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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 Vietham (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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AHOTALIA

Memoto po6omu € po3arJisaj iHnugeHTy Ha [lapacesbcbkux ocTpoBax 1974 p. y
paMkax ctpaTteriyHoro TpukyTHUKa CIIA-Kutaii-CPCP. ABTOpH NparHyTh NOSICHUTHU
3actocyBaHHs1 Kutaem cuiy, npoanaiisyBartu pimeHHs CLIA 36epertu HedTpasireT,
He3Ba)kalouM Ha coto3 i3 Pecny6sikoto B’erHam (PBH), Ta ouiHuTH AUIJIOMaTUYHY
crparerito PBH 3 norsigay nosiTu4HOro peasnismy.

Haykoea Hoeu3Ha. OpuriHajbHICTb UbOTO  JOCHIIKEHHS  TOJIATaE y
CHUCTEMAaTUYHOMY BHKOPHCTAaHHI 6araTOBUMIpHUX apXiBHUX /DKepes, 30KpeMa 3
[liBnerHoro B’erHamy, CILIA Ta ®paniil, siki HeAOCTaTHbO BUKOPHUCTOBYBAIUCA Y
nonepeaHix gocaimpkeHHsax. i mkepesa mposiMBalOTh HOBE CBITJI0 HAa PO3BAKIMBUU
HelTpaniTeT BammHrroHa ¥ obepexHi oniHku [lapmka. Posryagarodyn iHIUAEHT Ha
[lapacesbCbKHMX OCTPOBax y WHPILIOMY KOHTEKCTI KUTalCbKO-aMePUKaHChKOI po3pAiKy
Ta cTpaTeriudoro ckopoyeHHs CLIA, gociii’)keHHsI BUXOUTh 3a MeXi CYyTO IOPUAMIHOI
nepcrnekTHBU. BoHO NIporoHye HOBY iHTeprpeTalito HeBiasol cnpo6u I[liBgeHHOro
B'eTHamy iHTepHalioHa/mi3yBaTH CylepedkKy 3a JONOMOTrOK 6araToCTOPOHHBOI
JUIJIOMaTii, BU3Havaro4yu noAii 1974 p. gk BiinpaBHy TOYKY noeTamnHoi crparerii Kutato
L[0/I0 «HAPi3KM casisiMi», siKa Mi3Hille nposiBUIacd y 3iTKHEHHI Ha ocTpoBax CopatJi y
1988 p. Ta noganbioi MisliTapusariii [liBgenHo-KuTakicbkoro mops y 21 cT.

Bucnoeku. Inuugent Ha IlapacenbCcbKHUX OCTpoBax JAeMOHCTpye, fAK Kwurtait
BHMKOPUCTAB BaKyyM BJIaAy Nicas [1apu3bKUX yrof i mepeopi€eHTYBaHHA CTpaTeriyHux
npiopuTteTiB CIIA 1151 BCTaHOBJIEHHSI IOBHOT'O KOHTPOJIIO HaJl ocTpoBaMu. HelrtpaniteT
BamyHrroHa BiJIoMBaB He Opak MOXJIWBOCTEH, a CBiJoMHUH BHUOIp Ha KOPHCTb
30epexeHHs] PO3PSAKU U YOpaB/IiHHA BHYTPILIHIMHU OOMeXeHHSMH. THUM dYacoMm
JUIUIoMaTtudHi 3ycwsisa [liBaeHHoro B'eTHamy, xo4u i ycmimHi y migBuieHHi
Mi>KHapOAHOI MOiHPOPMOBAHOCTI, BUSIBUJIMCS 3HAYHOIO MipOK0 CHMBOJIIYHUMH B YMOBAxX
CTPYKTYpPHOI acuMeTpii BJIali Ta IparMaTUYHUX PO3PaXyHKIiB BEJIMKUX [ eprKaB.

