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Quis separabit?
1
 

 

 

Where is the political state of China and who is its governmental representative? For 

sixty-six years, these two questions have proven contentious to answer. The People’s Republic of 

China (PRC) and the Republic of China (ROC) dispute what China means geographically and 

who between them represents it. Other governments offer their own views on China’s identity 

and location: some recognize the PRC as the sole legitimate government of China, while others 

recognize the ROC. Some countries have territorial claims that clash with Beijing, Taipei, or 

both, while others have set aside differences, either to put disputes in abeyance and cooperate on 

practical endeavors or to amicably resolve disputes once and for all. 

The sovereignty dispute between the PRC and ROC Governments is an issue covered 

richly in various academic literatures and foreign-policy writings.
2
 Likewise, study of territorial 

disputes involving Beijing or Taipei has grown exponentially in recent years, as tensions in the 

East China Sea and the South China Sea have flared. Despite this voluminous research, there has 

been relatively little examination of how the PRC-ROC sovereignty dispute reciprocally affects 

the PRC Government’s and ROC Government’s territorial claims. Treatises on the Beijing-

Taipei sovereignty dispute tend to be couched in terms of Chinese history, the longer arc of 

cross-Taiwan Strait relations, or the Cold War, with emphasis on rival “one China” claims, the 

                                                 
1. “Who shall separate [us]?” This motto has been used extensively by Britain with regard to (Northern) 

Ireland. 

2. I refrain from referring to the PRC and the ROC by their respective common names, “China” and 

“Taiwan,” because it is the very concept of post-1948 “China” that is in question. Instead, I use “People’s Republic 

of China” and “Republic of China,” “PRC Government” and “ROC Government,” “PRC” and “ROC,” and “Beijing” 

and “Taipei.” My references to “China” refer either to the concept of such a state or to the actual state pre-1949. My 

references to “Taiwan” refer to the physical island. 
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struggle over United Nations membership and U.S. diplomatic recognition, and the interlinked 

issues of culture, identity, nationalism, and the Taiwanese independence movement. Discussion 

of the China Seas territorial disputes pays scant attention, in turn, to the PRC-ROC sovereignty 

issue, failing to address the unique dynamic of Beijing and Taipei’s political relationship and 

preferring to focus on arguments over (i.e., access to) natural resources, naval power and 

geostrategy, the dynamics of war, and (potential) great-power rivalry. Ther The sovereignty 

dispute’s interaction with island claims may be one of the few underexplored  

I am unaware of any work that offers a systematic and comprehensive treatment of how 

the PRC-ROC sovereignty issue and the East and South China Seas territorial disputes affect 

each other. This interaction is a surprisingly overlooked legacy of the historical moment when 

the Chinese Civil War and World War II joined, then separated. What I offer in this paper is an 

attempt to bring the strands together. This is an issue that will only grow in importance over the 

coming years, as the territorial disputes seem to be getting more intractable and as the 

sovereignty dispute shows no sign of being resolved. In this paper, I explore the underanalyzed 

connection between two categories of claims: 1) the PRC Government’s claim of sovereignty 

over ROC-administered spaces and the ROC Government’s claim of sovereignty over PRC-

administered spaces and 2) the PRC Government’s claim of sovereignty over East and South 

China Seas spaces not administered by the ROC and the ROC Government’s claim of 

sovereignty over East and South China Seas spaces not administered by the PRC.
3
 

My thesis is that conflicting PRC and ROC claims of sovereignty affect and are affected 

by simultaneous PRC and ROC territorial claims in an overlooked, yet qualitatively significant, 

manner and to such a degree as to warrant their consideration in future research that examines 

                                                 
3. However much a fiction Taipei’s claims to some PRC-administered territories may be, the fact is that the 

ROC Government is constitutionally bound to those claims. Furthermore, Beijing has made it known that any 

constitutional change in the ROC’s national borders would be grounds for war. 
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Beijing’s and Taipei’s territorial disputes. Through case-study analysis of the East China Sea 

dispute and the South China Sea disputes, I show that Beijing’s policies and actions and Taipei’s 

policies and actions have interacted with their respective claims to sovereignty over the other, 

constraining one or both governments in certain disputes, while broadening one or both 

governments’ policies and actions in other circumstances. 

Based on these findings, I undertake a theoretical exploration of the PRC and ROC 

claims through the concept of imagined geographies, culturally constructed mental images of 

which spaces “belong” to which peoples, and the geographic boundaries that separate them. I 

discuss the roles that disputed spaces play in the three dominant imagined geographies 

emanating from Beijing and Taipei, as well as how the PRC Government’s imagined geography, 

as expressed through two “island chains,” suggest continued conceptual problems rooted in 

traditionally land-oriented mental constructs. I also argue that the puzzle of why pro-

independence actors in Taipei would cling to island territorial claims made by an ROC 

Government at Nanking in the 1930s can be explained by the need to make Taiwan island part of 

a maritime nation, distinct from the very continentalist mindset from which Beijing is also 

seeking to expand. Finally, I discuss the essential element of historicization in the PRC and ROC 

imagined geographies’ claims over East and South China Seas islands, as well as the public 

battle over disputed spaces’ proper names, both of which are intricately tied to imagined 

geographies’ legitimacy and propagation. 

I do not focus on the entire universe of the PRC Government’s and ROC Government’s 

territorial claims; rather, I concentrate on PRC and ROC claims in the East and South China Seas 

that are also claimed by other states. These disputes include one with Japan over the Pinnacle 

Islands and disputes with Brunei, Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, and Vietnam over the 
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Paracel Islands, Scarborough Shoal, and some or all of the Spratly Islands.
4
 This not only limits 

the paper to a more manageable number of cases, it also scales them down to just the territorial 

disputes in which Beijing and Taipei play active roles. This may seem like selection bias, for it 

stands to reason that the PRC-ROC sovereignty dispute would be a factor in territorial disputes 

in which both the PRC and ROC Governments are actively involved. Yet it is precisely the lack 

of scholarly attention to the Beijing-Taipei sovereignty dispute in such cases that I seek to 

redress; what would seem to be an obvious variable in researchers’ foci is missing. 

Before outlining how this paper develops, it is important to note here what I am not 

seeking to do. I am not asserting a causal relationship, that these territorial disputes were created 

by the PRC-ROC sovereignty dispute or vice versa. Such a contention is demonstrably false. 

What I assert is an interactive relationship, that these territorial disputes affect and are affected 

by the Beijing-Taipei sovereignty dispute. I am also not evaluating the legal or logical merits of 

any of the claimants’ territorial assertions per se; this topic has already been treated amply by 

eminently more qualified scholars. I begin this paper with a treatment of the East China Sea and 

South China Sea disputes and show how the issues of PRC-ROC sovereignty and China Seas 

territorial claims interact. I then devote a section to a discussion of how the topics addressed 

herein fit into the wider dialogue on geography, identity, and politics in space and through time. 

 

                                                 
4. I adopt neutral names for the spaces whose ownerships are in dispute. It is unclear if Macclesfield Bank 

needs to be added to the list of disputed spaces: “If Scarborough Reef is to be considered part of the Macclesfield 

Bank, then recent developments show that the Philippines, having lodged its territorial claim over the reef, has also 

in effect made a claim over the Macclesfield Bank.” Zou Keyuan, Law of the Sea in East Asia: Issues and Prospects 

(London: Routledge, 2005), 47. Aside from this possibility of the Philippines, the only claimants of Macclesfield 

Bank are the PRC and ROC Governments. 
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Figure 1. Hong Kong activists (who are PRC citizens) raise both the PRC and ROC flags on one of the Pinnacle 

Islands, August 15, 2012. They were subsequently arrested and repatriated by Japanese authorities. Photograph by 

AFP/Getty Images, “After Flag-raising on Island, 14 Chinese Held in Japan,” CNN, August 16, 2012, accessed 

January 19, 2015, http://www.cnn.com/2012/08/16/world/asia/china-japan-islands-arrests/. 

 

 

The PRC-ROC Sovereignty Debate and China Seas Territorial Disputes 

 

 

In this section, I illustrate how the clash over who is the legitimate representative of 

“China” and the clash over who rightfully owns what spaces in the China Seas influence each 

other. I begin with an examination of the dispute in the East China Sea, then turn to a discussion 

of the disputes in the South China Sea. I show that the Beijing-Taipei sovereignty dispute played 

a direct and consequential role in the major events that have occurred in the life of these disputes. 

These disputes would not have played out the way they have without the spatially and temporally 

parallel sovereignty competition between the PRC and ROC Governments. 
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The East China Sea 

 

 

In the East China Sea, Beijing and Taipei dispute sovereignty over the Pinnacle Islands 

with Tokyo, which administers them (see figure 2).
5
 With its victory in the First Sino-Japanese 

War in 1895, Japan began to assume active administration of the then-uninhabited islands; upon 

U.S. victory over Japan in 1945, the United States assumed control of the islands as part of the 

wider U.S. military occupation and use of Okinawa. Chien-peng Chung records the origin of the 

present dispute: “The Diaoyutai/Senkaku controversy first reared its ugly head above the waters 

of the East China Sea in late 1968, when a geographical survey . . . under the auspices of the 

United Nations [UN] Economic Commission for Asia and the Far East in the East China Sea 

reported that ‘a high probability exists that the continental shelf between Taiwan and Japan may 

be one of the most prolific oil reservoirs in the world.’”
6
 

 

 
                                                 

5. Japan refers to the islands as Senkaku, the PRC refers to them as Diàoyú (釣魚), and the ROC refers to 

them as Diàoyútái (釣魚臺). 

6 . Domestic Politics, International Bargaining, and China’s Territorial Disputes (London: 

RoutledgeCurzon, 2004), 31-32. 
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Figure 2. Pinnacle Islands with claimants’ names (100 kilometers ≈ 62 miles). Map by Wikimedia Foundation, 

“Senkaku Islands,” Wikipedia, February 12, 2013, accessed December 15, 2014, 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Senkaku_Islands. 

