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ABSTRACT 
The purpose of the research paper. This article examines the 1974 Paracel 

Islands incident within the framework of the United States (U.S.)-China-Soviet 
strategic triangle. It aims to explain China’s resort to force, analyze the U.S. decision to 
maintain neutrality despite its alliance with the Republic of Vietnam (RVN), and 
evaluate the RVN’s diplomatic strategy through the lens of political realism. 

The scientific novelty. The originality of this research lies in its systematic use of 
multidimensional archival sources, particularly from the RVN, the U.S., and France, 
that have been underutilized in prior scholarship. These sources shed new light on 
Washington’s calculated neutrality and Paris’s cautious assessments. By situating the 
Paracel Islands incident within the broader context of Sino-American détente and U.S. 
strategic retrenchment, the study moves beyond a purely legalistic perspective. It also 
offers a fresh interpretation of the RVN’s failed attempt to internationalize the 
dispute through multilateral diplomacy, identifying the 1974 event as the starting 
point of China’s incremental ‘salami-slicing’ strategy, which later manifested in the 
Spratly clash of 1988 and the ongoing militarization of the South China Sea in the 
21st century. 

Conclusions. The Paracel Islands incident demonstrates how China exploited the 
post-Paris Accords power vacuum and the realignment of U.S. strategic priorities to 
establish full control over the islands. Washington’s neutrality reflected not a lack of 
capability but a deliberate choice to safeguard détente and manage domestic 
constraints. Meanwhile, the RVN’s diplomatic efforts, though successful in raising 
international awareness, proved largely symbolic in the face of structural power 
asymmetries and the pragmatic calculations of major powers.  

Overall, the study underscores the decisive role of power politics in sovereignty 
disputes and highlights the need for further research, particularly through newly 
declassified Chinese sources, to deepen our understanding of Beijing’s strategic 
calculus and the long-term implications of the 1974 Paracel Islands incident for the 
evolving order in the South China Sea. 
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Republic of Vietnam’s diplomacy, South China Sea geopolitics 
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АНОТАЦІЯ 
Метою роботи є розгляд інциденту на Парасельських островах 1974 р. у 

рамках стратегічного трикутника США–Китай–СРСР. Автори прагнуть пояснити 
застосування Китаєм сили, проаналізувати рішення США зберегти нейтралітет, 
незважаючи на союз із Республікою В’єтнам (РВН), та оцінити дипломатичну 
стратегію РВН з погляду політичного реалізму.  

Наукова новизна. Оригінальність цього дослідження полягає у 
систематичному використанні багатовимірних архівних джерел, зокрема з 
Південного В’єтнаму, США та Франції, які недостатньо використовувалися у 
попередніх дослідженнях. Ці джерела проливають нове світло на розважливий 
нейтралітет Вашингтона й обережні оцінки Парижа. Розглядаючи інцидент на 
Парасельських островах у ширшому контексті китайсько-американської розрядки 
та стратегічного скорочення США, дослідження виходить за межі суто юридичної 
перспективи. Воно пропонує нову інтерпретацію невдалої спроби Південного 
В’єтнаму інтернаціоналізувати суперечку за допомогою багатосторонньої 
дипломатії, визначаючи події 1974 р. як відправну точку поетапної стратегії Китаю 
щодо «нарізки салямі», яка пізніше проявилася у зіткненні на островах Спратлі у 
1988 р. та подальшої мілітаризації Південно-Китайського моря у 21 ст. 

Висновки. Інцидент на Парасельських островах демонструє, як Китай 
використав вакуум влади після Паризьких угод і переорієнтування стратегічних 
пріоритетів США для встановлення повного контролю над островами. Нейтралітет 
Вашингтона відбивав не брак можливостей, а свідомий вибір на користь 
збереження розрядки й управління внутрішніми обмеженнями. Тим часом 
дипломатичні зусилля Південного В’єтнаму, хоч і успішні у підвищенні 
міжнародної поінформованості, виявилися значною мірою символічними в умовах 
структурної асиметрії влади та прагматичних розрахунків великих держав.  

Загалом дослідження підкреслює вирішальну роль силової політики у 
суперечках про суверенітет і вказує на необхідність подальших досліджень, 
особливо з використанням нещодавно розсекречених китайських джерел, для 
поглиблення нашого розуміння стратегічних розрахунків Пекіна та 
довгострокових наслідків інциденту на Парасельських островах 1974 р. для 
змінюваного порядку у Південно-Китайському морі. 

Фінансування. Це дослідження фінансується В’єтнамським національним 
університетом Хошиміна (VNU-HCM) за грантом № B2025-18b-06. 

Ключові слова: Парасельські острови 1974 року, стратегія Китаю, 
нейтралітет США, дипломатія Республіки В’єтнам, геополітика 
Південнокитайського моря 
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INTRODUCTION 
The South China Sea (‘Bien Dong’ or ‘East Sea’ in Vietnamese/’West Sea’ in the 

Philippines) holds critical strategic significance, directly shaping regional security 
and the global order. Sovereignty disputes in this area – particularly surrounding the 
Paracel (‘Hoang Sa’ in Vietnamese/’Xisha’ in Chinese) and Spratly (‘Truong Sa’ in 
Vietnamese/’Nansha’ in Chinese) Islands – have persisted for decades, making it one 
of the most complex geopolitical flashpoints worldwide1. Within this context, the 
1974 Paracel Islands incident – when China used force to seize the archipelago from 
the RVN – marked a turning point with long-lasting consequences for the South China 
Sea dispute. 

Occurring against the backdrop of Cold War restructuring, the incident reflected 
both China’s expansionist ambitions and the U.S. strategic recalibration in Southeast 
Asia. Washington’s neutral stance, despite its alliance with the RVN, raised pressing 
questions about the limits of U.S. security commitments in the region. At the same 
time, the RVN’s diplomatic responses-through both bilateral and multilateral 
channels – proved ineffective due to China’s influence and the cautious approach of 
Western powers. 

Drawing upon extensive archival sources from the RVN, France, and the U.S., this 
study employs historical, political, and international relations methodologies to 
pursue three primary objectives: (i) to analyze the 1974 Paracel Islands incident 
within the triangular relationship of the U.S.–China-Soviet Union, clarifying China’s 
motivations; (ii) to evaluate U.S. strategic calculations and reasons for neutrality; and 
(iii) to assess the RVN’s diplomatic strategy from a realist perspective. By situating 
the Paracel Islands incident within its broader geopolitical context, this research 
provides insights into its enduring impact on South China Sea disputes and regional 
foreign policy. 

 
LITERATURE REVIEW 

Research on the 1974 Paracel Islands incident spans legal, geopolitical, and 
diplomatic perspectives. Early works by H. Chiu and C.H. Park2 and by T. Van3 
established the legal and historical bases of sovereignty claims, framing the conflict as 
a matter of international law and historical rights. These foundational studies, 
however, emphasized normative arguments rather than the geopolitical realities of 
the Cold War. 

From the 1980s to the 1990s, scholarship shifted toward geopolitical rivalry. 
M. Samuels4 highlighted the regional contest over the South China Sea, while H.P. Vu5 
and L.V. Luu6 examined Vietnam’s territorial position and its bilateral dispute with 

                                                
1 Chiu H., Park C.H. Legal Status of the Paracel and Spratly Islands. Ocean Development & International 
Law. 1975. Vol. 3. No. 1. P. 1-28. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1080/00908327509545556; Hayton B. The 
South China Sea: The Struggle for Power in Asia. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2014. 298 p. 
2 Chiu H., Park C.H. Legal Status of the Paracel and Spratly Islands… 
3 Văn T. Hoàng Sa – Quần đảo Việt Nam. Hà Nội: Nhà xuất bản Khoa học Xã hội, 1979. 90 p. 
4 Samuels M. Contest for the South China Sea. Routledge, 2005. 224 p. DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315018904 
5 Vũ H.P. Hai Quần đảo Hoàng Sa và Trường Sa – lãnh thổ Việt Nam. Hà Nội: Nhà xuất bản Quân đội Nhân 
dân, 1988. 
6 Lưu L.V. Cuộc tranh chấp Việt-Trung về hai quần đảo Hoàng Sa và Trường Sa. Hà Nội: Nhà xuất bản 
Công an Nhân dân, 1995. 111 p. 
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China. At the same time, J.P. Kimball7 and Q. Zhai8 analyzed U.S. involvement and 
China’s Cold War strategies, situating the Paracel confrontation within great-power 
competition. These works enriched understanding of external influences but offered 
limited insight into the RVN’s diplomatic calculations. 

