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Abstract

Worsening Tension Between the United States
and China in the South China Sea, A Sign of
‘Thucydides Trap’?

Yang Jeong - Sung”

On October 27, 2015, USS Lassen(DDG82), a 9,200 ton class Aegis
destroyer of the United States Navy, began its operations within 12 nautical
miles of Subi Reef, one of the seven artificial islands that China has built and
claimed sovereignty over. The maneuver was joined by anti-submarine patrol
airplanes such as P-8A and P-3. The White House press secretary mentioned
that the President of the United States approved the operation, In response,
China announced that it warned the US Navy ship about the ‘illegal violation’
by sending two destroyers(PLAN Lanzhou and Taizhou), This event represents
a close call case where tension between the United States and China in the
South China Sea might have been elevated to a conflict between the two
navies, Moreover, considering that this happened only one month after
Chinese president Xi's state visit to the United States, the event shows that
the positions of the two countries have become starkly different to the extent

that they are so hard to be reconciled,

The United States’ position is different from those of Vietnam and the
Philippines. Countries like Vietham and the Philippines have been directly
involved in disputes with regard to sovereignty claims across the waters in

the South China sea, As for the United States, being a third party in the

* KIMS Senior Research Fellow & Secretary General,
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disputes, it still cannot be a by-stander watching the whole waters in the
region fall under the influence of China, Accordingly, the United States
maintains that all countries bear the rights of innocent passage and military
operations in the Exclusive Economic Zones(EEZ) as stipulated by the United
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea(UNCLOS)., In contrast, China
claims that, historically, the South China sea has been part of China’s
territorial waters, and that foreign countries are not allowed to conduct
military operations within the waters, It strongly accuses that such military

operations are illegal,

Against this background, this paper tracks the different positions of the
United States and China on the issues regarding the South China sea, It also
carefully looks at the possibility that, in the process of dealing with the
issues, the two countries may get into an armed conflict as the phrase

‘Thucydides Trap predicts,

Key Word : Lassen, Thucydides Trap, Subi Reef, Illegal Violation, PLAN,
Sovereignty Claims, EEZ, UNCLOS,
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