 

 

Scholars have generally centered this dispute on four crises: the initial crisis in 1970, 

after the publication of the aforementioned UN report; a second crisis in 1978, when the PRC 

and Japan were negotiating a peace and friendship treaty; a third crisis in 1990, when Japan was 

about to recognize a privately-built lighthouse on one of the islands; and a fourth crisis in 1996, 

triggered by an incident at sea. To these I add a fifth, arguably ongoing crisis from 2008 to at 

least 2010, which I believe, due to the lack of passage of time, academics have yet to elevate to 

crisis status. I will show in this section how the sovereignty dispute interacts with the territorial 

dispute’s major crises and, therefore, that the sovereignty issue is a major factor that deserves 

greater and more explicit attention in research on the territorial issue. 

On July 19, 1969, the ROC Government proclaimed sovereignty over the islands (still 

under U.S. administration); Japan responded shortly afterwards, claiming the Pinnacle Islands as 

part of the larger Ryukyu island group. However, in September 1970, Tokyo, while still asserting 

sovereignty over the islands, offered to negotiate with Taipei over rights to the continental shelf 

adjacent to the islands. While South Korea was also invited (due to the shelf’s geographic extent), 

the PRC was not, as all three U.S. allies still viewed Beijing as an illegitimate regime. Japan, the 

ROC, and South Korea met in December 1970 and agreed to set aside the sovereignty dispute 

and jointly establish a company to exploit the natural resources in the East China Sea.
7
 

The PRC Government reacted furiously, editorializing in Rénmín Rìbào: “Taiwan 

Province and the islets appertaining to it, which include the Diàoyú, constitute China’s sacred 

territory. The oceans surrounding these islands and the Chinese coast and the sub-marine 

                                                 
7. Chung, 32. 
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resources containing therein all belongs to China, which would resolutely not allow others to lay 

their dirty fingers on them. Only the People’s Republic of China has the right to explore and 

develop the sub-marine resources of this region.”
8
 This furor, accompanied by mass protests of 

both PRC and ROC citizens in both their respective countries and around the world, was enough 

to cause the Japanese, ROC, and South Korean Governments to scrap their joint plans for 

development.
9
 The sovereignty issue has thus involved itself from the inception of the Pinnacle 

Islands territorial dispute. 

In 1978, when Beijing and Tokyo were negotiating a treaty of “peace and friendship,” a 

second crisis erupted in the midst of talks. Here, the PRC-ROC clash manifested itself in the 

Japanese Diet’s pro-ROC legislators (as well as others opposed to a treaty) trying to use the 

Pinnacle Islands to derail the negotiations. Daniel Tretiak notes in detail how legislators opposed 

to the treaty seized on the territorial dispute as a “last-ditch attempt to thwart the treaty,” with a 

right-wing cabinet minister claiming that Tokyo had to raise the issue with Beijing.
10

 This led to 

criticism in Beijing of Deng’s nationalist credentials. The PRC Government felt a response was 

necessary: less than a week after the Pinnacle Islands issue was broached, over one hundred PRC 

fishing vessels had swarmed to the disputed islands, with many vessels’ personnel armed.
11

 If the 

anti-treaty forces were hoping for a derailment of treaty talks, they were disappointed. The 

Government of Japan (GOJ) calmed matters by stating that it was sure this was an accident, 

which the PRC Government said it was, assuring Tokyo that it would in future seek to prevent 

                                                 
8. Qīshí Niándài Diàoyútái Shìjiàn Zhēnxiàng [The truth about the 1970s Diaoyutai incident] (Hong Kong: 

Xinhua, 1971), 13, quoted in Chung, 33. 

9. Chung, 35. 

10. “The Sino-Japanese Treaty of 1978: The Senkaku Incident Prelude,” Asian Survey 18, no. 2 (December 

1978): 1241. 

11. Chung, 36-37; and Tretiak, 1242. 
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further such incidents.
12

 The attempt to halt the treaty talks failed, and the treaty was signed on 

August 12. 

The failure to stop the treaty, coupled with Deng’s own political maneuverings in light of 

domestic politics, “succeeded in brushing up his own [Deng’s] nationalist credentials and that of 

the People’s Republic of China at the expense of the Republic of China on Taiwan, which was 

facing increasing diplomatic isolation and was thus in no position to force a showdown with 

Tokyo.”
13

 The ROC Government had supporters in the Japanese Diet still, but their attempts to 

prevent further PRC-Japanese cooperation (through the ironic deployment of a territorial claim 

also disputed by the ROC they supported) ultimately failed. Nevertheless, the roots of the second 

Pinnacle Islands crisis (and the negotiations it nearly ended), nominally a bilateral crisis over the 

disputed islands, are heavily tinged with the presence of the third claimant and Beijing’s rival, 

Taipei. 

The crisis of 1990 occurred when a previously-built lighthouse was recognized by 

Japan’s Maritime Safety Agency on its navigation charts and by the agency’s permission to the 

original builder, a right-wing group called Seinensha, to return and renovate the lighthouse. Even 

though Beijing was maintaining a low international profile in the aftermath of the Tiananmen 

Square Massacre, the sovereignty issue still arose in Taipei. The pro-independence Democratic 

Progressive Party (DPP), seeking domestic political advantage, pressured the Nationalist Party of 

China (Kuomintang)-controlled ROC Government to defend national sovereignty. The ROC 

Executive Yuan president (i.e., the premier or prime minister) was forced to publicly reiterate 

                                                 
12. Chung, 37; and Tretiak, 1245. 

13. Chung, 40. 
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Taipei’s sovereignty over the Pinnacle Islands. However, he also stated that he preferred the 

dispute managed diplomatically and peacefully.
14

 

This was not enough for the DPP, which, together with the fishing industry, threatened to 

send an entire flotilla of boats to the islands to assert national sovereignty. This threat was taken 

so seriously that, even though it was never carried out, the ROC Coast Guard had to stand up a 

special detachment to deal with such a civilian flotilla, should it ever materialize. In the end, 

pressure from Taipei, including its supporters in the Japanese Diet, led the GOJ to retract its 

recognition of the lighthouse.
15

 The DPP was ultimately playing a domestic political game and 

seeking to strengthen its support, but it was able to use Beijing’s and Taipei’s dueling claims of 

sovereignty to great effect, practically creating a confrontation where one did not exist and which 

probably would not have existed otherwise, given the ROC Government’s preference for quiet 

diplomacy and the PRC Government’s preoccupation with reestablishing domestic control after 

Tiananmen. This entire crisis, in effect, was created on the foundation of the PRC-ROC 

sovereignty dispute. 

The Beijing-Taipei sovereignty dispute and the Pinnacle Islands territorial dispute would 

interact again in 1996, a time of cross-strait tension not seen since the 1950s. Against the 

backdrop of the ROC Government’s first direct, popular presidential election that year; PRC 

missile tests in the Taiwan Strait to intimidate the ROC electorate; and the U.S. response to send 

two aircraft-carrier strike groups to adjacent waters as a warning to the PRC Government, 

Japanese patrols near the Pinnacle Islands shot at an ROC civilian fishing vessel, triggering 

protests in Taipei. A U.S.-based, ROC student-founded civilian advocacy group, the Chinese 

Patriotic Alliance, called on the PRC and ROC to join hands and defend “Chinese” territorial 

                                                 
14. Chung, 42-43. 

15. Chung, 43. 
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sovereignty. Public opinion showed a great majority of ROC citizens supporting the use of force 

to enforce the ROC Government’s claims. Despite this, ROC President Lee Teng-hui and 

Kuomintang Chairman Ma Ying-jeou both appealed for calm.
16

 “What was left unsaid, of course, 

was that [Taipei] might in future need to count on Japanese military assistance in the event of an 

attempted invasion by [the PRC].”
17

 The ROC Government’s response was thus been a mild, 

tempered one, always mindful of the proverbial “elephant in the room” that is the PRC 

Government. 

As can be inferred from the example above, Tokyo has found itself in an opportune 

position to play Beijing and Taipei off against each other. Chung’s summary is worth quoting in 

full: 

As long as [the PRC] and [the ROC] eyed one another with suspicion, it would be 

impossible for them to coordinate a common sovereignty, economic or strategic 

position vis-à-vis the Japanese, other than separately reaffirming historic Chinese 

sovereignty over the islands. . . . Japan has effective administrative control of the 

disputed territories and is in the best position to play off one party against 

another–negotiating on sovereignty with [the PRC Government], bargaining on 

fishing rights with the [ROC Government], and reserving for itself the freedom to 

maneuver its air force, coast guard, and navy in the vicinity of the islands which it 

controls, while allowing its oil companies to explore for undersea minerals and its 

fishermen to engage in fishing activities.
18

 

 

That both the PRC and ROC Governments are dealing with the same actor would seem to shift 

the locus of power to the GOJ in this trilateral relationship. This three-way game, however, can 

go both ways. In 2008, a Japan Coast Guard frigate collided with and sank an ROC fishing boat; 

when video was released showing that the Japanese frigate was at fault, Tokyo’s representative 

in Taipei publicly apologized. In 2010, a much more serious incident occurred between a PRC 

                                                 
16. Ma is the current ROC President. As a youth, he took part in mass demonstrations calling upon the 

ROC Government to defend its national sovereignty and territorial integrity against Japan vis-à-vis the Pinnacle 

Islands. 

17. Chung, 47. 

18. Chung, 52. With subsequent changes in political circumstances (Chung’s work was published in 2004), 

I would now modify Chung’s assertion and say that it is not that the Beijing and Taipei view each other with 

suspicion; rather, the PRC and the pro-independence DPP view each other with suspicion. 
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fishing boat that was found to be operating in undisputed Japanese waters. In trying to flee the 

scene, it collided with a Japan Coast Guard vessel in pursuit. The fishing-boat captain was 

arrested and charged under Japanese civil law; Beijing protested furiously, allowed violent anti-

Japanese protests in large cities, and quietly blocked exports of rare-earth minerals to Japan, 

components of which are essential for manufacturing high-technology products. 