Later studies expanded in two directions. On one hand, international law and 
maritime strategy remained central, as in M. Chemillier-Gendreau9 and B.D. Cole10, 
who linked the dispute to China’s ambitions and the regional order. On the other 
hand, Vietnamese researchers emphasized archival and diplomatic aspects: T.C. Vo11 
analyzed the RVN’s foreign policy; the Vietnam Institute of Military History12 and 
N.Q. Nguyen13 consolidated evidence of sovereignty claims; while M.Q. Pham14 
reassessed the Vietnam–Soviet–China triangle. More recently, H.T. Nguyen, T.X. Ninh 
and N.H. Pham15 utilized French diplomatic archives to reassess China’s stance and 
the RVN’s responses. 

Despite these contributions, three gaps remain. First, the incident has not been 
systematically analyzed within U.S.–China–Soviet triangular relations, especially 
Washington’s diplomacy in Southeast Asia. Second, U.S. neutrality and strategic 
calculations are underexplored. Third, the RVN’s diplomatic strategy has yet to be 
comprehensively evaluated from a realist perspective. Addressing these lacunae, the 
present study combines archival research and interdisciplinary methods to advance 
historical understanding of the 1974 conflict and its relevance to current South China 
Sea disputes. 

The research employs an interdisciplinary methodology, combining historical, 
political science, and international relations approaches. The historical method is 
applied to reconstruct the political-diplomatic context and the sequence of events. 
Political and international relations analysis is used to examine the strategies of 
major powers – particularly China, the U.S., and the Soviet Union-while assessing the 
RVN’s responses from a realist perspective. Document analysis and synthesis are 
further applied to systematize existing scholarship and situate the study’s 
contributions within the broader historiography. 

The study is grounded primarily in archival materials from diplomatic 
repositories, including the Archives of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the RVN, the 
                                                
7 Kimball J.P. To Reason Why: The Debate About the Causes of American Involvement in the Vietnam 
War. McGraw-Hill Humanities/Social Sciences/Languages, 1989. 384 p. 
8 Zhai Q. China and the Vietnam Wars, 1950-1975. The University of North Carolina Press, 2000. 320 p. 
9 Chemillier-Gendreau M. Sovereignty over the Paracel and Spratly Islands. La Haye: Kluwer Law 
International, 2000. 265 p. 
10 Cole B.D. China’s Quest for Great Power: Ships, Oil, and Foreign Policy. Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute 
Press, 2016. 319 p. 
11 Võ T.C. Hoạt động ngoại giao của chính quyền Việt Nam Cộng hòa (VNCH) trong đấu tranh bảo vệ chủ 
quyền Việt Nam đối với quần đảo Hoàng Sa, thời kỳ 1954-1975. Tạp chí Nghiên cứu và Phát triển. 2014. 
Vol. 122. No. 5. P. 53-60. URL: https://vjol.info.vn/index.php/ncpt-hue/article/view/17210  
12 Viện Lịch sử Quân sự Việt Nam. Quá trình khai phá, xác lập, thực thi và bảo vệ chủ quyền của Việt Nam 
đối với hai quần đảo Hoàng Sa và Trường Sa. Hà Nội: Nhà xuất bản Quân đội Nhân dân, 2016. 479 p. 
13 Nguyễn N.Q. Chủ quyền của Việt Nam ở Hoàng Sa, Trường Sa: Tư liệu và lịch sử. Hà Nội: Nhà xuất bản 
Đại học Quốc gia Hà Nội, 2017. 484 p. 
14 Phạm M.Q. Quan hệ tam giác Việt Nam, Liên Xô, Trung Quốc trong cuộc kháng chiến chống Mỹ (1954-
1975). Hà Nội: Nhà xuất bản Đại học Quốc gia Hà Nội, 2018. 347 p. 
15 Nguyễn H.T., Ninh T.X., Phạm N.H. Lập trường của Trung Quốc đối với sự kiện Hoàng Sa 1974 và phản 
ứng ngoại giao của VNCH: Tiếp cận từ tài liệu lưu trữ của Bộ Ngoại giao Pháp. Tạp chí Nghiên cứu Quốc tế. 
2022. Vol. 128. No. 1. P. 77-96. 
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U.S. Department of State Archives, and the French diplomatic archives, along with 
documents from the United Nations and SEATO. Cross-referencing these diverse 
sources ensures the objectivity and the empirical foundation of the analysis. 

 
THE INTERNATIONAL AND REGIONAL CONTEXT AND CHINA’S STRATEGY IN THE 1974 
SEIZURE OF THE PARACEL ISLANDS 

The seizure of the Paracel Islands by China in January 1974 was not a sudden or 
isolated clash but the outcome of a calculated strategy shaped by structural shifts in 
the Cold War order, the strategic recalibration of the U.S., and the weakened position 
of the RVN. By combining diplomatic maneuvering, military deployments, and post-
capture consolidation, Beijing not only established sovereignty over the Paracel 
archipelago but also set a precedent for its broader incremental expansion in the 
South China Sea. To understand this episode, it is necessary to situate it within the 
profound transformations of the international system in the 1970s, when triangular 
power politics and U.S.–China rapprochement created favorable conditions for China 
to advance territorial claims at the expense of weaker regional actors. 

At the beginning of the 1970s, the Cold War entered a stage of strategic 
restructuring, marked by shifts in relations among the major powers. For more than 
two decades, confrontation had been dominated by the bipolar rivalry between the 
U.S. and the Soviet Union. However, a triangular strategic relationship gradually 
emerged among Washington, Moscow, and Beijing, thereby altering the global 
balance of power16. Within this configuration, the great powers recalibrated foreign 
policies to advance their own interests, creating new opportunities and 
vulnerabilities for secondary actors. 

For China, the shift was decisive. Following its establishment in 1949, the People’s 
Republic had aligned with the Soviet Union as part of the socialist bloc. Yet by the late 
1950s, divergences in ideology and strategy eroded this partnership. Disagreements 
over the revolutionary course of the international communist movement were 
central. Under Mao Zedong’s leadership, China strongly opposed the Soviet doctrine 
of ‘peaceful coexistence’ with the West, regarding it as a concession to capitalism and 
a betrayal of revolutionary struggle17. The rift deepened after Nikita Khrushchev’s 
‘de-Stalinization’, which Beijing interpreted as abandonment of Marxist-Leninist 
principles18. Territorial disputes aggravated tensions, culminating in violent clashes 
along the Ussuri River in 196919. These confrontations pushed Sino–Soviet relations 
to the brink of war and reinforced Beijing’s perception of Moscow as the most 
immediate threat. Against this backdrop, rapprochement with the U.S. offered a 
strategic counterbalance while simultaneously creating opportunities to expand 
regional influence, including through the use of force in the South China Sea. 

For the U.S., the 1960s were defined by the war in Vietnam, which became the 
central test of credibility in Washington’s global strategy. The protracted conflict 

                                                
16 Phạm M.Q. Quan hệ tam giác Việt Nam, Liên Xô, Trung Quốc… P. 72-73. 
17 Ibid. P. 73. 
18 The Editorial Department of Renmin Ribao. On the Historical Experience of the Dictatorship of the 
Proletariat. Sino-Soviet Split Document Archive, April 2010. URL: 
https://www.marxists.org/history/international/comintern/sino-soviet-split/cpc/hedp.htm. 
19 Nguyễn H.K. Cuộc kháng chiến chống Mỹ của Việt Nam, tác động của những nhân tố quốc tế. Hà Nội: 
Nhà xuất bản Chính trị Quốc gia, 2010. 259 p. 
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diminished America’s standing abroad and fueled political divisions at home. For 
President Richard Nixon, ending the Vietnam War in a ‘satisfactory’ manner was the 
highest priority, essential for restoring domestic stability and preserving U.S. global 
leadership20. Rather than continuing direct confrontation with the communist bloc, 
Washington exploited the Sino-Soviet split to undermine cohesion within the 
movement and to enhance leverage over Hanoi. The Nixon administration believed 
improved relations with Beijing would pressure Moscow to scale back its support for 
North Vietnam, while simultaneously using China to compel Hanoi toward a favorable 
settlement21. 

