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Henry Kissinger’s bombing campaign likely
killed hundreds of thousands of Cambodians
− and set path for the ravages of the Khmer
Rouge
jeudi 30 novembre 2023, par EAR Sophal (Date de rédaction antérieure : 30 novembre 2023).

A Cambodian scholar who fled the Khmer Rouge as a child writes about the legacy of
Henry Kissinger, who died at the age of 100 on Nov 28, 2023.
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Henry Kissinger, who died on Nov. 29, 2023 at the age of 100, stood as a colossus of U.S. foreign
policy. His influence on American politics lasted long beyond his eight-year stint guiding the Nixon
and Ford administrations as national security adviser and secretary of state, with successive
presidents, presidential candidates and top diplomats seeking his advice and approval ever since.

But his mark extends beyond the United States. Kissinger’s policies in the 1970s had immediate
impact on countries, governments and people across South America, the Middle East and Southeast
Asia. Sometimes the fallout – and it was that – lasted decades ; in some places it continues to be felt
today. Nowhere is that more true than Cambodia.

I’m a scholar of the political economy of Cambodia who, as a child, escaped the brutal Khmer Rouge
regime with four siblings, thanks in large part to the cunning and determination of my mother. In
both a professional and personal sense, I am aware of the near 50-year impact Kissinger’s policies
during the Vietnam War have had on the country of my birth.

The rise of the murderous regime that forced my family to leave was, in part, encouraged by
Kissinger’s policies. The cluster bombs dropped on Cambodia under Kissinger’s watch continue to
destroy the lives of any man, woman or child who happens across them. Indeed, when the current
U.S. administration announced its intention in 2023 to provide cluster bombs to Ukraine, the prime
minister of Cambodia was quick to call out the lingering damage the munition causes.

 ‘Island of peace’

Counterfactuals are not the best tool of the historian ; no one can say how Cambodia would have
developed were it not for the Vietnam War and U.S. intervention in Southeast Asia.

But prior to the U.S. bombing of Cambodia, the country was touted as an “Island of Peace” by then-
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leader Prince Norodom Sihanouk, with a developing economy and relative stability.

After Cambodia gained independence from its French colonial masters in 1953, Sihanouk presided
over what was seen as a golden age for Cambodia. Even Lee Kuan Yew, the founder of modern-day
Singapore, visited Cambodia to learn lessons on nation-building.

The country’s independence from France did not require any hard fight. Neighboring Vietnam,
meanwhile, gained independence only after the bitter anti-colonial First Indochina War, which
concluded with a rout of French troops at Điện Biên Phủ in 1954.

However, Cambodia’s location drew it into the subsequent war between the newly independent
communist North Vietnam and U.S.-backed South Vietnam.

Cambodia wasn’t officially a party in the Vietnam War, with Sihanouk declaring the country neutral.
But Washington looked for ways to disrupt communist North Vietnamese operations along the Ho
Chi Minh Trail – which cut across Cambodia’s east, with Sihanouk’s blessing, and allowed the
resupply of North Vietnamese troops on Cambodian soil.

 Kissinger’s ‘menu’

Kissinger was the chief architect of the plan to disrupt that supply line, and what he came up with
was “Operation Menu.” The secret carpet-bombing campaign – with breakfast, lunch, dinner, snack,
dessert and supper representing different targets and missions within Cambodia – was confirmed at
a meeting in the Oval Office on March 17, 1969. The diary entry of Richard Nixon’s chief of staff, H.
R. Haldeman, reads : “ … Historic day. K[issinger]‘s ’Operation Breakfast’ finally came off at 2:00 pm
our time. K really excited, as is P[resident].”

The following day, Haldeman wrote : “K’s ‘Operation Breakfast’ a great success. He came beaming
in with the report, very productive.”

And so began four years of Kissinger’s legally dubious campaign in Cambodia.

To Kissinger, Cambodia was a “sideshow,” to use the title of William Shawcross’ damning book
exposing the story of America’s secret war with Cambodia from 1969 to 1973.

During that period, the U.S. bombing of neutral Cambodia saw an estimated 2,756,941 tons of
ordnance dropped on 113,716 targets in the country.

 Secret and illegal war ?

Kissinger and others in the White House tried to keep the campaign from the public for as long as
they could, for good reason. It came as public opinion in the U.S. was turning against American
involvement. The bombing campaign is also considered illegal under international law by many
experts.

But to Kissinger, the ends – containing communism – seemingly justified the means, no matter the
cost. And the cost to Cambodians was huge.

It resulted in the direct deaths of hundreds of thousands of Cambodians. With the U.S. government
keeping the bombings secret at the time, comprehensive data and documentation are limited. But
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estimates on the number of deaths range from as few as 24,000 to as many as a million. Most
estimates put the death toll in the hundreds of thousands.

Kissinger’s campaign also destabilized Cambodia, leaving it vulnerable for the horrors to come. The
capital, Phnom Penh, ballooned in population because of the displacement of more than a million
rural citizens fleeing U.S. bombs.

Meanwhile, the bombing of Cambodian citizens contributed to an erosion of trust in Camodia’s
leadership and put at question Sihanouk’s policy of allowing the North Vietnamese access through
the country’s east. On March 18, 1970, Sihanouk was ousted in a coup d’etat and replaced by the
U.S.-friendly Lon Nol. Direct U.S. involvement in the coup has never been proven, but certainly
opponents to Lon Nol saw the hand of the CIA in events.

