group of uninhabited islets off the northeast coast of Hainan called the Taya Islands (chin. Qizhou liedao 七洲列島).  [47:  Han, Woguo Nanhai, 49-50.]  [48:  Peter Harris (transl.), Zhou Daguan: A Record of Cambodia, the Land and Its People (Chiang Mai: Silkworm Books, 2007), 45. For the original text see Zhou Daguan, Zhenla fengtuji jiaozhu 真腊風土記校注, annotated by Xia Nai 夏鼐 (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2000), 15. ]  [49:  The same designation is used in a work contemporary with that of Zhou Daguan. See Wu Zimu 吳自牧 (ca. 1256-after 1334), Mengliang lu 夢粱錄 (Xuehai leibian), 12.15a (232).]  [50:  Paul Pelliot, “Mémoire sur les coutumes du Cambodge”, Bulletin de l’Ecole française d’Extrême-Orient 2 (1902): 137-138.]  [51:  He refers to W.F. Mayers, W.P. Groeneveldt, and F. Hirth. I have not had access to W.F. Mayers, “Chinese Explorations of the Indian Ocean During the 15th Century”, China Review 3 (1875). The relevant entry from W.P. Groeneveldt is found in Historical Notes on Indonesia and Malaya Compiled from Chinese Sources (Djakarta: C.V. Bhratara, 1960), 25. Groeneveldt’s source is the Yuanshi biography of Shi Bi (see above). His book was originally published in Batavia in1880. The reference Xia makes to Hirth is to a footnote in Chau Ju-kua that establishes Groeneveldt’s identification of Qizhou yang as the ‘Sea of the Paracel Islands’ as correct. See Hirth and Rockhill, Chau Ju-kua, 185, footnote 4.] 

Xia furthermore explains that the Seven Islands were the Nine Islands (Jiuzhou 九洲) of Tang times referred to in the Xin Tangshu by Ouyang Xiu (see above).[endnoteRef:52] Harris confirms this view.[endnoteRef:53] Hence identification with the Xisha or Nansha appears to be haphazard at best, and may result from the relevant authors not willing or not being able to consult earlier Western works. It becomes evident that even within Chinese academe the identification of the geographical designations is not at all uniform, though disputes about these are not carried out publicly. Interestingly, the commentary by Han does not say anything about the location of Qizhou yang.[endnoteRef:54] [52:  Zhenla fengtu jiaozhu, 25-26.]  [53:  Harris, Zhou Daguan, 87.]  [54:  See also Han’s earlier studies on Qizhou yang, “Qizhou yang kao” 七洲洋考, Nanyang wenti 3 (1981): 1-31, and “Song Ruizong yu Qizhou yang” 宋瑞宗與七洲洋, Nanyang wenti 3(1981): 32-53.] 


2.5 Ming
2.5.1 Qiongtai waiji
Changsha shitang
Han Zhenhua says that the Qiongtai waiji 瓊台外紀 (1488) by Wang Zuo 王佐 (1428-1512) contains evidence that the two terms changsha 長沙 and shitang 石塘 referred to the Nansha and Xisha Islands and that by the fourteenth century they formed part of the administration of Wanzhou 万州, modern day Wanning 万寧 on the east coast of Hainan.[endnoteRef:55] The Qiongtai waiji is no longer extant, but is cited in the Wanzhou zhi 万州志, a work compiled by Hu Duanshu 胡端書 and Yang Shangjin 楊上錦 in the early 19th century.[endnoteRef:56] The text reads: “To the east of the district (Wanzhou) there are sandbanks (changsha) and shoals (shitang) in the area of the surrounding sea. Every time a hurricane whips up the tide, it floods houses and inundates fields, and therefore the harm to the people is immense.”[endnoteRef:57] [55:  Han, Woguo Nanhai, 50. ]  [56:  It appears that the relevant passage in the modern edition of the text forms part of the main text of the Wanzhou zhi and is not a quote from the Qiongtai waiji. I have not had access to the 1828 block print edition of the Wanzhou zhi Han consulted. ]  [57:  Wanzhou zhi, 3.285, in Wanzhou zhi (er zhong 二种) (Haikou: Hainan chubanshe, 2004), comp. by Li Yan 李琰 et al.] 