3arajioM JOCJiJKeHHS MiAKpPec/J0€ BUpilllaJbHY POJib CHUJOBOI MOJITHKH Y
Cynepedykax MpO CyBepeHITeT i BKa3ye Ha HeOOXiAHICTb MOAAJBIIUX JOC/TiKEHD,
0COGJIMBO 3 BUKOPUCTAHHSM HEI[0JaBHO PO3CeKpeYeHUX KUTANUChKUX JKepeJ, JJIs
MOrJINOJIEHHS] HAIIOro pPoO3yMiHHS CTpaTeriyHuX po3paxyHKiB IlekiHa Ta
JIOBTOCTPOKOBUX HaCJiAKIB iHIuAeHTY Ha llapacenbcbkux ocTtpoBax 1974 p. anasa
3MiHOBaHOro nopsAAkKy y IliBaeHHo-KuTtalicbkoMy Mopi.

®dinaHcysaHHA. lle nmocnimkeHHs ¢iHAaHCYeTbc B’€THaMCbKHMM HalliOHaJbHUM
yHiBepcuTeToM XomuMiHa (VNU-HCM) 3a rpanTom Ne B2025-18b-06.

Kmwouoei caoea: Ilapacenbcbki ocTpoBu 1974 poky, crparerisa Kwurato,
HeUTpasliTeT CIA, JWILIOMaTiA Pecny6Jtiku B’eTHawm, reornoJIiTHKA
[liBA€HHOKUTANCbKOT0 MOPS
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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 worldwidel. 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.Park? 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. Samuels# highlighted the regional contest over the South China Sea, while H.P. Vu5
and L.V.Luué 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 Vdn T. Hoang Sa - Quén dao Viét Nam. Ha N6i: Nha xu4t ban Khoa hoc X4 hoi, 1979. 90 p.

4Samuels M.  Contest for the South China Sea. Routledge, 2005. 224p. DOI:
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315018904

5 Vi H.P. Hai Quan dao Hoang Sa va Trwdng Sa - lanh tho Viét Nam. Ha Noi: Nha xuit ban Quin doi Nhidn
dan, 1988.

6 Lwu L.V. Cudc tranh chdp Viét-Trung vé hai quan ddo Hoang Sa va Trwong Sa. Ha Noi: Nha xuit ban
Cong an Nhan dén, 1995. 111 p.
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China. At the same time, ]J.P. Kimball?” and Q.Zhai® 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-Gendreau® and B.D. Cole?o,
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. Vol
analyzed the RVN’s foreign policy; the Vietnam Institute of Military History!2 and
N.Q. Nguyen13 consolidated evidence of sovereignty claims; while M.Q.Pham!4
reassessed the Vietnam-Soviet-China triangle. More recently, H.T. Nguyen, T.X. Ninh
and N.H. Pham?5 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 V5 T.C. Hoat dong ngoai giao cta chinh quyén Viét Nam Cong hoa (VNCH) trong d4u tranh bao vé chu
quyén Viét Nam ddi véi quan dao Hoang Sa, thoi ky 1954-1975. Tap chi Nghién cieu va Phdt trién. 2014.
Vol. 122. No. 5. P. 53-60. URL: https://vjolinfo.vn/index.php/ncpt-hue/article/view/17210

12 Vién Lich st Qudn sy Viét Nam. Qua trinh khai phd, xac 1ap, thuwc thi va bdo vé chu quyén cla Viét Nam
d6i véi hai quan ddo Hoang Sa va Trwong Sa. HA Noi: Nha xuit ban Quin ddi Nhan dan, 2016. 479 p.

13 Nguyén N.Q. Chli quyén ctia Viét Nam & Hoang Sa, Trwong Sa: Tw lidu va lich stt. Ha Noi: Nha xu4t ban
Dai hoc Qudc gia Ha Noi, 2017. 484 p.

14 Phgm M.Q. Quan hé tam gidc Viét Nam, Lién X6, Trung Qudc trong cudc khang chién chéng My (1954-
1975). Ha Noi: Nha xuit ban Pai hoc Qudc gia Ha Noi, 2018. 347 p.