One reason for this vociferous response was Japan’s unprecedented act of bringing 

charges against the boat captain (in previous incidents, arrested persons were quietly released); 

another reason was the PRC Government’s need for the GOJ to apologize, as it had to the ROC 

Government two years prior. Mike Mochizuki notes, “From Beijing’s perspective, to have [the 

ROC] stand up to Tokyo and get an apology and for Beijing not to do the same would lead to 

criticisms among nationalists in [the PRC]. That could be voiced on the Internet or by those in 

government circles who might want to criticize the current leadership for not being tough enough 

with the Japanese.”
19

 By playing off both sides, Japan also opens the door for one side to simply 

respond that what it is being offered is insufficient or irrelevant; it wants what the other actor 

received, if only for the sake of appearing equal. 

Beijing and Taipei thus find themselves in an uneasy position: they desire the same object, 

they are encouraged by segments of their citizenry to cooperate, and they claim to represent the 

same nation-state. The PRC would like to control the Pinnacle Islands, but, if it cannot, its 

sovereignty claim over the ROC should mean that it would rather the ROC control the islands 

than Japan. Likewise, the ROC would like to control the Pinnacle Islands, but, if it cannot, its 

                                                 
19. Asia Policy Point, “Japan, China, and the Senkakus,” The Point: Asia Policy Point’s Blog, February 24, 

2011, accessed December 15, 2014, http://newasiapolicypoint.blogspot.com/2011/02/japan-china-and-senkakus.html. 

Erica Strecker Downs and Phillip J. Saunders note that, in general, perceived PRC passivity in defending territorial 

claims makes Beijing “vulnerable to domestic criticism and created the appearance that Taipei was more willing to 

defend China’s sovereignty than was Beijing.” See “Legitimacy and the Limits of Nationalism: China and the 

Diaoyu Islands,” International Security 23, no. 3 (Winter 1998-1999): 131. 
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sovereignty claim over the PRC should mean that it would rather the PRC control the islands 

than Japan. If both sides cooperate, then they stand a greater chance of successfully pressuring 

Japan into negotiations, but if they continue to act singly, then Japan has the upper hand in any 

negotiations it chooses to undertake. 

In reality (as opposed to the logic laid out above), the claim that Beijing prefers Taipei 

controlling the islands to Tokyo controlling the islands may be true, but the claim that Taipei 

prefers Beijing controlling the islands to Tokyo controlling the islands is most likely false. The 

ROC Government would not, in fact, prefer that the PRC Government control the Pinnacle 

Islands instead of the GOJ. This is because of the fundamental power imbalance across the 

Taiwan Strait. There is no geopolitical reason for the ROC to see the PRC expand its power; in 

fact, (military) strategic and operational considerations argue against any desirability on Taipei’s 

part to see Beijing expand its geographic sovereignty. 

This suggests that, while the GOJ is playing the other two actors off against each other, 

the ROC Government either allows itself to be played off against the PRC Government or, to be 

more charitable, cooperates with the GOJ to mutually frustrate the PRC Government. The PRC, 

then, finds itself the most exasperated actor in this rivalry-besotted triumvirate. Recent 

developments bear this out: in April 2013, under the umbrella of Ma’s “East China Sea Peace 

Initiative” (“東海和平倡議”), Taipei signed a fisheries agreement with Tokyo that agreed to 

shelve the issue of sovereignty over the Pinnacle Islands, delimited three zones in which 

fishermen from both sides could fish without governmental interference, and set up a joint 

commission to meet annually and discuss enforcement and problems.
20

 Beijing’s response was as 

                                                 
20. “Tái-Rì Yúyè Xiédìng Quánwén [ROC-Japanese fisheries agreement full text],” Zhōngyāng Tōngxùn 

Shè, April 10, 2013, accessed December 15, 2014, http://www.cna.com.tw/news/aipl/201304100383-1.aspx. 
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predicted, calling on Tokyo to respect the “one China” principle; i.e., to refrain from having 

relations (including signing agreements) with Taipei.
21

 

The PRC obviously does not wish for other countries to negotiate with the ROC, but it 

appears that the GOJ’s interactions with the ROC Government touch a nerve, for the obvious 

reasons concerning sovereignty and legitimacy. The concerns are at least twofold: there is the 

reason noted by Mochizuki above, in which Beijing needs to receive equal or better treatment 

from Tokyo when compared with what Taipei receives. A second concern has to do with Japan’s 

historical relationship with Taiwan island: GOJ interactions with the ROC Government offend 

the PRC Government not simply because of a tacit recognition of Taipei, but also because it 

reminds Beijing of the historical animosity between China and Japan in the first half of the 

twentieth century, as well as the role Taiwan island played in this animosity.
22

 The PRC is 

painfully reminded that it still does not control the ROC and has never controlled Taiwan island. 

There is a double effect: not only does the ROC Government’s continued existence prove the lie 

of the PRC Government’s assertion of sovereignty over Taiwan island, but Taipei’s competing 

claims complicate Beijing’s assertion of sovereignty over other islands too. 

One final, perhaps too-obvious, example of the sovereignty dispute’s effect on the 

Pinnacle Islands dispute is how these islands would fit into Beijing’s administrative structure. 

The PRC considers the Pinnacle Islands to be part of its Taiwan Province; it thus uses the claim 

of sovereignty over the ROC to simultaneously exercise a territorial claim over the Pinnacle 

Islands. In this instance, the sovereignty dispute and the territorial dispute fuse into one: the PRC 

                                                 
21. “Rìběn yǔ Táiwān Dìqū Qiānshǔ Yúyè Xiédìng, Zhōngguó Wàijiāobù Huíyìng [Japan and Taiwan area 

sign fisheries agreement, Chinese Foreign Affairs Ministry responds],” Zhōngguó Xīnwén Wǎng, April 10, 2013, 

accessed December 15, 2014, http://www.chinanews.com/gj/2013/04-10/4719624.shtml. 

22. A brief, but exquisite, treatment of Japan’s role as China’s “Occident” and China as Japan’s “Orient” is 

in Peter Hays Gries, China’s New Nationalism: Pride, Politics, and Diplomacy (Berkeley: University of California 

Press, 2004), 35-40. 
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Government claims ROC territories, both actual and theoretical. By subsuming the Pinnacle 

Islands to a would-be PRC administrative apparatus based at Taipei, however, Beijing 

complicates both the “China” sovereignty issue and the Pinnacle Islands dispute. 

The sovereignty issue is arguably Beijing’s most sensitive and important dispute: 

“accomplishing the unification of Taiwan with the mainland under a single flag thus represents 

the restoration of China's sovereignty, the realization of her territorial integrity, and the 

fulfillment of her national destiny.”
23

 Placing the Pinnacle Islands under a PRC Taiwan Province 

thus means that the reunification of the Chinese nation-state would still be incomplete even if the 

PRC Government exercised effective sovereignty over ROC-administered territories. Tying the 

Pinnacle Islands administratively to such a core issue as the ROC territories may encourage an 

inflexible, highly emotional stance by Beijing on these East China Sea islands, a stand usually 

reserved for cross-strait relations and Tibet. 

The irony of a small island such as Taiwan having such an effect on the bilateral 

interactions of a great power and the world’s most populous country is surely not lost on 

decision-makers in Beijing. Indeed, the PRC Government’s bureaucratic maneuver of placing the 

Pinnacle Islands under its Taiwan Province’s administration is an indirect acknowledgment of 

the ROC Government’s important role in the disputes, which is both positive and negative. On 

the one hand, the PRC does not desire the existence of a competitor in the ROC; on the other 

hand, by the PRC Government’s own narrative, it is far preferable for Taipei to control disputed 

spaces than for any other political entity. This tension will be highlighted in the next sub-section, 

appearing in the form of recurrent, but unsuccessful, proposals for PRC-ROC cooperation in and 

with regard to disputed spaces in the South China Sea. 

                                                 
23. Shelley Rigger, “Taiwan in U.S.-China Relations,” in Tangled Titans: The United States and China, ed. 

David Shambaugh (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2013), 294. 
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In this section, I have shown that the PRC-ROC sovereignty dispute affected key 

moments in the Pinnacle Island dispute and that the endless fight over who represents “China” 

affected how states behaved vis-à-vis Japan in the East China Sea. At the outset, plans for 

Japanese-ROC cooperation were scuttled by intense PRC opposition at not being recognized as 

“China” and not having a seat at the table. At the moment of Japanese-PRC rapprochement, 

Deng used the Pinnacle Islands dispute to assert the PRC Government’s sovereignty, thereby 

providing him political cover to enact the economic reforms he envisioned. At times of relatively 

high nationalist feeling in the ROC, even popular sentiment did not persuade the ROC 

Government’s newly elected leaders to challenge Japan, for fear of upsetting a potential ally in a 

cross-strait war. In the past several years, as tensions have ratcheted up in the East China Sea, 

Beijing has complained that Tokyo must grant it the same consideration that it has Taipei, 

because unequal treatment of the two sides of the Taiwan Strait would undermine sovereignty 

and legitimacy back home. The Pinnacle Islands sovereignty dispute is inextricably linked with 

the PRC-ROC sovereignty dispute. 

 

The South China Sea 

 

 

What the East China Sea territorial dispute is, the South China Sea territorial disputes are 

not. To begin with, there are multiple disputes in the South China Sea that concern both the PRC 

and ROC Governments, whereas the Pinnacle Islands are the only dispute in the East China Sea 

to concern both Beijing and Taipei. The South China Sea is a body of water with extremely 

complicated disputes, as figure 2 shows. For the purposes of this paper, I simply note that the 

PRC and ROC have the most expansive claims (their claims are virtually the same, a direct result 



DRAFT 

17 

 

of the sovereignty dispute), which conflict with the claims of Brunei, Indonesia, Malaysia, the 

Philippines, and Vietnam, sometimes in multiple spaces. 

The ROC was the first government to explicitly promulgate the modern “Chinese” claim 

to the South China Sea, when it did so in 1947-48 by delineating its borders through the now 

infamous dashed line–a maritime border that seemed to claim almost the entire sea for the ROC. 

The line was originally drawn by a Chinese cartographer in 1914, with little explanation. It 

reappeared on maps periodically and assumed a de facto role as the limit of the ROC 

Government’s claim.
24

 

This line consisted of eleven dashes that started at the Vietnamese border, wound down 

around the sea’s perimeter, and ended between Taiwan island and the Philippines. When the 

PRC Government declared itself the successor to the ROC Government, it assumed the claims 

contained within the eleven-dashed line. However, in a show of communist fraternity, Beijing 

dropped two lines (and, thus, the claims implied by them) along the Vietnamese maritime border. 

