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Question #2

In his speech, which appears as Document #17 (Hall), President Nixon reviewed the risks and possible rewards of his decision to allow American troops to enter Cambodia.  The President was willing to widen the war in order to gain military advantages.  How do you evaluate his decision?  What were his assumptions about American foreign policy?  What were his beliefs about American patriotism?  What did he mean when we warned that without taking this step the United States would turn in to a “pitiful, helpless giant”?

Grade on paper_______/100

Spelling

Grammar

No Use of First Person

Answer the question(s)

Document evidence

Other evidence

Throughout the Vietnam War were many tough decisions.  Some decisions seem to have no clear right or wrong decision.  Nixon’s decision of whether or not to send troops into Cambodia can easily be classified into such a category.  In one hand, Nixon had a small opportunity to buy the ARVN the time that was needed to build their army while hopefully damaging the ability of the enemy to infiltrate the South. On the other hand Nixon had increased anti-war protests, a violation of the constitution, more loss of life, and the much over looked Khmer Rogue issue.    


At the time of Nixon’s announcement, the U.S. was already in Cambodia dropping bomb after bomb on and around the Ho Chi Minh Trail.  This had begun thirteen months earlier.  The only difference was the lack of ground troops and that “The operation was kept secret – except from those underneath the bombs.”(Degroot 221)  He also wanted to secretly monitor the mail and telephone conversations of organized protesters and persons thought to be a threat.  This type of secrecy was typical of Nixon.  There were also secret negotiations with Hanoi and Sihonouk, and even the plausible assumption that the U.S. played a secret role in coup against Sihonouk in favor of a pro U.S. leader in Cambodia.  Nixon even made secret threats directly to Ho Chi Minh claiming that severe repercussions would result if sincere movement towards negotiations were not apparent by November 1.  In preparation of this repercussion “Kissinger headed a small secret group to devise plans for a brutal assault on the North should progress not occur.”(Hall 59)  This is an example of another odd foreign policy of Nixon’s.  He liked to keep opposing nations, in this case North Vietnam, on their toes at the illusion he was a madman that could lose it at anytime.  Nixon also wanted to secretly monitor the mail and telephone conversations of organized protesters and persons thought to be a threat.  This secrecy was very typical of the Nixon administration and its foreign and domestic policies.  In 1968, Kissinger, who was a major influence on Nixon said that, "The only way secrecy can be kept is to exclude from the making of the decisions all those who are theoretically charged with carrying it out.  There are twenty thousand people in the State Department and fifty thousand in Defense. They all need each other's clearances in order to move . . . and they all want to do what I'm doing. So the problem becomes: how do you get them to push papers around, spin their wheels, so that you can get your work done?"(Shawcross 75)  Nixon and Kissinger did not need or want public and/or congressional support for their foreign policies, so they thought.  Kissinger believed that leadership involves being alone and misunderstood and that most politicians were too occupied with domestic development to properly understand foreign affairs.  

Nixon’s decision to enter Cambodia on the ground despite its apparent effect on beloved ratings and an up coming election is actually refreshing.  At least he did it because he thought is was the right move and was not letting his decisions be influenced by the protesters and the media, a complicity that always played to Hanoi’s advantage.  Also, the U.S. had already entered Laos, also a neutral country, in 1961.  “In 1961 Laos was the major South East crisis.”(A Television History Video #9)  Nixon didn’t expect such a negative reaction from the America people in response to troops in Cambodia.  Nixon was a die-hard patriot at heart.  Nixon also believed that most Americans would be with him as they were patriots too.    The morning after the invasion when American reaction was apparently negative Nixon was still assuring himself that American patriotism would eventually shine through and lead to his support on this issue.  Nixon stated to the Joint Chiefs the morning after ground troops were announced in Cambodia that, "You have to electrify people with bold decisions. Bold decisions make history. Like Teddy Roosevelt charging up San Juan Hill-a small event but traumatic, and people took notice."(Shawcross 150)  Nixon then continued to ramble about cleaning up the sanctuaries.  The reality of this was obviously not evident to Nixon, as Westmoreland had to remind him of the Monsoon season that began in one month, which would prevent any cleaning up of the sanctuaries in Cambodia.  Nixon then quickly revised his solution to just blowing them up, as Kissinger sat mute.

Nixon put ground troops in Cambodia for many reasons, one being of American pride.  He did not want the U.S. to take the appearance of a deserter or a false ally.  When Nixon said that the U.S. would be nothing more than a helpless giant, he meant nations that depended on America’s mere myth of devout anti-communism would soon be warding off communist as they would no longer fear U.S. intervention, and that the status of the U.S. as a global factor would be greatly diminished.  Nixon believed certain steps such as putting troops in Cambodia would be a final statement showing the will of America and the distance it will go to fight communism and make good on her commitments to other nations.   

Nixon makes a very logical argument for entry in to Cambodia by simply noting the fact that the North had already set up many sanctuaries and conducted military operations out of Cambodia.  Most VC locations in Cambodia were near the border within easy reach of American and South Vietnamese facilities and troops.  However, the supposed VC headquarters, COSVN, was never found and neither were any significant amount of troops.  At this time the enemy had become experienced and well adept at hiding from the American and ARVN forces.  Confrontation against an attack of 15,000 invading troops was not ideal for the VC, so they became elusive.  The U.S. couldn’t run around Cambodia forever.  Not even 24 hours had passed since Nixon announced the ground troops before massive demonstrations and opposition occurred.  Nixon withdrew after 60 days as promised.     

It is also thought that America’s entry into Cambodia helped Pol Pot and his Khmer Rouges come to power by creating political chaos in Cambodia, which he thrived in, as well as assuring the VC assistance of the Khmer Rouge.  To see this as a prelude to a holocaust is a far stretch.  It is also reasonable to assume that just as Russia and China assisted Hanoi, that Hanoi would eventually assist the Khmer Rouge.  The U.S. is also blamed for the coup against Sihanouk created more stability.  One could argue that any country’s leader who can be so easily ousted must, in fact, not be stable at all.  Just like the Diem era, it gave the appearance of stability but failed to provide it.  America did not simply snap her fingers and then Sihanouk was ousted.  There must have been some serious discontent with Sihanouk from with in Cambodia.  Also, Pol Pot had already been an active communist in Cambodia since 1953 and was spurred on by oppression by Sihanouk, long before America had sent ground troops.    

One cannot condemn Nixon’s decision to enter Cambodia by factors that are nothing more than uncertain.  No one knew they would find COSVN or hardly any VC.  No one saw the Khmer Rouge issue ending up the way it did.  However, it would have been safe and reasonable to assume that lives would be lost on both sides alike, and that a short ground invasion of Cambodia just before the complete evacuation of American forces would not change the outcome of the conflict.  For these reasons alone, America should not have sent ground forces into Cambodia. 
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