15 Nguyén H.T,, Ninh T.X,, Pham N.H. Lap trudng clia Trung Quéc d6i véi sw kién Hoang Sa 1974 va phan
rng ngoai giao ciia VNCH: Tiép cn tir tai liéu lwu trit ctia Bo Ngoai giao Phap. Tap chi Nghién ciru Qudc té.
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 power!6. 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 strugglel’. The rift deepened after Nikita Khrushchev’s
‘de-Stalinization’, which Beijing interpreted as abandonment of Marxist-Leninist
principles8. 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 Phgm M.Q. Quan hé tam giac Viét Nam, Lién X6, Trung Qudc... 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 Nguyén H.K. Cudc khang chién chéng My clia Viét Nam, tdc dong clia nhitng nhan t6 qudc té. Ha Noi:
Nha xuit ban Chinh tri Qudc 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
settlement?L.

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 cooperation?2. 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. citizens?3. 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 rapprochement?s. 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 scheme2é. 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
position?7,

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 Taiwan?28. Although
not explicitly stated, this implied that Washington would refrain from intervening in

20 Hoang H.H., Lé L.H. Hoa giai Trung - My va thai d6 ctia Trung Qudc ddi véi cdch mang Viét Nam (1968-
1975). Tap chi Nghién ctru Lich si. 2019. Vol. 488. No. 12. P. 69.

21 Cohen W.1. 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 NixonRM. Asia after Vietnam. Foreign Affairs. 1967. Vol.46. No.1l. 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.1. Nixon in China: A Turning Point in World History... P. 33.

27 Lwu Q.V. Tac ddng ctia hoa hoan My - Trung dén chinh sach vién trg ctia Trung Quéc ddi véi cudc khang
chién cta nhin dan Viét Nam trong va sau nam 1972. Tap chi Phdt trién KH&CN. 2016. Vol. 19. No. 4.
P. 45-58.

28 Cohen W.1. Nixon in China: A Turning Point in World History... P. 33.
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China’s territorial disputes with neighbors2°. 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 grew3!l. 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 control3e.
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 a nos jours. Paris: Desmopolis, 2018. P.
263. DOI: https://doi.org/10.4000/books.demopolis. 1338

30 Nguyén H.X.,, Pham H.T,, Ha P.K. Hiép dinh Paris vé Viét Nam ndm 1973 qua cac tai liéu Iwu trir cta
Chinh quyén Sai Gon. Vol. 1. Ha N6i: Nha xuit ban Chinh tri Qudc gia, 2012. 390 p.

31 Trdn L.V.D. Chinh quyén VNCH v&i Hiép dinh Paris. Tap chi Khoa hoc Xa hoi Viét 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. Nén hoa binh mong manh: Washington, Ha Néi va tién trinh ctia Hiép dinh Paris / Translated
by Dwong N.V et al. Ha Noi: Nha xudt ban Chinh tri Qudc 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

35In 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.
P. 275-296. DOLI: https://doi.org/10.47305/]LIA2392347q
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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
compliance3’. 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 World3s. This
framework broadened China’s strategic horizon, allowing it to claim independence
while retaining flexibility to oppose either Washington or Moscow when expedient3°.
Echoing earlier positions in the Korean War and Sino-Soviet disputes, this posture
underscored China’s determination to expand influence in the South China Sea%0.

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 geography#l. 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 territory#2. In October, China issued a nine-segment map encompassing both
archipelagos, without legal justification3. Tensions escalated in 1973 when the RVN
declared administrative control over twelve islands#4. Beijing immediately protested,
reasserting sovereignty over four islands and denouncing Saigon’s claims as ‘illegal
and invalid’ss.

By early January 1974, China shifted from buildup to coercion, deploying naval
and armed fishing vessels to pressure RVN positions in the Crescent group#t. On
January 11, it formally declared sovereignty over the entire archipelago and
dispatched a substantial naval force4’. By January 16, Chinese warships advanced on
RVN-held islands, landing troops and initiating a full-scale offensive4s.
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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 defend4®. HQ-16 was ordered to monitor Chinese activities
and dispatch ground troops if necessarys0. Reports indicated Chinese vessels hoisted
flags on Robert and Duncan Islands and established positions, ignoring RVN
warningssl.