The eleven-dashed line became a nine-dashed line. This number of dashes stood until mid-2014, 

when the PRC published a new map of claims that added a tenth dash east of Taiwan island, 

extending the line to, in effect, amalgamate Beijing’s claims in the South China Sea and 

Beijing’s claim to Taiwan island. Figure 3 below shows the updated ten-dashed line.
25

 

An obvious problem that arises from the dashed line is its vagueness. Does the author 

claim only the land formations within that line, the land formations and their continental shelves, 

or all the waters within that line? Historical research has found little to shed light on what the 

                                                 
24. Zou, 48-49. 

25. For a micro-level analysis of the line and what it can mean, see United States Department of State, 

China’s Maritime Claims in the South China Sea, Limits in the Seas No. 143, December 5, 2014, accessed January 

19, 2015, http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/234936.pdf. For a critique, see Sourabh Gupta, “Why US 

Analysis of China’s Nine-dash Line is Flawed,” East Asia Forum, January 11, 2015, accessed January 19, 2015, 

http://www.eastasiaforum.org/2015/01/11/why-us-analysis-of-chinas-nine-dash-line-is-flawed/. 
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original author’s intention was and neither the PRC nor ROC has clarified what the line means, 

so that each can maintain a flexible interpretation of it.
26

 Since the PRC Government assumed 

this claim from the ROC Government, however, Beijing would be left in an awkward situation if 

Taipei ever decided to unilaterally clarify what it meant by the dashed line; at present, with the 

exception of the two lines erased next to Vietnam, both the PRC and the ROC present the same 

nebulous claim over the same spaces.
27

 

 

 
 

                                                 
26. Zou, 48-50. 

27. Zou, 50. 
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Figure 3. South China Sea territorial disputes. Map by U.S. Department of Defense, Military and Security 

Developments involving the People’s Republic of China, 2012, prepared by the Office of the Secretary of Defense 

(Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 2012), 37. 

 

 

The modern incarnation of the territorial disputes began after World War II, when Japan 

surrendered and vacated the South China Sea islands. The dispute between the PRC and ROC 

Governments over who represented “China” affected the island disputes from the beginning. 

Neither Beijing nor Taipei was invited to the 1951 Treaty of San Francisco negotiations formally 

ending World War II. Since the Soviet Union and the United States could not agree on whether 

the PRC or the ROC was the true representative of “China,” the compromise was to exclude both 

from the negotiations.
28

 In the treaty, Japan renounced the territories it had acquired through 

empire-building, but critically, the treaty did not spell out to whom each of the renounced 

territories was to be given. Marwyn S. Samuels notes this difficulty’s application to the South 

China Sea: 

Such ambiguities were, however, incidental to the more central and seemingly 

insurmountable problem of the legal and political status of the two Chinese 

governments. The inability to assign Taiwan and the Pescadores, let alone the 

Paracels and the Spratlys, to China, despite the Potsdam Agreement, was a 

function of this central difficulty. If some general Chinese sovereignty over the 

area could be inferred, the issue of technical sovereignty remained open-ended. 

Which China, Republican or Communist, Taipei (Nanking) or Peking, could 

legally assume such sovereignty? Which could legally or “justly” implement the 

Chinese claim?
29

 

 

The newly-established Republic of Vietnam asserted at one of the treaty’s plenary sessions 

Vietnam’s claim to the Paracel and Spratly Islands, later arguing that no protest was heard when 

this claim was made. No protest was heard because no Chinese representative–from either the 

                                                 
28. Marwyn S. Samuels, Contest for the South China Sea (New York: Methuen, 1982), 78. 

29. Samuels, 80-81. 
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PRC or ROC Governments–had been allowed to attend, since no consensus could be reached 

on which was the real “China.”
30

 

The Beijing-Taipei duel inserted itself more forcefully as the 1950s went on. ROC forces 

had held a number of islands off the mainland coast since 1949 and the PRC was determined to 

drive them out. The PRC Government launched its offensive in 1955, which culminated in the 

1958 shelling of Quemoy and Matsu islands. At the same time, however, a newly-independent 

Vietnam replaced French positions on disputed islands within the Paracel group (Vietnam 

occupied one of two groups of islands that constitute the Paracels; the PRC, the other). Beijing 

was left unable to mount a military response, since it was busy driving out the ROC Government 

from scattered islands off the mainland coast and needed to keep forces in reserve against a 

potential counterattack by Taipei. The best Beijing could do was to build up its positions on the 

Paracel islands that it controlled as the 1950s came to a conclusion.
31

 

This had a knock-on effect on the ROC, which feared that the PRC Government’s 

buildup in the Paracels could pose a threat to the ROC Government’s positions in the South 

China Sea, perhaps even Taiwan island itself: “The ability of the ROC Navy and Air Force to 

control the Strait of Taiwan virtually precluded a direct PRC assault against the Pescadores and 

Taiwan itself. Hence, if the PRC was to increase military pressures on [the ROC], an indirect 

approach was probable and the ROC garrisons on Pratas and Itu Aba islands were obvious 

targets to that end.”
32

 

In the early 1960s, Taipei began launching regular patrols of the islands under its control, 

even going so far as to establish regular mail service between the major port city of Kaohsiung 

and Itu Aba, the ROC’s sole possession in the Spratly Islands (and the largest of the Spratly 

                                                 
30. Samuels, 79. 

31. Samuels, 86-88. 

32. Samuels, 102. 
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Islands), which was populated only by rotations of troops. “In effect, the ROC proclaimed the 

integration of the islands with Taiwan” through the symbolic act of regular mail delivery.
33

 

Samuels notes that, ironically, Taipei’s strengthened presence in the South China Sea may 

motivate Beijing to do precisely what the ROC is trying to avoid: a more robust PRC presence in 

the disputed islands.
34

 Here, one sees the sovereignty competition again: what one side does, the 

other side feels compelled to do too. 

With the diplomatic tide turning in the PRC Government’s favor in the 1970s, Beijing 

has used its ascendant position to exclude the ROC Government from multilateral South China 

Sea negotiations.
35

 This is perhaps the most direct manner in which the sovereignty dispute and 

the territorial disputes in Southeast Asia affect each other. Despite both Taipei’s status as a 

claimant and its control of the Spratlys’ largest island (Itu Aba), the ROC has been excluded 

from track 1 meetings, though it has been able to participate in the track 2 Workshop on 

Managing Potential Conflict.
36

 This remains the only forum in which all six South China Sea 

claimants are regularly represented and is kept on track 2 expressly to allow for the ROC 

Government’s participation, as attendees are not referred to as delegates or representatives, nor 

do they represent countries, but, rather, authorities.
37

 Amidst disputes that erupt in fits and starts, 

this workshop has been a unifying, consistent theme running in the background. 

                                                 
33. Samuels, 89. 

34. Samuels, 110. In the midst of tensions in 1974, the ROC made it publicly known that, if South 

Vietnamese troops attempted to land on Itu Aba, ROC troops would seek to minimize casualties and engage in 

dialogue first. If, however, PRC troops attempted to land on Itu Aba, ROC troops would “have orders to shoot to 

kill.” United Press International, quoted in Samuels, 105. 

35. In general, PRC policy is to eschew multilateral negotiations, with a notable exception being a code of 

conduct agreed with the other claimants (aside from the ROC) in 2002. 

36. Yann-huei Song, “The South China Sea Workshop Process and Taiwan’s Participation,” in Maritime 

Issues in the South China Sea: Troubled Waters or a Sea of Opportunity, ed. Nien-Tsu Alfred Hu and Ted L. 

McDorman (London: Routledge, 2013), 71. Track 1 diplomacy is official interactions between government 

representatives, while track 2 diplomacy is unofficial interactions between non-governmental representatives. 

37. Song, “The South China Sea,” 74. 
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The PRC’s willingness to engage with Taipei in this track 2 workshop presents both 

parties with a unique political conundrum. For the ROC, participation in the workshop, even if 

on track 2, has been a means by which it can boost its international standing and legitimacy. Yet 

it is constrained by its own rhetoric of setting aside sovereignty issues and focusing on practical 

cooperation.
38

 The PRC Government, for its part, seeks greater cooperation with the ROC 

Government within the construct of the workshop, as cooperation is not inconsistent with the 

one-China policy and “could be considered useful in the accomplishment of the policy goal of 

reunification” between Beijing and Taipei.
39

 However, working with the ROC and making joint 

progress on South China Sea issues only cement the perception of Taipei as a credible, legitimate, 

peaceful, and responsible actor, which is precisely the opposite of how the PRC wants the ROC 

Government to appear. In fact, a scholar at the ROC National Sun Yat-sen University noted that 

the PRC Government’s one-China policy precluded Beijing from invading Taipei-controlled land 

formations in the South China Sea, as such an act would contravene the PRC’s “one country, two 

systems” proposal, in which the ROC Government would simultaneously cede sovereignty and 

control over defense and foreign affairs to the PRC Government, while retaining political 

autonomy over territories already under its administration (under a different name, of course).
40

  

Both Beijing and Taipei thus face impulses pulling them in opposing directions, 

reinforced by the multiplicity of third-party claimants in the South China Sea. Unlike the case of 

the Pinnacle Islands and the presence of only one other claimant, the overlapping, competing 

claims of Brunei, Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, and Vietnam in Southeast Asia would at 
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39. Song, “The South China Sea,” 80. 

40. Shim Jae Hoon, “Blood Thicker than Politics: Taiwan Indicates a Military Preparedness to Back China,” 

Far Eastern Economic Review, May 5, 1988, accessed January 14, 2015, 
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first suggest that the PRC and ROC Governments should naturally seek to work together, since 

their claims are virtually indistinguishable. An increase in allies of just one belies the real 

qualitative difference between having any partners and having none at all. However, as close as 

the PRC and ROC claims may be, Taipei still has the incentive to make an impression in any 

setting–however informal, however unofficial–that shows it doing anything that independent, 

sovereign states regard as routine. So, while the workshop is “the only regional dialogue 

mechanism dealing specifically with SCS [South China Sea] issues,” the sovereignty dispute 

makes it highly unlikely that the workshop will ever be formalized and given greater power and 

weight.
41

 The implications of this for the South China Sea disputes as a whole cannot be known 

for certain, but continued exclusion of the ROC Government from formal, multilateral fora for 

track 1 statecraft, even though the ROC controls the largest island in the most consequential 

disputed island group, inherently diminishes the prospect of a peaceful, legitimate, and 

permanent solution to the territorial disputes in maritime Southeast Asia. 

