CAMBODIA:

THE POLITICS OF SURVIVAL

(THE SHAPING OF CAMBODIAN FOREIGN POLICY, 1954-1963)

by
Martin L. Lasater

A Thesis Submitted to the Faculty of the
. DEPARTMENT OF ORIENTAL STUDIES
In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements
For the Degree of
MASTER OF ARTS
In the Graduate College
THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA

19

6 9

STATEMENT BY AUTHOR
This thesis has been
fillment of requirements for
University of Arizona and is
Library to be made available
the Library.

submitted in partial ful
an advanced degree at The
deposited in the University
to borrowers under rules of

Brief quotations from this thesis are allowable
without special permission, provided that accurate ac
knowledgment of source is made.
Requests for permission
for extended quotation from or reproduction of this manu
script in whole or in part may be granted by the head of
the major department or the Dean of the Graduate College
when in his judgment the proposed use of the material is
in the interests of scholarship.
In all other instances,
however, permission must be obtained from the author.

SIGNED:

'X

APPROVAL BY. THESIS DIRECTOR
This thesis has been approved on the date shown below:

Earl H. Pritchard, Chairman,
Department of Oriental Studies

Date

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
The author would like to extend his appreciation
to the following individuals for their assistance in the
preparation of this thesis;

Earl H. Pritchard, Chairman,

Department of Oriental Studies; William R. Schultz, As
sociate Professor of Oriental Studies; Stephen Uhalley,
Associate Professor of History, Duke University.
The thesis is dedicated to my wife, Cynthia, with
out whose patience, understanding and encouragement the
thesis would not have been completed.

TABLE OF CONTENTS
Page
ABSTRACT

..........................

.V

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

1

THE EMERGENCE OF NEUTRALITY, 1954-1959 . . . . . . . .

37

THE DRIFT TOWARDS CHINA, 1960-1963 . . . . . . . . . .

84

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

AN ANALYSIS OF CAMBODIA’S FOREIGN POLICY . . . . . . .

132

SELECTED BIBLIOGRAPHY

154

. . . . . . . .

iv

ABSTRACT
Since the fall of the magnificent Angkor Empire in
the 15th century, Cambodia has been at the mercy of her
larger neighbors, Thailand and Vietnam.

Traditionally,

these, two countries have attempted to dominate Cambodia
politically and to expand into her territory.

Indeed, had

it not been for the. establishment of a French protectorate
over the country in 18.63, Cambodia might well not exist as
a nation-state today.
When that protection was terminated following the
French Indochina War, Cambodia again faced the problem of
how to preserve.her independence and territorial integrity.
This time, however, the problem was compounded by the fact
that the United States and the Communist Bloc chose Indo
china to be an area of direct Cold War confrontation.
It was in this atmosphere of danger that King—
later Prince— Norodom Sihanouk assumed responsibility for
Cambodia's foreign affairs.

Having first failed in his

attempt to gain a unilateral American commitment to protect
his country, Sihanouk decided in early 1955 to adopt a
foreign policy of neutrality.

Although careful at first to

balance his country's relations between the East and the
West, continued, pressure by South Vietnam and Thailand,
v

and the. belief that Communism would eventually prevail in
Southeast Asia, prompted Sihanouk to lean ever closer to
the People's Republic of China.

By 1963,. the drift had

progressed so far that the Cambodian leader was appealing
for Chinese troops to protect his country. '
My thesis examines the evolution of Cambodian
foreign policy during this eventful period

(1954-1963),

and attempts to analyze the major factors contributing to
its development.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND
One of the most important facts to be kept in mind
while examining the development and conduct of Cambodia's
foreign policy is that history plays an unusually important
role in contemporary Cambodian politics."*"

There are, es

sentially, three great "lessons of history" which have pro
foundly influenced modern Cambodian foreign policy.

The

first is that Cambodia, today one of the smallest countries
in Southeast Asia, was at one time the largest empire in
the entire region.

To this historical fact can be attri

buted much of the nationalist fervor exhibited by the Khmer
today.

Secondly, the eclipse of the Khmer empire and the

relative insignificance of Cambodia today resulted in the
main from the relentless territorial expansions of the
neighboring Thai.and Vietnamese peoples.

This historical

lesson is reflected in the fear, distrust and hatred with
which Thailand and Vietnam (whether controlled by Saigon,
Hanoi, or the National Liberation Front) are viewed, today.
Significantly, modern Cambodian foreign policy has as its

1
Milton E. Osborne, "History and Kingship in Con
temporary Cambodia," Journal of Southeast Asian History,
Vil, No. 1 (March 1966), 6.
1

primary objective the preservation of the Khmer nation
state from future expansions by these countries.
A third important historical fact affecting the
course of modern Cambodian foreign policy is that the inter
vention of France in the early 1860's saved Cambodia from
almost certain extinction by Siam and Annam.

Much of Cam

bodia 8s modern diplomacy has been directed towards finding
some means to guarantee a similar intervention in the event
of continued Thai and Vietnamese expansion.

Finally, the

traditional role of the monarch in Cambodia has had an im
portant effect on that country's foreign policy.

During

the period of the Khmer Empire, Cambodian kings personally
directed most of the kingdom's activities.

Furthermore,

the king was held in deep reverence by the Khmer peasant,
because he represented the center of the universe and was
felt to be a diety

(devaraja, or god-king).

Prince Norodom

Sihanouk, Cambodia's present Chief of State and formerly
its King, has inherited many of the traditional attributes
of the Khmer king., including the personal direction of most
of Cambodia's domestic and foreign policies.
The development of these historical lessons and the
source of their modern application will be discussed in
this chapter.

It will be followed.by two.chapters des

cribing the evolution of Cambodian foreign policy from 1954
to 1963.

The thesis will conclude with a chapter summarizing

■3
the author's analysis of modern Cambodian foreign policy
and his predictions as to what that policy will be in the
immediate future.
- One of the most well-known historical facts in Cam
bodia is that the Khmer kingdom was at one time the greatest
empire in all of Southeast A s i a . . The Khmer, or Angkor,
Empire, as it was known, existed between 802 and 1432 A.D.

1

At the height of its power during the 12th century, the
kingdom's domains included Cambodia, northern Malaya, south
ern Burma, and most of Thailand, Laos and Vietnam.

Its

power reached such proportions that one king, Suryavarman II
(1113-1150), was described as the "most powerful ruler in
Asia, apart from the Emperor of China."

Suryavarman II was

also responsible for the construction of Angkor Wat, one
of the largest religious edifices ever built by man, and the
symbol of Cambodia today as emblazoned on the national flag.
The greatness of Cambodia's past is a source of pride to

^The best description of this civilization can be
found in Lawrence P. Briggs, "The Ancient Khmer Empire,"
Transactions, American Philosophical Society, XLI (1951),
1-295.
See also appropriate sections on Funan, Chenla and
Cambodia in G. Coedes, The Making of South East A s i a , trans.
H. M. Wright (Berkeley:
University of California Press,
1966) and D. G. E. Hall, A History of South-East Asia (2d
ed. rev.; New Y o r k : St. Martin's Press, 1964).
York:

^Bernard P. Groslier, The Art of Indochina (New
Crown Publishers, 1962), 152.

every Khmer, and an inspiration to many Cambodian leaders
who would like to see,their country reassert its influence
over the affairs of Southeast Asia.

Throughout Cambodia,

in building, speech and press, references to the achieve
ments of the Angkor period are used to forge national unity
and to encourage the Khmer to speed up the processes of
modernization.
If Cambodian leaders look to the achievements of
the Angkor period with prid e , they look to the reasons for
its decline with alarm.

Although there are a number of ex

planations for its decline and fall, some inherent weakT
nesses in the Angkor system itself,^ modern Cambodian
leaders tend to blame its eclipse on the unrelenting attacks
of its aggressive neighbors, the Thai and the Vietnamese.
An important example of this can be seen in a portion of a
speech made before the United Nations in 1957 by Penn Nouth,
a prominent Cambodian statesman.

He stated that

...at the time when Cambodian civilization at
tained its highest point, about the twelfth
century, it seemed impossible that an empire as
great and as powerful could be reduced to under
go a long period of decline.
But after five
centuries of glory the Khmer empire succumbed
before the attacks of its neighbors and ended
by crumbling away until it became about the

1

For an extended explanation of these factors see
Briggs, 257^-261.

nineteenth century a second rate power.. It
is this lesson of history which we do not wish
to forget....^
The importance of "this lesson of history" to Cam
bodia 1s relations with Thailand and Vietnam, however, ex
tend far beyond the simple fact that the Thai and Vietnamese
played a part in the destruction of the ancient Angkor "
civilization.

It w a s , rather, the events falling between

the collapse of the Empire in 1.432 and the establishment
of the French protectorate in 1864 that shaped the present
Cambodian attitudes towards their neighbors.
Following their capture of Angkor in 1431, the Thai^
continued to press the Khmer until 1594, when they managed
to reduce the Cambodian kingdom to a state of vassalage.
Perhaps reflecting their close cultural affinities with the
Khmer, the Thai imposed a rather lenient system of suzereignship, demanding only that they receive tribute and
recognition, control the succession to the Khmer throne,
and directly administer the Cambodian provinces of Battambang and Siem Reap.

Their policy of permitting the Khmer

peasant to remain on his land and of not disturbing Khmer
cultural patterns in these occupied provinces, was in marked

i
Quoted in Osborne, 7.
^The Thai at one time were vassal warriors of the
Khmer, but had by. the 14th century revolted and occupied
the territory comprising modern Thailand.

contrast to the policies adapted by Annam, which in the
17th century has also begun to occupy Khmer territory and
to impose itself as Cambodia's suzereign.
Although several earlier contacts had been made be
tween the Khmer and the Vietnamese, it was not until 1471
that the two peoples faced each other across a common bor
der.

Champa, a small Buddhist kingdom which had for cen

turies served as a buffer-state between the Khmer and
Vietnamese, succumbed in that year to the Vietnamese.
Ironically, it was the repeated attacks by the Khmer on
Champa which enabled the Vietnamese to overpower the weak
ened kingdom.
Within a few years, the civilization of Champa was
destroyed by the Vietnamese:

its culture forgotten, its

people either assimilated or driven into the mountains.
For the Vietnamese, perhaps reflecting a major character
istic of the Sinization which they themselves had undergone
for a thousand years, instinctively carried out a program
of cultural genocide on whatever people fell under their
control.
It was not too many years before the Khmer realized
that what had happened to Champa might well happen to their
own kingdom.

Like the Thai, the Vietnamese as a people

were migrating, slowly spreading their culture along the
coastal plains of Vietnam, relentlessly drifting towards the

rich alluvial lowlands of the Mekong basin.

This basin,

which comprised most of Cochin-China and Cambodia, had been
since the 6th century the very heart of the Khmer kingdom.
Unlike the Thai, however, who seemed content to leave the
Khmer culture intact in those areas they conquered, the
Vietnamese swiftly, and almost without exception, removed
the Khmer from their rice lands and destroyed their re
ligious, social and political institutions.

In short, the

Khmer learned very early that Vietnamese occupation of their
territory meant the extinction of Khmer civilization.
The first Vietnamese annexation of Cambodian ter
ritory occured in 1658, when the small Cochin-China province
of Moi-xui was occupied by Annamite troops.

Cambodia was

defeated by Annam in the short war which followed, thus
beginning a period of Vietnamese expansion at Cambodia's
expense.

As Annam increased its territorial holdings, the

Vietnamese also became interested in Cambodian political
affairs, especially in the royal succession.

in this, they

found Siam a strong rival.
As usually is the case when similar circumstances
arise in international affairs, a strong competition arose
between Siam and Annam over who would dominate Cambodia.
Several wars were fought between 1769 and 1833, usually on
Cambodian soil, to determine the answer; but neither country
was sufficiently powerful to settle the issue.

In 1833,

however, a new tactic was tried when Siam attempted to con
quer all of Cambodia and annex, it directly into the Thai
kingdom.

Although initially successful, the Thai troops

were driven back in 1835 by Annamite forces, which in turn
occupied the Cambodian state.
Finding themselves in such an advantageous position,
the Vietnamese decided to "d^cambogienniser the country" and
to incorporate it into their own kingdom."*- According to
Roger Smith, one of the United States' most knowledgable
specialists on Indochina, the Vietnamese proceeded by re
organizing Cambodia along Vietnamese administrative lines,
installing Vietnamese residents in each province, and
forcing.all government officials to adopt Vietnamese names,
dress and customs.

The Vietnamese also moved the Royal

Cambodian family to Saigon, changed the name of Cambodia's
capital to Nam Viang, and sought to destroy the institutions
of Sinhalese Mahavihara, the national Buddhist sect.

2

In 1842 the Khmer spontaneously revolted against
these measures.

Operating in small guerrilla bands led by

Buddhist monks and members of the nobility, the.Cambodian
peasants soon had the Vietnamese bottled up in a few

"'"Hall', 438,
^Roger M. Smith, Cambodia's Foreign Policy (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 1965), 13-15.

garrisons.

Realizing, however, that Annam would shortly

send reinforcements, representatives of the Khmer nobility
pleaded with Siam to intervene on their behalf.■*"

The Thai

responded with several thousand troops, who managed to repel
the Vietnamese counter-attack with the assistance of the
Cambodian guerrillas.

The war ended in a stalemate, how

ever, resulting in the establishment of a joint SiameseAnnamite suzereignship over the hapless Khmer kingdom.
Convinced that his two neighbors would shortly
divide Cambodia between themselves. King Ang Duong in 1853
wrote a letter to Napoleon III asking France to intervene
and protect Cambodia from Siam and Annam.

Napoleon III,

seeing an opportunity to further French interests in South
east Asia, immediately responded favorably.

It was not

until 1863, however, that a treaty of protection could be
signed.
By that time, France had fought a war with Annam,
defeated her, and received several Vietnamese provinces in
Cochin-China as indemnityb

Desiring to secure the western

boundary of her possessions from an expected British on
slaught, France forced Cambodia to sign a series of treaties
making the country an official French protectorate, a status
Cambodia retained throughout the period of French occupation,

York:

^Martin F, Herz, A Short History of Cambodia
Frederick A. Praeger, 1958), 53.

(New
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Other provisions of the treaties gave French officials the
right to enact and veto laws, the right to conduct Cam
bodia's foreign policy, and the right to exploit Cambodia's
natural resources and to develop her trade.^
Thus Cambodia in the mid-nineteenth century found
that the price of protection is often the loss of sover
eignty.

Modern Cambodian leaders have noted that lesson,

although they, like King Ang Duong in 1853, seem willing to
sacrifice their country's political sovereignty should its
national existence be seriously threatened.
The conditions in Cambodia prior to 1941 were such
that the Khmer did not experience a "popular independence
movement analogous" to that of the Vietnamese.

There are

a number of reasons' for this, and, while they are not cen
tral to the discussion of Cambodian foreign policy, they
do help explain Cambodia's unique position during the French
Indochina War.
Perhaps the most important point to note is that the
French were primarily interested in Cambodia as a defensive
barrier-against the British during the early, formulative

-^Thomas E. Ennis, French Policy and Developments in
Indochina (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1936), 41.
^Philippe Devillers, "Dynamics of Power in Cam
bodia, " Politic^ in Southern A s i a , ed. Saul Rose (London:
Macmillan & Co. Ltd., 1963), 143.
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years of French rule in Indochina.

French economic in

terests in Cambodia were, therefore, minimal? although
they did increase substantially during the early decades
of the twentieth century.

By that time, however, the French

had learned from their Vietnamese experience that it was
bad policy to unnecessarily tamper with traditional insti
tutions.

Thus, Cambodia was spared the great social up

heavals which characterized French rule in Vietnam.
Furthermore, most Cambodians realized that without
French protection their country would soon be devoured by
the Thai and the Vietnamese.

As long as France maintained

that protection, and did not generate unbearable social
tension, Cambodia's leaders were content to receive their
subsidy and perform their figure-head duties.

In 1941,

however, two events signalled the end of this understanding
and laid the foundation of Cambodia's drive for independ
ence in the early 1950's.
The first event was Japan's intervention in a minor
war between Siam and France in January 1941, an intervention
which lead to the transfer of Battambang and Siem Reap back
to Thai administration.

France had forced Siam to give up

these provinces in a series of treaties in 1902, 1904, and
1907.

The late Bernard Fall indicated the significance of

this intervention to Franco-Khmer relations when he wrote,
that from that moment,

"it was obvious that French

12
sovereignty over Indochina had become a f a r c e . I n

other-

w o r d s , France could no longer be depended upon to protect
Cambodia from her neighbors.
A few months later. Son Ngoc Thanh, a young militant
Cambodian nationalist, led a series of demonstrations to
protest French efforts to romanize the Khmer language and
force adoption of the Gregorian calendar.

These demon

strations have been called the first modern political awak
ening of Cambodia and mark the beginning of the rise of
2
Khmer nationalism.
The rise of nationalism and the real
ization that France could no longer be depended upon for
protection, stimulated forces in Cambodia which ultimately
lead to its independence in 1953.
The road to Cambodia1s independence is quite an
interesting, one; unfortunately, the subject of this paper
permits only a brief summary of the more important steps
taken along the way.

The first step was Japan's decision

in the spring of 1945 to eliminate the last vestiges of the
French colonial administration and to order the leaders of
the Indochina states to declare their country's independ
ence.

In compliance with this directive. King Norodom

1
Bernard B. Fall, The Two Viet-N a m s : A Political
and Military Analysis (2d ed. rev . ; New Y o r k ; Frederick
A. Praeger, 1966), 45.
^Devillers, 146.

Sihanouk declared Cambodia an independent, sovereign state
in March 1945.

Sihanouk, who today continues to be Cam

bodia's Chief of State, had been selected by French colonial
authorities to ascend the Cambodian throne in 1941.

Re

portedly, the French officials passed over the most apparent
heir to the throne. Prince Monireth, because o f his inde
pendence, and chose instead Sihanouk, a seemingly docile
and manageable nineteen year old Cambodian high school
1
student in Saigon.
In 1945 it appeared as if the French were correct in
their estimation of Sihanouk's character.

Indeed, at the

time of his declaration of independence, Sihanouk did not
control the reins of the government at a l l :
the hands of Son Ngoc Thanh.

they were in^

Son had gained control of the

government, first as Foreign Minister, then as Prime Min
ister, because of Japanese support and Son's own popular
following among Cambodian nationalists.
As it became increasingly apparent that Japan would
lose the war, a major debate arose in Cambodian adminis
trative circles over how the country would respond to an
attempt by France to

reassert her control.

Son and his

followers were of the opinion that France ought to be

"i

..

i

Roger M. Smith, "'Cambodia," Governments and Pol
itics of Southeast A s i a , ed. George McT. Kahin (2d ed.
rev.; Ithaca;
Cornell University Press, 1965), 604.
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resisted at all costs, independence being more important
"I

than anything else.

Sihanouk and many influencial members

of the nobility, on the other hand, thought Cambodia illprepared— technologically and administratively speaking— to
irace the problems posed by independence at that time.

The

King was of the opinion that a brief period of tutelage under
the French would be the quickest way to equip Cambodia with
the tools necessary to run an independent/ prosperous coun
try. ^

Sihanouk and his advisors apparently believed that

Cambodia was not prepared to militarily resist the French.
Such resistance, thought the K i n g , would benefit only the
O

Thai and the Vietnamese.

The hope that France would force

Siam to return Battambang and Siem Reap also seemed to be a
factor in their reasoning.^
The argument between Son and Sihanouk became aca
demic in October 1945, when British and French authorities
arrested Son on charges of collaborating with the Japanese.
After a brief period of negotiations with the French, in
which he unsuccessfully tried to obtain recognition of

-*■John F. Cady, "Background of United States Policy
in Southeast Asia," Southeast A s i a : Problems of United
States Policy.
ed. William Henderson (Cambridge:
The
M.I.T. Press, 1963), 23.
^Smith, Cambodia1s Foreign Policy, 27.
^Michael Leifer,- Cambodia: The Search for Security
(New York;
Frederick A. Praeger, 1967), 29.
^Ellen J. Hammer, The Struggle for Indbchina (Stan
ford University Press, 1954), 121.
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Cambodian .independence, Sihanouk signed a treaty of modusviyendi in January 1946 making Cambodia an "autonomous
state within the French Union."

France retained the right,

however, to veto "legislative and regulatory texts and acts
...proclamations and circulars or instructions of general
application as well as decisions reserved, because of their
importance, for the signature of His Majesty,, the King. "■*'
Although Sihanouk at first praised the treaty as one which
would enable Cambodia "to obtain a larger autonomy... that
O

will permit us to work for our country ourselves,"

French

niggardations later led him to bitterly reject the treaty
as one which forced Cambodia to "restore the totality of
its powers to the French

protectorate!

Despite his disappointment over the 1946 treaty,
Sihanouk remained convinced that negotiations were the only
feasible way to achieve independence "and all that it im
plies .

Whatever his motives— the fear of losing political

control over the country, the belief that his negotiations
would collapse, the unhappy thought of Cambodia devastated
by war, the conviction that war would open Cambodia to Thai

^Quoted in Smith, Cambodia1s Foreign Policy, 29.
^Quoted in Hammer, 122.
^Norodom Sihanouk, "The Failures of the Free World,"
Cambodia News., VI (n.d.),. 3.
^Quoted in-Hammer, 258.

16
and Vietnamese aggression— Sihanouk also tried to silence
disruptive and militant Khmer nationalists, throughout most
of the French Indochina War.
As might be expected, not every Cambodian agreed
with the Sihanouk formula for independence.

Domestic oppo^

sition to the King arose primarily from two sources;
guerrilla movement called the Khmer Issarak

a

(Free Cam

bodians) , and the Democrats, members of a political party
which dominated the National Assembly after its creation
in 1947.

Significantly, both groups looked to Son Ngoc

Thanh as the real leader of the Khmer nation and sought to
discredit Sihanouk as being a tool of the French.^
Although the Khmer Issarak and the Democrats had
been quite a hinderance to Sihanouk’s policies during the
early stages of the French Indochina War, the release of
Son Ngoc Thanh and his return to Cambodian political life
early in 1952 stimulated these groups to intolerable levels
of opposition.

Realizing that his position as leader of.

Cambodia was being seriously threatened, Sihanouk issued an
order for Son's arrest.

Warned of the order. Son escaped

into northwestern Cambodia where he attempted, with some
success, to unite the Khmer Issarak into a coordinated

^Devillers, 152.
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movement.'*" ' The .increased effectiveness of the Khmer
Issarak, the continued refusal of the Democrats to support
his policies, the growing popularity of Son, and the dis
ruptive activities of the Viet Minh in Cambodia finally
convinced Sihanouk that a new policy had to be adopted.
As the first step of this new policy, Sihanouk de
manded emergency powers from the National Assembly for three
years, during which time he promised to obtain complete
independence for Cambodia.^

Not waiting for the approval

of the Assembly, Sihanouk banned all public meetings, in
creased taxes, and gave the military 30% of all revenues.
He then assumed personal command of Cambodia's armed forces
and launched an attack on Son's headquarters in Siem Reap,
driving his rival into Thailand where he received political
asylum.

Upon returning to the capital and finding that the

National Assembly had not given him the powers he had de
manded, Sihanouk dissolved the Assembly on January 13, 1953,
and declared martial law.

Immediately thereafter, Sihanouk

left Cambodia "in the hands of trusted advisors" and flew .
to France on the first leg of what is called in Cambodia
the "Crusade for Independence."

•*~New York Times, April 21, 1952, p. 8,
^The following account of Sihanouk's activities is
taken from Smith, Cambodia's Foreign Policy, 43-4 5.
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France, pre-occupied with the problems of fighting
the Viet Minh, did not seem willing at that time to discuss
Cambodia's independence.