From the mid-1960s onward, Nixon advanced a policy of ‘containment without 
isolation’, under which Washington acknowledged the legitimacy of Beijing’s 
government and actively sought opportunities for cooperation22. In his 1970 foreign 
policy report, Nixon emphasized improving U.S.–China relations, even suggesting that 
granting Beijing a seat at the United Nations need not compromise Taiwan’s status. In 
1971, Washington lifted its 22-year commercial embargo and eased travel 
restrictions for U.S. citizens23. These steps widened fissures within the communist 
bloc and laid the foundation for normalization of relations, which would later reshape 
Asia’s geopolitical architecture24. 

This policy adjustment closely aligned with China’s strategic needs, creating 
conditions for rapprochement25. Until then, Sino-American relations had been 
characterized by hostility, rooted in U.S. recognition of Chiang Kai-shek and lingering 
animosities from the Korean War. Mao Zedong consistently rejected any ‘two China’ 
framework, denouncing it as an imperialist scheme26. By the late 1960s, however, 
internal turmoil from the Cultural Revolution and mounting tensions with Moscow 
convinced Chinese leaders that confrontation with the Soviet Union was more urgent 
than hostility with Washington. Beijing recalibrated by seeking rapprochement with 
the U.S. to end isolation, counterbalance Soviet power, and strengthen its global 
position27. 

The breakthrough came with ‘ping-pong diplomacy’ and Kissinger’s secret visits to 
Beijing in 1971, which paved the way for Nixon’s historic 1972 visit. The Shanghai 
Communiqué of February 27, 1972, pledged to develop relations through dialogue 
and cooperation. Central to the communiqué was U.S. acknowledgment of the ‘One 
China’ principle, which indirectly supported Beijing’s position on Taiwan28. Although 
not explicitly stated, this implied that Washington would refrain from intervening in 
                                                
20 Hoàng H.H., Lê L.H. Hòa giải Trung – Mỹ và thái độ của Trung Quốc đối với cách mạng Việt Nam (1968-
1975). Tạp chí Nghiên cứu Lịch sử. 2019. Vol. 488. No. 12. P. 69. 
21 Cohen W.I. Nixon in China: A Turning Point in World History. In: Significant Events in U.S. Foreign 
Relations (1900-2001). EJournal USA: Foreign Policy Agenda. 2006. Vol. 11. No. 1. P. 31-32.  
22 Nixon R.M. Asia after Vietnam. Foreign Affairs. 1967. Vol. 46. No. 1. P. 111-125. DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.2307/20039285 
23 Reeves R. President Nixon: Alone in the White House. New York: Simon & Schuster, 2002. P. 282. 
24 Kissinger H.A. White House Years. Boston: Little, Brown & Co., 1979. P. 699. 
25 Xia Y. China’s Elite Politics and Sino-American Rapprochement, January 1969 – February 1972. Journal 
of Cold War Studies. 2006. Vol. 8. No. 4. P. 5-7. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1162/jcws.2006.8.4.3 
26 Cohen W.I. Nixon in China: A Turning Point in World History… P. 33. 
27 Lưu Q.V. Tác động của hòa hoạn Mỹ - Trung đến chính sách viện trợ của Trung Quốc đối với cuộc kháng 
chiến của nhân dân Việt Nam trong và sau năm 1972. Tạp chí Phát triển KH&CN. 2016. Vol. 19. No. 4. 
P. 45-58.  
28 Cohen W.I. Nixon in China: A Turning Point in World History… P. 33. 



 ЕМІНАК  

Eminak, 2025, 4 (52) 

198 

China’s territorial disputes with neighbors29. This strategic ambiguity helps explain 
U.S. neutrality during the Paracel crisis, which enabled Beijing to pursue expansionist 
aims without fear of American intervention. 

A second enabling factor was U.S. withdrawal from Vietnam under the Paris Peace 
Accords of January 27, 1973. The accords required removal of all U.S. forces, 
termination of combat operations, and renunciation of military intervention, even if 
the RVN were attacked by foreign powers30. This eroded American influence and 
created a regional power vacuum. The RVN, which administered the Paracels, was left 
militarily and diplomatically weakened. U.S. aid declined, while internal political 
divisions grew31. Meanwhile, domestic crises undermined Washington’s capacity to 
respond. The Watergate scandal in 1972 triggered a prolonged political crisis that 
weakened Nixon32. From 1973, Congress curtailed presidential authority to deploy 
forces abroad and reduced appropriations for military aid33. Nixon’s resignation in 
August 1974, only months after China had secured the Paracels, symbolized a broader 
inward turn in U.S. policy. For Beijing, these developments confirmed that 
Washington would not decisively counter its moves in the South China Sea. 

The decline of U.S. presence reshaped Southeast Asia’s security architecture. 
SEATO, designed to contain communism, was hollowed out as Washington reduced 
commitments. Allies such as Thailand and the Philippines adjusted their orientations, 
recognizing that dependence on the U.S. was unsustainable. The result was an 
environment favorable to China’s assertiveness. 

China had long articulated sovereignty claims over the Paracels. Beijing argued 
that successive dynasties exercised authority, and that such control was legally 
inherited by the modern state34. In 1947, the Republic of China government published 
the ‘eleven-dash line’ map, later revised as the ‘U-shaped line’, encompassing both the 
Paracel and Spratly Islands35. In 1956, exploiting France’s withdrawal, China occupied 
the Amphitrite group, while the Crescent group remained under RVN control36. 
Thereafter, Beijing consolidated its presence in the east while seeking to extend 
control westward through military, diplomatic, and propaganda measures. 

The evolving international environment after 1972 emboldened China. Following 
Nixon’s visit, Beijing tested U.S. resolve by protesting American naval patrols near the 

                                                
29 Nguyen H.T. Les conflits frontaliers Sino-Vietnamiens de 1885 à nos jours. Paris: Desmopolis, 2018. P. 
263. DOI: https://doi.org/10.4000/books.demopolis.1338  
30 Nguyễn H.X., Phạm H.T., Hà P.K. Hiệp định Paris về Việt Nam năm 1973 qua các tài liệu lưu trữ của 
Chính quyền Sài Gòn. Vol. 1. Hà Nội: Nhà xuất bản Chính trị Quốc gia, 2012. 390 p. 
31 Trần L.V.D. Chính quyền VNCH với Hiệp định Paris. Tạp chí Khoa học Xã hội Việt Nam. 2017. Vol. 111. 
No. 2. P. 45-46. URL: https://vjol.info.vn/index.php/khxhvn/article/view/28520  
32 Woodward B., Bernstein C. All the President’s Men. New York: Simon & Schuster, 1974. P. 215; 
Dean J.W. The Nixon Defense: What He Knew and When He Knew It. New York: Viking, 2014. P. 312-315. 
33 Asselin P. Nền hòa bình mong manh: Washington, Hà Nội và tiến trình của Hiệp định Paris / Translated 
by Dương N.V et al. Hà Nội: Nhà xuất bản Chính trị Quốc gia, 2015. 374 p. 
34 Zou K. China’s U-Shaped Line in the South China Sea Revisited. Ocean Development & International Law. 
2012. Vol. 43. No. 1. P. 18-34. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1080/00908320.2012.647483 
35 In 1947, the government of the Republic of China unilaterally published a map featuring an ‘eleven-
dash line’. However, in 1953, the People’s Republic of China removed two dashes in the Gulf of Tonkin, 
reducing it to the current ‘nine-dash line’. 
36 Luu Q.V., Nguyen N.T.A. Sovereignty over the Paracel Islands in 1884-1945: An Approach from the 
Rivalry Between France, China, and Japan. Journal of Liberty and International Affairs. 2023. Vol. 9. No. 2. 
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Paracels in March 1972. Washington responded by instructing its forces to maintain a 
twelve-nautical-mile distance, explicitly prioritizing relations with Beijing. On 
April 12, 1972, Kissinger privately assured Chinese Ambassador Huang Hua of 
compliance37. Such gestures reflected a shift in U.S. priorities, subordinating regional 
influence to the strategic goal of fostering relations with China. Confident of American 
restraint, Beijing expanded its military presence, setting the stage for confrontation. 

Concurrently, China advanced its ‘Three Worlds’ theory, articulated by Deng 
Xiaoping at the United Nations, which emphasized that power was not monopolized 
by the two superpowers but also by the collective strength of the Third World38. This 
framework broadened China’s strategic horizon, allowing it to claim independence 
while retaining flexibility to oppose either Washington or Moscow when expedient39. 
Echoing earlier positions in the Korean War and Sino-Soviet disputes, this posture 
underscored China’s determination to expand influence in the South China Sea40. 