An illustration of the complications posed by the Beijing-Taipei sovereignty dispute’s 

infringement upon the territorial disputes can be seen in international law. Since the ROC 

Government actually controls a land formation in the South China Sea (unlike in the East China 

Sea), any international body charged with investigating ownership has to take into account 

possession, since ownership (more specifically, the exercise of effective control over a territory) 

is an extremely important factor in international law.
42

 Bill Hayton notes as much: “Given that it 

                                                 
41. Song, “Cross-strait Interactions,” 270. 

42. Bernard D. Cole, The Great Wall at Sea: China’s Navy in the Twenty-first Century, 2nd ed. (Annapolis: 

Naval Institute Press, 2010), 37. Jacques deLisle notes that the PRC tries to downplay this problem by arguing, 
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South China Seas: What Role for International Law?” (paper presented at the Center for the Study of Contemporary 

China Third Annual Conference: China in a Changing World, Philadelphia, PA, May 1, 2015), 17. I thank deLisle 

for granting me permission to cite this paper. 
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[the ROC] has been in control of [Itu Aba] for most of the past seventy years, the winner is 

highly likely to be the Republic of China. . . .  The People’s Republic of China (Beijing) would 

then need to argue that it has the legitimate right to succeed to the Republic of China’s claim–

opening a fresh can of worms.”
43

 Hayton goes on to offer a stark example of the sovereignty-

territory dynamic: 

Beijing clearly doesn’t recognize the legitimacy of the Republic of China. . . . If it 

is the successor state to the Republic of China, can it claim that actions taken by 

the Republic of China after the declaration of the Communist state on 1 October 

1949 reinforce its own claim? For example, in 1956, it was the navy of the 

Republic of China that evicted the Cloma brothers’ expedition from Itu Aba and 

North Danger Reef. That would appear to be a concrete assertion of sovereignty 

by the Republic of China–but is it one that can be appropriated by the People’s 

Republic of China?
44

 

 

The legal argument that the PRC Government has succeeded the ROC Government as the 

government of China sits uncomfortably with the inconvenient truth that Taipei still exercises 

effective control over some parts of the world. The exercise of sovereignty sans the trappings of 

statehood confounds easy solutions, especially to the Spratly Islands dispute. 

As with the East China Sea, so the South China Sea’s territorial disputes affect the PRC-

ROC sovereignty dispute and vice versa. The very course of the dispute has wended the path it 

has because disagreement on whether Beijing or Taipei should have a say at the Treaty of San 

Francisco negotiations meant that Japan could relinquish islands without being forced to name a 

legitimate owner and Vietnam could lay claim to islands without Chinese protest, a statement 

that was true, strictly speaking. Beijing-Taipei clashes in the Taiwan Strait delayed PRC 

Government presence in the South China Sea in the 1950s, while attempts at dialogue since then 
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have been limited to track 2 exchanges because of the sovereignty issue. This prevents all 

concerned parties from sitting at the negotiating table in a formally recognized and substantive 

manner; even if an impartial and widely recognized body could adjudicate the territorial disputes, 

the de facto unresolved issue of who represents “China” only complicates the disputes further. 

The South China Sea territorial disputes are inextricably linked with the PRC-ROC sovereignty 

dispute. 

What are the prospects for future interactions between the PRC-ROC sovereignty dispute 

and the East and South China seas territorial disputes? As early as 1998, Joyner explored the 

possibility of using the Spratly Islands to further cross-strait relations. He called for confidence-

building measures, such as mutual assurances of no use of force, cessation of occupation of 

further land features, and establishment of common “rules of the road” for their military forces 

operating in the area.
45

 Some small steps in Beijing-Taipei cooperation have occurred, such as 

the creation of a hotline for civilian vessels in distress, which can contact the other side’s 

maritime constabulary forces for assistance and safe harbor. Numerous proposals for joint oil 

exploration have, for various reasons, borne no fruit.
46

 Yann-huei Song has proposed a number 

of confidence-building measures, including mutual declarations to not (threaten the) use of force 

against each other, establishment of hotlines between each side’s military forces and fishermen 

in the disputed waters, and the hosting of friendly sports matches between the two side on islands 

controlled by the two sides.
47
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Summary 

 

 

This section has demonstrated the intimate connection between the PRC-ROC 

sovereignty dispute and its effect on the East and South China Seas territorial disputes, and vice 

versa. Major policies and actions undertaken by both Beijing and Taipei were done so in reaction 

to the cross-strait dynamic and weighted by what one side thought the other would do in 

response. In the East China Sea, individual crises were both exacerbated and mitigated by such 

considerations. In the South China Sea, the tortuous evolution of the various disputes has been 

shaped by the cross-strait sovereignty dispute lurking in the background, which also threatens to 

prevent a substantive, comprehensive, and permanent resolution of the disputes because of the 

continued exclusion of the ROC from diplomatically consequential negotiations. Relations 

between the PRC and ROC Governments thus affect and are affected by the still-unresolved 

multilateral disputes north and south of the Taiwan Strait. 

 

Sovereignty, Territory, and Imagined Geographies 

 

 

The above discussion has touched upon issues of geography and identity in space and 

time. I now turn to a more explicit exploration of those themes. Subjects that touch upon these 

issues are quite varied, but William A. Callahan offers a particularly helpful discussion in his 

article on the discourse of national humiliation. Callahan examines the national-humiliation 

narrative both spatially and temporally, pointing out that it usually takes the form of a cycle 

between history and recovery.
48

 The temporal dimension takes the form of the “century of 

humiliation,” lasting from the First Opium War in 1842 to the PRC’s founding in 1949. The 

spatial dimension is exemplified best by Jìndài Zhōngguó Bǎinián Guóchǐ Dìtú [Maps of modern 
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China’s century of national humiliation], what Callahan calls a “very deliberate celebration of a 

national insecurity.”
49

 Keeping this historical background in mind (and the territorial disputes’ 

role in both the “history” and “recovery” halves of the temporal cycle), I examine the nature and 

role of imagined geographies in the sovereignty-territorial dispute interaction.
50

 

In Why Taiwan? Geostrategic Rationales for China’s Territorial Integrity, Alan M. 

Wachman looks at the imagined geography of Taiwan island and how, as geographically-

informed conceptions of “China” change, so too does Taiwan island’s role in it.
51

 Observing that 

“Chinese strategists have long understood territorial security to be related to geography,” 

Wachman goes on to remark that such spatially-informed mental constructs “contributed to an 

‘imagined geography’ of China. Geographic features of China’s domain came to be associated 

with characteristics that fed a narrative about what was Chinese and why. . . . In terms of the 

Chinese geographic imagination, between the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries the island 

shifted from ‘far, far beyond the seas’ to a location firmly situated within the Chinese empire.”
52

 

Wachman develops his discussion into an examination of Taiwan island’s role in the two-

island-chains geostrategic construct and the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) Navy’s 

modernization and development in recent years. He records Taiwan island’s new importance as a 
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strategic point from which the PRC Government can better control its claimed East and South 

China Sea territories, quoting PLA Navy strategist, Jiang Zhijun: “‘Once the reunification 

mission is completed, Diaoyu [Pinnacle] Island to the north and the waters surrounding it would 

fall into the range of the Chinese gunfire protection. To the south, the distance from [PRC] 

coastal defense forces to all the South China Sea islands and regions will be shortened by a big 

margin.’”
53

 Additionally, extending spatial control buys not only geographic distance, but also 

temporal duration: as PLA Major General Peng Guangqian noted, “We cannot wait at home for 

the enemy to attack. We must push our forward defensive positions out as far as possible; the 

farther, the better. . . . If we wait at home, it is all over.”
54

 The farther out one can project power 

at will, the longer it will take for any adversary to reach one’s core geographic interests. 

The island chains are a useful starting point from which to consider the imagined 

geography of the East and South China Seas. Originally conceived of as benchmarks for a 

developing PLA Navy’s power projection capabilities in defense of the state, they offer one 

powerful reflection of how a Beijing on the rise has imagined its geography this century, as 

figure 4 shows.
55

 This sentiment is also expressed in a most timely fashion in the PRC’s 2015 

Military Strategy: “The seas and oceans bear on the enduring peace, lasting stability, and 

sustainable development of [the country]. The traditional mentality that land outweighs sea must 
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be abandoned, and great importance has to be attached to managing the seas and oceans and 

protecting maritime rights and interests.”
56

 

 

 
 

Figure 4. China’s first and second island chains. Map by U.S. Department of Defense, Military and Security 

Developments involving the People’s Republic of China, 2011, prepared by the Office of the Secretary of Defense 

(Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 2011), 23. 

 

 

The first thing to notice is the concept of the chain itself. As Bernard D. Cole explains, 

delineating maritime spaces by “fixed geographic boundaries reveals a strong continentalist 

perspective . . . . It violates the central tenet of classic maritime strategy that, while the soldier 

thinks of terrain and theaters, the sailor of necessity thinks in wider terms outside immediate 
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physical limits–there is no ‘terrain’ at sea.”
57

 This speaks to the traditional continental focus of 

imperial China, which, for much of its history, was the undisputed hegemon in the East Asian 

political system and concerned primarily with protecting its land borders from invaders. Not by 

accident was the Great Wall built facing a desert, “an ocean in which no oar is dipped.”
58

 Robert 

D. Kaplan writes that Beijing “still thinks territorially like an insecure land power” when it 

comes to the maritime domain, “trying to expand in concentric circles” via the island chains.
59

 

This is a fundamental difference between continentalist and maritime powers, as no less a 

personage than Nicholas J. Spykman noted in 1938: “a land power thinks in terms of continuous 

surfaces surrounding a central point of control, while a sea power thinks in terms of points and 

connecting lines dominating an immense territory.”
60

 The island chains serve as new “Great 

Walls” and would effectively render the western Pacific Ocean and the Yellow, East China, and 

South China seas a PRC moat. 

