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Abstract 

China-United States (U.S.) conflict of interests in the South China Sea (SCS) dispute has 

changed the trajectory of their bilateral relations in the region. The continuous 

intervention by the U.S. in the SCS dispute has resulted in the growing assertiveness of 

China in the region. Due to the existing strong economic interdependence between the 

U.S. and China, both countries are hedging each other to secure their interests and to 

avoid direct confrontation in the SCS. To find out the answers of the research questions, 

qualitative research methodology within post- positivist paradigm has been employed in 

this study. Historical, descriptive, and exploratory approaches have been used to 

understand the U.S. and the Chinese strategies against each other and their behaviors 

towards the claimant states. Strategic hedging theory is tested using the qualitative 

directed content analysis in this study. The continuous strategic hedging of the U.S. and 

China against each other in the SCS dispute is resulting in the status quo and the 

maintenance of peace in the region. Any change within this approach might result in 

conflict and could threaten the peace of the whole region. 



1 
 

Chapter 1 

Introduction 

The SCS disputes is continuously attracting the global attention due to a number 

of factors such as; the presence of huge hydrocarbon reserves, world`s largest fishing 

hubs, competing claims by six countries of the region, Chinese increasing assertiveness, 

the U.S. alliances with Philippines and Vietnam, Sea Lines of Communications (SLOCs) 

of 60 percent of the world`s total trade and ambiguous response of United Nation 

Convention on the Law of Sea (UNCLOS). The dispute in SCS is about the overlapping 

territorial claims between regional countries. The SCS dispute claimants countries are; 

China, Vietnam, Philippines, Taiwan, Malaysia and Brunei. The SCS dispute involves 

many countries that are regional and non-regional. Although the U.S. is not a claimant 

and resident state, but the U.S. particularly has primacy, security and economic interests 

in the SCS dispute. From decades, the U.S. led alliance system maintained stability in the 

Southeast Asia (SEA) region. This alliance came out after 1951 San Francisco Security 

Agreements between the U.S. and subsequent countries: Japan, South Korea, Australia, 

Philippines and New Zealand. 
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