Beijing also projected its claims in global debates on maritime policy. In 1971, 
Nixon called on states to forgo claims to seabed resources beyond 200 meters. China, 
in a joint declaration with Peru, rejected the proposal, asserting coastal states’ rights 
to resources and boundaries tailored to geography41. This stance bolstered China’s 
influence among developing states, reinforcing legitimacy for subsequent moves in 
the Paracels. 

On July 26, 1971, ‘Peking Information’ cited a statement by Premier Zhou Enlai 
reaffirming that the Pratas, Macclesfield Bank, Paracels, and Spratlys had always been 
Chinese territory42. In October, China issued a nine-segment map encompassing both 
archipelagos, without legal justification43. Tensions escalated in 1973 when the RVN 
declared administrative control over twelve islands44. Beijing immediately protested, 
reasserting sovereignty over four islands and denouncing Saigon’s claims as ‘illegal 
and invalid’45. 

By early January 1974, China shifted from buildup to coercion, deploying naval 
and armed fishing vessels to pressure RVN positions in the Crescent group46. On 
January 11, it formally declared sovereignty over the entire archipelago and 
dispatched a substantial naval force47. By January 16, Chinese warships advanced on 
RVN-held islands, landing troops and initiating a full-scale offensive48. 
                                                
37 U.S. Department of State (USDOS). Foreign Relations of the United States, 1969-1976, Vol. XVII, China, 
1969-1972, Document 219: Message From the Government of the United States to the Government of the 
People’s Republic of China. URL: https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1969-76v17/d219 
38 Nguyễn H.T., Ninh T.X., Phạm N.H. Lập trường của Trung Quốc đối với sự kiện Hoàng Sa… P. 78-79. 
39 Henry K. Bàn về Trung Quốc. Transl. by Q.H. Nguyễn. Hà Nội: Nhà xuất bản Công an Nhân dân, 2011. P. 313. 
40 Archives Diplomatiques de France à Paris (ADFP). Problèmes Politiques et Sociales, Direction d’Asia-
Océanie, Fonds Cambodge-Laos-Viet Nam, General Information (118QO), Dossier 188, 3-10 août 1973. 
41 Ibidem. 
42 Ibidem. 
43 Nguyễn H.T., Ninh T.X., Phạm N.H. Lập trường của Trung Quốc đối với sự kiện Hoàng Sa… P. 80. 
44 Phuoc Tuy Province is now Ba Ra - Vung Tau Province, Vietnam. 
45 ADFP. Litige territorial concernant les îles Nansha et d’autres archipels de la mer de Chine 
méridionale, Ambassadeur de France en Chine au Ministre des Affaires étrangères, Direction d’Asie-
Océanie, Asia-Oceania, Cambodia-Laos-Vietnam Fonds, General Information (118QO), Dossier 286-289, 
Pékin, le 18 janvier 1974. 
46 Trương D.M. Thực hiền quản lý nhà nước và bảo vệ chủ quyền lãnh thổ quốc gia tại quần đảo Hoàng Sa 
từ năm 1954 đến năm 1975. Tạp chí Nghiên cứu Lịch sử. 2021. Vol. 543. No. 7. P. 52. 
47 Luu Q.V., Nguyen N.T.A. Sovereignty over the Paracel Islands in 1884-1945… P. 159. 
48 Nguyễn H.T., Ninh T.X., Phạm N.H. Lập trường của Trung Quốc đối với sự kiện Hoàng Sa… P. 83. 
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The RVN deployed four major vessels – the destroyer Tran Khanh Du (HQ-4), 
cruisers Tran Binh Trong (HQ-5) and Ly Thuong Kiet (HQ-16), and frigate Nhat Tao 
(HQ-10) – to patrol and defend49. HQ-16 was ordered to monitor Chinese activities 
and dispatch ground troops if necessary50. Reports indicated Chinese vessels hoisted 
flags on Robert and Duncan Islands and established positions, ignoring RVN 
warnings51. 

On January 19, the Chinese Navy launched a large-scale assault. A fierce 
engagement ensued, with heavy losses52. More than 100 RVN sailors were killed or 
wounded, and 48 captured, alongside an American officer. China suffered 18 dead and 
67 wounded53. A telegram by U.S. Ambassador Graham Martin reported that Chinese 
naval units, supported by M-class vessels, forced RVN forces to retreat from Robert, 
Duncan, and Pattle Islands, leaving many potentially captured54. By January 20, China 
had occupied the entire archipelago, consolidating control and arranging prisoner 
exchanges through U.S. mediation. In the aftermath, Beijing rapidly reinforced its 
hold55, transforming a battlefield victory into enduring sovereignty56. 

The fall of the Paracels was more than a military defeat for the RVN; it was a turning 
point in Southeast Asia’s security structure. It reflected the rise of China and the decline 
of U.S. influence. Beijing exploited favorable conditions to expand control, shielded by 
improved U.S.-China relations, which reduced the risk of American intervention. The 
Paris Accords had withdrawn U.S. forces and weakened the RVN, leaving a vacuum. 
China correctly judged that Washington’s commitments extended only to defending 
Saigon against North Vietnam, not external threats, and calculated it could act without 
U.S. military repercussions57. Beyond strategic and economic stakes, Beijing feared that 
a unified Vietnam might ally more closely with the Soviet Union, bolstering Moscow’s 
role in Southeast Asia. Acting preemptively, Beijing seized the Paracels, signaling 
deterrence to rival claimants and asserting regional power58. 
                                                
49 Ibidem. 
50 Trương D.M. Thực thi quản lý nhà nước và bảo vệ chủ quyền lãnh thổ quốc gia… P. 52. 
51 ADFP. Télégramme envoyé de New York au Ministère des Affaires étrangères, Objet: Affaire des 
Paracels, Asia-Oceania, Cambodia-Laos-Vietnam Fonds, General Information (118QO), Dossier 49, New 
York, le 25 janvier 1974. 
52 Ủy ban Nhân dân Thành phố Đà Nẵng. Kỷ yếu Hoàng Sa. Hà Nội: Nhà xuất bản Thông tin và Truyền 
thông, 2014, P. 55-56; Đỗ B. Chủ quyền biển đảo Việt Nam trong lịch sử. Thành phố Hồ Chí Minh: Nhà 
xuất bản Văn hóa – Văn nghệ, 2017. P. 258. 
53 Vu C. De la réannexion par les cartes à l’annexion par les armes. Les Archipels des Paracels et 
Spratleys. Vol. 1. Dossier, Le Courrier du Vietnam, Hanoi, 1981; Trung tâm lưu trữ quốc gia II tại Thành 
phố Hồ Chí Minh (TLQG II, TP.HCM). Báo cáo của Tổng cục Chính trị Bộ Tổng tham mưu, Quân lực VNCH 
năm 1974. Republic of Vietnam Prime Minister’s Office (RVN PMO) Archives, File No. 4617, DII-CH. 
54 TLQG II, TP.HCM. Công điện mật từ Đại sứ Hoa Kỳ tại Sài Gòn Graham Martin gửi Washington liên quan 
đến quần đảo Hoàng Sa, ngày 20 tháng 1 năm 1974. RVN PMO Archives, File No. 557, DII-CH. 
55 On January 31, 1974, American advisor Gerald Kosh was repatriated. On February 17, 1971, the 
Beijing government released 43 personnel and soldiers of the RVN in Hong Kong. – Nguyễn N. Chủ quyền 
của Việt Nam đối với quần đảo Hoàng Sa và Trường Sa dưới thời VNCH. In trong: Nghiên cứu và tuyên 
truyền về chủ quyền biển đảo Việt Nam. Hà Nội: Nhà xuất bản Thông tin và Truyền thông, 2019. 
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at sea in 1974, and the ripple effects are still being felt. Historynet. 2017. URL: 
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57 Nguyen H.T. Les Conflits Frontaliers Sino… P. 263. 
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NSW: Allen & Unwin, in association with the Department of International Relations and the Northeast Asia 
Program, Research School of Pacific and Asian Studies, Australian National University, 1998. 
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Contemporary assessments reinforced this interpretation. A U.S. Embassy report 
from Hong Kong (January 30, 1974) judged the action aimed at consolidating 
sovereignty, curbing Soviet influence, and affirming China’s regional role59. A BBC 
analysis (January 27, 1974) argued that Beijing capitalized on ties with Hanoi and 
Moscow’s weakness to secure the islands60. French Ambassador Étienne Manac’h 
observed that China was willing to risk tensions with Hanoi to safeguard long-term 
interests and forestall a Vietnam-Soviet alliance61. 

