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Unreliable evidence and the South China
Sea problem

A review of the verifiable evidence tells a different history about the islands in

the South China Sea than that found in the most of the commonly used

reference texts. 

 

The first English-language analysis about the South China Sea disputes came after the People’s

Republic of China occupied the western half of the Paracel Islands in 1974 and, since then, has

ebbed and flowed in parallel with the course of the disputes themselves. The latest flood has

followed the announcement of the United States’ ‘pivot’ to Asia in 2011. Since then there has

been a profusion of research papers, think-tank reports and journalistic articles about the disputes.

The vast majority discuss contemporary developments and provide only cursory examinations of

the disputes’ history. A few delve a little deeper. All, however, ultimately rely for their historical

background on a very small number of papers and books. Worryingly, a detailed examination of

those works suggests they are unreliable bases from which to write reliable histories.

Who controls the past, controls the future

This unreliable evidence is clouding the international discourse on the South China Sea disputes.

It is skewing assessments of the dispute at high levels of government – both in Southeast Asia and

in the United States. I will use three recent publications illustrate my point: two 2014

‘Commentary’ papers for the Rajaratnam School of International Studies in Singapore written by

a Chinese academic Li Dexia and a Singaporean Tan Keng Tat, a 2015 presentation by the former

US Deputy-Ambassador to China, Charles Freeman at Brown University and a 2014 paper for the

                               1 / 6



Unreliable evidence and the South China Sea problem
by The Maritime Issues - maritimeissues.com
http://www.maritimeissues.com/

US-based Center for Naval Analyses by Pete Pedrozo.

 

What is striking about these recent works – and they are just exemplars of a much wider literature

– is their reliance on historical accounts published many years ago: a small number of papers

published in the 1970s, notably one by Hungdah Chiu and Choon?Ho Park; Marwyn Samuels’

1982 book, Contest for the South China Sea; Greg Austin’s 1998 book China’s Ocean

Frontier and two papers by Jianming Shen published in 1997 and 2002.

 

These writings have come to form the ‘conventional wisdom’ about the disputes. Google Scholar

calculates that Chiu and Park’s paper is cited by 73 others, and Samuels’ book by 143. Works

that quote these authors include one by Brian Murphy from 1994 and those by Jianming Shen

from 1997 and 2002 – which are, in turn, quoted by 34 and 35 others respectively and by Chi-kin

Lo, whose 1989 book is cited by 111 other works. Lo explicitly relies on Samuels for most of his

historical explanation, indeed praises him for his “meticulous handling of historical data” (p.16).

Admiral (ret) Michael McDevitt, who wrote the forward to the CNA paper, noted that Contest for

the South China, “holds up very well some 40 years later”.

 

These works were the first attempts to explain the history of the disputes to English-speaking

audiences. They share some common features:

They were written by specialists in international law or political science rather than by

maritime historians of the region.

They generally lacked references to primary source material

They tended to rely on Chinese media sources that contained no references to original

evidence or on works that refer to these sources
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They tended to quote newspaper articles from many years later as proof of fact

They generally lacked historical contextualizing information

They were written by authors with strong links to China

The early works on the disputes

English-language writing on the South China Sea disputes emerged in the immediate aftermath of

the ‘Battle of the Paracels’ in January 1974, when PRC forces evicted forces of the Republic of

Vietnam (‘South Vietnam’) from the western half of the islands. The first analyses were

journalistic, including one by Cheng Huan, then a Chinese-Malaysian law student in London now

a senior legal figure in Hong Kong, in the following month’s edition of the Far Eastern Economic

Review. In it, he opined that, “China’s historical claim [to the Paracels] is so well documented

and for so many years back into the very ancient past, that it would be well nigh impossible for

any other country to make a meaningful counter claim.” This judgement by a fresh-faced student

was approvingly quoted in Chi-Kin Lo’s 1989 book ‘China’s Policy Towards Territorial

Disputes’. The next substantial analysis came in an article by John F. Copper in the May-June

1974 edition of China Report.

