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Introduction

Jimmy Carter took office in early 1977 with the pronouncement that “our commitment to

human rights must be absolute, our laws fair, our national beauty preserved; the powerful must

not persecute the weak, and human dignity must be enhanced.” The Carter administration

intended to make human rights the cornerstone of its foreign policy. The top foreign policy
advisors within the administration sought to distance themselves from the preceding
administration by repudiating Henry Kissinger’s model of realpolitik. Secretary of State Cyrus
Vance said, “in those early days, I was optimistic that we were on the threshold of an important
period in American diplomacy. We had the confidence and support of the American people . . .
Our priorities were clear to us . . . a principled yet pragmatic defense of basic human rights.””
The mood was ambitious and Carter felt that the traditional dichotomy between human rights and
realism could be overcome. To him, they were not mutually exclusive doctrines, for “the
demonstration of American idealism was a practical and realistic approach to foreign affairs, and
moral principles were the best foundation for the exertion of American power and influence.”

National security and geopolitical concerns could be addressed with a foreign policy strategy

built around a principled commitment to human rights.
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To give Carter’s human rights policy some teeth substantial administrative changes were
made. Carter’s appointment of Patricia Derian as coordinator and then, in August 1977,
Assistant Secretary of State for Human Rights was the first step toward implementing a virtuous
human rights policy that would transcended power politics. Derian, an outspoken civil-rights
leader from Mississippi, and her staff wanted to immediately impose stiff sanctions against
violators, disregarding the custom of lengthy deliberation by officers in the regional bureaus.®
President Carter also took the initiative and signed, in October 1977, two United Nations
covenants, one on civil and political and the other on economic, social, and cultural rights.’

Considering that the administration was outspoken in its support for human rights, the
brutal Khmer Rouge regime in Cambodia should have been an immediate concern. The murder
of roughly one million people in Cambodia represented the quintessential violation of human
rights. While it may not have been crystal clear at the time that a full-scale genocide was taking
place, the stories coming out of Cambodia were informative enough for Carter to publicly blast
the human rights record of the Khmer Rouge in April 1978. In spite of Carter’s rhetorical pledge
to uphold human rights, he did not respond to the situation in Cambodia in a way that was
designed to save lives. The administration focused on a policy of joining most other nations in
diplomatically isolating Cambodia and denying it aid.

In Morality, Reason, and Power, Gaddis Smith contends that the Vietnamese invasion of
Cambodia in January 1979 complicated any attempt by the US to address the human rights
violations perpetrated by Pol Pot. The invasion brought the Soviets and the People’s Republic of
China (PRC) into the fray, which made it difficult to divorce any action in support of human

rights from the overarching national security concerns that dictated relations among the Soviets,
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PRC. and United States. Smith’s own conclusion is that “since the P.R.C. saw the Soviet
presence in Vietnam as a military threat, Peking supported Cambodia in the conflict with
Vietnam.™ Campaign promises and stump speeches expounding the virtues of a foreign policy
positioned around a staunch commitment to human rights did not weigh that heavily in the
administration’s foreign policy decisions in Southeast Asia. This happened primarily because
“of the transformation of policy from the 1977 emphasis on healing wounds, seeking peaceful
settlement of remaining problems, and emphasizing human rights, to the dominant concern in
1980 with building military strength against the Soviet Union.” The administration’s foreign
policy towards Cambodia was part of a return “to containment in Asia as everywhere else around
the world.”

