
How Does Chinese Aggression in the South China Sea Affect the United States? 

There has been little doubt over the last few years that China is substantially beefing up its military 
presence in the South China Sea. In the last two years, China has begun construction of man-made 
islands in the contested island area known as the Spratlys, operating under an unsupported nine-dash 
line boundary put in place by the Chinese. Currently, the Spratly Islands are under claims of sovereignty 
by China, Taiwan, Malaysia, Brunei, Philippines, and Vietnam. In 2016, The Hague Tribunal ruled that the 
Spratly Islands are not fit for human habitation and therefore do not fall under China’s Exclusive 
Economic Zone provision which gives China habitable land 200 nautical miles from the coastline. China 
has rejected this ruling and stipulates it will continue with its military operations there. According to a 
report in “The Wall Street Journal” July 2016, Chinese Admiral Wu Shengli told U.S. Chief of Naval 
Operations, Adm. John Richardson, China would “never stop our construction” on the islands “no matter 
what country or person applies pressure” (Wong, 2016). 

China has also recently expressed an interest in the area just off the Philippine shoreline known as 
Scarborough Shoal. They have been conducting military operations using long-range bomber aircraft 
near the Shoal, according to a Chinese Air Force statement released at the time of The Hague Tribunal 
verdict. This raises great concern amongst both the Philippines and the United States, as the U.S. has a 
mutual defense treaty that would directly involve the U.S. if the Philippines were attacked. 

Chinese officials have stated that the expansion of their military forces is in conjunction with their 
efforts to grow peacefully; yet their harsh repudiation of the U.S.’s assertion that they are violating 
international law lends one to think “growing peacefully” may not be their imminent goal. China also 
unveiled a new weapon, labeled by analysts as the “Guam Killer” ballistic missile, at a military parade 
last September. The weapon’s long-range capabilities render the missile capable of reaching the United 
States’ military base in Guam. 

The United States has major concern for the possible restrictions of the $5 trillion trade routes that 
traverse throughout the sea. If China gains control of the entire sea, those trade routes will be 
completely under their control and trade could theoretically cease in the area. 

China’s expansion in the South China Sea has far too many direct consequences to the United States to 
be ignored. The U.S. has, to date, sent several warships through the area as a statement to the Chinese 
that we will follow the international law as it is currently upheld; but there will be a point when further 
action is required and the United States must prove itself a strong international leader. The current 
administration has yet to evoke international strength at the level it will be required to do so with China 
and Hillary Clinton appears wanton to change this apathetic policy. In July 2011, while Secretary of State, 
Clinton released a press statement supporting diplomatic resolution of the burgeoning sea crisis, 
piggybacking President Obama’s soft international leadership (Clinton, 2011). There is no reason to 
believe she would be any different as President. 

The crisis in the South China Sea looks to escalate in the coming months and years and must be tackled 
head-on with authoritative leadership. We currently have the opportunity as a nation to change the 
direction of our country both domestic and foreign. Our foreign presence must be strengthened so that 
fair-weather friends such as China cannot gain dangerous military footholds and exert military power 
over our allies. The world depends on us. 
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