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Cross-Border Interaction, Geographic Knowledge, and
State Control over Islanders in the Northern Yellow Sea,
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Abstract: In the late fifteenth to sixteenth centuries, dramatic changes began to take place in the border
societies and maritime economies of Ming China and Choson Korea. Consequently, transmarine voyages,
insular migration, and smuggling-related violence became increasingly prominent in the northern Yellow
Sea. These activities reconnected a maritime space that had been fragmented by the sea ban policy; they
also compelled both states to recognize, define, and actively control the ambiguous island zone as well as
its inhabitants. Beginning in the late fifteenth century, instances of border inhabitants’ sea-crossing occurred
with increased frequency and, to a certain extent, with the tacit approval of local officials. However, at
the central government level, the reinforcement of separation remained the linchpin of both governments’
maritime security policy. The two states interacted in order to accumulate geographical knowledge, negotiate
the repatriation of islanders, and strengthen the understanding of the ownership of relevant islands. From
the early sixteenth century onward, maritime smuggling and associated violence among island communities
continued to intensify in the northern Yellow Sea. Both Ming and Choson began to define, categorize, and
reconstruct these islanders and their activities, attempting—through adaptive and proactive measures—to
reintegrate them into systems of governance. The Choson government distinguished between water bandits
(7K and drifting people (ZE L) in order to differentiate the nature of Ming vessels operating in the northern
Yellow Sea, balancing cautious diplomacy with efforts to identify maritime violence. The Ming state, for its
part, managed and utilized the Liaodong islanders and their activities in various ways. However, due to the
complexity of maritime activities, the constraint of bilateral relations, as well as conflicting local interests, it
proved exceedingly difficult for both states to regulate and control the islanders’ activities, especially when
they lacked effective means to identify maritime violence. By the late sixteenth century, islander violence had
come to pose a serious threat to maritime security for both the Ming and Choson. This ultimately led the Ming
state to abandon its more active maritime policies and reimpose a stringent sea ban.
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