In this way, China leveraged geopolitical shifts of the 1970s to pursue incremental 
expansion in the South China Sea. By applying a ‘salami slicing’ approach – gradually 
altering the status quo without provoking major backlash – Beijing reshaped Cold 
War maritime dynamics and laid the foundation for future actions. The 1974 Paracel 
Islands incident was thus not merely a bilateral clash but a pivotal moment in 
regional power politics, demonstrating how great-power realignments created 
opportunities for assertive states to entrench territorial claims with lasting 
consequences. 

 
ATTITUDE OF THE UNITED STATES DURING AND AFTER THE PARACEL ISLANDS INCIDENT OF 
1974 

During and after the incident in which China used force to seize the Paracel Islands, 
the RVN both sought to strengthen its forces for continued resistance and appealed to 
the U.S. and the broader international community for support. Despite being a long-
standing ally of the RVN and having provided substantial assistance during the Vietnam 
War, Washington deliberately chose not to intervene. Instead, it maintained a neutral 
stance to avoid a direct confrontation with Beijing. This approach reflected a significant 
shift in U.S. strategic priorities – from direct intervention in Southeast Asia toward 
consolidating relations with China in order to contain the Soviet Union. Diplomatic 
reports, press accounts, and exchanges between U.S. officials and their counterparts in 
China and the RVN made this policy orientation evident. 

On January 19, 1974, as the battle over the Paracel Islands unfolded, the U.S. 
Department of State sent a cable to the U.S. Embassy in Saigon confirming that the 
U.S. would not intervene and instructing the RVN to limit its actions strictly to self-
defense, thereby avoiding escalation into direct confrontation with China62. 
Washington emphasized that preventing a broader clash between the RVN and China 
was of primary importance, as such a conflict could negatively affect U.S. military 
efforts in Vietnam63. On January 20, 1974, RVN President Nguyen Van Thieu publicly 
                                                
59 USDOS. Peking’s Calculations in the Paracels War, 30 janvier 1974, Declassified/Released US 
Department of State EO Systematic Review 30 JUN 2005, Document Number: 1974HONGK01036, 
Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of State. URL: 
https://aad.archives.gov/aad/createpdf?rid=638&dt=2474&dl=1345 
60 TLQG II, TP.HCM. Lãnh thổ VNCH. In trong Kỷ yếu Hoàng Sa, 1974. Republic of Vietnam Presidential 
Office (RVNPO) Archives, File No. 61169-SG. 
61 ADFP. Télégramme à l’arrivée au sujet des Paracels, Asia-Oceania, Cambodia-Laos-Vietnam Fonds, 
General Information (118QO), Dossier 286-289, Pékin, 22 janvier 1974. 
62 TLQG II, TP.HCM. Những công tác ngoại giao của VNCH đã làm trong vụ Hoàng Sa từ ngày 12 tháng 
01 năm 1974. RVN PMO Archives, File No. 6417, DII-CH. 
63 USDOS. PRC-GVN Clash in Paracels. White House Please Pass SAM 86970 for Secretary Kissinger’, 
19 janvier 1974, Declassified/Released US Department of State EO Systematic Review 30 JUN 2005, 
Document Number: 1974STATE012641_b, Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of State. URL: 
https://www.wikileaks.org/plusd/cables/1974STATE012641_b.html 
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declared his determination to reclaim the Paracel Islands, but this position met firm 
opposition from Washington. In a meeting that same day between RVN Foreign 
Minister Nguyen Van Bach and U.S. Ambassador Graham Martin, when the RVN 
requested American support, Ambassador Martin only replied that he would ‘report 
to Washington’64 and stressed that the RVN should exercise restraint, while affirming 
that U.S. forces would not intervene in any confrontation65. 

On January 21, 1974, the ‘Associated Press’ (AP) published a report titled ‘China, 
Viet Rift Shunned by U.S.’, emphasizing that Washington sought to avoid involvement in 
the confrontation over the Paracel Islands. The report cited U.S. Department of State 
spokesperson John King, who stated: “We have no claims ourselves and we are not 
involved in the dispute. It is for the claimants to solve among themselves”66. This 
statement not only reaffirmed the U.S. neutral stance but also reflected a profound 
adjustment in Washington’s strategic orientation amid the shifting geopolitical 
landscape. First, the U.S. explicitly declined to defend the RVN in its sovereignty dispute 
with China, despite their close alliance. At the same time, Washington signaled to 
Beijing that it would refrain from intervention, ensuring stability in the process of U.S.–
China normalization. From a broader strategic perspective, Washington viewed the 
Paracel dispute as a regional issue, not one directly threatening its core national 
interests. This position underscored the priority attached to relations with Beijing and 
an evolving perception of security in Southeast Asia. 

Although the U.S. closely monitored developments during the Paracel 
confrontation, it refrained from initiating any military measures to assist the RVN 
against China. At the time of the battle, the U.S. 7th Fleet was operating in the South 
China Sea with significant naval capacity – fully capable of monitoring, engaging in 
combat, or conducting rescue operations. Nevertheless, when the RVN requested 
support for rescuing its personnel and for intelligence on Chinese operations in the 
Paracels, Washington declined to intervene militarily. According to a ‘The New York 
Times’ report on January 22, 1974, titled ‘U.S. Cautioned 7th Fleet to Shun Paracels 
Clash’67, this decision reflected both the limits of U.S. commitments to the RVN and 
broader strategic considerations in redefining global foreign policy. This consistent 
stance was reaffirmed two weeks after the confrontation in a cable sent from 
Washington to the RVN Ministry of Foreign Affairs, which explicitly stated that U.S. 
military support would only extend to combat against North Vietnam, not in disputes 
with the People’s Republic of China: “…the U.S. is always prepared to assist the RVN in 
terms of military support against North Vietnam [the Democratic Republic of 
Vietnam] but not against communist China”68. 
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PMO Archives, File No. 6363, DII-CH. 
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Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of State. URL: 
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In parallel, Washington deliberately restricted the dissemination of intelligence, 
limiting monitoring to general developments in the South China Sea. The U.S. 
Department of State emphasized that information regarding the Paracels was 
confined to functional agencies in Danang, Saigon, and Washington, and that no action 
should amount to military opposition against China69. Even when Beijing announced 
the detention of an American embassy officer during the battle, the U.S. response 
remained passive. Spokesperson John King merely expressed ‘regret’, noting: “We 
regret that this had to happen and that he was on the disputed territory… We think he 
ought to be released soon”70. Secretary of State Henry Kissinger likewise limited his 
remarks to expressing regret that force had been used, thereby underscoring 
Washington’s determination to avoid taking sides in the sovereignty dispute71. 

The refusal to deploy the 7th Fleet, the decision to limit assistance strictly to the 
RVN’s confrontation with North Vietnam, and the restriction of intelligence sharing 
during the Paracel conflict all reflected not only a decline in Washington’s 
commitment to its ally but also a fundamental adjustment in U.S. global strategy. 
Washington prioritized the normalization of relations with Beijing as a cornerstone of 
its effort to contain the Soviet Union, rather than defending the territorial interests of 
the RVN. 

More than simply refusing support, the U.S. actively pressured the RVN to avoid 
escalating the confrontation. A secret cable sent on April 21, 1974, by Ambassador 
Martin reported: “This morning, I heard that he (President Nguyen Van Thieu) 
ordered the air force of the RVN to bomb the Chinese troops at the Paracel Islands 
archipelago. That must stop immediately…”72. This demonstrates that Washington not 
only remained neutral but also sought to restrain its ally, fearing that escalation could 
jeopardize U.S.–China relations. On January 28, 1975, the U.S. Department of State 
again expressed concern upon receiving reports that the RVN had deployed naval 
vessels around the Paracel Islands, warning that such actions could provoke a 
broader conflict with China73. Washington instructed Ambassador Martin to pressure 
the RVN to de-escalate while simultaneously reaffirming that the U.S. would not 
become involved in the sovereignty dispute74. In effect, the Paracel issue was treated 
as peripheral, even as a potential obstacle, within Washington’s broader strategy of 
aligning with Beijing against both the Democratic Republic of Vietnam and the Soviet 
Union75. 