Sihanouk, therefore left France

and traveled to the United States, where he hoped to gain
American support for his position.

In an important meeting

in April with Secretary of State John Foster Dulles,^
Sihanouk told the United States that French policies were
making inevitable a Viet Minh victory not only in Vietnam,
but in Cambodia and Laos as w e l l .

As a memorandum dis

tributed by the King concluded:
If a political solution is not found, the
military effort, even though considerably
augmented thanks to U.S. aid, will not lead
to a happy ending....No success is possible
if the populations in question do not take
part with conviction in the struggle, that
is to say if these populations do not believe
that this struggle is leading toward their
well-being....Giving real independence to these
Indochinese states would oblige them to take
full heed of their responsibilities in this
struggle, the issues of which interests the
entire democratic w o r l d . 2
In other wor d s , Sihanouk warned the United States that un
less Cambodia gained its independence, his country could
not be depended upon to aid in the struggle against the
Viet Minh.

He went on to imply that the Khmer might well

^See Washington Po s t , April 19, 1953, p. 1.
2Quoted in John P. Armstrong, Sihanouk Speaks
(New York: Walker and Company, 1964), 63.
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ally themselves with the Viet M i n h , if they were given no
other way to achieve their independence „■*"
Despite these arguments, Dulles felt that he could
not commit the United States to Cambodia's independence
at that time.

In the Secretary's opinion, the most im

portant goal in Indochina was the defeat of the. Viet Minh
communists.

Everything had to be sacrificed in order to

achieve that goal, even the "legitimate aspirations" of
the Cambodian people.

Dulles pleaded with Sihanouk to re

main in the French Union so as not to create more disunity
9
'
in Indochina.
According to Sihanouk, the Secretary con
cluded by saying:
In the name of my country, I promise you to force
France to give you complete independence as soon
as we have together beaten the Viet Minh, that
is to say communism.
This communism threatens
the freedom of us all.
Let us unite, first, to
crush it.
But in order to do that you absolutely
need the French.
If they leave Cambodia, you
will be immediately devoured by the Communists.
It will be the end of your dream of independ
ence. 3
This was Sihanouk's first encounter with American
Cold War diplomacy, and it left a rather sour taste in his
mouth--particularly for the Eisenhower administration and
its pretentions of being the savior of the "Free World."

^Mew York Times, April 19, 1953, p. 1.
^Armstrong,

63-65.

3Sihanouk, 4.
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The tendency, which Dulles typified, of the United States
to regard Cambodia, not as an independent country with its
own needs and ambitions, but as part of a vast dike to stop
the flow of communism in Southeast Asia, has been at the
root of many problems clouding the relations between the
two countries.
Following his visit to the United States, Sihanouk
returned to Phnom Penh, where, as is normally his practice,
he informed the Cambodian people of his actions.

Then, in

a move designed to force France to either fight Cambodia or
grant it immediate independence, Sihanouk exiled himself
to Thailand.

The Thai were less than enthusiastic in their

welcome, however, and according to Sihanouk, they treated
him in a manner unbecoming a k i n g .

Finding the Thai so

inhospitable, Sihanouk crossed the border into Battambang,
where he prepared to assemble his armed forces.

The reali

zation that it would soon have to fight yet another popular
guerrilla movement, led France to finally give in to all of
Sihanouk"s demands.

On November 9, 1953, the formal trans

fer of power took place in Phnom Penh, thus making Cambodia
the first Indochinese state to achieve its full independence.

^Bernard K. Gordon, The Dimensions of Conflict in
Southeast Asia (Englewood Cliffs:
Prentice-Hall, Inc.,
1966), 46-47.
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Sihanouk’s success in almost single-handedly ob
taining Cambodia's independence had an important effect
upon that country's domestic politics.

The traditional

tendency of the Khmer peasant to look towards the King as
being a diety was considerably strengthened by the reali
zation that Sihanouk himself had won independence for Cam
bodia.

Sihanouk's political opposition found that their

major complaint against the King— that he was a tool of the
French— had been disproven.

Dissident Khmer Issarak quickly

threw down their arms and surrendered when Sihanouk offered
them amnesty.

Even Son Ngoc Thanh was moved to say over his

clandestine radio in Thailand,

"I was mistaken about the

King in thinking him a tool of the French.
triot.

He is a pa

Sihanouk was astute enough to take advantage of

this new popularity to ensure that Son and the Democrats
would no longer be able to sabotage his domestic and foreign
policies.

Henceforth, Sihanouk effectively concentrated al

most all of the country's political power in his own hands.
Despite the fact that the French withdrawal from
Cambodia spared the country from the ravages of a prolonged
guerrilla war and gave its leaders their first taste of
independence since 1594, the withdrawal once again left

Quoted in United States Army Area Handbook for
Cambodia (Washington;
American University, Special Oper
ations Research Office, Foreign Areas Studies Division,
April 1963), 32,
Hereafter cited as U.EL A r m y .

Cambodia to the whims of its traditional enemies, the Thai
and the Vietnamese.

As I have already pointed out, the

protection offered by France had proven to be illusive as
early as 1941, when Thailand seized Battambang and Siem
Reap.

Although these two provinces were returned to Cam

bodia in 1947 through the Treaty of Washington, Thailand
had again demonstrated the bankrupcy of French protection
in 1949, when it seized without challenge the ancient
Cambodian temple of Preah Vihear in the Dangrek Mountains
along the frontier.
By far, however, the most impressive demonstration
of the inability of France to protect Cambodia came at the
hands of the Viet Minh.

Basically, the Viet Minh had two

main objectives in Cambodia.

The Human Relations Area File

monograph on Cambodia described these objectives as being
"a short range aim to keep lines of communications open" and
"a long-range aim to establish, if possible, a Communistdominated government in Cambodia that would be a sympathetic
supporter of the DRVN

(Democratic Republic of Viet-Nam) and

could eventually become a DRVN protectorate, as the

^For a legal history of this 20-year rivalry for
possession of the temple, see Maurice, Kelly, "Law Among
the Ruins," Far Eastern.Economic Review, LIV, No. 2
(October 13, 1966), 60-63.
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government had been a. Vietnamese protectorate prior to the
arrival of the French.
The first objective was strategically important to
the Viet Minh, because, prior to the establishment of com
munist control in southern China in 194.9, the Vietnamese
guerrillas obtained most of their arms and supplies from
sources in Thailand.

Cambodia was the area through which

most of these arms flowed.

Although efforts were made to

enlist the support of the Khmer Issarak in keeping these
lines of communication open , the Viet Minh soon found that
the Khmer guerrillas were less than enthusiastic about
supporting a Vietnamese movement, despite its pretentions
of fighting for the freedom of all of Indochina.

Indeed,

as the war progressed, increasing numbers of Khmer Issarak
fought the Viet Minh in order to minimize the amount of
Cambodian territory under their control.^
Unable to obtain sufficient support from the Khmer
Issarak, the task of keeping the lines of supply open fell
on the shoulders of the. Viet Minh, who distributed them
selves throughout most of Cambodia.

When China became their

^David J. Steinberg et a l ., Cambodia: Its People,
Its Society, Its Culture (New Haven: ,Human Relations Area
Files, Inc., 1957), 112.
Hereafter cited as HRAF, Cambodia.
^U.£. Army,. 365.
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chief source of supply in 1949, however, Cambodia's im
portance in the war diminished.

Thereafter, the Viet Minh

used Cambodia primarily as an area of decoy, hoping to tie
down French forces desperately needed in the more vital
fronts in Vietnam,
The relative peace which reigned in Cambodia during
that troubled period was used to great advantage by the
Viet Minh.

In May 1950, over 3,000 of their troops launched

an operation which secured Prey Veng province under their
control.

Shortly thereafter, the South Vietnam Zone Com

mand of the Viet Minh moved their headquarters into the
secured area to escape the uncertainties prevalent in south
ern Vietnam at the time.

This was soon followed by the

transfer of the. "bulk of the Viet Minh's regional commands"
to various parts of eastern Cambodia.
The Cambodian government adopted a rather ambiguous
policy towards the. Viet Minh.

Throughout the war, it seemed

to take, the position that the struggle was primarily one
between the French and the Vietnamese, and that the inter
ests of Cambodia would best be served by remaining aloof
from the conflict as much as possible..

One interesting

example of Cambodia1s reluctance to participate in the war
was the opposition of the National Assembly to sending Khmer

^HRAF, Cambodia, 113.
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soldiers to fight in the army, of the French Uni o n .

Re

portedly, the Assembly's main objection was the fear that
such a move would antagonize the Vietnamese and jeopardize
future relations with H o 1s government.^

It is important

to note, however, that the unwillingness of the Cambodian
government to fight the Viet Minh disappeared whenever
Cambodia herself was threatened.

Sihanouk. himself, for

example, personally led Cambodia's armies successfully
against the Viet Minh in April 1954, following a major
invasion of Stung Treng province.
As it became apparent that Sihanouk would succeed
in his efforts to negotiate independence, the Cambodian
government took steps to rid the country of the Viet Minh.
In addition to mounting military operations against their
eastern strongholds, the government attempted to persuade
the Viet Minh to leave Cambodia.

One such appeal was made

by Prime Minister Penn Nouth in September 1953:
You who operate in the Kingdom on the pretext
of helping our country to realize its independ
ence, I can tell you that we have obtained it
by our own m e a n s . While we are not Communists,
we have no quarrel with communism as long as it
does not seek to impose itself on us by force.^

•^Hammer, 256.

'

^Quoted in HRAF, Cambodia, 109.
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As might be. expected, this offer of neutrality, immediately
drew the ire of both France and the United States-

The

Viet Minh, however, ignored Penn Mouth's remarks and con
tinued their operations in Cambodia until the conclusion
of the Geneva Conference in July 1954.
The second objective of the Viet Minh, that is, the
creation of a communist government in Cambodia subservient
to the Vietnamese, began in 1949 with the establishment of
the Canvassing Committee for the Creation of a Revolutionary
Cambodian People's Party.

This was soon followed by the

introduction into Cambodia of several special units of the
Viet Minh, who were ordered to secure the provinces of
Kampot and Kompong Speu. as a future base of operations for
the proposed Cambodian Communist Party.

In 1950 a movement

under the over-all direction of Nguyen Thanh Son (Hanilakiri)
began to create a nation-wide network of Cadre Committees.
Following the creation of the Vietnamese Lao Dong
(Communist) Party in 1951, a parallel Cambodian People's
Party was established.

Shortly thereafter, in a conference

of the three Indochinese People's Parties, agreements were
reached which gave the Viet Minh the right to use Cambodia

1Ibid., 113.
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and Laos as sanctuaries and bases of supply.^

Immediately

following the conference, the Khmer Liberation Committee
declared;
The Vietnamese, Khmer and Lao peoples are now
united in the resistance against the common
enemy.
Their respective movements of resistance
are three coordinated parts of the movement for.
the liberation of Indochina.
The fates of the
three nations are tightly connected.2
The organization of the Cambodian-communist move
ment became complete in 1952, when the Cambodian Resistance
Government was established under the leadership of Son Ngoc
Minh, allegedly a half-brother of Son Ngoc Thanh.

The

rebel government was recognized by the Democratic Republic
of Vietnam and the Free Laotion Government, but by no other
3
country or government.
From the outset, it was obvious that the Cambodian
People's Party was but a front for the Viet Minh.

In the

first place, in and by itself, it was not a functioning
organization.^

Secondly, the Party's "very name and statutes

Joseph Buttinger, Vietnam;
Vol. II; Vietnam at War (New York;
1967), n. 60, 1055.
"Khmer Armed Resistance"
mittee, 1952), 14.

A Dragon Embattled,
Frederick A. Praeger,

(rup.:

Khmer Peace Com

3U.S. A r m y , 368.
^U.S., Department of State, World Strength of the
Communist Party Organizations (Washington;
Bureau of In
telligence and Research, Intelligence Report No. 4489 R-14,
January 1962), 85.
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were drafted in Vietnamese and h a d .to be translated into
C a m b o d i a n . T h i r d l y , most of the Party's members were
either Vietnamese or Khmer from Cochin-China, an area under
heavy Viet Minh influence since 1945.^

And finally, the

Lao Dong had issued a directive which stated t h a t ."the
Vietnamese Party retains a permanent right of supervision
over the activities of the fraternal Cambodian and Laotian
Parties."3
The fact that the Cambodian Resistance Government
was so obviously dominated by the Vietnamese was used ef
fectively by both the Royal Cambodian Government and the
Khmer Issarak in propaganda against the communists.

As

the result of being identified as a "Vietnamese puppet,"
the Cambodian communist party found virtually no support
among the native Khmer population.

The Viet Minh were per

sistent strategists, however, and they carried the issue of
the Cambodian Resistance Government to the Geneva Conference
on Indochina.
The Geneva Conference, it will be recalled, was
convened on May 8, 1954.

Participating were the governments

of the United States, France, Great Britain, the Soviet

-^HRAF, Cambodia, 113.
2Armstrong, 108.
York;

3Quoted in Frank N. Trager, Why Viet M a m ?
Frederick A. Praeger, 1966), 117.

(New

29
Union, the Chinese People's Republic, Cambodia, Laos, the
Republic of Vietnam and the Democratic Republic of Vietnam.
By May 8th, it was obvious that the French had lost the war
to the Viet Minh.

Indeed, the famous French bastion of

Dien Bien Phu fell on that very day.

The major problems

facing the participating governments w e r e , therefore, how
to disengage the French from Indochina and how to establish
a stable peace in the area.

Although Cambodia played a

minor role in the first problem she assumed great importance
in the second.
From the beginning of the negotiations, a major
dispute arose over whether the. Cambodian Resistance Govern
ment should be given a seat in the discussions.

Speaking

on behalf of their allies, the Viet Minh representative
tried to convince the delegates that the Resistance Govern
ment had played an important role in achieving Cambodia's
independence, and that it commanded the respect and alle
giance of a great many Cambodians.?

To.this the Cambodian

delegation--composed of Sam Sary, Tep Phan, and Nong Kimny—
replied that Cambodia had achieved its independence solely
through the efforts of the Royal Government and that the
Resistance Government had no legal standing whatsoever.^

I

Armstrong, 13.

^Smith, Cambodia's Foreign Policy, 62-63.
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The matter was finally resolved in late June, when Chou
En-lai "recognized the legitimacy of the Sihanouk govern
ment and acknowledged that it alone had obtained Cambodia1s
independence."

Soon thereafter, the Viet Minh dropped

their support of the Resistance Government.
The second major political issue at the conference
developed out of the Viet Minh's demand that a cease fire
be proceeded by a political settlement.

Chou En-lai, wor

ried lest Cambodia be incorporated into an American de
fensive alliance in Southeast Asia, supported the Viet Minh
position by demanding that Cambodia become a demilitarized
neutral.

After several weeks of bickering, the Soviet

Union, China and Great Britain, the three most active major
powers at the conference, agreed on a plan for Cambodia's
future.

According to Roger Smith, ■

Chou told Eden that he would guarantee with
drawal of Viet Minh troops from Cambodia and
Laos, and that China would recognize their
governments, provided that there were no American
bases established in their territories.
Eden
gave his unofficial assurance to Chou that the
three states would remain free of foreign mi l 
itary bases and agreed to the neutralization
of Cambodia and Laos as buffer states between
Vietnam and Thailand.
Their defense would be
assured by France within the French Uni o n , but
they would be prohibited from allying them
selves with other nations.^

-I b i d ., 63.
2Ibid., 65.
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On the night of July 20, Sir Anthony Eden and
Vyacheslav Molotov, co-chairman of the Conference, called
a meeting between the representatives of France, Cambodia
and the. Viet Minh to discuss the agreements which had, by
then, been largely worked out.

Taking advantage of the

fact that Mendes-France, the Premier of France, had threat
ened to resign if the Conference had not successfully ad
journed by July 20th, the Cambodian delegation categorically
refused to accept the agreements until certain demands,
believed to be consistent with Cambodia1s sovereignty and
essential to its security, were met.
Briefly, these demands were four in number.

First

of all, the Cambodian delegation refused to accept the
neutralization of their country and insisted upon its right
to enter into any military alliance consistent with the
principles embodied in the Charter of the United Nations.
They also demanded that Cambodia retain the right to acquire
such foreign military bases as might be vital to its na
tional security.

Secondly, the Cambodian government de

manded the right to receive arms and military personnel
through any port of entry in the country.

Thirdly, the

Cambodian representatives insisted that they receive prior
assurances that the Viet Minh would withdraw from Cambodia,
and that all communist dissident elements would be disarmed
and not allowed to regroup within Cambodia's borders.
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Finally, Cambodia, opposed the plan making, the activities
of the International Control Commission dependent upon a
special coordinating b o d y .^

Despite heated protests from

the Viet Minh over the first and third demands, Molotov
and the other delegates accepted the Cambodian terms.^
Cambodia and the. Viet Minh disagreed on another im»"
portant point during the last meeting of the Conference on
July 21st.

When asked by the Chairman, Mr. E d e n , to express

Cambodia's position on the Final Declaration, Tep Phan
stated that Cambodia had reservations about paragraphs 7,
1 1 , and 12 which '!stipulate respect for the territorial
integrity of Viet Nam."

He went on to say:

The Cambodian Delegation asks the Conference
to consider that this provision does not imply
the abandonment of such legitimate rights and
interests as Cambodia might assert with regard
to certain regions of South Viet Mam, about which
Cambodia has made express reservations, in par
ticular at the time...the French law which linked
Cochin-china to Viet Nam was passed.
Faithful
to the ideal of peace, and to the international
principle of non-interference, Cambodia has no
intention of interfering in the internal affairs
of the State of Viet Nam and associates herself
fully with the principle of respect for its in
tegrity, provided certain adjustments and regularisations be arrived at with regard to the

T

Teams of the International Control Commission
(I.C.C.), composed of representatives from Canada, Poland
and India, were assigned the task of ensuring that the
provisions of the Geneva Accords were carried out in each
Of the Indochinese countries.
^Smith, Cambodia1s Foreign Policy, 66-67.
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borders between this State, and Cambodia, borders
which so far have been fixed by a mere unilateral
act of France.1
The Cambodian delegate was here speaking of CochinChina, which had been given to the Republic of Vietnam (BaoD a i ’s Government)

in 1949 by France in an effort to create

a viable alternative to Ho Chi Minh's Democratic Republic.
Prior to this, Cochin-China had been administered as a
French colony and had not been brought into the "Vietnamese
administrative and cultural f o ld." ^
of Cochin-China was
of Annam in 1862.

As noted before, part

ceded to France following its defeat
In 1867, however, France moved to seize

the rest of Cochin-China, a large part of which remained
under Cambodian jurisdiction.

Although Cambodia protested

the seizure, France ignored the protest and went on to
develop the region as the area in which most of the French
economic interests in Indochina were concentrated.
When it became known in Cambodia that France was
going to give its Cochin-China colony to Vietnam, King
Norodom Sihanouk protested the decision on the grounds that

^Quoted from George McT. Kahin and John W. Lewis,
The United States in Vietnam (New York:
The Dial Press,
1967), Appendix II, 371.
2Ton That Thien, "Vietnam:
A Case of Social
Alienation," International Affairs, XLIII, No.. 3 (July
1967), 458.
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part of that territory legally belonged, to Cambodia.-*-

The

Cambodian government was also displeased about the transfer
because of possible Vietnamese discrimination against the
sizable Khmer minority living in the area.

It feared,

furthermore, that the Vietnamese would block Cambodian
shipping on the Mekong or close the port of Saigon to its
trade.

The last objection was quite important to Cambodia,

for the export of raw material, particularly rice and rubber,
had become an essential source of income for the country.
Just prior to the Second World War, for instance, Cambodia
was the third largest exporter of rice in the world and the
fifth largest exporter of rubber.^

Most of these exports

depended on the Mekong and the Saigon, port facilities for
their introduction into world markets.
Cambodia's persistance in these objectives was per
haps best explained by its representative to the Assembly
of the French Union in 1949.

Princess Yukanthor pointed

out that Cambodians were asking
...simply that our interests in Cochin-china
be considered before the attachment of Cochinchina [to Viet. NamJ, because we fear the

ipor a history of the protests from a Cambodian
point of view, see Memorandum by Cambodia on Her Ter
ritories in South Viet-Nam (Cochin-china) (Geneva:
Im
printer ie Gloor, 1954).
This document was distributed to
all the delegations at the Geneva Conference.
^U.S. Army, 323.
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imperialistic designs of Viet Nam and fear
that if the attachment of Cochin-china is made
without reservations in regard to Cambodian
interests f we will not be able to get these
concessions from Viet Nam.l
France refused to acknowledge the existence of these "in
terests" and went ahead with the transfer.
The attempt of Tep Phan to bring the matter of
Cambodia's interests, in Cochin-China to the attention of
the Geneva Conference was ruled out of order by Chairman
Eden, who stated,

"I do not think it is any part of the

task of this Conference to deal with any past controversies
in regard to the frontiers between Cambodia and Viet Nam."
Concurring with the position of Mr. Eden, Pham Van Dong, the
chief negotiator for the Viet Minh, said that he must make
"the most express reservations regarding the statement made
by the Delegation of Cambodia.. ... .,,.1 do this in the in
terests of good relations and understanding between our
two countries.
The importance of Pham Van Do n g 's statement becomes
apparent when it is noted that in 1945 the Democratic
Republic of Vietnam agreed to accept the boundaries between
Cambodia and Vietnam as they existed prior to the French
intervention.

According to Cambodian interpretation, this

^•Quoted in Hammer, 243.
^Quoted from Kahin and Lew i s , Appendix II, 372.
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meant that portions of Cochin-China belonged to Cambodia
The refusal of the DRVN to abide by its earlier agreement,
coupled with its. conduct during the war and at the Geneva
Conference, convinced Cambodian leaders that North Vietnam
was determined to continue the traditional. Vietnamese policy
of nibbling away at Cambodia's territory.
Despite the confrontations with China and North
Vietnam, of the three Indochinese states, Cambodia un
doubtedly emerged from the Conference the best prepared to
face the problems of international competition.

Its in

dependence had been obtained through negotiations prior to
the other states, and it had suffered relatively little
war damage.

By and large, its people had overwhelmingly

demonstrated their support of King Norodom Sihanouk, an
unusually gifted leader.

Unlike the other Indochinese

states, the Geneva Accords did not restrict Cambodia's
sovereignty or divided its territory.

The Accords also

stipulated that the dissident elements in the country would
be disarmed and not allowed to regroup, thus preventing
the establishment of a base of future subversion.

And

finally, Cambodia gained the respect of the world powers,
many of whom extended recognition following the Conference,
by demonstrating its diplomatic skill during the nego
tiations at Geneva.

^-Memorandum by Cambodia on Her Territories... ., 6.

THE EMERGENCE OF NEUTRALITY, .1954-1959
Following the Geneva Conference, Sihanouk adopted
as his major foreign policy guideline,

"an unshakable de

termination not to allow expansionist neighbors-— who in the
course of the past five centuries have reduced Cambodian
territory to its most elementary expression--to take pos
session of the smallest bit of our territory.""**

Although

no immediate threat was anticipated it did appear likely
that the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRVN) would attempt
to establish political hegemony over Cambodia following the
expected unification of Vietnam under its control in 1956.
The Cambodian government based this conclusion on three
major considerations.
In the first place, the Viet Minh, the military arm
of the DRVN, had operated freely within Cambodia and without
regard to her independence during the French Indochina War,
despite the offer by Cambodian officials to remain neutral
in the conflict if they would evacuate their forces.

2

The

most impressive demonstration of DRVN's contempt for

T
Quoted in Bernard K. Gordon, "Cambodia: Where
Foreign Policy Counts," Asian Survey, V, No. 9 (September
,1965), n., 434,
^HRAF, Cambodia, 109.
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Cambodian sovereignty. occured in April 1954, five months
after the country achieved its independence, when the. Viet
Minh launched a major offensive into the northeastern
provinces.