This text makes it clear that changsha and shitang are general references to geological formations and not to specific locations in the ocean. Han’s statement thus has to be taken with a certain degree of doubt. The passage quoted here does not suggest any identification of the sandbanks and shoals with neither the Nansha nor the Xisha Islands.

2.5.2 Xingcha shenglan
Modern scholars have focused on a work written by Fei Xin 費信 (ca. 1385-after 1436) who accompanied the famous Zheng He 鄭和 (1371-1433) on three of his voyages to the west. Fei has left a record of these and description of places the fleet visited which is entitled Xingcha shenglan 星槎勝覽 (Overall Survey of the Star Raft). The term that is of interest here is the Kunlun shan 崑崙山 (Kunlun Mountain) that refers to the island named Pulau Condore off the Mekong Delta. The passage in question reads in the translation: 
“This mountain rises in the middle of the ocean. It stands firmly, like a tripod, looking the direction of [both] Chan-ch’eng and Pulau Aur. It is high and square and is the central point in an area extendingwide and far; seamen call [this are] the “K’un-lun Ocean”.
All merchant ships going to the Western Ocean must wait for fair wind by which they can cross [the K’un-lun Sea] in seven days and nights. They have a common saying: ‘Above we fear the Ch’i-chou, below we fear K’un-lun. If the compass-needle goes astray or the rudder errs, men and ships are not preserved. This mountain produces no unusual articles. The people have no houses, they eat mountain fruits, fish and shrimps. They have caves for dwellings and nests on trees, and that is all”.[endnoteRef:58] [58:  The Chinese text is found in Fei Xin 費信, Xingcha shenglan jiaozhu 星槎勝覽校注, edited and annotated by Feng Chengjun 馮承鈞 (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1954), 8-9. The translation is from Fei Hsin, Hsing-ch’a sheng-lan: The Overall Survey of the Star Raft, translated by J.V.G. Mills, annotated and edited by Roderich Ptak (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1996), 40.] 

The compilers of the Mingshi 明史 (Official History of the Ming, submitted 1739) were obviously copying from the text of Fei Xin given the striking similarity of the entry on the Kunlun Mountain in this work with that in the Xingcha shenglan.[endnoteRef:59] [59:  Zhang Tingyu 張廷玉 et al, Mingshi (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1974), 324.8394-8394.] 

Han Zhenhua explains that both Kunlun Island and Kunlun Ocean were describing the Nansha Islands and its surrounding waters, thus ignoring the accepted identification of Kunlun Island with Pulau Condore.[endnoteRef:60] [60:  Han, Woguo Nanhai, 54.] 


Conclusion
I could only briefly sketch the historical texts and their contents here. The literature on the topic is rather overwhelming; yet I hope that you will have grasped the fundamental differences between the interpretations by Chinese scholars and those by Western scholars. Chinese scholars tend to explain tiny bits of information in a way beneficial to governmental circles while western scholars perhaps show a more critical attitude towards the historical texts and how to understand and interpret them.
In a very specific way history-writing and the control thereof by the state has continued to be part of the administration of modern China, as exemplified for instance by the party history research center (Zhonggong zhongyang dangshi yanjiushi 中共中央黨史研究室) under the supervision of the Central committee of the Communist party, or the state archives administration under the control of the state council (Zhongyang dang’an guan 中央但感官).
Once the People’s Republic of China was established and had begun to formulate policies concerning her immediate neighbours, historians provided evidence for official claims on the islands in the South China Sea. 
In all publications on the history of the South China Sea, various texts are quoted from successive dynasties as evidence that people in these dynasties had knowledge of the Xisha, Dongsha, Nansha or Zhongsha Islands. As a matter of fact these texts very often refer to only one original source that is usually no longer extant (see the example of the Qiongguan zhi above).
What is very obvious, is a development of an increasing assertion of the Chinese rights on the disputed area that earlier had been missing from scholarly discussions from the late 1970s onwards, coinciding with the rapid economic development of the country.
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