Seeking support, the RVN government sent an urgent letter to President Richard 
Nixon, requesting assistance to ‘restore the status quo’ in the Paracel Islands. In this 
letter, President Nguyen Van Thieu emphasized: “On January 20, 1974, China 
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71 Ibidem. 
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escalated the level of the war, sending fighter planes to the islands of Cam Tuyen, 
Vinh Lac, and Paracel (Hoang Sa), while simultaneously deploying troops to seize 
them. I urgently request the U.S. government to do all it can to assist in restoring the 
situation to its status quo and to arrange a smooth settlement of the international 
dispute issue at the Paracel Islands…”76. 

However, these communications were initially ignored by the White House. Only 
three weeks later did Washington reply through the U.S. Embassy in Saigon. In its 
message, President Nixon expressed ‘regret’ over the incident but emphasized that 
the U.S. supported international solutions rather than military intervention. Nixon 
advised the RVN to exercise restraint, avoid actions or statements that could escalate 
tensions, and refrain from providing China with a pretext to expand military 
operations in the South China Sea. While reaffirming a neutral stance and expressing 
a commitment to seek a peaceful resolution, Washington took no concrete steps to 
prevent China’s seizure of the islands77. Shortly after China’s actions, the U.S. 
Secretary of State declared that “the U.S. opposes all territorial disputes”78, yet in 
practice, Washington refrained from any measures that might obstruct China’s 
occupation. 

Secretary of State Kissinger later clarified Washington’s policy, noting that while 
the establishment of formal diplomatic relations with China was not yet the top 
priority, the expansion of bilateral cooperation remained a central objective79. This 
revealed that the U.S. placed great importance on maintaining stability in its relations 
with Beijing, even at the expense of supporting the RVN in the Paracel dispute. Clear 
evidence of this perspective appeared in a January 23, 1974 meeting between 
Kissinger and Han Hsu, Acting Chief of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) Liaison 
Office in Washington. In this meeting, Kissinger explicitly affirmed that the U.S. would 
not support any RVN declaration of sovereignty over the Paracel Islands. To reassure 
Beijing, he emphasized that Washington was not involved in the RVN’s petitions to 
SEATO and the United Nations for support, reaffirming the U.S. neutral stance: “We 
wanted to let you know we do not associate ourselves with those representations. We 
are concerned, however, about the prisoners, and we noted that your government has 
indicated that the prisoners will be released at an appropriate time. We wanted to 
urge that this appropriate time be very soon, especially as there is an American 
included in that group”80. Kissinger concluded unequivocally: “The U.S. has taken no 
position in supporting the South Vietnamese claims to these islands”81. 
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The Paracel Islands incident of 1974 demonstrated that the U.S. deliberately 
maintained a buffer – avoiding confrontation with China and refraining from 
protecting its ally, the RVN. This policy can be explained by both global strategic 
calculations and domestic political constraints. First, Washington prioritized 
restructuring relations with Beijing as part of its triangular U.S.–China–Soviet 
strategy. Following the Shanghai Communiqué (1972), the U.S. sought to consolidate 
ties with China to contain the Soviet Union, and thus avoided any action in the South 
China Sea that might jeopardize normalization or push Beijing closer to Moscow. 
Second, under the Paris Peace Accords (1973), the U.S. had committed to 
withdrawing its forces from Vietnam and limiting further regional involvement. 
Direct intervention in the Paracel dispute would have contradicted the spirit of the 
accords and undermined the Nixon administration’s policy of reducing military 
engagement in Southeast Asia. Third, the domestic political crisis of Watergate 
weakened the administration’s ability to maintain focus on foreign policy. At the same 
time, Washington perceived the Paracels as a contested territory between China and 
the RVN, rather than a matter directly threatening U.S. core interests. Consequently, 
the U.S. opted not to intervene militarily while restraining the RVN from retaliatory 
actions to prevent escalation. This decision reflected both an adjustment in U.S. global 
strategy and the limits of its security commitments to regional allies amid shifting 
geopolitical dynamics. 

 
DIPLOMATIC REACTION OF THE REPUBLIC OF VIETNAM 

Immediately after the PRC escalated its military activities in the Paracel Islands, 
the RVN launched an extensive diplomatic campaign aimed at internationalizing the 
dispute and mobilizing support to counter China’s aggression. This campaign, 
pursued alongside military and political measures, reflected Saigon’s determination 
to defend its sovereignty and seek legitimacy and assistance from the international 
community. Petitions were submitted to the United Nations (UN), SEATO, allied 
nations, and the signatories of the Paris Peace Accords, signaling a coordinated 
strategy to exert diplomatic pressure on Beijing, reaffirm Vietnam’s territorial 
claims, and raise global awareness of the conflict’s implications82. 

Following China’s unilateral declaration of sovereignty over the Paracel and 
Spratly archipelagos on January 11, 1974, and amid the imminent threat of military 
action, RVN Foreign Minister Vuong Van Bac sent a formal letter to the President of 
the UN Security Council on January 16, 1974. The letter condemned Beijing’s 
illegitimate claims and reaffirmed the RVN’s ‘indisputable sovereignty’ over both 
archipelagos, grounded in historical, geographical, and legal evidence. It emphasized 
that the RVN had continuously exercised sovereignty through military deployments, 
administrative control, and maritime patrols, and noted that China had never 
previously objected to Vietnam’s sovereignty83. 

Urging the Council to intervene, the letter stressed that China’s actions 
endangered international peace and security: “The RVN considers the situation 

                                                
82 USDOS. PRC/RVN Confrontation in the Paracel Islands…; Vu C. De rannexion par les… 
83 Michigan State University Archives and Historical Collections (MSU Archives). Note from Vuong Van Bac 
to the Chairman of the Security Council of the United States, Wesley R. Fishel Papers (UA 17.95), 
Box 1191, Folder 13, 16 janvier 1974. URL: https://vietnamproject.archives.msu.edu/objects/159-547-
4909/ 
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created by the above People’s Republic of China’s action is one which is likely to 
endanger international peace and security. Therefore, the Government of the RVN 
wishes to request the Security Council to take all appropriate measures that the 
Council deems necessary to correct the situation”84. 

When armed clashes erupted on January 19, 1974, the RVN escalated its 
diplomatic efforts. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs issued Announcement No. 
015/BNG/TTBC/TT, condemning what it described as the “violent war actions of 
China”85. This announcement appealed to the global community to condemn 
Beijing’s aggression and support the RVN in defending its territorial integrity: “The 
invasion of Chinese Communists into the territory of the RVN not only threatens the 
sovereignty and security of the RVN, but also is a danger to the foundations of peace 
and stability in Southeast Asia and the entire world… The RVN calls on all nations 
across the world to resolutely protest the violent war actions of the Chinese 
Communists aimed at an independent and sovereign country and to force the 
Chinese Communists to immediately terminate such dangerous actions”86. Later that 
day, the Ministry issued another statement invoking Vietnam’s long history of 
resistance against foreign aggression and reaffirming the people’s resolve to defend 
territorial integrity: “Throughout history, the Vietnamese nation has defeated many 
foreign invasions. Today, the Government and people of the RVN are also 
determined to defend the territorial integrity of the nation. All nations should 
resolutely condemn the invasive actions of China engaging in a war against a country 
with sovereignty and independence…”87. 

On January 20, 1974, Foreign Minister Vuong Van Bac sent another letter to the 
UN Secretary-General, denouncing China’s aggression as a blatant violation of 
international borders and the sovereignty of an independent state. The letter 
highlighted the broader implications for peace and security in Asia and beyond, 
particularly for smaller nations vulnerable to coercion. While reiterating the RVN’s 
commitment to peaceful dispute resolution in line with the UN Charter88, the letter 
urged the Secretary-General to bring the issue before the Security Council: “In 
accordance with Article 99 of the Charter of the United Nations, you draw the 
attention of the Security Council to the grave situation created by the action of the 
People’s Republic of China since January 11, 1974, in the Hoang Sa [Paracels] 
archipelago area… I also request you to kindly have this letter circulated to all 
member states of the United Nations and all states maintaining a Permanent 
Observer to the Organization”89. This marked the RVN’s deliberate effort to 
internationalize the dispute and seek institutional support against Beijing’s 
unilateral aggression. 