Although the primary purpose of the invasion

was probably to draw French forces away from the crucial
battle of Dien Bien Phu, it could also be interpreted as
an attempt to establish a stronger bargaining position
over the fate of Cambodia at the Conference convening in
Geneva the next month.

Whatever its purpose, and the Cam

bodian government assumed the worst, it established a
dangerous precedent for a direct Viet Minh invasion of
Cambodia.
As pointed out in the first chapter, Cambodia also
distrusted the DRVN because of that government's continuous
efforts at Geneva to have the Khmer Resistance Government
seated as a representative of the Cambodian people.

It

will be recalled that the Resistance Government had from
the outset been a virtual creation of the Vietnamese Lao
Dong party.

The other Viet Minh demands, namely that Cam

bodia be neutralized, that her claims to Cochin-China not
be considered, and that her dissident elements be allowed
to regroup before disarming, all seemed part of a plan to
weaken Cambodia's resistance to eventual domination by the
Vietnamese communists.
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Finally,, the Cambodian government feared the strong
Viet Minh influence among the. Vietnamese minority in Cam
bodia itself, which numbered at that time about 300,000.^
Although the April 1954 invasion, by destroying the popu
lar myth that the Viet Minh were fighting merely for their
national independence, had largely eliminated any support
native Khmer might have extended to the Vietnamese guer
rillas, the Cambodian government was well aware of the strong
support many Vietnamese in Cambodia had given the Viet Minh
during the war.

These Vietnamese would pose a considerable

subversive threat in the event of a Viet Minh offensive.
The fact that an estimated 4,000-5,000 Viet Minh had merged
with the surrounding Vietnamese population, instead of
evacuating the country as the Accords had stipulated, seemed
at the time to give further substance to the Cambodian
fears.

o
Cambodia's position was made even more perilous by

the fact that Communist China had seemingly thrown its full
support behind Ho's government.

This had been evident to

the Khmer representatives at Geneva, where the Chinese
delegation had on every occasion backed the Viet M i n h 's
demands for a weakened Cambodia.

Unable to neutralize the

^Based on figures found in Ibid. , Table 2, 31..
2U.S. A r m y ,. 371.
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Khmer kingdom, the. Chinese steadfastly refused to accept
the Accords until they received the unofficial assurances
of Anthony Eden that Cambodia would not become part of an
American military alliance in Southeast Asia.^

The fact

that, during the Indochina War, the Chinese Communists had
recruited cadres and collected taxes from among the 275,000
Chinese in Cambodia was seen as further proof that the
Chinese People's Republic did not intend to be perfectly
Circumspect in its dealings with Phnom

Peah.^

Russia, too, had shown herself to be in favor of a
neutralized Cambodia during the Geneva Conference.

The

fact that Molotov backed down on this demand at the last
moment was not so much a reflection of the Soviet Union's
respect for Cambodia's sovereignty, as it was an indication
of Molotov's own weariness over the prolonged negotiations.^
In view of what appeared to be a highly probable
attempt by the DRVN to expand its control over all of Indo
china, Cambodia turned to the United States for security
through a bilateral defense treaty.

According to high

American and Cambodian government officials, the treaty
was to provide for American intervention in the event of
any .unprovoked attack upon Cambodia.

In exchange, the

^Smith, Cambodia's Foreign Policy, 66.
^U.S. Army, 365.
3Smith, Cambodia1s Foreign Policy, 66.
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government was to. make available military bases to the
United States should North Vietnamese troops advance into
South Vietnam.

As an alternative p l a n , Cambodia suggested

that she be included as a member in the Southeast Asian
regional defense organization then being considered by the

.

American government.^
Although committed to the containment of communism
in Southeast Asia,^ and generally in favor of the Cambodian
suggestions,^ the United States was unable to respond af
firmatively to either request.
enced that decision.

A number of factors influ

In the first place, the frustrations

over the Korean War stalemate were still fresh in the minds
of Congress and the American people, and neither were dis
posed to accept any definite unilateral commitment of
America# forces in Asia.^

Secondly, such a treaty would

have offended the French, who prefered to maintain the
dominant Western influence in Cambodia, at a time when
Franco-American relations were already strained over the

-*-Zoltan M. Szaz, "Cambodia's Foreign Policy," Far
Eastern Survey, XXIV (October 1955), 154.
2Smith,

Cambodia1s Foreign Policy, 69.

3John Foster Dulles, "The Threat of a Red Asia,"
Department of State Bulletin, XXX, No. 772 (April 12, 1954),
540.
^Szaz, 154.
^Ibid.
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refusal- of the French Parliament to join the European De
fense Community.-*■

Thirdly, the United States did not want

to disregard Ed e n ’s assurances to Chou En-lai that Cambodia
would not become a member of a pro-Western military al
liance .^

Finally, the United States, already heavily com

mitted to the support of Diem in South Vietnam, decided
that Cambodia's security was not in immediate danger and,
in any case, could be adequately guaranteed by the pro
tection extended by SEATO.^
The confidence of the United States in the ability
of SEATO to protect Cambodia against any communist aggres
sion stemmed from a Protocol attached to the September 1954
Manila Treaty.^

The Protocol provided that "the States of

Cambodia and Laos and the free territory under the juris
diction of the State of Vietnam" would be applicable to the
purposes and provisions'of Article IV of the Treaty.
Article IV reads as follows:

^Ibid.
^Smith, Cambodia8s Foreign Policy , 69.
3ibid.
^The text of the Southeast Asia Collective Defense
Treaty can be found in Marvin E. Gettleman (ed.), Viet M a m :
History, Documents, and Opinions on a Major World Crisis
(New York:
Fawcett Publications, Inc., 1965), 92-96.
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1.

2.

3.

Each Party recognizes that aggression by
means of armed attack in the treaty area
against any of the Parties or against any
State or territory which the Parties by
unanimous agreement may hereafter designate,
would endanger its own peace and safety,
and agrees that it will in that event act
to meet the common danger in accordance
with its constitutional processes....
If, in the opinion of any of the Parties,
the inviolability or the integrity of the
territory or the sovereignty or political
independence of any Party in the treaty
area or of any other State or territory to
which the provisions of paragraph 1 of this
Article from time.to time apply is threat
ened in any way other than by armed attack
or is affected or threatened by any fact
or situation which might endanger the peace
of the area, the Parties shall consult im
mediately in order to agree on the measures
which should be taken for the common defense.
It is understood that no action on the ter
ritory of any State designated by unanimous
agreement under paragraph 1 of this Article
or on any territory so designated shall be
taken except at the invitation or with the
consent of the government concerned.
Despite the certainty of the United States that Cam

bodia's security would be adequately guaranteed by SEATO,
the Cambodian government entertained certain doubts.

In

the first place, the treaty did not automatically protect
Cambodia from externally directed subversion.

Article IV,

paragraph 2 of the Manila Treaty stipulated that under such
circumstances, the parties to the treaty would consult to
determine the action to be taken for the common defense.
Noting the reluctance of the United States to come to the
aid of France during the crucial battle of Dien Bien Phu
because of British opposition, the Cambodian government
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feared that a similar situation might arise when their own
security was endangered.^
A second weakness in SEATO was the stated unwilling
ness of the United States to intervene in non-communist
inter-regional conflicts.

Attached to the Manila Treaty

was the following reservation:
The United States of America in executing the
present Treaty does so with the understanding
that its recognition of the effect of aggres
sion and armed attack and its agreement with
reference thereto in Article IV, paragraph 1,
apply only to communist aggression but affirms
that in the event of other aggression or armed
attack it will consult under the provisions of
Article IV, paragraph 2.2
Although originally included to insure that the United
States would not become involved in the Pakistani-Indian
O

conflict,

the "understanding" also had the effect of pre

venting SEATO action on a Thai or South Vietnamese attack
against Cambodia.

A number of incidents had proven to the

Cambodian government that such an attack was possible.
Thailand, for instance, had refused to discuss the
ownership of Preah Vihear since its seisure by Thai forces
in 1949.

Although the Buddhist temple was insignificant in

-1-Smith,

Cambodia1s Foreign Policy, 72.

^My emphasis.
^Miriam S. Farley, United States Relations with
Southeast Asia, with Special Reference to Indochina, 19501955 (New York"; American Institute of Pacific Relations,
1955), 48.
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itself, it quickly assumed a great deal of symbolic, value
to Cambodia because it overlooked territory traditionally
sought after by. the Thai.

In addition, the disrespect

shown to Sihanouk in Bangkok during his self-imposed exile
in 1953, and the open support given to Son Ngoc Thanh during
his insurrection, had proven to many Cambodians that Thai
land had not lost its traditional disregard for Khmer po
litical independence.1
South Vietnam had also demonstrated a traditional
Vietnamese desire to dominate the Khmer kingdom.

Perhaps

the first major indication of this came during the con
ference of August-December 1954, called by France, South
Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia to dissolve the French Indochina
economic ties established by the Pau Agreements of 1950.
During the 1954 conference. South Vietnam refused to accept
Cambodia's suggestion that the Mekong River be inter
nationalized and that the Saigon dock facilities, through
which the bulk of Cambodia's and Laos' foreign trade passed,
be administered by a system of tripartite control.

South

Vietnam certainly had a legal right to veto the suggestion,
but the Cambodian government interpreted the refusal as
evidence that the South Vietnamese wanted to maintain their
potential economic strangle-hold o v e r 'Cambodia's

^Leifer, 15,
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international t r a d e . S a i g o n ’s refusal to release a con
siderable portion of Cambodia's share of common Indochinese
funds held in. Vietnamese banks, and its refusal to hand
over Phnom Penh's percentage

(22%) of Saigon custom re

ceipts, further added to the animosity existing between
the two governments.^
The refusal of the United States to sign.a bilateral
defense treaty and the uncertainties inherent in SEATO's
umbrella of protection, led the Cambodian government to
conclude that a pro-Western alignment was not necessarily
in their country's best interests.

While Cambodian offi

cials were debating the pros and cons of various foreign
policies, Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru of India came to
Phnom Penh in November 1954 to visit King Norodom Sihanouk.
During their conversations, Nehru suggested that Cambodia
adopt a policy of neutrality in the Cold War.

At the time,

Nehru believed that the best way to prevent a nuclear con
frontation between the United States and Russia was to have
as many nations as possible adopt a non-aligned foreign
policy.

In this way, the Super Powers would always be

presented with a number of alternatives to global war.
With such a policy, furthermore, countries like Cambodia

^Michael Leifer, "Cambodia and Her Neighbors,"
Pacific Affairs, XXXIV, No. 4 (Winter 1961-1962),. 368.
2Fall, 218.
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would have more influence in world affairs than would other
wise be possible. -*• Nehru summarized his philosophy of
international relations in the famous Pancha Shila, or
Five Principles;

mutual respect for others' territorial

integrity and sovereignty, non-aggression, non-interference
in others' internal affairs, equality and mutual benefit,
and peace co-existence.^
Nehru also let it be known that, if Cambodia did
adopt neutrality, India would include the kingdom in its
sphere of influence because of their close cultural affin
ities.
'

This suggestion appealed to Sihanouk, Who felt that
.

‘

v

India might provide a useful counter-balance to China.

3

Although Cambodia had been considering neutrality
as early as September 1 9 5 3 and Sihanouk himself had re
cently spoken highly of its advantages,^ Nehru's visit

^See Nehru's speech before the Political Committee
at Bandung on April 22, 1955.
George McTi K a h i n , The AsianAfrican Conference, Bandung, Indonesia, April 1955 (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 1956), 64-72.
2See "Joint Statement by the Prime Ministers of
India and China Issued in New Delhi, June 28, 1954," G, V.
Ambekar and V. D. Divekar (eds.), Documents on China's
Relations with South and Southeast A s i a , 1949-1962 (Bombay:
Allied Publishers Private, Ltd., 1964), d. 2, 7-8.
3Szaz, 156.

,

^HRAF, Cambodia, 109.
3Smith, Cambodia's Foreign Policy, 73.
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seemed to have, been the. deciding factor in the Cambodian
government's. decision to adopt neutrality, as its foreign
policy.1
The official declaration of neutrality was announced
by Premier Penn Nouth in December 1954.

In his message,

the Prime Minister noted that Cambodia would continue to
welcome aid from both the United States and France, but
warned that his government would not sign

agreements com

promising Cambodia's freedom of action in foreign affairs.^
Significantly, Cambodia's neutrality at this junc
ture implied no more than an unwillingness to ally with the
pro-Western.bloc.

There was no attempt to balance Western

influence with that of the Communists.^

Indeed, because of

the Cambodian belief that North Vietnam was their most im
mediate enemy, SEATO, with all its imperfections, remained
the "cornerstone" of Cambodian-American relations.^
There were also important domestic factors which in
fluenced Sihanouk's decision to adopt neutrality.

Although

the bulk of the insurrectionists had been integrated into

1Michael Leifer, "Cambodia and SEATO," International
Journal, XVII (Spring 1962), 126.
2

Smith, Cambodia's Foreign Policy, 73-74.

3Ibid., 76-77.
1-

^Szaz, 154.
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Cambodian society, by. November 1954 ,.■*• the Democratic Party
had actively criticized the government for its attempts to
join an American military alliance.

Such an alliance, they

claimed, would compromise Cambodia's newly won independ
ence.^

According to certain high Cambodian government

officials, Sihanouk believed that a declaration of neu
trality would eliminate the touchy issue of foreign policy
from the National Assembly elections scheduled for the
summer of 1955.^
It wds of the utmost importance to Sihanouk that
the Democrats be defeated during that election, because an.
Assembly dominated by their representatives would almost
certainly result in the same political instability charactistic of Cambodian politics prior to Sihanouk's assump
tion of martial law in January 1953.

Yet, as election day

approached, it became increasingly apparent that the Demo
crats, unopposed by any major rival political party, wbuld
sweep the polls.
As King, Sihanouk's hands were virtually tied.
elections could not be called off, both because he had
promised the people that they would be held, and because

^Ibid., 153.
2Smith, Cambodia1s Foreign Policy, 76.
3Ibid.

The
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they had been provided for by the Geneva Accords =

Although

Sihanouk's own popularity had been dramatically demonstrated
in February, when a plebiscite was held to determine whether
he had properly handled the State's affairs during the
period of the Royal Mandate,

Sihanouk was unable to par

ticipate directly in the election campaign because of the
traditional Khmer belief that the King is sacred and, there
fore, above the "dirty" business of politicing.
was caught in a difficult dilemma.

Sihanouk

If he chose to partici

pate in the campaign, he would destroy the sacred nature of
the Throne, which had proven to be an essential element of
national unity during the "Crusade for Independence."

On

the other hand, if he chose to preserve the Throne's im
munity from political attack by not participating, the
Democrats would win the election almost by default.

Given

these choices, Sihanouk characteristically chose a third:
he abdicated on March 2, 1955, and turned the Throne over
to his father, Norodom Suramarit.
Shortly thereafter, Samdech (or Prince)

Sihanouk,

as he then became popularly k n o w n , formed his own political
party, the Sangkum Reastr Niyum (People's Socialist Com
munity) .

According to Michael Leifer, Sangkum was '!not a

political party modeled on Western lines, but a mass

•*"Out of the 927,000 votes cast, 925,000 supported
the K i n g . U.S. A r m y , 20.
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movement which, besides serving as a personal following o f ”
Sihanouk, sought ”to include within its compass all facets
of Khmer opinion in an attempt to moderate and channel contention,"

Since Sihanouk's own popularity did not diminish

with his abdication, the major slogan of the new party was
"a vote for Sangkum is a vote for Sihanouk."

After launch

ing the Sangkum on an intensive campaign to defeat the Demo
crats, Sihanouk left Cambodia to visit Nehru in New Delhi
and to attend the famous Afro-Asian Conference in Bandung,
Indonesia.
Sihanouk's visit to New Delhi and Bandung proved to
be important turning points in his concept of foreign
policy.

Prior to these important meetings, Sihanouk had

been of the opinion that Cambodia's most immediate enemies
were North Vietnam and China.

During the course of con

versations with Nehru, Chou En-lai and Pham Van Dong, how
ever, Sihanouk began to see that peaceful co-existence with
his communist neighbors was a possibility.
Up until 1955, Communist China had pursued a policy
of competing with the governments of Southeast Asia for the
loyality of the 9.5 million overseas Chinese living in the

^Michael Leifer, "Cambodia:
In Search of Neu
trality," Asian Survey, III, No. 1 (January, 1963), 55.
2Devillers, 155.
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area.^

Understandably, Southeast Asian governments were

quite concerned over the intentions of their traditional
suzereign,

Sihanouk brought this question into the open

during the first session of the Bandung Conference,^
attended by ranking representatives from Afghanistan, Burma,
Cambodia, Ceylon, Communist China, India, Indonesia, Iran,
Ifaq, Japan, Jordan, Laos, Lebanon, Nepal, Pakistan, the
Philippines, Saudi Arabia, South Vietnam, Syria, Thailand,
North Vietnam, Yemen, Egypt, Ethiopia, the Gold Coast,
Liberia, Libya, and the Sudan.
In answer to the concern expressed by Sihanouk,
Chou En-lai promised in a major speech before the Political
Committee on April 23rd that his country planned to follow
a policy of "abstinence from interference or intervention
in the internal affairs" of Cambodia. ^

in addition to that

statement, and Chou's public assurances that China would
base all of its foreign relations on the five principles of
peaceful co-existence, the Chinese Premier privately assured

^George W. Skinner, "Overseas Chinese in Southeast
Asia," The Annals of the American Academy of Political and
Social Studies, CCCXXI (January 1959), 136.
^Kahin, The Asian-African Conference...., 13.
^See "Speech Delivered by M r .‘Chou En-lai Before the
Political Committee of the Bandung Conference, April 23,
1955," Ambakar and Divakar, d. 6, 16-21.
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Sihanouk that his. country had no hostile intentions and
desired only friendly relations with Cambodia.^

During the

same private conversation, Sihanouk also received assur
ances from Premier Pham Van Dong that North Vietnam would
not invade or intervene in his country.^
The assurances made by Chou En-lai were especially
important from Sihanouk's point of view, because he realized
that a friendly China might be a useful check on any future
Vietnamese or Thai expansions at Cambodia's expense.

In

exchange for Chou's assurances, Sihanouk affirmed his coun
try's determination not to join an American military alli
ance, nor to permit American military bases on its territory.
According to Roger Smith, this frank exchange of views and
assurances at Bandung convinced Sihanouk for the first time
that a 11normalization of relations between Cambodia and her
Communist neighbors was possible.^
Returning from the Conference in late April, Sihanouk
found himself embroiled in a domestic debate over a military
aid agreement scheduled to be signed with the United States
in May.

The amount of aid was rather limited--$27.2

•*-Kahin, The Asian-African Conference. . . . , 15.
2Ibid., 26.

'

2Smith, Cambodia's Foreign Policy, 80.
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million-1- but, as required under the 1951 Mutual Security
Act, Cambodia had agreed to "make, consistent with its
political and economic stability, the full contribution
permitted by its manpower, resources, facilities, and gen
eral economic condition to the development and maintenance
of its own defensive strength and the defensive strength
of the free w o r l d . Although Sihanouk had been able to
convince Chou En-lai that the agreement did not constitute
a military alliance, ^ the Democrats attempted to use the
above statement as proof that the Sihanouk government had
sold the country to the Americans.^

With the help of a

government decree making it a crime to express such criti
cisms, however, Sihanouk managed to completely dispel this
objection to his foreign policy.

With his active support,

the Sangkum went on to win every seat in the National
A s sembly, ^ effectively eliminating the Democrats'

influ

ence over political affairs and thereafter becoming "the

1Smith, "Cambodia," Governments and Politics of
Southeast A s i a , table 5, 668.
2Quoted in Smith, Cambodia1s Foreign Policy, 81.
•^Leifer, International Journal., XVII, 127.
^ Smith, Cambodia's Foreign Policy, 84.
^Out of 761,958 votes cast, the Sangkum received
630,625; the Democrats 93,919; the (Communist) Pracheachon
29,509; and the Liberals 5,488.
Devillers, 154.

55
sole path to governmental and legislative o f f i c e . I t

is

interesting to n o t e , however, that the determined effort
by the Cambodian government to dispel any thought that the
agreement constituted a military alliance was in marked
contrast to the position taken by the government in August
1954, when it was virtually "clamoring for such an alli
ance. "2
The strong reaction of the Cambodian people to the
military aid agreement prompted Sihanouk to take definite
steps to demonstrate the sincerity of his government's
policy of neutrality.

Immediately following the elections,

Sihanouk contacted various communist countries about the
possibility of their extending aid and recognition to Cambodia.

Then, in September, he issued a declaration in

which he explicitly rejected the protection offered by
SEATO.^

The next important step was taken at the second

National Congress— a uniquely Cambodian "town-hall meeting"
in which government officials and citizens openly debate
political and judicial matters--held in Phnom Penh in
December.

During that meeting, Sihanouk reaffirmed his

^Leifer, Asian Survey, III, No. 1, 55.
o
*
zSzaz, 155.
^Herz, 126.
^Smith, Cambodia's Foreign Policy, 85.
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country's neutrality and successfully urged the adoption
of a resolution giving the government the authority to
accept aid "from any quarter, provided that it does not
prejudice the sovereignty and the neutrality of the King- ,
dom.
As the result of these and similar actions, Sihanouk
was able to summarize his country's foreign policy in early
1956 as one which "will adapt itself essentially to the
circumstances and events of the world and to the position
which will be taken in our regard by the various powers."

2

Shortly thereafter, he made his policy even more explicit;
"We are neutralists, we will fight communists only if they
attack u s ."^
As might be expected, Sihanouk's statements were
met with little enthusiasm by pro-Western powers, par
ticularly those in Southeast Asia.

This first became evi

dent during Sihanouk's visit to the Philippines in February
1956.

Although the purpose of his visit was ostensibly to

explain Cambodia's foreign policy, Sihanouk found himself
subject, in the words of the not always reliable Philippine
press, to "a movement to impel the neutral state into the

^Quoted in Ibid., 85-86.
^Quoted in Ibid., 8 6 .
^quoted in Leifer, International Journal, XVII, 129.
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East-West fight, ”■*- Despite these pressures, one of which,
according to Sihanouk, came from a Philippine guest in his
own entourage, the Cambodian Prince carefully reafirmed
his country's position.

In a speech before the Philippine

National Congress, Sihanouk stated:
...neutrality is not only the result of Geneva.
It is not occasional.
For it likewise answers
the feelings and deep convictions of the Khmer
people, who has learned in the course of the
last four years to mistrust the quarrels of
the great and rely mainly upon [his^ own self.
But the fact that we are neutral does not mean
that we are simple-minded to the extent of being
lured by the amiabilities of Communist govern
ments towards us... . . fjrhef neutral policy that
we practice deprives the Communists of any sub
ject of complaint against us, or of any pretext
at intervention.2
During his speech, Sihanouk also explained that
Bandung had been a major turning point in his country's
attitude towards China.

He then added:

...so long as the feelings of the government
of communist China are not belied by some change
I cannot as the present leader of a people which
has indicated its desire to be neutral (a Small
people of only five million inhabitants), rebuff
the friendship of the leader of a people of six
hundred million.3

^Manila Chronicle, February 1, 1958, quoted in
Smith, Cambodia's Foreign Policy, 92.
^Quoted in Russell H. Fifield, The Diplomacy of
Southeast Asia, 1945-1958 (New York:
Harper & Brothers,
1958), 393-94.
3Quoted in Leifer, International Journal, XVII,
129,
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The true statesman that he is, however, Sihanouk was quick
to point out that, despite Cambodia's decision to accept
friendly relations with the communists, he intended "to
closely cooperate with countries who have the same demo^cratic and social ideals, the same aspirations for justice,
liberty and well-being of the masses."
he said,

And "this ideal,"

"is precisely that of the Philippines.
Following his visit to the Philippines, Sihanouk

traveled to Peking where he received a warm welcome by
Chou En-lai, and later by Mao Tse-tung himself.

