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Abstract



This study examines the geopolitical competition between the United States and the
People’s Republic of China in the South China Sea as one of the most significant
manifestations of structural transformation within the international system in the
twenty-first century. The strategic importance of the region stems from its pivotal
location linking the Pacific and Indian Oceans, through which nearly one-third of
global trade transits, in addition to its substantial reserves of oil, natural gas, and
maritime resources. These characteristics have positioned the South China Sea as a

central arena where regional and global interests intersect and compete.

The research problem centers on assessing the extent to which this competition has
contributed to strengthening the military, political, and economic dimensions of
power for both China and the United States, and how this dynamic has affected the
regional and international balance of power. The study adopts a descriptive-
analytical approach and draws upon neorealism as its theoretical framework, given
its emphasis on the anarchic nature of the international system and the absence of a
central authority. Within such a structure, major powers are driven to maximize their

capabilities in order to ensure national security and safeguard vital interests.

The findings indicate that China has pursued a comprehensive strategy combining
hard power and economic influence. This includes the construction of artificial
islands, the development of anti-access/area denial capabilities, and the expansion
of economic networks through the Belt and Road Initiative, all aimed at
consolidating maritime influence and transforming sovereignty claims into enduring
strategic realities. Conversely, the United States has adopted a balancing strategy
centered on reinforcing regional alliances, upholding the principle of freedom of
navigation, restructuring global supply chains, and employing economic and

institutional pressure tools to counter China’s growing influence.



The study concludes that competition in the South China Sea extends beyond a
limited maritime dispute; rather, it represents a broader struggle over shaping the
rules and structure of the emerging international order. While China seeks to
recalibrate the distribution of power in accordance with its rise, the United States
endeavors to preserve its leadership position and prevent the emergence of a unipolar
regional order in the Indo-Pacific. Consequently, the South China Sea serves as a
microcosm of the evolving dynamics of power within the contemporary international

system.
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