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Abstract 

In IR scholarship, analysts tended to see the financial crisis of 2008 as 
a watershed between US decline and China’s rise. However, the South 
China Sea issue has become another critical point of conteneion between the 
two since 2010. The U.S. continuously expresses it takes no position on the 
issue of socereignty, but argues that freedom of navigation in the South 
China Sea is vitally important to the U.S. and that all claimants should 
resolve the disputes peacefully. In the meantime, the U.S. strongly opposes 
any reclamation conducted by China and others in this disputed area. 

    This paper argues that the U.S. is and will continue to be a global 
hegemon despite economic downturns, and to uphold freedom of navigation 
as a principle to guard its national interests. As opposed to a rule-based 
order propagated by the U.S., China constantly seeks a sense of security by 
the concept of geopolitics, which makes the dispute over the South China 
Sea difficult to resolve. The ruling by the arbitral tribunal on July 12, 2016 
will further complicate the situation, but may strengthen the legitimacy of 
U.S. Freedom of Navigation Operations. 
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