While in

Peking, Prince Sihanouk made an important declaration in
which he again rejected the protection "automatically" ex
tended to Cambodia by SEATO. . He went on to announce that
his country was willing to establish direct relations with
the Chinese government, and that his people would welcome
increased economic and cultural relations with the people
of China.^
As a result of this trip, Cambodia became the first
non-communist country to receive Chinese economic aid.

The

agreement between the two governments was signed in Peking
on June 21, 1956, and provided for the granting of $22.4

^Quoted in Fifield, 394.
2Smith, Cambodia1s Foreign Policy, 95.
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million in equipment, construction material and merchandise.
The communique accompanying, the signing of. the agreement
concluded;
This aid is based on the five principles of
mutual respect for territorial integrity and
sovereignty, non-aggression, non-interference
in internal affairs, equality and mutual benefit
and peaceful co-existence.
The aid from China
is not subject to any condition.
The protocol
on the application of the agreement on economic
aid stipulates that the Royal Cambodian Govern
ment may use as it sees fit, equipment, construc
tion material and merchandise of any nature
given to Cambodia by China.
The Chinese Govern
ment will not intervene or exercise any control.
The talks proceeded in an atmosphere of
friendship, sincerity, and mutual understanding.
The signing of the agreement on economic aid and
the protocol on the application of the agreement
between the Government of the People's Republic
of China and the Royal Cambodian Government is
a concrete expression of the resolution and
spirit of economic co-operation of the AsianAfrican Conference and embodies the desire for
mutual support and assistance between the two
countries. This fact contributes not only to
strengthening the friendly relations between
China and Cambodia, but equally to promoting the
cause of Asian and world peace.
It is important to note that Sihanouk was not
flirting with the idea of adopting the communist system
to his own country.

He made this clear upon his arrival

at the Phnom Penh airport in late February.
In a Communist country, the people work without
respite day and night in the factories and on the

^See ”Joint Communique Issued by the Governments of
China and Cambodia on the Question of Economic Aid to Cam
bodia, June 22, 1956," Ambekar and Divekar, d. 108, 314-15.
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construction sites.; teams of workers .succeed each
other one after another.
Women and old people
cannot remain inactive.
Over there, human life
is of little importance....Cambodia is faithful
to the worship of Buddhism? it is thus impossible
for it to accept such a regime. You can thus be
entirely assured on this point.
Let us content
ourselves with the present regime of our coun
try .1
Sihanouk's visit to Peking was, however, an indi
cation that a new phase of neutrality had been adopted.
Prior to Bandung and the domestic uproar over the U. S.
military aid agreement, Cambodia's neutrality had been
characterized in the main by its refusal to be drawn into
the pro-Western bloc.

The China visit was one of the first

important Steps taken in a new policy designed to actively
balance Western influence in Cambodia with that of the
Communists.
Never at ease even with the first style of neu
trality, Thailand and South Vietnam, who were deeply at
tached to the American effort to contain communism in South
east Asia, reacted to Sihanouk's visit by closing their
borders with Cambodia.

Actually, the confrontation had

been long in the making.

The issue over the Thai occupation

of Preah Vihear had never been resolved, and in February
1956, shots had been exchanged between Thai and Khmer pa
trols in the region.

Thailand had also been angered that

^Quoted in HRAF, Cambodia, 158.
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same month over Sihanouk1s refusal to. permit SEATO planes
to fly over Cambodia during military exercises;

the Cam

bodian government, of course, was equally insulted over the
idea that Thailand could even make such a request.-*-

In

addition, Son Ngoc Thanh had continued his subversive oper
ations against Sihanouk’s government from bases in Thailand.
As a result of these incidents, the newspapers of each
country became involved in a duel to see which could best
insult the other's leaders, a fact which certainly did not
contribute to the friendship between the two peoples.^
Under Ngo Dinh Diem, the South Vietnamese govern
ment gained enough strength to pose a challenge of its own
to Cambodia.

In November 1955 a number of Vietnamese

soldiers landed on some Cambodian islands in the Gulf of
Siam and confiscated several Khmer fishing vessels.

The

Cambodian government reacted immediately to the incident,
because it interpreted the Vietnamese action as being an
indication that Saigon wanted to extend its control over
the islands.

Although small in size and of minor economic

importance, they did control the access to the port of
Sihanoukville, Cambodia's sole outlet to international trade

^heifer, Cambodia:

The Search for Security, 75.

^For an excellent example of how bitter the press
attacks can be between the two governments, see Cambodia
News, VI, No. 2 (March 2, 19.63) , and Ibid. , No. 14 (August .
8 , 1963).
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not dependent upon its neighbors.

The other outlets .were

the Mekong River, controlled by the. Vietnamese at Saigon,
and the Phnom Penh-'Bangkok railroad, controlled by the Thai.
When the International Control Commission, to whom the Cam
bodian government first protested, proved unable to resolve
the incident, Cambodia

reasserted its claims to Cochin-

China .
The Cambodian government also took the opportunity
to. protest the treatment accorded the 300,000-500,000 Khmer
living in South Vietnam.

Cambodian leaders have always

pitied these kinsmen, called Khmer Krom in Cambodia, and
in a pamphlet later distributed at the United Nations, the
Cambodian government severly criticized the South Vietnamese
for carrying out "a systematic racial policy... implemented
with the obvious intention of eventually eliminating all
traces likely to testify to the Cambodian character of the
Cochin-China

t e r r i t o r y .

interestingly enough, supporters

of the Saigon regime have pointed to the assimulative
policies as being one of the major accomplishments of the
South Vietnamese government.

^Deifer, Cambodia:

3

The Search for Security, 95-96.

Cochin-China, Cambodian Territory (New York: Per
manent Mission-of Cambodia to the United Nations, n.d.), 8 .
3
Joseph Buttinger, "The Ethnic Minorities in the
Republic of Vietnam," Problems of Freedom:
South Vietnam
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South Vietnam, in turn, criticized the Cambodian
government for the discrimination practiced against Viet
namese nationals.^

The Diem government was also displeased

over Cambodia's granting of asylum to many of its political
enemies,

2

and over Phnom Penh's refusal to exchange diplo-

matic recognition.

3

The underlying problem insofar as South

Vietnam was concerned, however, was the fact that Cambodia
was hot aligning with the West.

From Saigon's point of

view, Cambodia was not a neutral haven, but a potential
communist lair.
Since Thailand shared this view, both countries
decided to close their borders with Cambodia.

It was hoped

that the blockade, by depriving Cambodia of the international
trade it needed for the stabilization of its economy, would
either force Sihanouk to change his policy to one more in
line with that of his pro-Western neighbors, or lead to the
collapse of his government.

Since Independence, ed. Wesley R. Fishel
Free Press of Glencoe, Inc., 1961), 99.

(New York:

1Leifer, Pacific Affairs, XXXIV, No. 4, 369.
^Buttinger, Vietnam:
888-89; n. 92, 1112.

The
.

A Dragon Embattled, II,

^Bernard B. Fall, "Cambodia's International Posi
tion," Current History, XL, No. 235 (March 1961), 167.
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Although the Thai and the South Vietnamese failed in
their objectives,- one result of the confrontation was the
partial, estrangement between Cambodia and the United Statesr
a country not directly involved in the crisis.

During the

early stages of the -confrontation, the Cambodian government
sought unsuccessfully to obtain the good offices of the
United States to resolve the difficulties with its neigh
bors.^"

The United States chose to remain officially silent

on the matter r thereby creating the impression in Cambodia
that it approved of the pressures being exerted upon the
Khmer economy.

Even more damaging to Cambodian-American re

lations was the fact that, at the same time as the imposi
tion of the blockade by Thailand and South Vietnam, aid im
ports from the United States were suddenly cut off.

Although

an American embassy official on the scene insisted that the
action was taken independently of the crisis and only because
the Cambodian government had itself suspended the program,^
Sihanouk immediately reacted by delivering a number of
speeches in which he condemned the United States "condi
tional" aid and its interference in Cambodia's internal af
fairs. ^

Relations between the two governments became

IIbid.
2Herz, 128,

-

^Leifer, Cambodia: The Search for Security, 7 6 ;
Herz, 128-130; Smith, Cambodia.' s Foreign Policy, 97-98.
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so strained during, this period that Secretary of State John
F. Dulles was compelled to write a letter to Cambodian
Foreign Minister Nong Kimny outlining American policy visvis Cambodia.

His letter, dated April 18, is an excel

lent statement of this policy and is, therefore, included
*1
in its entirety.
DEAR MR, FOREIGN MINISTER:
I am disturbed to
learn that recent statements from various quar
ters have given increasing publicity to alle
gations that the United States.has been attempt
ing to coerce Cambodia into the SEATO alliance
under the penalty of withholding economic aid,
and that the United States has obliged the in
dependent and friendly nations of Viet-Nam and
Thailand to impose measures of economic warfare
upon Cambodia for the same alleged end.
I regret that these allegations have been
made since they are utterly false and could harm
the friendly relations existing between our two
countries.
The American Ambassador [Robert MeClintockJ
on April 2 officially advised Their Majesties
the King and Queen of Cambodia that the United
States at no time had made any official obser
vation on Cambodian foreign policy.
United
States policy in Cambodia is based on a simple
precept:
That is, the United States through
its military and economic aid programs seeks
to assist the Cambodian Government in its en
deavor to maintain the sovereign independence
of the Kingdom.
This assistance is extended
only at the wish of the Royal Cambodian Govern
ment, which officially requested military aid
on May 20, 1954, and military and economic aid
on September 1, 1954.
Although the United States believes that
the free nations can most effectively meet the

•I
"U . S. Policy Toward Cambodia (Secretary Dulles to
Foreign Minister Nong Kimny)," Department of State Bulletin,
XXXIV, No. 879 (April 30, 1956), 727-28.
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threat of Communist aggression through col
lective .defenser. nevertheless: United States
policy recognizes that certain c o u n t r i e s t h o u g h
determined to defend themselves against aggres
sion or subversion of their independence, have
preferred not to join regional security arrange
ments,
That choice we respect.
The United
States does not seek ties of mutual defense with
any country unless that country believes that
this application of the principle of collective
security will better assure its independence.
Recognition of the position of these coun
tries in no way prevents the maintenance of close
and cordial relations with them.
In giving eco
nomic and military assistance to friendly coun
tries to improve their capacity to defend them
selves against aggression or subversion, the
United States is guided primarily by consider
ation of its own national interests.
It con
siders it to be in its national interest to help
in the economic and social advancement of all
free nations,
I trust that this letter will dispose of the
false allegations concerning our policy, which,
I venture to repeat, aims only at assisting free
nations to preserve their liberty and independ
ence.
On the same day that this letter was delivered to
Nong Kimny, the blockade was concurrently terminated by
Thailand and South Vietnam— -a coincidence which in itself
confirmed Cambodian suspicions that the United States
strongly influenced the policies of its neighbors.
The belief that the United States, Thailand and
South Vietnam had attempted to force a change in Cambodia's
foreign policy caused a "slight slide to the left" in the
country’s approach to foreign aid.

During the early part

-1-Realites Cambodglennes, April 28, 1956, quoted in
Smith, Cambodia’s Foreign Policy, 103.

67
of the. crisis r Prince Sihanouk stated that Cambodia could
not "dispense with American aid without falling into the
orbit of the communist powers""an event which would signal
the end of our neutrality, and probably our independ
ence.

Although in praise of the aid itself, totalling

$85.4 million since 1955,^ Sihanouk strongly felt that it
was given both unwisely and conditionally.
The Americans are dissatisfied because I have
refused the proposals of the Philippines to
adhere to SEATO and because T have declared
that American aid is used for enriching those
who are already rich...>3
As the blockade cut more deeply into the Cambodian economy,
however, Sihanouk's attitude towards the United States
changed from disquietude over aid to anger over inter
vention.

In a press conference Sihanouk lashed out:

In,any case, the Americans who have so often
promised to defend the liberties of small
countries, have just shown their real face in
Cambodia.
It is not exemplary.
Let my com
patriots be assured, however.
We will not
permit anyone to trample on our neutrality or
our sovereignty.4

^Quoted in Roger M. Smith, "Cambodia's Neutrality
and the Laotian Crisis," Asian Survey, I, No. 5 (July 1961),
18.
^Smith, "Cambodia," Governments and Politics of
Southeast Asia, table 5, 668. Figure excludes military aid.
,
.'
1
^Quoted in He r z , 128.

105 .

^Quoted in Smith, Cambodia's Foreign Policy, 104-

68
Sihanouk1s anger led to the calling of a National
Congress in late April to discuss the issue of foreign aid.
After reviewing the hardships caused by the recent blockade,
and the alleged American role behind the scenes, Sihanouk
obtained from the Congress a declaration affirming Cam
bodia's neutralityi

Supplementing this declaration was a

resolution to the effect that Cambodia should seek relations
with all friendly countries, regardless of their form of
government.

In addition, the National Congress resolved to

accept aid from any country, provided it was offered without
conditions.^

Applying these precepts to his country's re

lations with the United States, Sihanouk said:
We accept aid from the United States insofar
as it does not interfere with our policy.
The
American aid must be given to us without con
ditions ? we do not want to share the fate of
Thailand, South Viet-Nam,'the Philippines, and
even France, who are forced to cede bases to the
Americans on their territory.2
Backed by these resolutions, the Cambodian govern
ment in May 1956 exchanged diplomatic recognition with the
Soviet Union.

Within a short time, relations were also

established with Bulgaria, Poland, Czechoslovakia and
Yugoslavia.

Then, in the summer of that year, Sihanouk

visited these and other countries to seek economic

1Ibid., 103.
^Quoted in HRAF, Cambodia, 235.
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assistance for Cambodia and to explain his country’s foreign
policy.

In response, aid was forthcoming from the Soviet,

Polish and Czech governments.

As Sihanouk explained in the

Soviet Union, Cambodia had embarked upon a path of "active
neutrality" in its relations with foreign powers.

A concept

apparently developed out of a meeting with Nehru in March
*1
during the height of the crisis,
Sihanouk defined his new
policy as one "of cooperation.with all nations, regardless
of their political or social regimes, who abide by the same
principles in relation to us and are motivated by the same
ideal, namely universal well-being and sincere friendship.
The importance of the 1956 crisis on Cambodia's
foreign policy should perhaps be summarized at this point.
In the first place, it led to the adoption of "active neu
trality," a term Sihanouk uses to describe Cambodia’s un
ceasing efforts to balance pressures exerted upon her by
outside powers, particularly those involved in the Cold War.
Prior to the crisis, as Sihanouk himself pointed out, Cam
bodia had sought to maintain a pro-Western neutrality like
the Swiss.^

Secondly, the crisis resulted in Sihanouk's

^Gordon, The Dimensions of Conflict in Southeast
A s i a , 62.
^Quoted in Smith, Cambodia's Foreign Policy, 104105.
^Norodom Sihanouk, "Letter-to-the-Editor," The
Nation, CC, No. 4 (January 25, 1965)J
,
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identification of the United States with the policies being
pursued towards his country by Thailand and South Vietnam.
As will be shown again and again, this "guilt by associ
ation" has lain at the root of m a n y , if not most, of the
problems since plaguing U. S.-Cambodian relations.

Finally,

the crisis gave the communist powers, particularly China
and the Soviet Union, their first opportunity to actively
compete with the United States for the friendship of Cam
bodia.

Given the geo-political importance of the country,

it is not surprising that they carefully exploited the
opportunity.
Chou En-lai’s visit to Phnom Penh in November 1956
is an excellent example of how assiduously the Chinese Peo
ple's Republic cultivated the friendship of Cambodia's neu
tral government.

The timing of Chou's visit was especially

important, not only because it followed in the wake of the
recent crisis with Thailand and South Vietnam, but also
because it came during a time of intense hostility between
the Cambodian government and the country's Chinese minority,
which numbered at that time about 275,000.

The tension

resulted from a law passed in March excluding foreigners
from 18 specific occupations.

The law, which was in reality

^Victor Purcell, The Chinese in Southeast Asia
(2d ed. r e v .7 London; Oxford University Press, 1965),
170.

.
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aimed at the .Chinese and. Vietnamese who controlled most of
Cambodia's. commerce and industry, left many thousands of
Chinese without an immediate source of income.
Throughout his. visit, Chou attempted to calm his
countrymen as a demonstration of Peking's sincerity in
promoting friendly relations with Cambodia.

In one of his

speeches, Chou told the Chinese to "abide by the laws and
decrees of the Kingdom of Cambodia, not take part in local
political activity and take a practical part in the efforts
made by Cambodia to promote its national prosperity and
its people's w e l f a r e . U p o n his departure, Chou En-lai
reiterated this previous statement by pointing out that it
was China's policy to "encourage the Chinese residents in
Cambodia to integrate themselves with the Cambodian people
and share the sweets and bitters of life with them, to
abide by the law, respect the customs and habits of the
country and contribute to the full’ to its prosperous deyelopment."
Although Ch o u 's statements were welcomed by the
Cambodian government as an indication of official Peking
policyf they somehow failed-to impress many of the Chinese
themselves.

Following the establishment of a Chinese aid

-^-Quoted in Smith, Cambodia's Foreign Policy, 105106.
^Quoted in Ibid., 106.
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mission late in 1956, the incidence of communist activity
among, this important minority group rose sharply.

Indeed,

that an ideological shift had taken place among the Chinese
in Cambodia was evidenced by the fact that many proNationalists sought visas for Hong Kong and Macao to escape
reprisal.

Furthermore, the aid mission gave large grants

to various Chinese newspapers, which soon began to echo a .
2
definite pro-communist line.
The communists were also able to exploit the unrest
caused by the March 1956 law.

Finding itself unable to

care for the many thousands of dislocated Chinese, the
Cambodian government permitted the establishment of an
Overseas Chinese Workers Relief Committee in Phnom P e n h .in
September 1957.

By using this organization as a front, the

Chinese communists were able to infiltrate and ultimately
dominate the five dialect-based congregations the Chinese
used to govern, educate, and protect themselves in Cambodia.
Through the congregations, the communists were also able
to control the curriculum taught in many private Chinese
schools.

1HRAF, Cambodia, 28.
2Smith, Cambodia1s Foreign Policy, 198.
^u.S. A r m y , 113.

73
In late 1957 the Cambodian government became so
alarmed over this, development that it charged the Chinese
communists with subversion^ and abolished the congregations
on the grounds that they constituted "a state within a
s t a t e .

"2

in January 1958 Sihanouk expressed his concern

over these activities before the National Congress.
If the moment comes...when we must die or be
taken over by the Communists, we will accept
inevitable death with the conviction of not
having betrayed our country.
I want to proclaim in advance that many
countries have not believed in. the moral danger
of Communism, and when the evidence became clear
to them it was too late and impossible for them
to come to their senses.
Look at Hungary!3
Significantly, however, the Cambodian government did not
permit this local communist activity to injure its official
relations with China.
A few months earlier, the Cambodian National As
sembly, after taking note that only the Soviet Union and
China had officially recognized Cambodia’s neutrality,
passed.legislation making neutrality the law of the land.
The legislation, which took the form of an amendment to
the constitution,' defined neutrality as "non-commitment to

-*-New York Times, October. 5, 19-57, p. 4.
^Smith, Cambodia1s Foreign Policy, 109-110.
^Quoted in Ibid., 110.

?
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a military alliance or ideological b l o c . T h e

amendment

went on to stipulate/ however, that in the event of an
attack from another country, the government would be
authorized to (a) defend the country with a r m s , (b) appeal
for aid from the United Nations, and (C) request support
from a friendly power.^

Sihanouk later explained the

meaning of the last alternatives
If Cambodia were the object of an attack by the
Viet-Minh and the Chinese People's Republic it
could demand the support of the Free World and
the United States, and, if the attack came from
Thailand or South Viet-Nam it is certain that it
would demand the aid of the Communist bloc and
in particular the Chinese People's Republic.3
While the Cambodian government was further strength
ening its neutrality, the Second Indochina War was breaking
out in South Vietnam.

Although an insurrection against Ngo

Dinh. Diem had been in progress almost from the outset of
his regime, particularly from the political-religious sects
which maintained standing armies of their own, the Viet Minh
and their sympathizers had refrained from violence until
after Diem had refused to participate in the 1956 elections
scheduled by the Geneva Accords to unify Vietnam.

Deprived

^Quoted in Leifer, Cambodia: The Search for Se
curity, 83.
,
■ ^gm ith, Cambodia1s Foreign Policy, 108.
3Quoted in Leifer, Cambodia:
curity, 83.
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of what they, considered the rightful; fruits of their vic
tory over the french, the southern members of the Viet Minh
launched a campaign of systematic terror in 1957 designed
to sever the authoritative link between the Saigon govern
ment and the rural village.

Trained by their American ad

visors to meef a North Korean-style invasion from the North,
the South. Vietnamese army was unable to effectively nip the
I
rebellion in the bud.
Although largely ignored in the
United States,^ the most important part of the Vietnam war
had in fact beg u n .
Impervious to the developing quagmire in Vietnam,
the American press took delight in lambasting Cambodia's
neutrality and its colorful leader. Prince Norodom Sihanouk.^
Most of these attacks resulted from a basic misunderstanding
about the nature of Cambodia's foreign policy, an ignorance
of Sihanouk's personality and his role as Head of State, and
from a simplistic belief that everything not pro-American
was pro-Red.

Whatever their justification, however, the

^Fall, The Two Viet-N a m s , 326-27.
^See, for instance, the optimism in New York Times,
May 10, 1957, p. 1.
■^See, for example, the following articles appearing
in Ti m e : "Bird in the Bush," LXVI (September 18, 1955),. 38;
"Papa's Choice," LXVI (October 10, 1955), 36; "Honorable
Comrade," LXVI I (March 19, 1956), 38; "Corn and Peanuts,?'
LXIX (February 11, 1957), 69; "Tearful Times," LXIX (June
10, 1957), 38.
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Khmer people regarded the press reports as a national in
sult .

Sihanouk himself responded angerly to these attacks,

not only because of his personality, but also because of
their effect on Cambodia's national honor.

On one occasion

he explained;
For me to die in battle would be nothing, but
for me to be insulted and slandered before all
my fellow-Cambodians is absolutely intolerable.
Through me, the entire Khmer people feels less
ened in its honor and its dignity....To insult
me, to hurt me, or to humiliate me is to do the
same to the Cambodian nation.1
For reasons of his own, Sihanouk has chosen to hold
the United States government ultimately responsible for
derogatory remarks made by the American press.

Much of the

tension existing today between Phnom Penh and Washington,
as well as with Saigon and Bangkok, has resulted from press
attacks on the Cambodian Prince.

Since Sihanouk directs

the course of his couhtfy's foireign policy almost singlehandedly, his reactions to the foreign press is not un
important to this study.
In July 1958, an article written by Sihanouk to
dispel the criticisms of the American press appeared in
Foreign Affairs.^

In this article, Sihanouk explained,

^Quoted in Robert Shaplen, "Letter From Cambodia,"
T h e .New Yorker, XLII, N o . 3 0 (September 17, 1966), 200.
^Norodom Sihanouk, "Cambodia Neutrals
The Dictate
of Necessity,” Foreign Affairs, XXXVI, No. 4 (July 1958),
582-86.