Two similar explanations of Carter’s policy toward Cambodia come from Christopher
Brady’s United States Foreign Policy towards Cambodia, 1977-92: A Question of Realities and
from Kenton Clymer’s The United States and Cambodia, 1969-2000: A Troubled Relationship.
Both authors recognize the genocide in Cambodia as a stark challenge to the Carter doctrine of
human rights and evaluate Carter and his chief foreign policy advisors similarly. They both
claim that Carter fai]ea to effectively integrate a coherent human rights policy into his foreign
policy and so failed to overcome his own criticisms of realpolitik and the Kissinger approach to
US foreign policy. However, Brady and Clymer offer divergent assessments of US foreign
policy during the Carter presidency. Brady characterizes America’s failure to act decisively in
defense of human rights in Cambodia as a personal fault of Carter, which reflected poorly on him
because he had set the standard for making human rights a moral imperative in US foreign

policy. Clymer, on the other hand, finds that geopolitics and the “desire to oppose the perceived
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expansion of Soviet influenee in Southeast Asia . . . won out over human rights in Carter’s
Cambodia policy.™ Clymer considers the administration’s position towards Cambodia as the
outcome ol a misguided and incoherent human rights policy rather than the consequence of
personal failure. In spite of these differences the central element of their arguments is the same:
the Carter administration relicd increasingly on a realpolitik foreign policy as its time in office
progressed, and this caused the administration to abandon its criticism of the murderous Khmer
Rouge for political support.

The most tundamental reason why Carter did not do anything to stop the Cambodian
genocide was that he lacked viable options. Apart from invading Cambodia and forcibly
removing the Khmer Rouge, which was out of the question in the wake of Vietnam, there was
very little Carter could have done. The Khmer Rouge had isolated their country, economically
and politically, from the outside world and made Derian’s task of applying sanctions ineffectual
against their regime. Carter still could have done more to raise awareness about the genocide but
did not for two reasons. First, taking the Khmer Rouge to task over their flagrant disregard for
human life, without resulting action on their part, would have made Carter’s human rights
rhetoric appear impotent and meaningless. Second, Carter was trying to foster better relations
with China, which considered Cambeodia a regional ally and strategic counterweight to Vietnam.
China, after the Vietnamese invasion of Cambodia in early 1979 and even more so after the
Soviet invasion of Afghanistan later that year, counted on Carter to prove that their improved
relations weren’t for naught. Constrained by the geostrategic importance of maintaining good
relations with China, Carter laid off the Khmer Rouge and eventually sided with the Pol Pot

regime when debate over Cambodia’s credentials came up in the UN.
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Though this evaluation of Carter and his foreign policy towards Cambodia draws
carclully on the work of other scholars, all of whom recognize that geopolitics ultimately
trumped human rights in Cambodia, it differs in several key ways. In giving their appraisal of
Carter’s human rights policy most scholars fail to give a nuanced explanation about what exactly
the Carter administration knew about Cambodia and when it received this information. Before
criticism can be levied against Carter for failing to effectively apply his human rights doctrine to
Cambodia it is crucial to understand that he learned about the brutality of the Khmer Rouge and
their murder of Cambodians at the beginning of his presidency. Few scholars recognize that
point and, therefore, lack a thorough assessment about Carter’s decision to give precedence to
geopolitics over human rights. As a result, judgment comes hastily and without enough
consideration given to what Carter could have done to ameliorate the situation and when he
could have done it. Though Carter was not ignorant to the atrocities being committed in
Cambodia he lacked viable options for changing the situation and so only deserves to be

criticized in a way that takes into account the complexity of the predicament he faced.

Life in Cambodia Under the Khmer Rouge

The Vietnam War, and in particular the clandestine US bombing and infantry raids during
the Nixon administration, adversely affected Cambodia’s political situation and way of life. In
March 1970 Cambodia was officially renamed the Khmer Republic following a successful coup
led by General Lon Nol against Prince Norodom Sihanouk, Cambodia’s ruler since 1941 P
Shortly after coming to power Lon Nol launched military attacks against North Vietnamese

troops stationed in Cambodia. The Nixon administration was eager to hurt the North Vietnamese
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wherever it could. soatsupported Lon Nol's campaign by authorizing an invasion of Cambodia

on April 30,1970, conjunction with the bombing raids that had alrcady been permitted.