 

The first academic works appeared the following year. They included a paper by Tao Cheng for

the Texas International Law Journal and another by Hungdah Chiu and Choon?Ho Park for Ocean

Development & International Law. In 1976, the Institute for Asian Studies in Hamburg published

a monograph by the German academic, Dieter Heinzig, entitled ‘?Disputed islands in the South

China Sea’. These were pioneering papers but their sources – and therefore their analysis – was

far from neutral.
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Cheng’s paper relied primarily upon Chinese sources with additional information from American

news media. The main Chinese sources were commercial magazines from the 1930s notably

editions of the Shanghai-based Wai Jiao Ping Lun [Wai Chiao Ping Lun] (Foreign Affairs

Review) from 1933 and 1934 and Xin Ya Xiya yue kan [Hsin-ya-hsi-ya yueh kan] (New Asia

Monthly) from 1935. These were supplemented by material from the Hong Kong-based news

magazine Ming Pao Monthly from 1973 and 1974. Other newspapers quoted included Kuo Wen

Chou Pao (National News Weekly), published in Shanghai between 1924 and 1937, Renmin

Ribao [Jen Ming Jih Pao](People’s Daily) and the New York Times. Cheng didn’t reference any

French, Vietnamese or Philippine sources with the exception of a 1933 article from La

Geographie that had been translated and reprinted in Wai Jiao Ping Lun.

 

The paper by Hungdah Chiu and Choon?Ho Park relied upon similar sources. In crucial sections

it quotes evidence based upon articles published in 1933 in Wai Jiao Ping Lun and Wai Jiao Yue

Bao [Wai-chiao yüeh-pao] (Diplomacy monthly), and Fan-chih yu?eh-k'an [Geography monthly]

from 1934 as well as Kuo-wen Chou Pao [National news weekly] from 1933 and the Chinese

government’s own Wai-chiao-pu kung-pao, [Gazette of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs]. It

supplements this information with material gathered from a 1948 Shanghai publication by Cheng

Tzu-yüeh, Nan-hai chu-tao ti-li chih-lu?eh (General records on the geography of southern

islands) and Republic of China government statements from 1956 and 1974.

 

Chiu and Park do use some Vietnamese references, notably eight press releases or fact sheets

provided by the Embassy of the Republic of Vietnam in Washington. They also refer to some,

“unpublished material in the possession of the authors”. However, the vast majority of their

sources are from the Chinese media.

 

Writing a year later, Dieter Heinzig relied, in particular, on editions of two Hong Kong-based

publications Ch’i-shih nien-tai (Seventies Monthly) and Ming Pao Monthly published in March
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and May 1974 respectively.

 

What is significant is that all these foundational papers used as their basic references Chinese

media articles that were published at times when discussion about the South China Sea was highly

politicised. 1933 was the year that France formally annexed features in the Spratly Islands –

provoking widespread anger in China, 1956 was when a Philippine businessman, Tomas Cloma,

claimed most of the Spratlys for his own independent country of ‘Freedomland’ – provoking

counterclaims by the RoC, PRC and Republic of Vietnam; and 1974 was the year of the Paracels

battle. Newspaper articles published during these three periods cannot be assumed to be neutral

and dispassionate sources of factual evidence. Rather, they should be expected to be partisan

advocates of particular national viewpoints. This is not to say they are automatically incorrect but

it would be prudent to verify their claims with primary sources. This is not something that the

authors did.

...

Bill Hayton is an Associate Fellow at Asia Program, Chatham House, The Royal Institute of

International Affairs. He is the author of two books on South East Asia: "The South China Sea:

the struggle for power in Asia" (2014) and "Vietnam: rising dragon" (2010).

 

The paper was presented at 7th South China Sea International Conference: "Cooperation for

Regional Security and Development" on 23-24 November 2015, Vung Tau City, Vietnam. This

conference is co-organized by the Diplomatic Academy of Vietnam (DAV), the Foundation for

East Sea Studies (FESS) and the Vietnam Lawyers’ Association (VLA).

Click here for full text.
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