Walls are static, as they are on land. Immobility is part of their nature and their function. 

They are meant to assert that the builder exercises control over what is within those walls. The 

wholesale transfer of a land warfare tactic to the realm of naval science is a striking illumination 

of how the PRC Government (or at least some elements within it) views the maritime world, 

where mobility and flexibility are the hallmarks of naval warfare.
61

 Cole notes that the island 

chains’ implication is that the PLA Navy intends to defend fixed lines and operate in fixed areas, 

“demonstrating its lack of understanding of naval warfare and exposing itself to failure.”
62

 This 
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would be an elementary and fatal error in imagined geographies: to assume that warfare on the 

high seas is akin to warfare on land. 

Control of a particular part of the sea, as the island chain construct implies, assumes the 

ability for sea control, which is a step below command of the seas, which is a general control of 

the high seas; that is, sea control without spatial or temporal limits.
63

 Yet if one juxtaposes this 

implication with Beijing’s stated policy of gaining control over Taipei, the Pinnacle Islands, and 

the South China Sea islands (as well as any waters Beijing’s deliberately vague claim grants it), 

and if one accepts the PRC’s generous definition of exclusive-economic zone rights, one sees 

that the first island chain cannot be effective without Beijing’s establishment of command of the 

sea, since the first island chain would coincide with the de jure limits of the PRC Government’s 

exercise of its sovereignty. 

Like in the East China Sea, the PRC Government has incorporated its South China Sea 

territorial claims within its administrative hierarchy; in this case, Hainan Province.
64

 This 

administrative structure does not tie the South China Sea islands formally to a Taiwan Province 

governed by Beijing. Nonetheless, a connection between the sovereignty dispute and the South 

China Sea territorial disputes exists. As noted above, the PRC recently added a tenth line to the 

infamous nine that encompass nearly the entire South China Sea. This tenth line extends east of 

Taiwan, explicitly unifying Beijing’s territorial claims in the South China Sea and its sovereignty 

claim over Taipei-administered territories. This small addition suggests a further evolution in the 

PRC Government’s imagined geography of its kingdom’s spatial extent. The nine-dashed line 

                                                 
63. Robert C. Rubel, “Command of the Sea: An Old Concept Resurfaces in a New Form,” Naval War 

College Review 65, no. 4 (Autumn 2012): 22. 

64. The establishment of Sansha City (三沙市) as the administrative seat was the subject of much press 

attention in 2012. See, for example, BBC News, “China Morning Round-up: South China Sea City Opens Door,” 

British Broadcasting Corp., July 25, 2012, accessed May 26, 2015, http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-

18978750. 



DRAFT 

32 

 

had become such an object of fixation that many analyses have tended to isolate it conceptually; 

it is more appropriate, as this tenth line reminds us, to consider these dashed lines within the 

context of the island chains: the dashed lines are merely the first island chain’s southern half.  

This unification transforms seas from discrete bodies of water into a unified whole.
65

 This 

is what the island chains (spatial ideals of effective power projection) do already, if not implicitly; 

the dashed lines (spatial ideals of sovereignty, however formalistic and vague) may be catching 

up. Whether and at what point Beijing may decide to add more dashes and further converge the 

dashed lines with the (solid) first island chain (a complement to the PRC’s nominal 

administrative maneuvers discussed above) may be a sign of the PRC Government’s evolving 

imagined maritime geography, one that merges three largely geographically discrete disputes–the 

Pinnacle Islands, the ROC territories, and the South China Sea islands–into one seamless, 

geographically contiguous maritime sphere that ought to be under PRC sovereignty and effective 

control. Beijing’s distinct mental maps (island-chain power projection and dashed-line 

sovereignty claims) may become one. 

The PRC is not the only party that can re-imagine its geography. In the case of the ROC, 

there exist multiple, competing imagined geographies. The first imagined geography still 

imagines PRC Government-administered spaces as being close and as forming one “China” with 

ROC-administered spaces: many have extended families across the strait still, many cross the 

strait with their own families to live and work there, and many still see a like culture and societal 

values, never mind the political differences. The second imagined geography views PRC-

administered spaces as constituting an “Other,” much like how imperial Chinese viewed Taiwan 

island in centuries past. The bonds of kith and kin were torn asunder centuries ago, if they 
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existed at all; their lives are on the island and not the continent, which has administered their 

land for only four of the past 119 years anyway. The third imagined geography is caught in a 

tug-of-war or, to be more charitable, takes a practical view: choosing to not choose, it imagines a 

geography that sees the PRC as close and accessible, but still separate and liable to quarantine. 

Whatever one thinks of these competing imaginings, the fact is that they compete with each other. 

The East and South China Seas’ disputed spaces have no inhabitants; indeed, many of 

these spaces are uninhabitable (some spaces, such as Macclesfield Bank, are underwater even at 

high tide). That they are nonetheless being fought over so vociferously is testament to the 

region’s closing geography and “crisis of room.
66

” There is no competing imagined geography 

that emanates from these spaces; they can only have imagined geographies imposed on them; in 

this sense, their identities in relation to other spaces are controlled by those other spaces. 

Overlapping imagined geographies do not create a commons spatially; competing claims do not 

somehow cancel out. Overlapping imagined geographies do not create a more comprehensive 

history temporally; they only muddy the waters. Unless political goals change, sporadic attempts 

at forming a Beijing-Taipei united front to tackle the China Seas territorial disputes must 

ultimately fail because of this knowledge. No one’s imagined geography at the moment–not the 

PRC’s, the ROC’s, or any other claimant’s–imagines spaces to be shared as time moves 

forward.
67

 Indeed, the very concept of sovereignty arises out of differences with others; hence 

the desire for self-determination and autonomy in domestic affairs.
68
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67. As a PRC activist put it: “How can you ‘share’ your sovereign territory with another country? That’s 

like sharing your wife with another man!” Quoted in James Reilly, Strong Society, Smart State: The Rise of Public 
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These competing imagined geographies highlight the fact that the imagined geography of 

“China” not only shifts “China” geographically, but itself mutates temporally; indeed, the 

temporal dimension rears its head at the very beginning of the sovereignty dispute between 

Beijing and Taipei. The PRC Government considers itself the legitimate successor to–not the 

rival of–the ROC Government. From the PRC’s perspective, the “Republic of China” ceased to 

exist on October 1, 1949, to be replaced by the People’s Republic of China. Thus, the PRC views 

the ROC as properly in the realm of history. This is the conceptual root cause for why there can 

be no “two Chinas,” as there were Germanies and as there are Koreas. To admit for such a 

possibility would severely undermine the narrative that Beijing has preached for sixty-five years. 

This is why the PRC Government insists, for example, that no country can simultaneously have 

formal diplomatic relations with it and the ROC Government (which has the same policy) and 

that each country that establishes formal diplomatic relations with Beijing must admit that 

Taiwan island is part of the PRC.
69

 

The PRC’s imagined geography has evolved over the years, though not with regard to 

Taiwan island. In the ROC, however, the story of imagined geographies is less straightforward 

and more contentious. The three imagined geographies discussed above all have different origins 

and construct the history of the same island in different emotional and politically-charged ways. 

The orthodox imagined geography was the one promulgated by Taipei under Chiang’s rule and 

the Nationalist Party: “communist bandits” had temporarily overrun the mainland, but the ROC 

Government, provisionally relocated from Nanking (Nanjjng), would one day return to the 

                                                 
69. Clever states have managed to satisfy–or appear as if they are satisfying–this requirement in nuanced 

ways. For example, the U.S. Government, upon establishing formal diplomatic relations with the PRC Government, 

simply acknowledged Beijing’s claim over Taipei; that is, Washington confirmed its knowledge that the PRC made 

such a claim, but did not necessarily affirm the validity of that claim. For an in-depth analysis, see Tzu-wen Lee, 

“The International Legal Status of the Republic of China on Taiwan,” UCLA Journal of International Law and 

Foreign Affairs 1, no. 2 (Fall/Winter 1996-1997): 351-92. 
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mainland.
70

 The passing of time and geopolitical realities made the orthodox imagined 

geography look increasingly out of touch, but it ironically dovetailed with his rival Communist 

Party of China’s (CPC) imagined geography, in that both sides of the Taiwan Strait constituted 

one inseparable nation-state. The PRC and ROC Governments viewed Taiwan island in a similar 

way as well: the island was taken by Japan unjustly after the First Sino-Japanese War in 1895, 

occupied for fifty years, then returned to the ROC in 1945. The primary point of contention, once 

again, was whether the ROC was extinguished in 1949 or not. 

The second imagined geography present in the ROC arises from the Japanese occupation 

of the island and is opposed to both Beijing’s and Chiang’s conceptions. Whereas the importance 

of time is minimized in the orthodox imagined geography (no matter how long it takes, the two 

sides must and will be reunified someday), time’s importance is maximized in this second 

imagined geography, which I call the heterodox imagined geography. The heterodox imagined 

geography emphasizes Taiwan island’s near-continuous separation from mainland authority 

since 1895, thus creating an imagined geography that consists of Taiwan island, but rejects the 

space of the Asian continental landmass. The physical gulf between the island and the mainland 

has metaphorically widened over time, so that Taiwan island is now a geography unto itself. If 

proponents of the orthodox view see time as an ultimately minor speed bump, proponents of the 

heterodox view see time as an increasingly insurmountable wall. 

The more extreme proponents of the heterodox imagined geography, just like their 

orthodox counterparts, share a similarity with the PRC imagined geography: both reject the 

continued existence of the “Republic of China.” While some argue that the ROC really did end 

                                                 
70. The fact that, to this day, the party’s official name is “Nationalist Party of China” (“中國國民黨”) 

shows the staying power of this particular imagined geography. The “Republic of China” (“中華民國”) can also be 

an example, though the Chinese-language term for China used here (“中華,” as opposed to “中國,” like in the 

Nationalist Party’s name) does not have to mean the political state; it can simply refer to the culture or nation. 
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in 1949, others admit its successful transfer to Taiwan island, but argue that it has subsequently 

become anachronistic. Whichever interpretation is taken, some heterodox supporters argue for a 

clean break from any allusion to “China” and advocate for a “Republic of Taiwan.” 