                                                
84 Ibidem. 
85 Nhiều tác giả. Nghiên cứu đặc biệt về Hoàng Sa và Trường Sa. Tạp chí Lịch sử – Địa lý, Sài Gòn. 1975. 
86 TLQG II, TP.HCM. Tuyên cáo số 015/BNG/TTBC/TT ngày 19 tháng 01năm 1974 của Bộ Ngoại giao 
VNCH. RVN PMO Archives, File No. 557, DII-CH; Nhiều tác giả. Nghiên cứu đặc biệt về Hoàng Sa và 
Trường Sa… P. 292-293. 
87 Ibidem. 
88 MSU Archives. Letter from Vuong Van Bac to the Secretary General of the United Nations General 
Assembly, Wesley R. Fishel Papers (UA 17.95), Box 1191, Folder 13, 20 janvier 1974. URL: 
https://vietnamproject.archives.msu.edu/objects/159-547-4943/ 
89 Ibidem. 
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Despite these appeals, the UN’s response was limited. Security Council Chair 
Gonzalo Facio bluntly stated that “the Security Council cannot decide on the issue of 
sovereignty of the Paracel Islands”90. The RVN’s attempts were effectively stymied by 
geopolitical realities, particularly the PRC’s status as a permanent Council member 
with veto power. China actively lobbied other delegations to prevent the issue from 
being placed on the Council’s agenda91, framing the dispute as an internal matter and 
warning that any discussion would constitute an ‘unfriendly’ act and interference in 
its domestic affairs92. At the same time, Beijing sought to justify its actions under the 
pretext of ‘self-defense’, accusing the RVN of carrying out ‘armed invasions’ of the 
Paracels beginning January 15, 1974, and asserting its right “to undertake all 
necessary acts of self-defense”93. 

On January 24, 1974, Minister Vuong Van Bac, through Ambassador Nguyen Huu 
Chi, the RVN’s Permanent Observer to the UN, submitted a formal protest letter to 
the President of the Security Council. The letter categorically rejected China’s 
territorial claims and reiterated the RVN’s sovereignty over the Paracel and Spratly 
Islands, while calling again for an emergency session to address Beijing’s military 
actions94. It stated: “I wish to refer to my letter of January 20, 1974 requesting an 
urgent meeting of the United Nations Security Council to consider the grave threat to 
peace caused by the acts of war perpetrated by the People’s Republic of China in the 
area of the Hoang-Sa (Paracels) archipelago… However, the permanent delegate of 
the People’s Republic of China to the United Nations Security Council has 
subsequently issued a thoroughly negative statement, presenting a distorted version 
of the facts and clinging to the false claims of Chinese sovereignty over the Hoang-Sa 
(Paracels) and Truong-Sa (Spratly) archipelagoes”. The letter concluded by 
emphasizing the RVN’s dual commitment to peaceful dispute resolution and the 
defense of its sovereignty, independence, and territorial integrity95. 

Reactions among major powers reflected the complex geopolitical environment. 
According to French diplomat Jacques Lecompt, China lobbied extensively to prevent 
the convening of a Council session96. The U.S., despite its influence, declined to support 
Saigon’s efforts. U.S. Ambassador to the UN John A. Scali warned the State Department 
that placing the dispute on the agenda could create serious complications, and the 
Council chair confirmed Washington’s reluctance97. The United Kingdom indicated 
that it would not oppose a discussion if requested but stopped short of offering 
support98. France, despite its historical acknowledgment of Vietnam’s claims before 
1956, avoided overt alignment with Saigon to preserve its relationship with Beijing. 
                                                
90 TLQG II, TP.HCM. Những công tác ngoại giao của VNCH đã làm trong vụ Hoàng Sa… 
91 ADFP. Le Sud-Vietnam demande que l’affaire soit portée devant le Conseil de sécurité des Nations-
Unies, Asia-Oceania, Cambodia-Laos-Vietnam Fonds, General Information (118QO), Dossier 274, New 
York, 21 janvier 1974. 
92 ADFP. Affaire des Paracels, Asia-Oceania, Cambodia-Laos-Vietnam Fonds, General Information 
(118QO), File 49, New York, 21 janvier 1974. 
93 TLQG II, TP.HCM. Những công tác ngoại giao của VNCH đã làm trong vụ Hoàng Sa… 
94 United Nations – UN Security Council. Note by the President of the Security Council on Request for a 
Meeting Concerning the Situation in Paracel Islands, New York, 1974. URL: 
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/485927?v=pdf 
95 Ibidem. 
96 ADFP. Télégramme à l’arrivée au sujet des Paracels… 
97 Gwertzman B. Peking Reports Holding U.S. Aide… 
98 ADFP. Télégramme envoyé de New York au Ministère des Affaires étrangères… 
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However, Paris expressed concern about China’s unilateral use of force, noting that 
such actions could provoke reactions from both Saigon and Hanoi99. 

On January 24, 1974, the RVN was formally notified of the rejection of its request 
to convene a Security Council session100. At a press conference, Gonzalo Facio 
advised Saigon not to pursue the matter further, noting that it lacked the nine votes 
needed to place the issue on the agenda101. Preliminary consultations suggested that 
four countries supported the request (the U.S., the United Kingdom, Australia, and 
one other), four opposed (China, the Soviet Union, Belarus, and Iraq), five abstained, 
and France maintained neutrality102. This outcome, officially announced on 
January 25, 1974103, marked a significant diplomatic setback for the RVN and 
allowed Beijing to consolidate control over the Paracels with little resistance. The 
episode illustrated the difficulty of resolving sovereignty disputes in an international 
system where power politics often outweigh principles of justice104. 

Concurrently, the RVN appealed to SEATO, arguing that its location within the 
alliance’s area of protection warranted collective action. However, SEATO’s response 
was slow and noncommittal. It was not until March 12, 1974, that the Secretary-
General issued a dispatch acknowledging Saigon’s petition but stating that “the 
special circumstances are not favorable to organizing a review of the Paracel Islands 
incident”105. The message noted that, while member states expressed concern, 
consultations under Article IV, Clause 2 of the Manila Pact could only be initiated by 
a signatory state106. Since the RVN was not a full member, it lacked standing to 
trigger collective defense measures107. 

In addition to its appeals to the UN and SEATO, the RVN pursued bilateral and 
multilateral initiatives. On January 21, 1974, Foreign Minister Vuong Van Bac 
convened foreign diplomatic missions in Saigon to brief them on developments and 
reaffirm Vietnam’s sovereignty108. At the same time, RVN embassies worldwide were 
instructed to deliver detailed reports to host governments, urging opposition to 
Beijing’s aggression109. Official notes were also sent to the signatories of the Paris 
Peace Accords110, invoking Articles 1 and 4 and calling for pressure on China to cease 
its violations111. 
                                                
99 ADFP. Note on the Sino-Vietnamese Incident in the Paracels. Asia-Oceania, Cambodia-Laos-Vietnam 
Fonds, General Information (118QO), Dossier 18, New York, 21 janvier 1974. 
100 ADFP. Télégramme à l’arrivée au sujet des Paracels… 
101 Gwertzman B. Peking Reports Holding U.S. Aide… 
102 ADFP. Après l’affaire des îles Paracels. Asia-Oceania, Cambodia-Laos-Vietnam Fonds, General 
Information (118QO), File 49, 23 janvier 1974. 
103 TLQG II, TP.HCM. Công văn số 000670-BNG/ACTBD/M ngày 1 tháng 4 năm 1974 của Bộ Ngoại giao 
VNCH. RVN PMO Archives, File No. 6363, DII-CH. 
104 ADFP. Le Président du Conseil de sécurité a terminé des consultations sur les Paracels. Asia-Oceania, 
Cambodia-Laos-Vietnam Fonds, General Information (118QO), File 274, n.n. 
105 Ibidem. 
106 TLQG II, TP.HCM. Thư của Tổng Thư ký Tổ chức Liên phòng Đông Nam Á ngày  2 tháng 3 năm 1974 
gửi Bộ Ngoại giao VNCH. RVN PMO Archives, File No. 6363, DII-CH. 
107 Gwertzman B. Peking Reports Holding U.S. Aide… 
108 TLQG II, TP.HCM. Những công tác ngoại giao của VNCH đã làm trong vụ Hoàng Sa… 
109 Ibidem.  
110 The diplomatic note was also sent to international organizations such as the World Federation of 
Trade Unions, Italian youth movements, the Australian Citizens’ Council, the Australian Institute of Social 
Research, the Australian University Committee for the Defense of Indochina, as well as to several other 
countries, including the Soviet Union, the Netherlands, New Zealand, and Indonesia. – Võ T.C. Hoạt động 
ngoại giao của chính quyền VNCH… P. 58. 
111 TLQG II, TP.HCM. Những công tác ngoại giao của VNCH đã làm trong vụ Hoàng Sa… 
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On January 26, 1974, at a special press conference, Minister Vuong Van Bac 
declared that the RVN would “not yield under any pressure to abandon national 
territory”112. Acknowledging diminishing U.S. support, he stressed the need for self-
reliance to safeguard territorial integrity and build both domestic and diplomatic 
credibility113. The government also announced it was considering legal action against 
China at the International Court of Justice (ICJ) in The Hague114. 