Our neutrality has been imposed on us by neces
sity.
A glance at a map of our. part of the world
will show that we are wedged in between two
medium-sized nations of the Western bloc and only
thinly screened by Laos from the scrutiny of two.
countries of the Eastern b l o c , North Vietnam and
the vast People’s Republic of China. What choice
have we but to try to maintain an equal balance
between t h e ."blocs."
Furthermore, how could our neutrality be taken
seriously if we had persisted in maintaining dip
lomatic, commercial and other relations exclusively
with the Western bloc? As it is, we have refrained
from recognizing the non-unified countries. .
.Our
connections with these countries are limited to
economic, commercial and cultural relations.1
He continued:
I have no particular liking for Communism,
neither have I any cause or means to join a cru
sade— even a moral one— against the nations that
have adopted that ideology and which since 1954
have not given my country sufficient grounds for
complaint.
It would be absurd to suppose that a
tiny country like mine, geographically situated
as it is, would risk provoking the Chinese and
Soviet collosi now that planes fly so fast and
rockets so far.
We are not a "breach" in the Western bloc
merely because we cannot be a "rampart." In the
event of a world conflict, we might very well be
come one of the first victims of a harsh occu
pation. ■ In that case, the "free world" would
have other things to do besides undertaking our
liberation— -or rather the liberation of what
little remained of us.
Are we selfish or "wrong-minded" in thinking
as we do?
I maintain that we are merely being
realistic.
By practising a genuine neutrality
which eliminates any pretext for aggression we
have a chance of not bringing down a storm on
our heads....
Our precautions may be to no avail and we may
one day be invaded not withstanding them (I am

1Ibid., 583.
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not afraid of international subversion which
stands no chance her e ) . If, in spite of our
manifest good intentions and our-utter pro
priety in respect to the blocs, one of these
should attack u s , then I would be the first to
advocate reconsidering our policy and invoking
aid from the opponents of the aggressors.
I
profoundly hope that our country will never
have to take such a step.1
Sihanouk had an opportunity to demonstrate his sin
cerity in July 1958, when 3,000 South Vietnamese troops
temporarily invaded Stung Treng Province in pursuit of a
handful of D i e m ’s political enemies.^
of similar incidents had

Although a number

occured, this one gained special

significance because the soldiers set up a fortified
position several kilometers inside Cambodia and moved the
boundary markers to disguise their deed.

At the time, re

lations between Saigon and Phnom Penh were not at all in
harmony, primarily because none of their outstanding dif
ferences had been settled by the exchange of diplomatic
recognition following the clash in 1956.
The Cambodian government, which viewed the invasion
as a South Vietnamese attempt to wrest more territory away
/

from Cambodia, immediately reacted by demanding that the
International Control Commission condemn the South Vietnamese

■*"Ibid. , 585-86.
^Robert Shaplen, The Lost Revolution; The. U. S. in
Vietnam, 1946-1966 (6th ed. rev.) New Y o r k ; Harper & Row,
1966), 377.
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as aggressors. . Although the ICC investigated the incident
and found it to be t r u e t h e Commission ruled that it was
not authorized to condemn anyone in this i n s t a n c e , I n
the meantime, the Cambodian government also appealed to
the United States for mediation.

Washington refused to

intervene, however, citing grounds that the Saigon govern
ment had not also requested its mediation.^

Interestingly

enough, the United States did warn Cambodia not to use its
American-supplied weapons against South Vietnam.^
Upon receiving these responses, Sihanouk called a
series of urgent meetings with his top advisors.

After a

week of deliberation, he announced on July 13 his intention
to extend de jure recognition to Communist China.

In

justifying his decision, Sihanouk argued that the United
States, Thailand and South Vietnam had tried to force
Cambodia into a pro-Western alignment.

He went on to say:

People can remember that our policy of neu
trality is dictated by our necessity to keep
the Eastern bloc from menacing or accusing
us of becoming an arsenal or base of aggres
sion for the West.
We have adopted this policy
dictated by the intense desire of all the Khmer
people to avoid being menaced and accused by
certain neighboring countries or by certain
participants in the other b l o c . ...Nevertheless,

•*"Leifer, Cambodia:

The Search for Security, 97.

^Shaplen, The Lost Revolution,..., 377-78.
3Shaplen, The New. Yorker, XLII, No. 30, 203.
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despite this and despite our loyalty, and our
correctness, .certain pieces of our territoFy
have been taken away and military measures of
intimidation against us have been taken on the
fabricated pretext that our territory has served
as a den of the Communists and of the enemies
of certain regimes„ Under these conditions we
have no reason any longer to sacrifice our
national interests and future unnecessarily.
Reaction from Washington over Sihanouk's announce
ment was swift indeed, as Ambassador Carl Strom was called
home for immediate consultation.

According to Roger Smith,

who received the information from American diplomatic
sources, Strom was notified that the United States was con
sidering the suspension of aid to Cambodia as the first in
a series of steps designed to topple the Sihanouk govern
ment.

Fortunately, Strom was able to convince the State

Department that the action would not work and would only
result in a severe worsening of Cambodian-American relations.
The Ambassador suggested instead that the United States try
to persuade Saigon to relax its attitude towards Cambodia.^
Apparently, the State Department accepted Strom's advice,
for a short time later Ngo Dinh Nhu, Diem's brother, visited
Phnom Penh and arranged a temporary detente with Cambodian
officials.

Unfortunately, however, the United States was

1Quoted in Smith, Cambodia1s Foreign Policy, 112.
2Ibid., 128.
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unable to. convince Nhu to make the necessary concessions
which would have, eliminated the territorial, racial f. eco
nomic and political issues dividing the two governments.1 ■
Thailand reacted to Sihanouk’s announcement by de
claring a state of. emergency and by. launching a vigorous
campaign of anti-Sihanoukism.^

The Cambodian government

responded.in late November, with a temporary suspension of
diplomatic relations,, an act which resulted in the re
closing of the border and the mobilization of Thai border
troops,

At this point, Cambodia requested the good offices

of the United States, but Washington again refused.^

The

crisis was not resolved until February 1959, when Baron
Johan Beck-Friis, a special representative of the United
Nations Secretary-General, convinced both countries to re
open diplomatic channels.
Throughout this period of tension, China and the
Soviet Union were outspoken in their support of the Cam
bodian position.

The Soviet Union, for instance, issued

one statement in which it extended its "great sympathy for

York:

■^•David Halberstam, The Making of a Quagmire
Random House, 1964), 209.
'

(New

^A further examination of Thailand’s reaction can
be found in Russell H. Fifield. Southeast Asia in United
States Policy (3rd e d . ; New Y o r k : Frederick A. Praeger,
1965) , 235r-36.
3Fall, Current History, XL, No. 235, 167-68.
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the brave struggle of the freedom-loving people of Cambodia
against the .intrigues of the 'imperialist powers- that are
encroaching on the sovereignty and territorial integrity
of Cambodia., . . China responded in a like m a n n e r , con
demning "the unfriendly acts of some of Cambodia's neighbors
in blocking and invading her territory.
In appreciation for this support, Sihanouk travelled
to Peking in. August 1958 to thank the Chinese for their aid
and to assure them that his delegation to the up-coming
General Assembly would support their position on admission
into the United Nations.

While in China, Sihanouk and Chou

En-lai issued an important joint statement reading, in
part:^
The two. parties were satisfied with the fact
that the overseas Chinese in Cambodia have always
lived in friendship and fraternity with the Cam
bodian p e o p l e . . On behalf of the Chinese Govern
ment Premier Chou En-lai reiterated that the
Chinese residing in Cambodia should strictly abide
by the laws and regulations' of the Kingdom of
Cambodia and respect the customs of the Cambodian
people, refrain from all political activities in
their host country, and assist the Cambodian
people in their efforts for the prosperity of the
country and the development of its economy.
Premier Sihanouk expressed satisfaction with this

1Quoted in Smith, Cambodia1s Foreign Policy, 114-15.
^Quoted in Ibid., 114.
3See "Joint Statement by the Prime Ministers of
Cambodia and China Issued in Peking, August 24, 1958,"
Ambekar and Divekar, d . 10, 32-35.

statement .of /Premier Chou En-lai's and indicated
on behalf of. the Government of the Kingdom of
Cambodia the desire to protect the legitimate
rights and interests of the Chinese residing in
Cambodia.
The two parties pointed out unanimously that
the policy of peace and neutrality pursued by
the Kingdom of Cambodia which was not only con
ducive to the maintenance of the independence of
Cambodiae but also to the consolidation of peace
in Asia and the w o rld, should be respected by all
nations. Premier Chou En-lai expressed the regret
of the Chinese Government at the fact that Cam
bodian territory was often invaded and blockaded
by some of its neighbours,, and deemed these to
be extremely unfriendly acts.
The Chinese Govern
ment hopes that the Asian countries concerned
will live in peace with the Kingdom of Cambodia
in accordance with the resolutions of the Bandung
Conference, and not allow themselves to be in
fluenced by the policy of foreign colonialists.
Premier Chou En-lai further stressed that the
Kingdom of Cambodia is one of the examples of
the pursuance of a policy of peace and neutrality
and that the Chinese Government fully respects
and firmly supports this policy of peace and
neutrality pursued by the Kingdom of Cambodia,
Premier Sihanouk accepted with satisfaction
Premier Chou En-lai's above statement.1

1 Ibid., 34-35.

THE DRIFT TOWARDS CHINA, 1960-1963
Realizing that his recognition of China might pre
cipitate a dangerous clash with the United States or its
Thai and South Vietnamese allies, Prince Sihanouk attempted
to reach a rapproachment with these powers during the last
months of 1958 and throughout most of 1959.

The effort at

rapproachment began with Sihanouk's visit to the United
States in September and October of 1958 as head of the Cam
bodian delegation to the Thirteenth Session of the United
Nations General Assembly.

Upon his arrival at Idelwilde on

September 14, Sihanouk told waiting newsmen that his country
had decided to switch from a policy of quiet isolation to
outspoken involvement in world affairs.

The Cambodian

government had reached such a decision, he said, because
"the isolation in which we have up to now voluntarily put
outselves has led to an almost complete ignorance of our
country, QincQ to a misunderstanding in regard to our policy
of vigorous neutrality."^

Sihanouk's purpose for visiting

the United States was made even clearer at a Cambodian Em
bassy dinner held in honor of Secretary of State John Foster
Dulles on September 27th.

In his toast to Dulles, Silianouk

^Cambodia News, I, No. 8 (October 23, 1958), 2.
84
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explained, "my. visit has the single objective of drawing
still closer the already old bonds which unite the Kingdom
of Cambodia and the United S t a t e s . "1
Sihanouk's efforts to bring about a rapproachment
with the United States at this time is an important indi
cation that the Cambodian leader considered a balance of
- power between the United States and China in Southeast Asia
essential to Cambodian security.

As will be seen shortly,

the Laotian crisis of 1958-1962 drastically impaired this
balance and necessitated a revaluation of Cambodia's foreign
policy.

Before discussing that important turning point,

h o w e v e r , w e should note some of Sihanouk's remarks during
his visit to the United States.
Throughout his visit, Sihanouk repeatedly tried to
assure the American people that Cambodia's neutrality was
in the best interests of both nations.

The Cambodian

leader explained that his government had adopted neutrality
because it represented the desires of the Khmer people, who
"would never believe their country was independent if, on
their own soil, they found foreign bases or if part of the
armed forces had to be put at the disposition of a command
which was not exclusively n a t i o n a l . I n

addition to being

-,
^Ibid. .
^Norodom Sihanouk, "The Position of Cambodia in a
Dangerous World" (San Francisco:
The Asia Foundation, 1958),
4.
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the "only policy which can harmonize with bnr philosophic
and religious' conceptions," Sihanouk pointed out that neu
trality insured unity among the Cambodian people.

"All

other policies would unquestionably disunite our nation,.
dismember it [ancfj make it prey to foreign subversion...."^
Sihanouk went on to explain that, although "we can
not 'align’ ourselves with you...be assured that we are not
aligned, not even secretly favoring, any other power.
He emphasized that Cambodia had established relations with
the communist powers to keep from being "threatened" by
t h e m .^
tremely
munists.

Internally, however, his government had been ex
diligent in limiting the influence of the com
With pride he pointed out that they received only

three percent of the votes in the 1955 General Elections
and but one percent in the 1958 elections.^

Sihanouk

accounted for this low percentage by pointing out that in
Cambodia communism was identified with the Viet Minh, a
movement which symbolized terror, hunger and trouble to the
average Khmer.

He asked his American audience,

"What Asian,

~*~Ibid. , 5 .
^Ibid., 9.
^Norodom Sihanouk, "Cambodia,•.My Country," Cambodia
M e w s , I,. No. 8 (October 23, 1958), 6 .
^Sihanouk,
World," 3.
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European r or African friend of the United States, can boast
of having won greater success against communism than Cam
bodia?"'*The Cambodian Prince made a special, effort to thank
the American people for their aid to his country, which in
the fiscal year 1957-58 totaled about $4 0 ,000,000.^

in his

Foreign Affairs article which appeared just before he ar
rived in the United States, Sihanouk wrote:
We feel.particularly indebted to the United
States for underwriting a great deal of the
maintenance of our army; for constructing the
highway which will directly connect the seaport
of Kompong-Som {jSihanoukvillef with our capital
of Phnom Penh; for the teacher training school
of Kompong-Kantout; and for the projected Police
Academy and important irrigation schemes.3
In an October speech before The Asia Foundation in San
Francisco, Sihanouk commented:
You Americans make, in generously aiding us as
you do, a good investment. Though you do not
ask it, and we offer nothing in return, you
must know that we are profoundly grateful.
The
financial sacrifice which is imposed on a great
nation such as yours certainly in our case has
directly benefited the lives of the people....
A Cambodia neutral, but friendly, and happier
is not a negligible element in the resistance
of Asia to misery and ignorance. 4

-*-Ibid. , 7.
2Sihanouk, Foreign Affairs, XXXVI,■ No. 4, 583.
3Ibid, ,. 584 ,
4Sihanouk,
World," 6 .
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"Placed at an essential crossroad in Asia, enjoying numerous
friendships in most diverse circles,11 Cambodia could,
Sihanouk suggested, help the United States "better under
stand a world which sometimes baffles jitj .
Although Sihanouk believed Cambodia could not "dis
pense with American aid without falling into the orbit of
2
the communist powers...,"
he did point out several of its
defects.

In the first place, the aid was too "rigid in its

conception;" that is, it could not be easily adapted to
"unforeseen needs and situations."

Secondly, the aid could

never be anticipated with any degree of certainty, because
its appropriation depended upon a not-always-sympathetic
Congress.

Thirdly, American aid was largely directed to

wards long-range projects which., however valuable to Cam
bodia’s future needs, nevertheless ignored many of its
3
present difficulties.
Finally, Sihanouk criticized the
unlimited American aid given to Thailand and South Vietnam
to fight communism, but which was often used against Cam
bodia,

"where there are practically no communists."^

^Ibod,, 9 .
2Quoted in Smith, Asian Survey, I, No, 5, 18.
3Sihanouk, Foreign Affairs, XXXVI, No. 4, 583-84.
4Sihanouk,
World," 4.
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. A .few months .after his visit r Sihanouk explained
why he wished to maintain friendly relations with the United
States %
We cherish American friendship, not only because
it i s , itself, precious, but also because it is
indispensable to us to counter-balance the in
evitable influence of Eastern countries.
We know perfectly well that our neutrality
and, therefore, our independence would be in
danger if the leaders of the West would break
off with us. We would have no alternative but
to depend on ourselves or to slip, little as we
are, toward those who,' in the East, open their
arms to us.
We are critical, not of America but of certain
aspects of its policies.
We wish to remain neu
tral and friendly with all.
Our only immediate
difficulties come from neighbors bugling their
indefectible adhesion to the American bloc and
which take turns at causing serious troubles
for us, thanks to the considerable aid and num
erous arms given by their American allies. We
wish to remain neutral, QoutJ we are the object
of much pressure to join the "free world front"
where we would be only a pawn.l
In February 1959 Sihanouk exposed a plot against
his government which remarkably illustrated his final point.
The Dap Chhuon, or Bangkok Affair, as it is alternatively
known, originated in Bangkok, where Son Ngoc Thanh,
Sihanouk’s old political rival, convinced certain Thai
officials to support a Khmer Serei rebellion against
Sihanouk's regime.

The Khmer Serei was an anti-Sihanouk

movement, similar to the Khmer Issarak and incorporating
many of its former members, organized by .Son after Sihanouk

^Quoted in Smith, Cambodia’s Foreign Policy, 129.

refused to. grant him political amnesty, in 1954. . At the
time r it was incorporated into the South Vietnamese para
military structure for use along the Cambodian border.^
Reportedly, Sihanouk was informed of the plot by
the Soviet and Chinese embassies in Phnom P e n h .^

An in

vestigation was launched and was soon followed by an attack
upon the conspirators' headquarters in Siem Reap.

In the

ensuing skirmish, Dap Chhuon, military governor of Siem
Reap and one of the chief conspirators, was killed.

One.

other prominent Cambodian, Sam Sary, was also implicated,
but he managed to flee to Bangkok before being arrested.
On February: 29, 1959, Sihanouk called a special
conference of all Chief Diplomats in Cambodia to inform
them of the plot and to note some of its international
implications.

In his address, Sihanouk accused Ngo Trong

Hieu, South Vietnam's chief representative to Cambodia, and
certain "Thai military chiefs," of participating in the
plot against his government.^

Interestingly enough, Hieu

1Robert Shaplen, "Back and Forth in Phnom Penh,"
The New Yorker, XL, No. 7 (April 18, 1964), 174-75.
^U.S. A r m y , 234.
^Cambodia News, II, No. 10 (March 23, 1959),

4- 5 .
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later admitted his part in the conspiracy in an interview .
with Bernard K. Gordon in July 1962 „"*■
The United States was also involved, although less
directly.

According to Sihanouk, one of. the chief co

ordinators of the plot was. Victor Matsui, an official of
the Central Intelligence Agency working in the American
embassy in Phnom Penh.^

Furthermore, most of the equipment,

arms and money found at the Siem Reap headquarters were of
American origin.

Although the United States denied having

played any part in the conspiracy, the fact that it knew
of the plot but failed to warn the Cambodian government
seem to substantiate Sihanouk's charges. ^

Thereafter, many

Cambodians concluded that the United States was secretly
backing S o n 's attempt to overthrow Sihanouk and install a
pro-Western government.^
Significantly, Sihanouk did not take this oppor
tunity to strengthen his ties with the communist bloc, or
attempt to use the incident as a justification for a re
newed attack against the United States or his neighbors.
This would indicate that the Cambodian leader did not wish

^Gordon, The Dimensions of Conflict in Southeast
A s i a , 125.
2Ibid.
2U . S . A r m y , 18.
^Armstrong, n., 48.
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to strain the friendly relations he had so assiduously
tried to establish during his 1958. visit to. the United
States.

The fact that diplomatic relations were restored

with Thailand in February 1959, and that Sihanouk visited
Saigon in August of that year, further demonstrate Cambodia's
sincerity in desiring a general rapproachment with the W e s t .
Unfortunately, the rapproachment was short-lived.
In October relations between Cambodia and Thailand were
again strained over Prea'h Vihear,

Apparently dissatisfied

with the slow progress of the negotiations with Thailand
over the ownership of the temple, Cambodia unilaterally
decided to place the case before the International Court of
Justice.

After failing in its attempt to have the case in

validated,^ Thailand reopened its press campaign against
Sihanouk and his policies.^

As will be seen later, the

Laotian crisis contributed mightedly to a severe worsening
of this confrontation.
By the spring of 1960 the detente with South Vietnam
had also collapsed.

The immediate "casus belli" in this in

stance was the demand by South Vietnam's Foreign Minister
that Cambodia renounce its claims to several islands

^The fullest discussion of this international prob
lem can be found in Case Concerning the Temple of Preah
Vihear (Cambodia v. Thailand) (The Hague;
The Inter
national Court of Justice, 1962).
2heifer, Pacific Affairs, XXXIV, No. 4, 366.

,
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controlling the. entrance to the port of Sihanoukville„^
According to one South Vietnamese official, the demand was
made for the explicit purpose of irking

Sihanouk,

^ a seem

ingly favorite pastime in both Bangkok and Saigon.

If that

was true, the objective was soon achieved, for in April
Sihanouk directed Cambodia's representative to the Inter
national Conference on the Law of the Sea to claim that Koh
Tral

(Phu Quoc), a large island off the Cambodian coast

administered by Saigon since 1949, was an integral part of
Cambodian territory.

The relations between the two coun

tries deteriorated even further in November 1960, when
Cambodia gave political asylum to a pilot who bombed Diem's
palace in an assassination attempt.^
The American press also choose this time to once
again turn its critical attention towards Sihanouk and his
foreign policy.^

Sihanouk responded bitterly to the press

1Ibid., 368.
^Gordon, The Dimensions of Conflict in Southeast
A s i a , 52, citing interview with Ngo Trong Hieu, Saigon,
August 8 , 1962.
^Leifer, Cambodia:

The Search for Security, 97.

4Lennox A. Mills, Southeast A s i a ; Illusion and
Reality in-Politics and Economics (Minneapolis:
University
of Minnesota Press, 1964), 176.
See, for example, the following articles appearing
in Time.
"Sour Note," LXXIII (March 16, 1959), 34; "Neutral
Harvest," LXXVI (September 12, 1960), 37; "Student Prihce,"
LXXVIII (August 18, 1961), 23.
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attacks, and took the opportunity to condemn.the American
government for sponsoring, the publication of "propaganda"
about his country.

Included in his denunciations were the

revised edition of the Human Relations Area File report on
Cambodia and Martin Herz's, A Short History of Cambodia.^
Claiming that such books were printed"with the sole aim of
sullying my reputation, of weakening our neutrality and of
glorifying Son Ngoc Thanh," an angry Sihanouk went on to
say;

These dishonest books and writings have been
distributed by you in all the schools and uni
versities all over the United States,
Today
young Americans know Cambodia, its policies,
its efforts and its achievements only by the
deformations of unscrupulous authors.2
Sihanouk's outbursts were quickly met in a reply by

the American Ambassador to Cambodia, William Trimble. ^

it

soon became apparent, however, that the real issue between
the two governments was not one of publications, but of
military aid.

The Cambodian government had become galled

over the decision of the United States to increase its arms
program to South Vietnam and Thailand but not to their own

^The 1957 edition of HRAF, Cambodia was revised in
1959 by Herbert Vreeland.
^Quoted in Smith, Cambodia1s Foreign Policy, 133^34.
-Portions of Trimble's letter can be found in Ibid.,

134.
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country.

Cambodia feared that the increased arms ship

ments would tempt her neighbors into more aggressive action
against herself.^

When in June 1960 an article appeared in

the official Sangkum newspaper. Neat Cheat Niy u m , hinting
that Cambodia might approach China or the Soviet Union for
arms, the American charge d'affaires in Phnom Penh quickly
assured the Cambodian government that the United States
would support its efforts to put down externally inspired
rebellions.

Whatever favorable effect this assurance might

have had, however, was lost in September 1960, when Sihanouk
received what he considered humiliating treatment while in
New York as Cambodia's Chief Delegate to the famous Fif
teenth Session of the United Nations General Assembly.^
While in New York, Sihanouk also met with President
Eisenhower to discuss the issue of military aid to Cambodia.