What is curious about the heterodox imagined geography held by some ROC citizens is, 

on the one hand, the rejection of the continental geography of the “Republic of China,” if not the 

name itself, and, on the other hand, the continued assertion of Taipei’s sovereignty over the East 

and South China Seas islands based on claims first espoused by an ROC Government on the 

mainland. Why would the heterodox imagined geography insist on the validity of territorial 

claims made by a government it rejects in a place it considers alien? It was no less a personage 

than the fiercely pro-independence Chen Shui-bian who visited ROC-administered South China 

Sea islands an unprecedented three times during his eight-year presidency, including the first trip 

ever by an ROC president to Itu Aba. It was also Chen who approved construction of a 3,800-

foot runway on Itu Aba, the longest in the South China Sea.
71

 

An answer to this puzzle is illuminated in a 2005 preface written by Chen for an 

unknown publication.
72

 In it, the ROC president identifies his state as a “maritime state,” an 

“oceanic state,” and a “maritime nation” that “embraced the ocean” and whose people are 

encouraged to once again “develop a sense of belonging and identity” to the state’s “‘blue 

territory.’” The preface portrays the island as “distant from the central plains of mainland China,” 

                                                 
71. Cheng-yi Lin, “Taiwan’s Spratly Initiative in the South China Sea,” China Brief 8, no. 4 (February 29, 

2008), accessed January 27, 2015, 
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whose rulers closed it off from the ocean.
73

 The island’s vitality has thus ultimately been tied 

intimately to a maritime outlook. Throughout the Chen administration, emphasis was placed on 

this particular seafaring aspect of national identity so as to contrast with Beijing’s traditionally 

continentalist perspective. The goal was to give ROC citizens a unique “Taiwanese” identity that 

both separated it from a traditionally continentalist Chinese identity and implicitly tied a 

“Taiwanese” identity to other Asian maritime cultures that were distinct from Chinese cultures. 

The espousal of such a maritime identity would ironically welcome the East and South 

China Seas islands claimed by the ROC Government and the Kuomintang (KMT) that 

monopolized its state power for so long. In fact, the relatively recent time frame in which the 

ROC actively espoused claims to the China Seas islands only increases the contrast that pro-

independence activists seek to highlight between the Asian continental and maritime geographies, 

and explains why the DPP has refrained from making sovereignty claims based on “historical 

rights,” as both the KMT and PRC do.
74

 The Pinnacle Islands and the various island groups in 

the South China Sea would all buttress an imagined geography of the ROC as a maritime state. 

The heterodox imagined geography thus asserts East and South China Seas territorial claims not 

so much for the material value of those islands and their surrounding waters, though practical 

benefits can be derived, but for the ideational and normative value of constructing a unique 

identity to which neither the PRC nor the orthodox ROC imagined geography can lay claim. 

Thus, the PRC, orthodox ROC, and heterodox imagined geographies contrast and 

complement in ways that each geography’s proponents would find uncomfortable. The PRC 

imagined geography and the heterodox geography could agree that the ROC’s time has already 

                                                 
73. Chen. Contrast this viewpoint with Wachman’s description quoted on 34. 

74 . Hui-Yi Katherine Tseng, “Taiwan in the South China Sea Disputes: Policies and Prospects,” in 
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ended, but they would vociferously disagree on what that means for the space that is “China”: 

their temporal agreement contrasts with their spatial disagreement. The PRC and the orthodox 

geographies could agree on what “China” encompasses, but they would vociferously disagree on 

whether the ROC still exists: their spatial agreement contrasts with their temporal disagreement. 

The orthodox and the heterodox geographies not only disagree on what “China” means, but their 

disagreement is rooted in the time spans that shape their respective worldviews: their spatial 

disagreement is caused by their temporal disagreement. 

At present, Beijing’s imagined geography is truly realized more in the imagination than 

on the ground, but few things would confirm the PRC’s new imagination of the geography of 

“China” than the ability to consistently exercise sovereignty over the East and South China Seas, 

which control of the Pinnacle, Taiwan, and Spratly Islands would allow it to do. Such an 

achievement would destroy the division I exploit herein for scholastic emolument by resolving, 

on the one hand, the sovereignty dispute between the PRC and ROC Governments and, on the 

other hand, the East and South China seas’ territorial disputes with other claimants. 

The lack of clarity in the PRC and ROC imagined geographies presents a dilemma. What 

exactly do these imagined geographies imagine to be their geographies? What does the ten-

dashed line mean–the land formations, the land formations and the maritime zones that come 

with them, or all lands and waters within the line? Neither Beijing nor Taipei has clarified what 

the line means, which means that their respective imagined geographies in the South China Sea 

are unclear. For the time being, it appears that both governments are content to let their 

respective citizens take a more expansive interpretation. I draw two conclusions from this morass: 

first, PRC and ROC imagined geographies are not as settled or as clear as is desirable from a 

pragmatic, policy-making perspective; second, the possibility of clarification at some future 
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point means that policymakers today ought to be careful about how they further clarify their 

territorial claims (politically, there is also an element of path dependence). 

The difference between claiming just the land formations and the attendant maritime 

zones allowed by international law, and claiming all the physical space within the dashed line, is 

greater than one might think. The practical consequences are obvious. Less obvious would be the 

conceptual implications of a PRC or ROC imagined geography that claimed the seas within the 

dashed lines. As I noted above, it is interesting enough for these imagined geographies to claim 

land formations without native inhabitants who could offer competing narratives. What would be 

without precedent would be an imagined geography with a substantive and substantial claim over 

a body of water with almost no native, permanent residents. To my knowledge, no disputed land 

formation in the two China Seas has been proposed as a host for a permanent civilian population 

from any country, so each claimant seeking to construct an imagined geography that incorporates 

those spaces faces a challenge: how to argue that a land formation, the fish swimming around it, 

and the oil potentially underneath it belong to “us,” even though none of “us” has ever lived or 

will ever live there. 

Imagined geographies form in different ways, but an obvious and powerful one is a 

culture’s conceptualization/stereotypification of another culture’s people (indeed, culture needs 

people and people need a culture). But there is no native culture on land formations with no 

permanent residents, as in the Pinnacle and disputed South China Sea islands. Affirmation of an 

imagined geography entails an affirmation of certain traits and habits, and by implication, a non-

affirmation of others. Resistance comes not from the actual natives who are subjected to one’s 

imagined geography; rather, it comes from fellow outsiders whose respective imagined 
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geographies argue that they are the natives. The squabble is not between natives and would-be 

natives, but is instead among different groups of would-be natives. 

To win such a squabble, it would not do to use the “civilizing mission” or voluntary 

union as a justification that can bind the disputed islands in one’s imagined geography; the lack 

of a permanent, settled population means there are no people to civilize or liberate. Other 

arguments are needed, and one notable thread that runs through the tapestries of the PRC and 

orthodox ROC imagined geographies is the emphasis on historical sovereignty, a peculiar 

concept problematic because it holds no water under international law.
75

 Outside the field of 

jurisprudence, however, its deployment is certainly understandable. Historicization of 

geographically remote, distant spaces renders those spaces culturally nearer and more familiar. It 

also serves as a convenient rationale for why those unfamiliar with spaces incorporated into a 

new imagined geography ought to pay attention: their ancestors did. While a PRC citizen in land-

locked Gansu Province may find the Spratly Islands strange and exotic, historicization offers a 

temporal justification for a spatial re-acquaintance. Drawing on Benedict Anderson, Samuel P. 

Huntington writes, “A nation . . . is more specifically a remembered community, a community 

with an imagined history, and it is defined by its historical memory of itself.”
76

 The imagined 

geography of today is tied in with a (potentially imaginary) imagined geography of the past and, 

through this union, transcends the present-day and what any of its inhabitants may personally 

feel, and becomes centuries- or millennia-old cultural knowledge that is portrayed as merely 

reasserting itself, and rightly so. 

Such a portrayal re-orients everything: an action viewed by others as an upsetting of the 

status quo can be portrayed by the actor as restoration of the way things were (supposed to be). 
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This is what the PRC and ROC orthodox imagined geographies seek to do. Not only are these 

governments’ actions right in the eyes of history, but their righteousness makes them necessary 

as well. This necessity, in turn, provides the blinders necessary for proponents of one imagined 

geography to think other imagined geographies aggressive, militaristic, and otherwise dangerous; 

and to find cohabitation with proponents of other imagined geographies distasteful. 

Historicization grants an imagined geography the precedential justification and the moral 

urgency to establish itself not just in imaginations, but in reality, bringing the cultural and 

political maps into harmony with one another, and wiping out alternative imagined geographies 

in this convergence. 

In what may be a tacit recognition of both historicization’s dubious merit under 

international law, as well as modern international law’s emphasis on de facto control of a 

claimed space, Beijing has begun building land on South China Sea islands and rocks, a subject 

much in the news and on the minds of policymakers.
77

 While artificial constructions do not 

legitimate a land formation’s status in international law, the PRC Government can claim a 

literally surer foothold on land formations that it expands via man-made efforts. Practical 

benefits accrue, namely in the form of more substantive and frequent use of those land 

formations by PRC citizens. So, while the PRC continues to link its imagined geography to the 

past through historicization, it is also shaping the future to suit its imagined geography by 

creating facts on/with the ground. 

I noted above that the PRC and ROC imagined geographies of the East and South China 

Seas are uncommon for their focus on uninhabited spaces from which no competing, arguably 

                                                 
77. Many news stories document various events that have occurred in this saga, but the one that has stood 
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more legitimate imagined geography can emerge. There are no native inhabitants for a good 

reason: these spaces cannot sustain human habitation in the form that nature created them. This 

highlights a second distinguishing feature of the imagined geographies discussed in this paper: 

these disputed East and South China Sea spaces are contested for the establishment not of settled, 

productive communities (e.g., homes), but of transient, extractive industries, such as fishing 

fleets and oil rigs (even the “permanent” military posts see troops on a rotational basis). It is 

almost nomadic. Rather than have settlers leave the metropole to inhabit new spaces, workers are 

dispatched to bring those new spaces’ valuables back to the metropole. How successful an 

imagined geography–one that incorporates spaces without people and, therefore, without 

culture–can be is not known, even if one attempts to historicize a linkage, as discussed above. It 

may potentially undermine such an imagined geography’s cultural hegemony, as a proponent 

would need to admit that what is his belongs to him not because he lives there now, but because 

his people used it in the past. This utilitarian turn may strip an imagined geography of some of 

the sentimentality inherent in the imagination; one will have to wait as this century progresses to 

see if the East and South China Seas claimants can overcome this pragmatic plank in what is an 

emotional platform. 