The ousted Sihanouk called on the country’s rural masses to support his coalition government in
exile, which included the Khmer Rouge. Until then, the Khmer Rouge had been a ragtag army with
only revolutionary fantasies. But with Sihanouk’s backing, they grew. As journalist Philip Gourevitch
noted : “His name became the Khmer Rouge’s greatest recruitment tool.”

But Kissinger’s bombs also served as a recruitment tool. The Khmer Rouge were able to capitalize on
the anger and resentment of Cambodians in the areas being shelled. Rebel leaders portrayed
themselves as a force to protect Cambodia from foreign aggression and restore order and justice, in
contrast to the ruling government’s massive corruption and pro-American leanings.

Kissinger’s bombing campaign was certainly not the only reason for the Khmer Rouge’s rise, but it
contributed to the overall destabilization of Cambodia and a political vacuum that the Khmer Rouge
was able to exploit and eventually seize power – which it did in 1975, overthrowing the government.

Led by Pol Pot, the Khmer Rouge inflicted unimaginable atrocities upon the Cambodian people. Its
genocidal campaign against political opponents, Cambodian minorities and those deemed
counterrevolutionaries saw between 1.6 and 3 million people killed through executions, forced labor
and starvation – a quarter of the country’s then population.

The scars from that period are still felt in Cambodia today. Recent research even points to the
economic impact Kissinger’s bombs continue to have on farmers, who avoid richer, darker soil over
fears that it hides unexploded ordnance.

Anti-Americanism is no longer prevalent at the everyday level in Cambodia ; indeed, the opposite is
increasingly becoming true as China’s financial and political embrace becomes suffocating. But anti-
Americanism is frequently used in rhetoric by leading politicians in the country.

I don’t agree with some other scholars that Kissinger’s bombing campaign can be definitively proven
to have resulted in Khmer Rouge rule. But in my view, it no doubt contributed. Hun Sen, Cambodia’s
autocratic leader who ruled for 38 years before passing the prime minister baton to his son in
August 2023, has cited the U.S. bombing of his birthplace as the reason he joined the Khmer Rouge.
Many others joined for similar reasons.

As such, the devastating impact of Kissinger’s policies in Cambodia cannot be overstated – they
contributed to the unraveling of the country’s social fabric and the suffering of its people, leaving
behind a legacy of trauma.

Sophal Ear, Associate Professor in the Thunderbird School of Global Management, Arizona State
University
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Dr. Sophal Ear is Senior Associate Dean of Student Success (as of 1 July 2022) and was previously
Associate Dean for Undergraduate Programs and Global Development. He is a tenured Associate
Professor in the Thunderbird School of Global Management at Arizona State University where he
lectures on global political economy, global affairs, International Organizations, and management
environment in Asia. He previously taught at Occidental College, the U.S. Naval Postgraduate
School, and the Maxwell School of Syracuse University.

He consulted for the World Bank and the Asian Development Bank, was Assistant Resident
Representative for the United Nations Development Programme in East Timor, Term Member of the
Council on Foreign Relations, Advisor to Cambodia’s first private equity fund Leopard Capital, Audit
Chair of the Nathan Cummings Foundation, Treasurer of the Southeast Asia Resource Action Center,
and Secretary of the Southeast Asia Development Program (Phnom Penh, Cambodia), and
Corresponding Secretary of the Crescenta Valley Town Council. A TED Fellow, Fulbright Specialist,
and Young Global Leader of the World Economic Forum, he sits on the Boards of Refugees
International (Washington, DC) as Governance Co-Chair, Audit Chair of Partners for Development
(Silver Spring, MD), Treasurer of the International Public Management Network (Washington, DC),
and on the Executive Committee of the Center for Khmer Studies (Siem Reap, Cambodia). He
chaired the Asian American and Pacific Islander Advisory Board of the Los Angeles District
Attorney’s Office in 2021-22.

He is the author of Viral Sovereignty and the Political Economy of Pandemics : What Explains How
Countries Handle Outbreaks ? (Routledge, 2022), Aid Dependence in Cambodia : How Foreign
Assistance Undermines Democracy (Columbia University Press, 2012), co-author of The Hungry
Dragon : How Chinas Resources Quest is Reshaping the World (Routledge, 2013), and co-editor of
the virtual issue of the journal Politics and the Life Sciences on Coronavirus : Politics, Economics,
and Pandemics (Cambridge University Press, 2020). He wrote and narrated the award-winning
documentary film « The End/Beginning : Cambodia » based on his 2009 TED Talk and has appeared
in five other documentaries. A graduate of Princeton and Berkeley, he moved to the US from France
as a Cambodian refugee at the age of 10.

• The Conversation is a nonprofit news organization dedicated to helping academic experts share
ideas with the public. We can give away our articles thanks to the help of foundations, universities
and readers like you. Donate Now to support research-based journalims

https://theconversation.com
https://theconversation.com/henry-kissingers-bombing-campaign-likely-killed-hundreds-of-thousands-of-cambodians-and-set-path-for-the-ravages-of-the-khmer-rouge-209353
https://theconversation.com/profiles/sophal-ear-1450869
https://theconversation.com/institutions/arizona-state-university-730
https://donate.theconversation.com/us?frequency=monthly&amount=30&utm_source=theconversation.com&utm_medium=EndOfArticle&utm_campaign=US+Donations+June+2020&utm_content=promo-463