]-In fiscal year 1959, the United States gave $43.8
million of military aid to South Vietnam; $16.2 million to
Thailand; $6.5 million to Laos; and $3.8 million to Cam
bodia.
By 1961, as an indication of the importance of this
period to American interests; the U. S. was giving, $101.4
million to South Vietnam; $51.9 million to Thailand; $32.4
million to Laos; and $11.3 million to Cambodia.
Fifield,
Southeast Asia in United States Policy, 103-104.
2Smith, Cambodia1s Foreign Policy, 135.
3Ibid., 136.
^An excellent account of the treatment, written
largely by Sihanouk himself, can be found in Armstrong,
77-101.
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Although Sihanouk emphasized that his. country wanted only
to "be equipped in a less archaic fashion," the President
refused to commit himself.1
That Sihanouk hoped for better treatment from the
incoming Kennedy Administration was shown in his summary
of Cambodian-American relations in March 1961:
The capital error of American policy towards ,
Cambodia...during the past eight years has been
to consider neutrality as an attitude hostile to
the United States.
The policy of strict neu
trality adopted by Cambodia since the achieve
ment of its independence implies a refusal to
align itself with either of the blocs, western,
socialist, or even neutralist, as well as the
desire for friendly relations with all the
powers which respect our independence and our
national sovereignty.
Unhappily, the United States has from the
beginning searched for means to bend our neu
trality, and even to overthrow our national
regime which the Khmer people have charged with
applying the neutral policy.
However, we have
always made a distinction between the imperialist
circles who are systematically hostile towards
us and the American leaders who, while badly in
formed of the nature of our neutrality, have
supported us with their sympathy and their eco
nomic and technical aid.
Another tragic error of American policy is
the unconditional aid given to the unpopular
dictatorships which for several years have not
ceased to threaten our territorial integrity.
We are particularly distressed to see that not
only have certain American Circles backed these
threats but have even accused Cambodia of being
the author of them!
Despite these failures, American diplomacy
has never stopped searching for the "strong man"

^For Sihanouk's account of the conversation, see
Ibid., 87-89.
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in all Southeast Asian states and of maintaining
him in power by. all the means at its disposal.
This persistence in error which led to the civil
war in Laos and in South Vietnam does not win
friendship for the United States among Asian
' peoples.
We have hoped that the change in the American
administration would lead to the "painful re
appraisal" of which much has been said, but for
which the people of Southeast Asia are still
waiting.1
A few months later, Cambodia received the increased arms
shipments she had been seeking.
Following his rather disappointing visit to the
United States in September 1960, Sihanouk traveled to Peking
where he received a quite different reception.

As usual,

the Chinese went out of their way to treat the Cambodian
leader with the utmost propriety and friendliness.

Sihanouk

was particularly grateful on this occasion, because several
months earlier, during the midst of Cambodia's renewed
crisis with Thailand and South Vietnam, Chou En-lai had
again visited Phnom Penh bringing reassuring promises of
Chinese sympathy and support for the Cambodian position.
During his visit, Chou promised:

"If the Kingdom of Cam

bodia is aggressed upon from whichever direction, the
Chinese people.,.and the Chinese government...will stand on
p
the side of the Royal Cambodian Government."
At a later

^Quoted in Smith, Cambodia's Foreign Policy, 137-38.
^Quoted in Ibid., 118.
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news conference,, however, he qualified that rather pregnant
statement by sayings

"As to the kind of support, un

doubtedly moral and political

support,as there

been.

aspects, we will take

As to support in other

has always
into

consideration the needs of the Royal Cambodian Government,
the possibilities at our disposal and the conditions prevailing at the time,"^

.

As a gesture of appreciation for

Chou's remarks, Sihanouk sent

three of his sonsto study

in China, one of whom. Prince

Norodom Naradipo, has since

been chosen by Sihanouk to succeed him as the leader of
Sangkum should he be assassinated.
While in Peking, Sihanouk signed an important treaty
of friendship and non-aggression with China.

3

The sub

stantive articles read:
Article 1. . The People's Republic of China
and the Kingdom of Cambodia will maintain a
lasting peace between them and develop and con
solidate their friendly relations.
Article 2. Each contracting party under
takes to respect the sovereignty, independence
and territorial integrity of the other.

^Quoted in Vidya Prakash Dutt, China and the W o r l d :
An Analysis of Communist China's Foreign Policy (2d ed.
rev.; New Y o r k : Frederick A. Praeger, 1966), 188.
2Shaplen, The New Yorker, XL, No. 7, 179.
3
See "Treaty of Friendship, and Mutual Non-Aggres
sion Between the People's Republic of China and the Kingdom
of Cambodia, December 19, I960,"'Ambekar and Divekar, d. 11,
36-37.
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Article. 3.
The .contracting parties, under
take to settle any disputes' that may arise be
tween them' by peaceful means.
Article 4. Each contracting party under
takes not to commit aggression against the
other and not to take part in any military alli
ance directed against the oth e r .
Article 5.
The contracting parties will de
velop and strengthen the economic and cultural
. ties between the two countries in accordance
with the principles of equality and mutual bene
fit and of non-interference in each other's
internal affairs*
Article 6 . Any difference or dispute that
may arise out of the interpretation or appli
cation of the present treaty or one or several
articles of the present treaty shall be settled
by negotiation through normal diplomatic channels.
Relations with North Vietnam were not quite so har
monious.

According to Bernard Fall, North Vietnam in 1960

was pursuing a policy aimed at "the effective isolation of
Cambodia."'*"

Although North Vietnam carefully conformed "to

the theme of 'peaceful co-existence,'" in its external relations,

the Cambodian government nevertheless distrusted

the Vietnamese communists.

One reason for this distrust

was suggested in February 1960, when Sihanouk told the
Russian and Chinese Ambassadors to his country that he had
proof, including. Viet Minh documents, that the Rracheachon
Party was "working indefatigably for the Communist world and

^Bernard B. Fall, "A Straight Zig-Zag;
The Road to
Socialism in North Viet-Nam," Communist Strategies in A s i a :
A Comparative Analysis of Governments and Parties, ed. A.
Doak Barnett (2d ed. rev.; New York:
Frederick A. Praeger,
1964), 208.

2Ibid., 213.
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specifically to bring Cambodia under the heel of North
V i e t n a m . S i h a n o u k also distrusted the leaders of North
Vietnam simply because they were Vietnamese;

"Whether he

is called Gia Long, Ho.Chi Minh or Ngo Dinh Diem, no
Annamite will sleep peacefully until he has succeeded in
pushing Cambodia toward annihilation, having made it first
go through the stages of slavery.
Yet another group of Vietnamese entered into the
realm of Cambodian foreign policy in 1960?
Liberation Front.

The National

Making its official appearance in

December 1960, the NLF sought to establish friendly re
lations with Cambodia from the beginning.

This was made

apparent in the famous "Ten-Point Manifesto" announcing the
formation of the organization and outlining its objectives.^
The Eighth Point promised that, if the NLF came to power,
A foreign policy of peace and neutrality
shall be carried out.
All unfair agreements
violating national sovereignty, signed by the
U.S.-Diem ruling clique, shall be abolished.
Diplomatic relations shall be established with

Quoted in Leifer. Pacific Affairs, XXXIV, No. 4,
372.
2

Quoted in Leifer, Cambodia:
Security, 142.

The Search for

^For the text of the "Manifesto," see Douglas Pike,
Viet Co n g : The Organization and Techniques of the National
Liberation Front of South Vietnam (2d ed. re v . ; Cambridge:
The M.I.T. Press, 1967),344-47.
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all countries, regardless of their political
regime, in conformity with the peaceful co
existence principles stipulated at the Bandung
Conference. (jtfe will] closely unite with the
peace-loving and neutral nations and develop
friendly relations with Southeast.Asian nations,
especially Cambodia and Laos, not participate
in any military alliance, and will receive eco
nomic aid from ahy nation if it is provided with
out conditions„
In light of Sihanouk’s concern over the fate of the
Khmer in Vietnam, it is worthy to note what the "Manifesto"
promised about the treatment of ethnic minorities in South
Vietnam,

The Seventh Point promised to

,,.realize equality among the different nation
alities. ,..National minorities will be ensured
the right of autonomy in zones created as part
of the family of Vietnam.
Equal rights will
prevail, and all nationalities will be free to
use their own language and script and maintain
or change, their customs and habits.
The U.S.Diem clique policy of persecution, oppression,
and assimulation of minorities will be abolished.
The minority groups will be aided in economic
and cultural" development; cadres will be trained....
The legitimate interests of foreign residents in
Vietnam shall be protected.
The interests of
overseas.Vietnamese shall be protected.
Thus, two of the most important issues dividing the govern- •
ments of Phnom Penh and Saigon— foreign policy and the
treatment of ethnic minorities— were largely eliminated at
the outset from Cambodian-NLF relations.
Although not significant at the time, this accom
modation became increasingly important as the Cambodian
government concluded that the United States and its Thai
and South Vietnamese allies woulcj, be unable to prevent the
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spread of communism in Southeast Asia.

The Cambodian govern

ment came to this Conclusion after observing, the course of
Western diplomacy in the Laotian crisis.
Like Vietnam, Laos was internally divided between
groups who had supported the French in Indochina, the Royal
ists, and those who had fought the French, the Pathet Lao.•*In spite of the cease-fire arranged by the 1954 Geneva
Agreements, intermittent civil war between these two fac
tions continued until November 1957.

At that time Prince

Souvannaphouma and Prince Souphanouvong, respective leaders
of the Royalists and the Pathet Lao, agreed upon a formula
to integrate their groups into the national political and
military establishments„

The two leaders agreed that

Souvannaphouma would become Prime Minister and Souphanou
vong Minister of Economic Planning in the,new government.
The two leaders also agreed that the composition of the
National Assembly would be determined by a free and open
election in May 1958.

As the result of the election, which

was internationally supervised and accredited, the Pathet
Lao emerged as the strongest political organization in the
country.

•*"The following account of the Laotian crisis is
taken from Roger M. Smith, "Laos," Governments and Politics
of Southeast A s i a , ed. George McT. Kahin (2d ed. rev.;
Ithaca;
Cornell University Press, 1965), 527-89.
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Prince Souvannaphoxima was-lanable to form a govern
ment, however, because of his personal distrust of the
Pathet L a o , and. because many prominent Laotians held him
responsible for the June 1958 termination of the American
aid program.1

This aid was quite important to most members

of the government bureaucracy because it not only paid
governmental and military expenses, but also provided much
of their personal income.
Following the fall of Souvannaphouma's short-lived
government, a new one was formed by Phoui Sananikone in
August 1958.

Sanaikone, a pro-Western politician, renounced

neutrality and expelled the Pathet Lao from the National
Assembly, where they had held a strong plurality.

Although

supported by the rightest elements in the country, Sanani
kone 's policies resulted in a resumption of the civil war.
Faced with growing Pathet Lao gains, the Premier later ac
cepted Dag Hammarskjold1s advice that he reorganize his
government along the lines established in the 1957 Souvan
naphouma- Souphanouvong agreements.
Sananikone's. decision prompted General Phoumi
Nosavan, Chief of Staff of the Laotian Army and a strong
pro-American, to usurp the Premiership in January 1960 and

Ac tually, the program was terminated by the Ameri
can Congress because of the waste and corruption accom
panying the distribution of the aid.
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to declare himself, the country's new leader.

In an effort

to legitimatize his regime, General Nosayan arranged for an
election to take place in April.

Because of the new govern

m e n t ’s discrimination, however, the Pathet Lao did not win
a single seat in the National Assembly.

Soon afterwards,

they intensified their insurrectionist movement.
In the midst of the developing crisis. Captain Kong
A
L e , an American-trained leader of a Laotian paratroop bat
talion, staged a -coup d ’etat against Nosavan.

He immediately

reinstated Prince Souvahnaphouma as Premier, declared that
Laos would follow a neutral foreign policy, and condemned
Sananikone and Nosavan for being too closely aligned with
the United States.

•

Although the United States officially recognized
the' new Souyannaphouma government, it also decided to give
direct military assistance to Nosavan, who had fled the
capital in the wake of the coup and established an antiSouvannaphouma Revolutionary Committee in the southern part
of Laos.

As the result of the American policy, Souvan-

naphouma announced in September that he intended to recog
nize the Soviet Union and to open negotiations with the
Pathet Lap over the formation of a coalition government.
The United States immediately stopped■its economic aid to
the Laotian Premier and demanded that he reconsider his
position.

A short time later, however, the aid was continued.
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But in the meantimer the Soviet Union, China and North
Vietnam had begun to aid the Pathet L a o .
In-December General Nosavan attacked Le's forces
and drove them into the Plains des Jarres, where they allied
with the Pathet L a o .

Backed by the material support of the

communist countries, the armies of Kong Le and the Pathet
Lao launched a counter-offensive which steadily .increased
the territory under their control.

By May 1961, over half

of Laos was in their hands.
In Washington, meanwhile, the Kennedy Administration
had come to office.

Aware of the rapidly deteriorating

situation in Laos and the likelihood that only armed inter
vention by American troops could stop the Pathet Lao advance,
Kennedy decided in March 1961 to accept the suggestion of
several countries, including Cambodia, that the civil war
be ended .through a reconvening of the Geneva Conference on
I n d o c h i n a . W h e n the Conference convened on May 16, 1961,
all of the participants— Britain, Burma, Cambodia, Canada,
Communist China, France, India, Laos, North Vietnamr Poland,
South Vietnam, the Soviet Union, Thailand and the United
States— agreed on the cessation of hostilities and the

*|
An excellent account of the proceedings of the
Laotian Conference can be found in George Modelski, Inter
national Conference on the Settlement of the Laotian
Question, 1961-1962 (Canberra:
Australian National Uni
versity, Research School of Pacific Studies, Department of
International Relations, 1962).
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neutralization of Laos, except the Laotians themselves.

it

was only after a major defeat by the Pathet Lao in May 1962
that Nosavan agreed to accept a coalition government( thus
dissolving the impasse.
Cambodia had begun to cast anxious eyes towards
Laos during the summer of 1958, following the fall of the
Souvannaphouma government.

At that time, Sihanouk protested

against the withdrawal of American aid as being intervention
*1

in Laotian internal affairs.

His concern over the situ

ation grew as the Pathet Lao began to expand their area of
control towards Cambodia.

His concern stemmed from his

belief that "in order to remain on good terms with my com
munist friends, we prefer not to have a common frontier with
them."2
Sihanouk also feared that the developing confront
ation between the United States, China and the Soviet Union
might erupt into a major war in which Cambodia would be an
innocent victim.

Moreover, victory by either side would

remove the restraints imposed on Thailand and Vietnam by
the existing balance of power, leaving these countries free
to advance militarily into Cambodia.^

1Smith, Cambodia Vs Foreign Policy, 174.
2Quoted in Smith, Asian Survey, I, No. 5, 22.
2Smith, Cambodia's Foreign Policy, 175-76.
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Convinced that Cambodia "s. security, .lay in an -im
mediate. cease^fite, Sihanouk proposed before the United
Nations in September 1960 that an international conference
be convened to neutralize La o s .

He also suggested that his

own country be included in the neutralization.^

When Presi

dent Kennedy assumed office in January 1961, Sihanouk per
sonally Wrote him urging American support for his proposal.
In his reply, Kennedy stated that the time was not yet op
portune for such a conference, and suggested instead that
Sihanouk accept a Laotian proposal that Burma, Cambodia and
Malaya form a Neutral Nations Commission to guarantee the
peace in Laos.^

Sihanouk refused to accept the suggestion,

however, because he believed it had originated in Washington
and not in Vientiane.?
By March the situation had deteriorated to such an
extent that Kennedy reversed his position and expressed a
willingness to participate in a conference on Laos.

In

Sihanouk's opinion, the decision came too late:
If one had deigned to interest himself in the
solution which I put forth at the [crucialf
moments, it would have been possible to have
a truly neutral Laos between the two antagonistic

*|
Fifield, Southeast Asia in United States Policy,
416.
^Modelski, 6.
O '

Smith, Cambodia's Foreign Policy, 179.

1
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blocs« But because of the wish to have
aligned, in a "pro-Western" neutrality,
germ of true neutrality has been killed
keys of the future have been given to a
communist neutrality.1

Laos
the
and the
pro-

As the Conference dragged on-— it lasted from May
1961 until July 1962 because of the uncompromising positions
of the two warring Laotian factions--Sihanouk became in
creasingly pessimistic about the West's future in Indochina.
In the fall of 1961 he said, "it is certain that the 1free
w o r l d 1 has lost there a most important battle."

Later

that ye a r , in an interview with a correspondent from the
Far Eastern Economic Review, he stated, "It is improbable
we will succeed in disassociating our future from that which
awaits all Asia, and that future is dark."

He continued.,

"I wish to emphasize that I have never wished the Victory
of communism in A s i a , but I acknowledge that it seems to
me inevitable because of the errors in this region by the
free world and its partisans."

A few months later, the

Cambodian Prince explained to the Australian Foreign Min
ister that the source of these errors lay in the failure of

^Quoted in Ibid., 180.
2

Quoted in Leifer, Cambodia:
Security, 132.

The Search for

3Quoted in Parke Fulham, "Cambodian Perspective.,"
Far Eastern Economic Review, XXXVIII, No. 10. (December 6 ,
1962), 522.
' „
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the West ."to grasp: the true nature of popular aspirations
in Southeast Asia,"1
These remarks reflect a marked change in Sihanouk's
attitude, and throughout this period he was extremely crit
ical of. American foreign policy.

On one occasion he wrote:

Incapable of reconciling their democratic
ideals with their military interests, the AngloSaxons support, in certain Asian c o u n t r i e s .
dictators,military juntas, police regimes that
have no roots among the people and that, lacking
popular consent, are reduced to maintaining them
selves entirely by the protection and subsidies
of foreign powers.
This destroys,.,the value of
the theme of Western propaganda that the free
world defends democracy against Communist total
itarian regimes of oppression and helps countries
to preserve their liberty against the attempts by
the Great Powers to dominate them.
The popular
masses whom they hope to win .to the cause of the
world called free are thus alienated and exposed
to Communist allurements...,2
Sihanouk suggested that perhaps the fault could be traced to
the misunderstanding of Asian psychology in Washington.
As everyone here knows, our American friends are
often sadly, and even disastrously, lacking in
imagination and psychology in their approach to
foreign problems.
In attempting to settle these
problems to their own and their friends' best ad
vantage, they often make wrong moves which produce
the opposite results from those intended.3

^Quoted in M. Jaspar, Australia and Cambodia: A
Model Relationship (Perth:
University of Western Australia,
1965), 4.
2

Quoted in Armstrong, 137^-38.

^Norodom Sihanouk, "Articles published in 'Realites
Cambodgiennes,' June 22 - July 27,:19^2" (Washington:
Royal
Cambodian Embassy, n.d.), 9.

110
Prince Sihanouk felt that Laos was an excellent ex
ample of. Western, and particularlyr iUnefican, blundering
in.Southeast Asia.

Soon after the agreements had been

signed in Geneva, Sihanouk wrote that, contrary to what most
Westerners thought,
The settlement of the Laotian problem...scarcely
serves to enhance the prestige of the Western
Powers'— and still less their authority— with
their friends or allies in South East Asia.
Quite the contrary, these States, and above
all, their people, are fully aware that the re
call of Prince Souvannaphouma to power, the
recognition of the right of the Pathet Lao to a
share in the management of Laotian affairs, and
the abandonment of the "trusty servants" of the
Laotian right wing (whose supplies the USA even
went so far as to cut off so as to e n d .their
'resistance1), amount to apparent capitulation
on the part of the West and show the bankruptcy
of their SEATO and anti-neutralist policy.1
Sihanouk's belief that the United States would be
unable to contain the communism its own policies had helped
revitalize in Indochina led to an important revaluation of
Cambodia's foreign policy.

Whereas that policy had pre

viously been based on the assumption of a long-range balance
of power in Southeast Asia between the United States and
China, it had now become apparent to the Cambodian govern
ment that the communist powers would eventually triumph
in their efforts to dislodge American influence from the
region.

Cambodian Commentary, an official publication of

^Ibid., 12.

Ill
the Cambodian government f reflected this, view when it
editorializedj
...all Asian leaders are...aware that the inter
lude in their history marked by European inter
vention in Asian affairs is drawing to a close
and the time is fast approaching when they will
be faced with that recurrent factors
a resurgent
China with which they will have to come to terms
as best they m a y .1
Sihanouk’s main concern centered on the policies
which would then be pursued by Thailand and Vietnam, both
of whom would adopt a pro-communist government in order to
escape Chinese intervention.

The Cambodian government

feared that the restraints now imposed by China on these
countries would be lifted, thus leaving Cambodia at the
mercy of her two most ancient and persistent enemies.
Within a short time, the Cambodian government predicted,
the Khmer kingdom and its culture would be erased from the
face of the earth.^
Since Cambodia's basic foreign policy objective was
the preservation of the Khmer state, the government con
cluded that its survival could only be maintained through
closer relations with China, even though, ultimately, this
would require the communization of Cambodia herself.

This

^Cambodian Commentary, 1963, 4, quoted in Leifer,
Cambodia; The Search For Security, 142.
2Smith, Cambodia’s Foreign Policy, 186-89.
Sihanouk, "Articles Published...."

Also,
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attitude was reflected, by. Sihanouk in .September 1-9-61, when
he told a group of young leftist radicals in his. country:
"I shall not hesitate when the time comes for me to yield
to Communism to prepare bur people and myself to become
Communists, to prevent the dispute of our unity and the shed1
ding of blood."
The Cambodian Prince justified his
position on the grounds that, if he did not adopt it, China
would permit the Thai and the Vietnamese to annihilate
Cambodia.

And, "as between the annihilation of my country

by the Thais and the Vietnamese and the communization of
my country, I choose communization because we could then
live as Cambodians, as do the Poles and Hungarians."

2

While pessimistic about the eventual communization
of his country, Sihanouk nevertheless did not want to hurry
that hour.

For the immediate future, he urged unity among

the Khmer and attempted to discredit all internal communist
activity.^
Of special concern to Sihanouk were a group of young
leftist intellectuals in the Sangkum who complained that he
was leading the country towards an alliance with SEATGu^

^Quoted in Leifer, Cambodia:
Security, 129.
2Quoted in Ibid., 149-150.
3Armstrong, 50-51, 127.

4U.S. Army, 193.
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As preposterous as the charge might have been, Sihanouk
nevertheless sought to dispel the criticism by pointing out
that SEATO had all but disappeared as an alliance because
of its inability to effectively handle the insurgency in
Laos and South. Vietnam.^

Cambodia had rejected the pro

tection of SEATO, Sihanouk said, and in so doing,

"Cam

bodians have become the chosen friends of the Chinese and
2
the Russians."
In a move designed to further placate the
young radicals, Sihanouk placed a number of their leaders
on the Sangkum National Assembly ticket for the 1962 elecq
tions, thus assuring their admission into the government.
Sihanouk's attempt to discredit communism in Cam
bodia during this period was demonstrated by his denunci
ation of the Pracheachon Party in a special session of the
National Congress in August 1961.

In a debate between him

self and Non Suon, the head of the Party, Sihanouk forced
the ex-Viet Minh officer to admit that his organization was
■ 4
receiving support from North Vietnam.

^Leifer, Cambodia;
\

A few months later,

The Search for Security, 131..

2Quoted in Leifer, International Journal, XVII, 132.

^Michael Leifer, "The Cambodian Elections," Asian
Survey, II, No. 7 (September 1962), 22-24.
4Smith,VCambodia," Governments and Politics of
Southeast A s i a , 627.
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the Cambodian government arrested Non Suon and 13 'of his
associates on charges of subversion.

Although the men were

convicted and sentenced to death, Sihanouk later stayed the
executions; they were, after all, convenient "whippingboys."^
Sihanouk's success in limiting the influence of
communism in Cambodia was dramatically proven by a 1962
State Department intelligence report which stated that there
were less than 50 known communists in Cambodia, fewer than
in any other country in Southeast Asia.2
Despite Cambodia's successful efforts to preserve
internal security^ she continued to meet hostility from her
neighbors.