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 wounded33. 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 captureds4. 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
holdss, transforming a battlefield victory into enduring sovereigntyse.

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 repercussions®’. 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 power5s.
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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 role5%. A BBC
analysis (January 27, 1974) argued that Beijing capitalized on ties with Hanoi and
Moscow’s weakness to secure the islandsé. French Ambassador Etienne Manac’h
observed that China was willing to risk tensions with Hanoi to safeguard long-term
interests and forestall a Vietnam-Soviet alliance®6!.

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 China¢2.
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 Vietnams®3. On January 20, 1974, RVN President Nguyen Van Thieu publicly
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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’s# and stressed that the RVN should exercise restraint, while affirming
that U.S. forces would not intervene in any confrontationss.

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”s6. 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 7t Fleet to Shun Paracels
Clash’¢?, 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”és.
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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 China®. 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 dispute??.

The refusal to deploy the 7t 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 China?3. 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 dispute’+. 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
Union7s.

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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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. [ 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 islands??. Shortly after China’s actions, the U.S.
Secretary of State declared that “the U.S. opposes all territorial disputes”?8, 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 objective’. 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”s!.
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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 implicationss2.

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 sovereigntyss.

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

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 Charter®s, 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”. This marked the RVN’s deliberate effort to
internationalize the dispute and seek institutional support against Beijing's
unilateral aggression.
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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 agenda?!, framing the dispute as an internal matter and
warning that any discussion would constitute an ‘unfriendly’ act and interference in
its domestic affairs?2. 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
actions%4. 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 integrity?s.

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 session?. 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 reluctance®’. The United Kingdom indicated
that it would not oppose a discussion if requested but stopped short of offering
support®. 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. Nhirng cOng tac ngoai giao cia VNCH da lam trong vu Hoang 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 (118Q0), Dossier 274, New
York, 21 janvier 1974.

92 ADFP. Affaire des Paracels, Asia-Oceania, Cambodia-Laos-Vietham Fonds, General Information
(118Q0), File 49, New York, 21 janvier 1974.
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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
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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 Hanoi%.

On January 24, 1974, the RVN was formally notified of the rejection of its request
to convene a Security Council session!®. 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 agendal0l. 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 neutrality92, 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 statel%6, 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 sovereignty08. At the same time, RVN embassies worldwide were
instructed to deliver detailed reports to host governments, urging opposition to
Beijing’s aggression!09. Official notes were also sent to the signatories of the Paris
Peace Accords!10, invoking Articles 1 and 4 and calling for pressure on China to cease
its violations!11,

99 ADFP. Note on the Sino-Vietnamese Incident in the Paracels. Asia-Oceania, Cambodia-Laos-Vietnam
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102 ADFP. Apres laffaire des iles Paracels. Asia-Oceania, Cambodia-Laos-Vietham Fonds, General
Information (118Q0), File 49, 23 janvier 1974.

103 TLQG II, TP.HCM. Coéng vin s 000670-BNG/ACTBD/M ngay 1 thang 4 nim 1974 ctia Bo Ngoai giao
VNCH. RVN PMO Archives, File No. 6363, DII-CH.
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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
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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
credibility!13. The government also announced it was considering legal action against
China at the International Court of Justice (IC]) in The Haguel14.

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 IC], appealing
for concrete measures to halt Chinese aggression and restore Vietnam’s
sovereignty!1l5. On February21, 1974, the RVN Senate Office received
acknowledgment from the IC] confirming receipt of the protest and indicating that the
matter was under review!16, Following this, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs began
compiling a legal dossier for submission!??. Although the IC] 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 opinion!18.

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
Islands!19, On July 22, 1974, at the Third UN Conference on the Law of the Sea
(UNCLOSIII) 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 Paracels!20. 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)!2L 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
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substantiate Vietnam’s sovereignty claims while appealing for international
support!22, 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.
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Eminak, 2025, 4 (52)



CYYACHA ICTOPIA 211

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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