As has been implied at various points throughout this paper, names are an essential 

manifestation of imagined geographies, as are the maps upon which they are written.
78

 Japan 

calls the Pinnacle Islands Senkaku (尖閣), the PRC calls them Diàoyú (钓鱼), and the ROC calls 

them Diàoyútái (釣魚臺). The names for the various South China Sea islands and island groups 

                                                 
78. A full list of PRC names (and some names used by other claimants) for South China Sea formations can 

be found in Wu Shicun, Solving Disputes for Regional Cooperation and Development in the South China Sea: A 

Chinese Perspective (Oxford: Chandos Publishing, 2013), 195-99. 
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is as multitudinous as the number of their claimants.
79

 Sansha City (三沙市), the administrative 

seat that Beijing established for most of its nominal South China Sea territories, simply means 

“three shās,” namely, the Nansha (Spratly) Islands, the Xisha (Paracel) Islands, and the 

Zhongsha Islands (Macclesfield Bank and Scarborough Shoal), in case other countries were 

unclear on the city’s purpose. China calls the South China Sea the “South Sea,” simply enough, 

but for Vietnam, it is understandably known as the “East Sea.” In 2012, shortly after the PRC-

Philippine Scarborough Shoal incident, the Philippine Government officially named the South 

China Sea the “West Philippine Sea.”
80

 

The insistence on the “right” name and its uniform application on maps, in government 

publications, and in politicians’ speeches help to both create and reaffirm a space’s place in the 

national consciousness. Names are the conscious imprint of an imagined geography, an assertion 

or admission by the speaker/writer of one space’s figurative place within the mental construct of 

a larger space. But not only that, for names, as well as lines, are the weapons of cartographic war, 

as seen in the South China Sea disputes, in which dueling maps are brought forth to complement 

the diplomatic volleys between capitals.
81

 Cartography is itself a “discourse of power,” so it is 

exceeding difficult to espouse an imagined geography that includes a place, only to refer to that 

place by a name identified with a competing imagined geography (differing languages 

exacerbate this difficulty).
82

 Imagined geographies, by and large, need their own vocabularies to 

properly express the relationship between spaces, such vocabularies serving to justify, entrench, 

                                                 
79. A notable one is Scarborough Shoal, which the ROC Government calls Democracy Reef (民主礁) and 
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smooth over, and/or cover up spatial relationships sometimes weak in both logic and 

sustainability. 

Imagined geographies are powerful and multidisciplinary things; they touch upon 

political geography and all regional studies literatures, as well as political science in general, and 

international relations and political theory in particular. Imagined geographies are also 

inextricably intertwined with nationalism, the former serving as a mental, spatial “map” on 

which to project the latter. Much like nationalist ideologies, imagined geographies can become 

common-sense things that are just “supposed to be”; they can become psychologically 

hegemonic within a society.
83

 Whether any of the imagined geographies discussed in this section 

will achieve such intellectual monopoly remains to be seen; further analysis on culturally 

hegemonic beliefs and imagined geographies as they apply to “China” is certainly warranted. For 

the moment, it may be fair to say only that the PRC imagined geography of Taiwan island as an 

inalienable part of “China” has achieved hegemonic status. What the Pinnacle and South China 

Sea islands mean for respective PRC and ROC residents will not settle and harden until this 

century is well into its mature years. Such new imagined geographies are sprouting all over East 

and Southeast Asia today, with countries seeking to render as natural and ancient what may very 

well have been foreign and modern. 

 

Conclusion 
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The idea of “China”–where it is, whom it includes (and excludes), and what it assumes 

about neighbors and the larger world–has evolved many forms since at least 221 BC, if not 

earlier. An exhaustive treatment of this national myth would take years and volumes to 

accomplish; I make no pretensions to such a study. In this paper, I have sought primarily two 

objectives: first, to illuminate a relationship largely ignored in the literature, that of the PRC-

ROC sovereignty dispute and the various territorial disputes in the East and South China Seas; 

and second, to open a consideration of imagined geography, a concept that embraces both the 

intellectual and emotional issues of sovereignty, place, and home. 

The Beijing-Taipei sovereignty tussle and the East and South China Seas territorial 

claims share a common heritage. Despite changes in domestic politics and foreign affairs, 

through the ups and downs of cross-strait relations, the dueling PRC and ROC representations of 

what “China” is and where “China” is continue to affect multilateral territorial disputes. In the 

East China Sea, the motivations, policies, and actions of the PRC and ROC Governments arose 

from one side’s calculation of or reaction to the other side. This manifested itself clearly in the 

long-running dispute’s four notable crises, from the early 1970s to the present decade. The South 

China Sea’s horde of quarrels has proven no different, complicated by cross-strait tensions from 

the start of the post-World War II era. Since then, the Beijing-Taipei sovereignty dispute has 

affected each side’s ability to shore up its positions in the sea, and has prevented the one 

sustained, multilateral effort at cooperation from reaching full flower and bringing about 

substantive, diplomatic resolutions to the issue. So long as the PRC-ROC sovereignty dispute 

remains unresolved, the East and South China Seas territorial disputes remain that much more 

difficult to settle. 
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The imagined geographies in which the disputed China Seas islands play an anchoring 

role ground and inform how the PRC and ROC Governments, as well as their publics, view their 

nation-states. The island chains signal a shift from a continentalist perspective to a maritime one, 

while retaining the static elements of land and walls in free-flowing seas. The three imagined 

geographies discussed in depth align and diverge uncomfortably for all their proponents; mental 

maps make for strange bedfellows, as the Communist Party, the KMT, and the DPP themselves 

have already been finding out. The CPC and the KMT cannot agree on the identity of “China,” 

the CPC and the DPP cannot agree on the location of “China,” and the DPP and the KMT cannot 

agree on either the identity or the location of “China” (or much else besides). 

Imagined geography helps explain why the pro-independence camp holds on to pre-1949 

ROC claims, as such claims boost a new identity for Taipei-administered territories that loses its 

continentalist nature, in favor of a maritime one. Beijing historicizes its claims to present its 

imagined geography as something more natural than sheer physical distance and international 

law would suggest, legitimizing its far-flung claims in the minds of its historically continentalist 

people. The inconvenience of native populations and any mental conceptions they may have of 

nationhood and statehood are here avoided, making historicization easier through the lack of 

competing claims that originate from the disputed spaces themselves. The lack of native peoples 

also gives rise to the competition over names, arguably the most visible signs of imagined 

geographies, so powerful that even this paper escapes not controversies of nomenclature. 

The limits of time and space necessarily impose some restrictions on related, but 

ultimately tangential, topics, which I acknowledge here. I have not paid great attention to Taiwan 

island’s role in others’ imagined geographies, and my paper can only complement Emma Jinhua 

Teng’s superb Taiwan’s Imagined Geography: Chinese Colonial Travel Writing and Pictures, 
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1683-1895, which looks at how that island, over the course of two centuries, came to be seen as 

“Chinese.” Taiwan island’s role in the present day, not just in the minds and hearts of those who 

fight over it, but geostrategically as well, remain of great importance. No less a personage than 

U.S. Gen. of the Army Douglas MacArthur declared the island an “unsinkable” aircraft carrier. 

As the U.S. pivot/rebalance continues and as fears grow among some quarters of a declining U.S. 

commitment to the ROC Government’s defense, one may very well hear louder exclamations of 

Taiwan island’s geostrategic importance in future, on top of the emotional calls for defending a 

fellow democracy. 

Over the past decades, technology has managed, to some extent, to collapse space and 

time by shortening it. Bombs that used to require aircraft to deliver are now exceeded by missiles 

that can deliver their payloads within minutes, thousands of miles away, with pinpoint precision. 

Speeding through time shortens space; what effect technological innovation has on imagined 

geographies (and people’s conception of space writ large) is something for further research. As a 

preliminary, I would posit that it may not have such a large influence on imagined geographies, 

which are still heavily informed by history and reliant upon firm, substantive connections to 

spaces (many Americans hop across an ocean to France in mere hours, yet Paris remains 

decidedly Gallic in the American mentality).  

Despite technology, despite the advent of air power and nuclear weapons, despite 

globalization proverbially shrinking the modern world, geography still matters.
84

 It matters in 

very concrete, practical ways, but it also matters in very intangible, emotional ways. It informs 

how people see the world, what parts of the world belong to them, and what (natural) 

topographic features separate them from the others. They can, of course, strive to overcome 

                                                 
84. See Jakub J .Grygiel, Great Powers and Geopolitical Change (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 

Press, 2006), for a stout defense of the continued relevance of geography. 
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topographic boundaries, as Qing-era China did in re-envisioning the state to incorporate Taiwan 

island. The gap between where a state is supposed to be and where it is can be the cause of much 

suffering (not just to nationalists), especially when one’s reach exceeds one’s grasp because of 

geopolitical circumstances and state of internal development. Africa and the Middle East stand as 

hackneyed examples. It is the instability between, on the one hand, the borders of imagined 

geographies and, on the other hand, the borders of real political states that are the root of much 

conflict in the twenty-first century. 

What I have sought to show in this paper is the interconnectedness of some of these 

disputes. How any one of these rows–between the PRC and ROC Governments in/over “China”; 

between Beijing, Taipei, and Tokyo in the East China Sea; and between Brunei, Indonesia, 

Malaysia, the Philippines, the PRC, the ROC, and Vietnam in the South China Sea–is resolved 

will affect and depend on the others’ resolution. As sovereignty and territory are intrinsically 

intertwined, so are the sovereignty dispute between and the territorial disputes involving the 

People’s Republic of China and the Republic of China. “Quis separabit?” indeed. 
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