The gravest crisis was precipitated in late 1961

by an alleged statement of Sihanouk's to the effect that he
would fight Thais but not communism in Southeast Asia.
Sarit Thanarat, Thailand's Prime Minister and an old per
sonal enemy of Sihanouk, responded by declaring that since
Cambodia was too weak to attack their country, Thais ought
to regard Sihanouk's statements in the same manner as a lion
heeds the threats of a pig.

As might be expected, these

■hi.S. A r m y , 195.
20.S . , Department of State, World Strength of the
Communist. Party Organizations, 85.
3The exchange between Sihanouk and Sarit can be found
in Willard A. Hanna, Eight.Nation Mak e r s : 1Southeast A s i a 1s
Charismatic Statesmen (New York;
St. Martin's Press, 1964),
206.
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remarks set off another press war between the two. countries,
ultimately resulting in the breaking of diplomatic relations
on October 23, 1961.

Tempers again flared in June 1962, when

the International Court of Justice ruled that the temple of
Preah Vihear belonged to Cambodia.^

The decision of the

Court was considered a national disgrace in Thailand, and
many of Sarit's advisors pleaded for permission to invade
2
Cambodia to avenge Thai honor.'
Although the invasion never
took place, the attitude of the Thais was reflected later
that year when they began to criticize American aid to Cam
bodia on the grounds that it permitted that country to
assume an arrogance it otherwise would not dare, exhibit.^
Since that aid, both military and economic, had totalled
$293,493,000 since 1955, the charge probably had some sub
stance
As the level of hostilities increased in South
Vietnam during 1961-62, there were a greater number of

^Case Concerning the Temple of ..Preah. Vihear. ...
64.

^Gordon, Dimensions of Conflict in Southeast Asia,
'

1
^Roger M. Smith and Lionel Landry, "Some Southeast
Asian Views of American Foreign Policy," Southeast A s i a :
Problems of United States Policy, ed. William Henderson
(Cambridge:
The M.I.T. Press, :1963), 129.
^U.S.. Agency for International Development, The
American Aid Program in Cambodia: A Decade of Cooperation,
1951-1961 (Phnom Penh:
U.S.A.I.D., 1961), 65.
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border, yiolations involving South Vietnamese troops.

It .

was also during this period that the Saigon government began
to charge that it had proof, the. Viet Cong were using Cam
bodia as a permanent sanctuary.

The Cambodian government

lent credibility to the charges when it reported in Septem
ber 1961 that its armies had intercepted a force of about
500. Viet Cong in Svay Rieng province.^

In an attempt to

prove that the infiltration was only an isolated incident,
the Cambodian delegation to the Laotian Conference asked
the participants to strengthen the International Control
Commission in their country.^

Perhaps responding to their

initiative, the I.C.C. reported in October 1961 that the
South Vietnamese charges could not bd substantiated.^

The

Cambodian government also invited Robert Trumbell of the
New York Times to visit those areas claimed by the Saigon
government to be used by the Viet Cong.

After four days of

intensive investigation, Trumbell reported that none of the
cites were of a permanent, nature.^

Significantly, the

American military mission in Phnom Penh also denied the

1Leifer, Pacific Affairs., XXXIV, No. 4,. 369-370.
^Modelski, 53.
. ^New York Times, October,27, 1961, p. 6 .
^Ibid., November 22, .1961, p. 1. A few days fol
lowing this report, Trumbell found himself declared persona
non grata by the Saigon government.
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. existence of. Viet Cong bases in Cambodia after carrying out
"I

an investigation of its own.
Perhaps in response to the South Vietnamese charges,
Sihanouk complained in July 1962 that the Saigon government
was permitting the Khmer Serei to recruit among the Khmer
minority in South Vietnam.^

The effect of these charges

and counter-charges on Cambodian-South Vietnamese relations
was, of course, highly unfavorable.
During the Sixth World Buddhist Conference held in
Phnom Penh in 1961, Sihanouk had an opportunity to discuss
with the North Vietnamese Minister of Cultural Affairs that
country’s attitude towards Cambodia.

Specifically, Sihanouk

asked about North Vietnam's position on the several islands
off Sihanoukville then being claimed, by the Saigon govern
ment. . According to Sihanouk, the Minister would only assure
him that North Vietnam intended to negotiate the matter ?. a
response sufficiently, vague to convince the Cambodian leader
that North Vietnam held the same territorial ambitions as its
southern counterpart.
Sihanouk no doubt had the Cultural Minister's re. marks in mind when he visited China in February 1962.

1Smith, "Cambodia," Governments and Politics of
Southeast A s i a , 664.
^U.S. Army, 370.
3Smith, Cambodia's Foreign Policy, ,88-89.
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Although his. visit was officially, undertaken to thank the
Chinese government for its support during the recent clashes
with Thailand" and South Vietnamr the Cambodian Prince,
looking ahead towards the time when only China would be
able to restrain the Thai and Vietnamese, also wanted to
further the friendly relations between Cambodia and the
People's Republic.

While in Peking, Sihanouk predicted,

"our relations will become ever closer because now we know
that colonialism and imperialism are powerless before the
will and determination of the Asian people to defend their
I
freedom and right to happiness and prosperity.”
Later that year, during the Indian border crisis
with China, the Cambodian government demonstrated its
friendship by blocking certain Colombo proposals embarrass
ing

to China. ^

in an attempt to compromise an otherwise

unpleasant position--for both India and China were its
valuable friends— the Cambodian government worked tirelessly
with Burma, Indonesia, Ceylon, Ghana and the United Arab
Republic to find an acceptable solution to the

impasse.^

Unfortunately, they failed in their efforts, and India's

1Quoted in Dutt, 191.
2Ibid., 226.

.i

^Russell H. Fifield, "Another Look at SEATO,"
Southeast A s i a : Problems of United States Policy, ed.
William Henderson (Cambridge:
The M.I.T. Press, 1963), 198.
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departure from her previous neutrality left Cambodia with
a deep sense of regret and isolation.1
This loss was more than compensated, however, by
the increased friendliness of China.

Liu Shao-ch'i, during

Sihanouk's visit to the People's Republic in February 1963,
publically thanked the Cambodian leader for his assistance
during the border, crisis and termed Cambodia's friendship
"most precious" to China.2
As we have s e e n , Sihanouk concluded in 1961 that the
West would be unable to prevent the spread of communism in
Southeast Asia,

The decision of the Kennedy Administration

to stand firmly behind Diem in his struggle with the N L F ,2
however, meant that for the time being at least, the United
States would remain the dominant power in the region.

This

peculiar set of circumstances presented the Cambodian governs
ment with a dangerous dilemma.

If > on the one hand, it

attempted to secure Cambodia's future security against the
Thai and Vietnamese by moving closer to China, the United

^Harrison E. Salisbury, Orbit of China
Harper & Row, 1967), 84.

(New York:

2Quoted in Michael Leifer, "Cambodia:
The Politics
of Accommodation,"Asian Survey, IV, No. 1 (January 1964),
677.
2President Kennedy's decision was based upon the
reports of three missions sent to South Vietnam in 1961.
They were headed by. Vice-President Lyndon B. Johnson,
Professor Eugene Staley, an<3- Chairman of the Joint Chiefs
of Staff, General George Maxwell Taylor.
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States might permit its allies to attack Cambodia on the
grounds that it was- abetting the spread of communism in
Indochina,

The allies had already demonstrated their

support for the Khmer Serei and had warned the Cambodian
government to seal its border regions from the Viet Cong.
On the other hand, if the Cambodian government bowed to the
pressure and attempted to aid the allies in order to secure
Cambodia’s immediate security, China would undoubtedly
allow the Thai and Vietnamese to invade the country as soon
as the Americans left.

By that time, of course, the United

States would be unwilling to intervene on Cambodia’s be
half.
Sihanouk's efforts to bring about an international
conference to guarantee the neutralization of Laos convinced
the Cambodian leader that a.similar solution might lend
itself to Cambodia's situation.

Since it was obvious that

the balance of power in Indochina would continue to exist
as long as the United States remained in South Vietnam,
Cambodia w o u l d .have to pursue its traditional policy of
neutrality.

As the Vietnam war increased in intensity,

however, "the pressure on Cambodia to join in the allied
struggle would steadily mount.

Judging from the experience

o f .the French Indochina War, the Viet; Cong would also stepup their use of the permeable and indefensible Cambodian
border regions to escape pursuing allied forces, thus
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increasing the .possibility, that the allies might launch an
attack into Cambodia herself.
An internationally guaranteed neutrality, coupled
with declarations respecting her independence and ter
ritorial integrity, would effectively prevent the United
States and its Thai and South Vietnamese allies from in
vading Cambodia.: China could hardly object to the neutralization, because it would guarantee that Cambodia would
not, at some critical moment, suddenly align herself with
the Americans.

Furthermore, once the United States left

Indochina, the international agreement would probably help
convince China to restrain the Thai and Vietnamese.
It will be recalled that Sihanouk first mentioned
an international conference to guarantee Cambodia's neu
trality in a speech before the United Nations in September
1960.

At'that time, he proposed that both Laos and Cam

bodia be included in a neutral "tampon" in Indochina.^
Although he later dropped the proposal in order to facilitate
the neutralization:of Laos, it was clear to most observers
that he expected the Conference to conclude a similar agreement over his own country.

o

Smith, Asian Survey, I, No. 5, 19.
2Ibid., 21-2 2 .

The. .communist, countries were in full accord with
Sihanouk!s expectations, .because they fit well into the
proposals then being, voiced by the National Liberation
Front.

In July 1962, for instance, the NLF issued a "Four-

Point Manifesto" calling for the creation of a neutral zone
composed of South Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia,^

.Nguyen Van

Hieu, Secretary-General of the Front, attributed the idea
to Sihanouk and called it a "positive initiative" towards
peace in Indochina.^
When the Conference adjourned without taking up the
issue, however, Sihanouk wrote the following letter to the
leaders of the major powers participating in the Conference
I have the honor to call Your Excellency’s
attention particularly to the very serious threat
that has for years been hanging over my country,
which has constantly been subjected to threats,
plots, sabotage, blockades, and aggression by
neighboring powers that are very much stronger
militarily, concerning whose annexationist aims
there is no longer any dou b t . Territorial claims
supported by the use of armed forces, the crossing
of frontiers, flights over our territory, and its
recent occupation by foreign troops cause me to
fear that, in a short time, an insoluble situation

•'•The text of the "Manifesto" can be found in Pike,
350-51.
n
Quoted in Lester A. Sobel, South V i e t n a m : U.S.Communist Confrontation in Southeast A s i a , 1961-1965 (New
York:
Facts on File, Inc., 1966), 48.
3

The text Of the letter can be found in Department
of State Bulletin, XLVII, No. 1213 (September 24, 1962),
457-58.

will be created which could lead to an inter
national conflict with unforeseeable- couse- '
quences.
Cambodia can no longer endure this constant
provocation and aggression, or the official or
unofficial accusations made repeatedly by these
same neighbors, to the effect that it is en
couraging and promoting subversion in their
countries; this is not and has never been tr u e .
Sincerely desiring peace, but resolved to
defend its honor and what remains of its national
territory after, numerous "amputations,” Cambodia
sees no other reasonable solution of this situ
ation than to claim for itself the benefit of
the international protection provisions that
have been granted to Lao s .
I take the liberty of reminding you. that it
is thanks to Cambodian initiative that Laos has
been spared from greater sacrifices and that the
western and socialist camps have, not clashed.
Actually, my country has been making valuable
contributions to the maintenance of peace and
stability in Asia since 1954.
Today, before making decisions of prime im
portance in order to protect its existence, Cam
bodia requests of Your Excellency's Government
and the other powers which met last month in
Geneva the official recognition and guarantee of .
its neutrality and:territorial integrity. It.is
ready to accept any appropriate control for that
purpose.
The beneficial international accomplishments
in Laos would not be lasting and the balance of
forces in Southeast Asia would not long be main
tained if Cambodia should in turn become a battle
field, a prospect which appears to me to be in
evitable if the powers concerned with the security
of this region should fail ,to .reach an agreement
to neutralize it.
I venture to say to Your Excellency that my
country is entitled to this consideration.
All foreign statesmen and observers of good
faith have recognized t h a t .it formed a peaceful,
closely united nation that abided by the United
Nations Charter and met its international obli
gations; that practiced genuine neutrality; and
that was faithful to the principles of peaceful
coexistence.
They have also recognized that
Cambodia succeeded in following this just and
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equitable policy through its own efforts r without
aid from anyone and by. surmounting innumerable
difficulties,.
1 take the liberty of suggesting that Your
Excellency be good enough to fake an active in
terest in our fate and agree that an international
conference on Cambodia be held as soon as possible
in a large neutral capital or city or your choice
(Geneva, New Delhi, Stockholm, etc.). Thanking Your Excellency for whatever in
terest you may be good enough to take in this
urgent petition from a small peaceful nation,
which desires only to live independent and free
and to have its boundaries respected, I beg you
to accept the assurances of my very high con
sideration.
Although the communist countries, Laos and France
immediately expressed approval for the Cambodian suggestion,
the other powers were less than enthusiastic.

President

Kennedy, whose approval for the conference was essential,
side-tracked the issue by proposing an alternative method
for guaranteeing Cambodia's neutrality and territorial in
tegrity,

Since his letter is an excellent statement of

official U. S. policy towards Cambodia in 1962, it is quoted
at length.

1

It always gives me great pleasure to receive
a personal communication from Your Royal Highness
and I only regret that the reason for your letter
of August 20 was to express your worry over the
security of Cambodia.
For, as you know, the funda
mental and abiding objective of the United States
is that each country, large and small, live in
peace and independence so that its people may .
prosper, enjoy the fruits of its own endeavors,
and pursue a course of international relations of

^See the text of the letter "in Ibid., 456-57.

its own choosing. . This applies especially to
countries, with which we have 'such -elo.se; friendly
relations as we have with C a m b o d i a 1
In this spirit a n d .in view of the present
preoccupations of Your..R o y a l .Highness, I assure
you that the United States respects the neu
trality, territorial integrity and independence
of Cambodia„ I am sure you. will recognize that
this attitude is the foundation of United States
relations with your Government and people. We
recognize and respect the high aims you have set
for Cambodia, and we wholeheartedly desire to
further them. Our economic cooperation has aimed
at supplementing Cambodia's own intensive efforts
at economic and social progress, while our mili
tary assistance has been designed to help your
people maintain the security of their beloved
country.
The contribution of Cambodia and that of Your
Royal Highness in person to peace in the world
is known to all,
I have in mind particularly
your sponsorship of the recent conference on the
Lao question.
If for no other reason, therefore,
Cambodia has the right to live in peace and tran
quility.
The United States stands ready to do
whatever it can to assure this, not only for Cam
bodia, but for its neighbors in Southeast Asia,
all friends of the United States.
There are various methods by which nations
achieve a state of peaceful harmony with each
other.
One, which you mentioned in your letter,
is the idea of an international conference to
recognize the neutrality and, territorial integrity
of Cambodia. Another, which you suggested to
Ambassador Qphilip pTj Sprouse in your conver
sation with him on August 28, is the issuance
of "official letters" by interested governments
declaring their respect for Cambodia's independ
ence , neutrality and territorial integrity.
This
second method appears to me to be a wise sug
gestion, and a more expeditious and effective
means of achieving the objectives cited in your
letter.
I should be glad to write such a formal
letter for the United States.
It is my hope that
other governments interested ,in peace and stability
in the area would likewise affirm these principles
in an appropriate m a nner . Noting that your letter
expresses willingness to accept whatever controls
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are .necessary, to insure Cambodia's aims as set
forth therein, I would be interested in your
ideas regarding, the instrumentality for bringing
the desired stability to Cambodia's border areas.
The unwillingness of the United States to participate
in another international conference at this time was based
upon a number of considerations.

In the first place, the

United States had been very much humiliated during the Con
ference on Laos.

Not only had the forces it backed been de

feated, but the very government which it had overthrown
(Souvannaphouma's ) was restored.

According to Modelski,

"it

was as though the Americans had been caught red-handed
^interfering in Laotian internal affairsj and were being
hauled before an international forum to declare that they
would not do it a g a i n . A

conference on Cambodia would

undoubtedly amount to the same thing, because Cambodia's
problems stemmed for the most part, not from the communist
countries, but from Thailand and South Vietnam, two of the
United States closest allies.

As might be expected, neither

regime approved of the conference proposal.
Moreover, Thailand and South Vietnam had strongly
opposed the Laotian Conference, for they believed that any
compromise with the Pathet Lao. would directly endanger their
own security.

The fact that the United States had withdrawn

^Modelski, 8 .
2Smith, Cambodia's Foreign Policy,. '19.3-94 .
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its. support from General Nosavan seemed, tantamount to be
trayal,

Perhaps in anticipation of an American withdrawal

from Indochina-^or maybe threatening the United States with
their strategic importance— both Thailand and South Vietnam
let it be known that they were reconsidering their proAmerican alignment,-I- Although the United States quickly
overcame their fears with new and stronger promises of aid
and support,^ Washington nevertheless did not want to further
antagonize the two governments.
Finally, the three allies feared that a conference
on Cambodia would lead to a discussion of the war in Vietnam.
Judging from the position of the communist powers and France,
all of whom favored a Laotian-type solution to the problem,
the allies felt that the Other participants in the confer
ence might attempt to force neutralization on South Vietnam.
At the time, this did not seem to be in the interests of
Washington, Bangkok, or Saigon.^
Sihanouk’s initial reaction to the negative response
his proposal had met was to threaten to revise his foreign
policy and to call upon Soviet and Chinese troops to protect

Ibid. , 186-87; Modelski, 12.
See, for instance. President Kennedy’s letter to
President Ngo Dinh Diem in U.S.
Department of State, Why Vietnam (Washington;
U.S. Government Printing Office, 1965),
3.
2

^Kahin and Lewis, 137.
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Cambodia from the. Thai and South. Vietnamese,

By September

his anger had cooled,, however, and he offered two alterna
tives to an international conference.

In essence he asked,

would the countries participating in the Laotian Conference
extend to Cambodia the agreements reached over L a o s > or, if
that proved unacceptable, would the above powers issue
official declarations guaranteeing, as well as respecting,
Cambodia's neutrality and territorial integrity,^

A short

time after Sihanouk presented these-alternatives, a number
of border violations by South Vietnamese troops led the
Cambodian government to formalize its position in a draft
treaty,^
The draft treaty, which was distributed^ to all the
Conference powers, committed these nations to "recognize,
respect..,and observe in every way the sovereignty, independ
ence, neutrality and territorial integrity of the Kingdom of
Cambodia, and, in the event of a violation of these prin
ciples ... ^toj take, at the request of the Royal Government
of Cambodia, every measure"to ensure effective respect for

^Leifer, Cambodia:

The Search for Survival, 136.

2Ibid,, 137.
2The text of the treaty and accompanying documents
can be found in Smith, Cambodia's Foreign Policy, Appendix
A, 226-238.
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t h e m . A

Protocol to the treaty required the recognition

and guarantee of Cambodia's, present borders.^
In exchange for these guarantees, Cambodia promised
to conduct relations with all countries on the basis of
equality, reciprocity and peaceful coexistence; to accept
all unconditional offers of aid; to avoid the use or the
threat of force in the conduct of her. foreign relations; to
enter into no military alliance and forbid t h e .establishment
of foreign military bases on her soil; and to permit no
foreign military personnel in Cambodia except a small con
tingent of French advisors for her armed forces.^
.The Communist powers and France immediately responded
favorably to the draft treaty, but the United States, Thai
land and South Vietnam remained intransigent.

According to

Roger Smith, who obtained the information from a reliable
State Department.official, the United States had two primary
objections to the draft treaty.

In the first place, if

would have committed the United States to protect Cambodia
from an invasion launched by either Thailand or South Viet
nam— its own allies!

Secondly, the Protocol called for the

recognition and guarantee of Cambodia's present borders,
which.were held in dispute by both Thailand and South

1Ibid. , 228.
3Ibid., 236-38.

2Ibid. , 231.-32.

.

Vietnam.

In keeping with its policy of not becoming in

volved in such .inter-regional quarrels, the. United States
favored direct negotiations between the three countries
over the issue.^
Upon finding the draft treaty, unacceptable, to the
United States, Sihanouk temporarily dropped the matter of
international guarantees for his country's neutrality, .in
dependence and territorial integrity, and turned instead.to
the communist bloc for protection against his traditional
enemies.

This attitude was reflected most clearly in an

article written in April 1963 by Sihanouk entitled,
Far Has Communism Advanced into Cambodia."

"How

In it he stated

frhe~|jsurvival of my small country and. its six
million people and particularly of its territorial
integrity can only be insured if Cambodia were
linked, as a satellite, directly to the U.S.S.R.
or the People's Republic of China....We would be
an Albania or a Hungary, but at least our name and
our flag would continue to exist, together with
our national identity.2
A year later, he explained his position in light of
Cambodia's long-ranged interests.
Quite frankly, it is not in our interests to
deal with the West, which represents the present
but not the future. In ten years' time, there
will probably be." in Thailand, which always -re
sponds to the dominant wind, a pro-Chinese

1Ibid., 196.
Quoted in Michael Leifer, "Cambodia Looks to
China," The World Today, XX, No. 1 (January 1 9 6 4 ) , 3 1 .
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neutralist government, and South. yiet"Nam will
certainly be. ig.oyerned by. Ho Chi Minh or his suc
cessor.
Our interests are served by. .dealing
with the camp, that one day will dominate the
whole of. Asia--and by coming to terms before its
. victory--in order to obtain the best terms pos
sible. 1
Thus Cambodia, under the leadership of Prince
Norodom Sihanouk, by 1.963 had completely reversed its
foreign policy of the 1954-55 period.

A summary of the

reasons for this change, and an indication of where Cam
bodia stands today, are included in the following chapter.

-*•Quoted in Leifer, Cambodia:
Security, 149.
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AN ANALYSIS OF CAMBODIA'S FOREIGN POLICY
When asked to explain the ”current attitude of the
Cambodian government,,l Thanat Khoman, the Foreign Minister
of Thailand, replied,

"there doesn't seem to be such a thing

called Cambodian government.

There is only, one man called

Prince Sihanouk...and it is he who decides in what direction
the country should go."^

As the previous chapters have

shown, this characterization certainly seems to hold true
in the realm of Cambodian foreign policy.

Indeed, as one

undertakes the task of analyzing Khmer foreign affairs, one
cannot help but feel that Sihanouk has directed its course
virtually singlehandedly.
Prince Sihanouk's dominate position in Cambodian
politics has not developed accidently.

In part, it is

attributable to the dynamic personality of Sihanouk him
self.

Other factors are his kingly stature in the eyes of

the Khmer, his great popularity among his own people, and
the total absence of any comparable political figure.

At

one time. Son Ngoc Thanh might have challenged Sihanouk for
the leadership of the Khmer nation, but that time has long
since past.

■^"Report from Southeast Asia by Thanat Khoman,
Foreign Minister■of Thailand" (Washington:. Royal Embassy
of Thailand, n.d.) .'
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While such centralization has many advantages to a
developing country like Cambodia, it also has a number of
inherent weaknesses.

The most important of these is, of

course, what will happen to Cambodia after Sihanouk.

I

am unable to predict the answer, and can only point out
that, while there are many Khmer representing both his views
and those to right and to the left, there seems to be no one
who can muster his popular appeal.

This forebodes potential

disaster for Cambodia, because it lies in a region where
civil strife inevitably assumes international proportions.
Fortunately, however, Sihanouk is still in his prime— he
is 46 and in vigorous health— and, barring any unforeseen
tragedy, he appears likely to continue as Cambodia's Chief
of State for many more years.
In addition to the predominance of Sihanouk, certain
other characteristics of Cambodian foreign policy should
have been apparant in the previous chapters.

The first of

these undoubtedly would be Sihanouk's belief— and indeed
the belief of the vast majority of the Khmer--that the Thai
and Vietnamese intend to continue their,traditional policy
of expansion into Cambodia.