Shortly after the naval clash, on January 20, 1974, the RVN Congress issued a formal 
statement and dispatched cables to both the UN Security Council and the ICJ, appealing 
for concrete measures to halt Chinese aggression and restore Vietnam’s 
sovereignty115. On February 21, 1974, the RVN Senate Office received 
acknowledgment from the ICJ confirming receipt of the protest and indicating that the 
matter was under review116. Following this, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs began 
compiling a legal dossier for submission117. Although the ICJ ultimately announced it 
would not proceed with the case, RVN officials emphasized the symbolic value of the 
effort: reaffirming that Vietnam had never relinquished sovereignty; demonstrating its 
commitment to international law; and exposing China’s violations to global opinion118. 

RVN representatives also leveraged international forums to highlight Vietnam’s 
claims and condemn China’s aggression. On March 30, 1974, at the 30th session of the 
UN Economic Commission for Asia and the Far East (ECAFE) in Colombo, the RVN 
delegation formally asserted Vietnam’s sovereignty over the Paracel and Spratly 
Islands119. On July 22, 1974, at the Third UN Conference on the Law of the Sea 
(UNCLOS III) in Caracas, Venezuela, the RVN delegation emphasized Vietnam’s 
sovereign rights over its southern continental shelf and both island groups while 
denouncing China’s coercive seizure of the Paracels120. RVN representatives 
continued to affirm sovereignty in other international organizations, including the 
World Meteorological Organization (WMO), the Economic and Social Commission for 
Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP), the International Telecommunication Union (ITU), and 
the International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO)121. These initiatives aimed to 
build international awareness and strengthen Vietnam’s diplomatic position. 

By mid-1974, the RVN Ministry of Foreign Affairs established a task force to draft 
a comprehensive ‘White Paper on the Hoang Sa (Paracel) and Truong Sa (Spratly) 
Islands’. This document compiled extensive historical and legal evidence to 

                                                
112 TLQG II, TP.HCM. Chuyện đặc biệt hằng ngày: Hoàng Sa – Quần đảo của cá, chim và phosphate. Báo 
Điện Tín, ngày 6 tháng 2 năm 1974, RVNPO Archives, File 2012-SG. 
113 TLQG II, TP.HCM. Ngoại trưởng Bắc đòi trao trả ngay 121 binh sĩ quân lực VNCH bị Trung Cộng bắt 
giữ. Báo Điện Tín, ngày 6 tháng 2 năm 1974, RVNPO Archives, File 2012-SG. 
114 TLQG II, TP.HCM. Những công tác ngoại giao của VNCH đã làm trong vụ Hoàng Sa… 
115 TLQG II, TP.HCM. Tuyên cáo của Quốc hội VNCH, ngày 20 tháng 01 năm 1974. RVN PMO Archives, File 
No. 557, DII-CH. 
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RVN PMO Archives, File No. 557, DII-CH. 
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Quốc gia, Sài Gòn, 1974. P. 38. 
118 Huy B. Tranh chấp chủ quyền đối với Quần đảo Hoàng Sa và Trường Sa. Tạp chí Quốc phòng. 1974. 
No. 46. P. 33. 
119 Nguyễn N.Q. Chủ quyền của Việt Nam ở Hoàng Sa, Trường Sa… P. 309. 
120 Nguyễn L.V. Hoàng Sa – Trường Sa các sự kiện, tư liệu lịch sử – pháp lý chính. Thành phố Hồ Chí Minh: 
Nhà xuất bản Trẻ, 2013. P. 55. 
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substantiate Vietnam’s sovereignty claims while appealing for international 
support122. The White Paper reinforced Saigon’s commitment to defending its 
territorial integrity and served as a tool for ongoing diplomatic advocacy. 

Despite these multifaceted efforts, the RVN’s diplomatic campaign yielded limited 
tangible results. Although the initiatives succeeded in raising international awareness 
and reaffirming Vietnam’s claims, they failed to produce concrete action to reverse 
China’s occupation or garner meaningful support from key powers. Several factors 
explain this outcome. China’s position as a permanent member of the UN Security 
Council, combined with its growing diplomatic influence, gave it a decisive advantage. 
The U.S., Saigon’s primary ally, maintained a policy of neutrality, prioritizing 
rapprochement with Beijing as part of its broader strategy to counterbalance the 
Soviet Union. While some Western nations expressed concern over China’s actions, 
none were willing to risk confrontation with Beijing for the sake of Saigon’s territorial 
claims. Finally, the withdrawal of strong U.S. military backing left the RVN increasingly 
isolated and unable to effectively leverage its alliances. 

Ultimately, the RVN’s 1974 diplomatic campaign underscored both the 
determination and the limitations of small-state diplomacy in the context of shifting 
great-power politics. It highlighted how international legal and institutional 
mechanisms are often constrained by geopolitical realities, particularly when 
disputes involve powerful states, leaving smaller nations with limited recourse 
despite their efforts to appeal to global norms and institutions. 

 
CONCLUSIONS 

The 1974 Paracel Islands incident was not merely a bilateral military clash 
between China and the RVN; it was a pivotal episode reflecting the shifting balance of 
power and strategic calculations that defined Southeast Asia during the Cold War. By 
examining China’s assertive strategy, the U.S. calculated neutrality, and the RVN’s 
constrained diplomatic responses, this study highlights the political, military, and 
strategic dynamics that shaped the conflict while offering valuable insights into the 
evolution of the South China Sea dispute and its broader implications for 
international relations. 

The findings demonstrate that China effectively capitalized on the strategic 
vacuum created by the 1973 Paris Peace Accords, employing a calibrated ‘salami 
slicing’ approach that enabled it to seize the Paracel Islands without provoking direct 
confrontation from major powers. The U.S., despite maintaining the capability to 
intervene militarily, deliberately chose neutrality to protect its strategic 
rapprochement with Beijing and to sustain its triangular strategy aimed at countering 
the Soviet Union. This stance not only left the RVN diplomatically isolated but also 
signaled the limits of U.S. security commitments to its regional allies. On the 
diplomatic front, the RVN undertook extensive efforts to internationalize the dispute 
and mobilize global support. However, these initiatives yielded limited results, 
constrained by China’s growing international influence, its permanent seat on the 
United Nations Security Council, and the pragmatic calculations of Western powers 
prioritizing their relations with Beijing. 

                                                
122 TLQG II, TP.HCM. Tuyên bố của Chính phủ VNCH ngày 14 tháng 02 năm 1975. RVN PMO Archives, File 
No. 6583, DII-CH. 
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China’s success in 1974 set a powerful precedent for its subsequent assertive 
behavior in the South China Sea, including the 1988 clash at Johnson Reef in the 
Spratly Islands and the progressive militarization of disputed features in the 
21st century. The episode underscored the vulnerabilities of smaller states in 
asymmetrical disputes and exposed the structural limitations of international 
institutions in constraining power politics when major actors prioritize strategic 
interests over normative commitments. It also revealed the strategic recalibration of 
the U.S. in Southeast Asia, highlighting how shifting global alignments reshaped its 
approach to regional security and its relationships with allies. 

This study contributes not only to a more comprehensive understanding of the 
strategic context of the Paracel Islands incident but also to broader debates on the 
intersection of power politics, diplomacy, and sovereignty disputes. These lessons 
remain highly relevant today as tensions in the South China Sea intensify amid rising 
great-power competition and regional security dilemmas. Moving forward, deeper 
inquiry – particularly through access to declassified materials and Chinese archival 
sources – could yield richer insights into Beijing’s strategic calculus during the 1970s 
and its long-term implications for regional order, the foreign policy strategies of 
Vietnam, and the evolving dynamics of great-power competition in maritime Asia. 
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