Included in the policy are

attempts to dominate Cambodia politically and economically,
and to extinguish every remenent of Khmer culture.

The

threat is seen to be so great, that protection against this
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eventuality has become the dominant foreign policy objective
of the Cambodian government.
The third characteristic of Cambodian foreign policy
is the steady drift away from the West, particularly the
United States, and towards the communist bloc, especially
the People's Republic of China.

Initially, this drift

seemed to be rooted in the unconditional American support
given to Thailand and South Vietnam, both of which fit the
Khmer stereotype described above, and the rather unsympa
thetic attitude displayed by Washington towards Sihanouk and
his neutral policies.

Sihanouk believed the United States

could prevent the hostile actions of its Southeast Asian
allies, and thus held the American government ultimately
responsible for their acts.

By way of contrast, China often

supported the Cambodian government in its clashes with
Thailand and South Vietnam, and apparently persuaded Hanoi
and the National Liberation Front to conduct their relations
with Cambodia on the basis of peaceful coexistence.
Following the collapse of the West's position in
Laos, however, another, more important, factor seemed to
evolve in the drift towards China:

namely, Sihanouk's be

lief that the West would one day be forced to withdraw from
Indochina, thus leaving China the dominant power in the re
gion.

In order to ensure China's intervention on Cambodia's

behalf should the Thai and Vietnamese attempt to pursue

135
their traditional policy, the government found it necessary
to. establish even closer bonds with the People's Republic,
Although there was little to guarantee that China would ex
tend its protection when needed, Cambodia was forced to
assume that risk.

Fortunately, the confrontation between

China and the United States in the region provided Cambodia
_ with an opportunity to demonstrate its. value to the People's
Republic.

Sihanouk.has said,

I do not know whether People's China loves us.
I know that for its own interests at present
People's China, must protect us.
As for the
future, I do not know.
There may be a change.
However, I must thank the Americans for dis
puting with People's China.
If they were on
good terms with People's China we would be
d e a d ,1
It is Sihanouk's belief that Cambodia's present
. value to China, plus the historical desire of Peking to
assume suzereignship over Southeast Asian countries, will
cause China to extend to Cambodia the protection it so des
perately seeks.

In exchange for that protection, Sihanouk‘

has let it be known that he will not oppose communization
of his country.
This forms a rather cogent and rational explanation
for Cambodia's foreign policy, but unfortunately, too many
analysts have there let it stand.

There are several other

•'•Quoted from Gordon, Asian Survey, V, No. 9, 441.
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factors which profoundly influence that policy, partic
ularly its day-to-day manifestations;
One of the most ill-defined, ,yet most important, of
these factors is Khmer nationalism.

Included in this rather

nebulous term are Sihanouk’s self-identification with his
country, the manner in which he perceives its past, present
and future role in world affairs, and the way in which he
expects Cambodia to be treated in international circles.
Sihanouk's self-identification with Cambodia is
illustrated most dramatically by his reaction to press
attacks and personal insults.

Recall a statement previously

quoted:
For me to die in battle would be nothing, but
for me to be insulted and slandered before all
my fellow-Cambodians is absolutely intolerable.
Through me, the entire Khmer people feels less
ened in its honor and its dignity.... To insult
me, to hurt me, or to humiliate me is to do the
same to the Cambodian nation.1
This self-identification is both natural, to Sihanouk and
acceptable to the vast majority of Khmer.

Although not

unique in developing countries of the world, it is partic
ularly important in Cambodia because of the traditional
role of the king as the national symbol.

Despite his abdi

cation in 1955, Sihanouk has retained that symbolic aura.

1Quoted from Shaplen, The New Yorker, 'KLII, No. 30,
200.
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An equally important factor in the influence of
nationalism on Cambodian foreign policy is Sihanouk’s belief
that Cambodia, despite her lack of physical power,, can play
an important role in world affairs.

This belief is at

tributable both to the historical greatness of the Khmer
Empire and to the personality and policies of Sihanouk him
self.
Cambodia’s strategic position has been used to great
advantage by Sihanouk, obtaining aid and recognition from
both sides of the Cold War bloc.

At times, he has used this

position to settle grave international crises, as in the
case of Laos.

Of Cambodia’s role in that settlement,

Sihanouk said;
Our nation is rightly proud of this role
and of a prestige of which we have not tasted
since the 14th. century and this in defence and
justice for a brother country.
With this pres
tige, and role, we have certainly surpassed our
selves.
For the first time in our history we
were called upon to assume responsibilities and
accomplish a job of world importance and on an
equal.footing with the greatest and the small. e s t .3
On numerous occasions, Sihanouk has attempted to find
an equally acceptable solution to the Vietnam war, but with
little success. ^

Sihanouk's interest in seeking an end to

^Cambodia News

(July 1961), 5-6.

^ S i h a n o u k
has written proliferously on the subject
of Vietnam.
See, for example, the following articles writ
ten by the Cambodian Prince:
"The Fate of South Vietnam

the war is not only based on the threat it now poses on
Cambodia herself, but also because he feels the war has
prevented Cambodia from assuming a leading role in the
development of Southeast Asia."*Sihanouk has been outspoken on other major issues of
the day, usually criticizing the positions adopted by the
major powers, particularly Russia and the United States, and
either adopting an independent line or supporting proposals
of countries such as China and France.

One of the most

illustrating examples of this attitude was reflected in
Sihanouk's criticisms of the Moscow Test Ban Treaty signed
between the United States and the Soviet Union in 1963.
Calling the treaty "a confidence trick and an act of dema
gogy of no great import for the future relaxation of .inter
national tension, for world peace or for the fate of
suffering m a n k i n d , S i h a n o u k supported instead China's

Appears to Me Sealed" (Washington;
Cambodian Embassy, 1963)
"It is Time, for the Dignity of Mankind, to End the Vietnam
Tragedy," Global Digest, III, No. 4 (April 1966), 13-15?
"What Solution for-Vietnam," Global Digest, II, No. 14
(November 1965), 80-87? "General De Gaulle's Speech in Phnom
Penh:
An Irrefutable Analysis of the War in Vietnam,"
Kambuja,. 2nd year. No. 19 (October 15, 1966), 11-15.
-*-Kambuja, 2nd year. No. 12

(March 15, 1966), 32.

^Norodom Sihanouk, "Cambodia and the Moscow Treaty,"
Cambodia Ne w s , VI, No. 20 (n.d.), 6 .
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proposal that an international conference of heads of states
take up the matter of. complete disarmament. ^
Westerners have been tempted to describe Sihanouk’s
attitudes as merely being further proof of his connivance
with Peking.

Too often they ignore other statements which

would indicate that the Khmer Prince is not a puppet of
China, but rather a leader with independent policies and
purely national aspirations.

This should be adequately

demonstrated by noting that Sihanouk considers himself to
be the major obstacle against communism in his region.
one occasion he said,

On

"I remain the only barrier that checks

the march of Communism toward a total a n d .rapid success.
The Anglo-Saxons will not acknowledge it, but my friends
from the Eastern bloc know it very w e l l ."^
indeed, one of his most frequent sources of con
tention with other powers— but particularly the United
States— is that his achievements in world affairs have not
been recognized.

One example of this can be found in his

annoyance at the failure of the American press to note that
he, not Mr. Khrushchev, had initiated the tradition of

-*-"The Voice of Peace and Justice from Phnom Penh,”
Peking Review,. VI, No. 43 (October 23, 1963) , 17.
2Quoted from Armstrong, .138.
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haying. Heads .of States: replace Foreign Ministers as the
heads of national delegations to the: United Nations.^
Instead of treating his country in the manner in
which it deserves, Sihanouk often finds that foreign powers,
especially their press, dwell on matters of little signifi
cance to the actual accomplishments of Cambodia,

Sihanouk

has become so incensed over the American practice of de
scribing Cambodia as "little, small, tiny, minute,, minu
scule, and petite," that on one occasion he sent letters
to most of the major newspapers and magazines in the United
2
States asking them to stop using such adjectives I

One might be inclined to disregard such acts as
irrelevant to the scholarly pursuit of Cambodian foreign
policy, until one notes that Sihanouk placed much of the
blame on the American press for his decision to terminate
the American aid program to his country in November 1963,^
and to sever diplomatic relations in May 1965.^

1lbid„, 80.
^See, for example, his letter-to-the-editor in the
New York Times, December 19, 1965.
3 "Prince Norodom Sihanouk in an Interview with
Robert Scheer," The Vietnam Reader: Articles and Documents
on American Foreign Policy and the Viet-Nam Crisis, ed.
Marcus G. Raskin and Bernard B . Fall (New York:
Random
House, 1965), 357.
^Norodom Sihanouk, "Open Letter to the 'F r e e ' World
Press," Kambuja, 2nd year. No. 12 (March 15, 1966), 18.

A further, examination of Sihanouk's, criticism of
the United States would be well worth .our while/ because
it provides a keen insight into the manner in which the
Cambodian leader expects his country to be. treated in inter
national circles.
In a Kambuja editorial entitled,

"What Do Our In

dependence and Neutrality Really Denote? ,

Sihanouk wrote:

Cambodia's feelings towards America are to be
ascribed to the scorn shown by the United States
for our poverty and for the restricted nature
of our national territory..-.
Cambodia's aversion for America springs from
the revolting insults and calumnies published
about our country in the Yankee press and af
filiated newspapers, which has deliberately
chosen to ignore the efforts and sacrifices our
nation is making to build u p ,the country so as
to enable it to emerge from its underdeveloped
state....
Cambodia's aversion for America stems from
her action in furnishing the Bangkok and Saigon
regimes respectively with an enormous material,
financial and military potential, and thus en
abling them to threaten our territorial integ
rity, our regime and the peaceful conditions we
at present enjoy.^
Perhaps the most important statement of his criti
cisms was given in an editorial in the same publication
entitled,

"The Failure Experienced by the United States in

Their Dealings with the 'Third W o r l d , ' Viewed in the Light

^Norodom Sihanouk, "What Do Our Independence and
Neutrality Really Denote?," Kambuja, 1st year, Noi .6
(September 15, 1965), 9-14.

2Ibid., 12.

of Cambodia’s Own. Experience. ''^

Sihanouk's main point was

that the United States does "not possess the intellectual
acumen, which would enable them to understand the reasons
for their set-backs in their dealings with the outside
World and to draw the conclusions which would enable them
to avoid their re-occurrence."

According to Sihanouk,

these set-backs have occurred for a number of important
reasons.

First of all, the United States gives its aid in '

a very offensive manner, with tones of racism, ingratitude,
disrespect, and implied conditions.
Secondly, the United States seems unable to realize
that independent countries like Cambodia form a very strong
dike against communism, despite its friendship, with China.
Instead of recognizing this fact— as the communist themselves
do— the United States attempts to overthrow him through the
CIA and the Khmer Serei.

Sihanouk warned, we "shall remain

neutral, so long as we can contain the attacks of the .
Thanhists traitors.

But, when we are no longer able to do

so, we shall be obliged...to join the socialist camp...."
The third reason cited for these set-backs was that
"Americans... have the mentality of accountants, and are

^Norodom Sihanouk, "The Failure Experienced by the
United States in Their Dealings with the 1Third W o r l d , 1
Viewed in Light of Cambodia's Own Experience," Kambuja, 1st
year. No. 5 (August 15, 1965), 19-25.
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continually checking up on the .returns received from in
vestments." . hs a resulty the United States tends to tol
erate only those governments which follow, .its line.
Deprived of their national independence and honor,

"the

youth, the intellectuals, the workers and the peasants
Qjoin] the communist cause."

In short, Sihanouk was saying

that "American policy, American aid and the American army
are communism's best recruiting sergeants."
According to Sihanouk, American leaders "have
reached a state of mind, where they see communists every
where and, more especially, in Asia and Latin America.

By

a process of self-intoxication, and by. treating genuine
nationalists as though they were communists, they cause
communists to sprout up wherever they go with the result
that they give substance to the delusion under which they
are labouring."

The United States gives the people of these

countries only two choices:
zation."

"americanisation or communi-

Unable to find their Own way, and continually

pressed by the United States to accept its way of life, the
people turn to communism of their own free will.
. Sihanouk's fifth criticism was of American mili
tarism.

Turning to South Vietnam, the Cambodian leader

pointed out that the use of massive firepower to kill a few
Viet Cong results in great numbers of civilian casualties.
/
As likely as not, many of the relatives and friends of these
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innocent, victims turn to the. Viet Cong for revenge,

Fur

thermore r the practice of girdling, the world with its bases
is indefensible in this age of IC B M 's .

The presence of

American troops overseas does not guarantee American secur
ity, but only makes it appear as a colonialist pow e r .
Finally, Sihanouk concluded by saying that the
United States has failed to understand t h a t , if communism
is to be contained, the nations in question must be "strong
in their national convictions, irreprochably independent
and genuinely free."

American policy has created just the

opposite in those countries under its control.

Americans

must realize "that it is no use fighting an ideal, or an
ideology with weapons and m o n e y ,.but that some alternative
ideal, or ideology better adapted to the nature and aspir
ations of man...must be brought into line for that purpose."
Unfortunately, too many-Americans have disregarded
these remarks because they are convinced that Sihanouk is
only attempting to justify his drift towards China by con
demning the United States.

To this he has written:

"There

is one thing you Americans seem incapable of understanding.
And that is that Cambodia has broken off with the U.S.A.
not because it is a ’pawn of Peking,' as you write, but for
I

reasons of dignity and national honors,..."

As for the

Norodom Sihanouk, Letter- to the Editor, New York
Times, June 4, 1965.
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argument that Cambodia broke away from the. United States
because of Sihanouk’s belief that America has lost the

Struggle in Indochina;
The state of our relations with the. United
States by no means stems from our belief that
it is being defeated in South. Vietnam and Laos.
Opportunism is foreign to me and my attitude
in regard to other countries is determined only
by their attitude towards Cambodia.
The prin
ciple that governs our international life is
and will remain that of reciprocity.1
The communist powers have, for the most part, care
fully noted that principle and conducted their relations.
with Cambodia accordingly. ^

On those occasions when they

have stepped beyond acceptable bounds, however, Sihanouk
has been equally critical of their actions.

An excellent

example of this can be found in the October 8 , 1965 incident
with the Russian Ambassador to North Korea in Pyongyang.
Earlier that month, Sihanouk had visited China where he
made a number of remarks ill-received in Moscow.^

Soon

after his arrival from Peking, the Russian Ambassador to

■*"Norodom Sihanouk, Letter to the Editor,: The Nation,
CC, No. 4 (January 25, 1965).
^An excellent example of how the communist countries
treat Sihanouk with the utmost propriety can be seen in Ho
Chi Minh and Pham Van Dong, "Message o f .Congratulations on
the Occasion of the National Day of the Kingdom of Cambodia,"
Vietnam Courier, 4th year. No. 137 (November 13, 1967), 3.
^Harald Munthe-Kaas, "Facing Four Ways," Far Eastern
Economic Review, L, No. 8 (November 25, 1965), 370.

14.6
North Korea requested an audience with Sihanouk, and in a
very undiplomatic presentation informed the Cambodian leader
that his scheduled official visit to the Soviet Union had
been indefinitely p o s t p o n e d . S i h a n o u k reacted in a manner
reminiscent of his outrages against the. United States, Thai
land and South Vietnam.

Terming the incident "an affront

without precedent," he went on to say, "I do not know the
real reasons the Soviet Union has in inflicting upon me-and through me upon my country— such an absolutely inex
cusable and irreparable affront, |but it is anf outright
provocation for a rupture between our two countries...."^
Although the rupture never took place--Russia soon apolo
gized for the incident— it nevertheless d i d ,place a severe
strain on Khmer-Russian relations.
Not even China has escaped Sihanouk's wrath.

The

most spectacular example of this occured only recently, when
the Cambodian government uncovered evidence that Peking was
deeply involved in a militant leftist movement within the
country.

The Khmer Vietminh, as the movement is known in

Cambodia, surfaced in late 1966 when the leftist radicals
lost a number of important positions in the Cambodian

^Kambuja, 1st year. No. 8 (November 15, 1965),
36-37.
2Quoted in "Sihanouk's Report on Visit to China
and Korea," Global Digest, II, No. 15 (December 1965), 104.

government as the result of the September 1966. elections-1
Unable to regain their predominance in the hew government,
the radicals, supported by. Maoist students caught up in the
surge of the Cultural Revolution, turned to. violence by
staging a number of armed raids against isolated government
outposts in Kompong Cham and Battambang provinces.

Although

Sihanouk initially branded the movement an outgrowth of the
Viet Minh and the Viet Cong, by September 1967 he had turned
his attention to the several Chinese aid, trade and cultural
agencies in Cambodia which were giving the movement its main
impetus. ^

in a sudden m o v e , he abolished a number of these,

including the Khmer-Chinese Friendship Association

(K.C.F.

A . ), and tightly restricted Hsinhua's right to issue local
news bulletins.^

Apparently under the impression that a

massive anti-Sihanouk movement had gotten underway, China
sent a telegram to the members of the K.C.F.A. urging them,
according to Roger Smith,

"to ■ymite with the masses in a

struggle against 'the reactionaries' and to continue by

^For an explanation of the term and an account of
the history of the movement, see "The French Press and the
Internal Situation in Cambodia," Kambuja, 3rd y e a r , No. 25
(April 15> 1967)-, 17-19.
^ "Cambodia's Hour of Crisis Arrives," Communist
Affairs, V, No. 6 (November-December 1967), 17-18.
3For an account of these and other actions, see
Tillman Durdin, "Cambodia Forces.Peking to Curb Export of
Maoism," New York Times, November 16,. 1967, p. 3.
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every means to sow discord in order to gain victory,"1
Sihanouk immediately labeled the telegram "an extraordinary
interference in the internal affairs of a sovereign state,"
'
'
and announced that he was withdrawing his ambassador from
Peking and leaving only a skeleton staff to man the Cam9
bodian embassy.
The crisis abated somewhat in O c t o b e r , .
however, when Chou En-lai sent an apology to the Cambodian
government reaffirming China's intention to abide by the
principles of Peaceful Co-Existence in its relations with
Cambodia.^

A few months later, Sihanouk acknowledged his

diplomatic victory over China and said:
I don't like protectors.
I struggled against the
French who chose me as king because they thought
I would be a puppet. And I have n e v e r .served
China, though sooner or later all of Asia will be
Chinese.
The Chinese will not spare me if I lick
their boots.
The more you lick Chinese boots,
the more they scorn y o u .4
Thus one can see that nationalism plays a very im
portant role in the determination of Cambodia1s foreign
policy.

It is a difficult influence to define--particularly

1Roger M. Smith, "Cambodia:
Between Scylla and
Charybdis," Asian Survey, VIII, No. 1 (January 1968), 75.
2ibid.
•^Durdin* New York Times, p. 3.
^Quoted from Hal Wingo, "The Vexing Peace-Keeper
of Cambodia," Life, VII, No. 6 4 , (February 16, 1968), 38.
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when one attempts to. delineate the line between national '
interest and national honor™’-but i hope the above examples
have at least illustrated its relationship to the overfall
conduct of Cambodian foreign relations.
There are two other important influences on Cam
bodian foreign policy which ought to be briefly looked at:
domestic opposition and international conditions.

Domestic

unity has always been a key factor in national security
in. Sihanouk’s eyes-.

This lesson was learned most thoroughly

during Sihanouk's reign as King under the French, when Son
Ngoc Thanh, the Democrats, and the Khmer Issarak very nearly
plunged Cambodia into administrative chaos.

It must also

be remembered that much of the history of Cambodia since
the fall of the Angkor Empire has been one of disunity,
weakness and treachery.

This would help explain much of

Sihanouk's dislike of Son Ngoc Thanh, for the Cambodian
leader fervently believes that Son would compromise Cam
bodia's territorial integrity in order to gain control of
the government.
Since 1953, Sihanouk has worked diligently to
achieve national unity.

One of the most telling examples

of this has been his efforts to balance the conservative
elements in the government with the leftist radicals, and
to formulate a foreign policy acceptable to both groups.
As we have seen, the initial decision to adopt neutrality
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was greatly influenced by Sihanouk's, desire to avoid do
mestic disunity.On the other ha n d , Sihanouk has been quick to oppose
groups which threaten the national ideology,
tion's independence and territorial integrity.

or the na
Chief

among his antagonists have been the Democratic Party, the
Khmer Issarak, the Khmer Serei, the Pracheacheon Party, and,
most recently, the Khmer Vietminh.
Prevailing international conditions have also
played a very important role in the determination of Cam- bodia's foreign policy.

Since he assumed the leadership

of his.country in 1941, Prince Sihanouk has been walking
a political tightrope--and one that is constantly swaying
because of the fluid situation in Indochina.

The under^

lying assumption of "active neutrality," which has formed
the basis of Cambodia's foreign policy since 1955, was that
the Cambodian government needed great flexibility in order
to avoid conditions under which the Thai and Vietnamese
would be able to subjugate the country.

At times, as in the

post-Laotian period, this flexibility has led Cambodia to
assume a position closely aligned with China.

Under other

circumstances, such as those which prevailed in the period

"*"For an explanation of Cambodia's ideology and its
theoretical basis, see Norodom Sihanouk, "Our Buddhist
Socialism," Kambuja, 1st year, No. 8 (November 15, 1965),
13-20.
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immediately following the .1954 Geneva Conference/ Cambodia
has been rather pro-Western in its .attitude,
That this, flexibility still exists can be seen most
readily in the recent understanding reached between the
United States and Cambodia over the violation of her borders
by the Viet Cong and allied forces in South.Vietnam.^

Prior

to the January 1968 visit of Chester Bowles, Sihanouk had
insisted that one of the conditions for a rapproachment

,

with the United States was for the allied forces to stop
raiding Cambodian border areas.^

With the discovery by an

American newspaperman of an alleged Viet Cong base along
the border *^ however, the pressures for "hot pursuit" into
Cambodia in the United States became so great that Sihanouk
was forced to suggest that he would not militarily oppose
limited operations of that sort under certain conditions,^
Although it is now obvious that the statement was only made
under great pressure— and possibly to warn Peking and Hanoi
to keep their hands out of Cambodia's internal affairs— it

See "Bowles-Sihanouk Communique," Department of
State Bulletin, LVIII, No. 1491 (January 29, 1968), 133-34.
2 Americans Want to Know, "Is Cambodia Next?"
(Washington:
Russell Press, 1967), 7.
2For his report, see New York Times, November 20,
1967, p. 2.
^Ibid., January 4, 1968, p. 1.
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nevertheless demonstrated the continued importance of the
international environment on Cambodian foreign relations.
These,, then, are the factors which together interact
to influence Cambodia’s foreign policy.

One can see that

they.can become quite complex; yet, if one keeps in mind
the constant preoccupation of Sihanouk:

namely, to find

some means of survival from the Thai and the Vietnamese,
then his policies assume a great consistency and logic.
Despite,this consistency, it is difficult and dan
gerous to predict what Sihanouk’s policies will be in the
future.

The need to find security from the Thai and the

Vietnamese will continue.

The most important variable is

where that protection can best be obtained.

There are any

number of possibilities which may arise in the near or
distant future, but at the present ti m e , all hinges on the
nature of the solution to the Vietnam w a r .

Until that con

flict is resolved, one can expect Cambodia to follow its
present policy of active neutrality.
One can best conclude an analysis of Cambodia’s
foreign policy by quoting Sihanouk's own guiding principle:
"My friendship with one country, my lack of friendship for
another , the agreements. I sign with this party and those I

repudiate with another party— it is all to preserve the
1
independence and integrity of my country."

1Quoted from Jean Barre, "Sihanouk’s Neutral Way
Far Eastern Economic Review, L I 1 , No.. 3 (July 21, 1966),
111 .
-
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