Increased US military presence, however, intensified North Vietnamese troop movements in
Cambodia, which uninte

ntionally sheltered a fledgling group of communist insurgents known as

the Khmer Rouge. The leadership of the Khmer Rouge comprised of a group of Marxist
intellectuals who had been students in Paris during the 1950s and spent the 1960s organizing
their revolution in the jungles of Cambodia. With the cessation of American bombing raids
against communist targets in August of 1973, the Khmer Rouge were unabated in their rise to
power.m The end of American military involvement in Cambodia marked the beginning of Lon
Nol’s decline in power, for Sheldon Neuringer remarks that his regime was increasingly
“plagued by corruption, military ineptitude and loss of popular support.”™'*

On April 17, 1975, Lon Nol and his army lost control of Phnom Penh to Solath Sar and
his band of communist revolutionaries, the Khmer Rouge. Sar, who changed his name to Pol Pot
after the victory, promptly set about implementing a radical plan for Cambodia, which started by
renaming the country again, this time as Democratic Kampuchea, and called for a complete
reordering of society. Part of the Khmer Rouge’s plan called for an immediate evacuation of
Phnom Penh, a capital city of approximately 3,000,000 people, about 40 percent of Cambodia’s
total population.'? Hospitals were closed and all patients were instructed to march out of town
along with everyone else. With no time to prepare for their march to the countryside, thousands
of people died from hunger and exhaustion. A week after the forced evacuation of Phnom Penh

began, the city was a virtual ghost town inhabited by stray dogs and littered with corpses.'> The
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cvacuntion was part ol the Khiner Rouge'sy progrram to cradicate any vestige of capitalism,
pholish private property, and make Cambodia entirely self-sufficient.

Isolation and secrecy were casential clementy of the Khmer Rouge’s plan for self-
witficiency. According to Karl Jackson, the Khmer Rouge predicated their isolationist policies
upon the heliel “that most, if not all, of Kampuchcea’s problems stemmed from its subordinate
position in an international system controlied by others.”'* Not until they removed themselves
from the international market and forced a return to a self-sustaining precapitalist society would
they begin to prosper. The government elite distanced themselves from the international
cominunity by abandoning formal alliances and diplomatic relations with any outside power.
Cambodia’s new rulers also expelled all foreigners and severed all forms of international
communication. The borders were closed and mined, and anyone who attempted to enter or
lcave the country without permission was subject to the death penalty. Initially, the only sources
of information about the Khmer Rouge were the eyewitness accounts of the few refugees who
managed to make it out alive.

Those who escaped fled a country ruled by terror. First to be executed were “enemies of
the revolution,” most of who were leading figures from the Lon Nol regime and the political and
burcaucratic clite of the old society. Teachers, engineers, and doctors were also executed in the
first wave because they too were classified as dangerous counterrevolutionaries.'> Pol Pot’s
draconian version of communism ruled the day, and, as Elizabeth Becker recounts, “there were
now only revolutionary classes of people—workers, peasants, soldiers, and political cadre.”"®

Peasants and workers were forced to work from six in the morning until eight or ten at night on
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scmit-avtonomous communes with by

astily constructed barracks and scant provisions. Those
lucky enough to survive work in the fie

Ids were sull at the mercy of the Khmer Rouge's paranoia
about traitors, which often resulte

d in arbitrary arrests, interrogations, and exccutions. The

Khmer Rouge were ruthless administrators whose time in power took a devastating toll on
Cambodian society. 1t is difficult to determine with certainty the number of Cambodians who
died because of the Khmer Rouge, but most estimates place the number at around 1-1.2 million
dead. Considering the scale of atrocity within Cambodia, it is appropriate to place it within the
same historical context as the six million killed in the Holocaust and the mass murders of

e 17 . . 5 . ;
Stalinist Russia.”’ So, when Jimmy Carter became President in 1977 the situation was

exceedingly deplorable and showed no sign of improvement.

How Much Did Carter Know About The Human Rights Situation in Cambodia?

Given what is now known about Pol Pot and his regime’s policies, many assume that the
Carter administration had a full understanding of what Pol Pot was up to. While it was apparent
that death and suffering on a horrific scale was occurring within the confines of Democratic
Kampuchea, less clear was the method and ideology behind the genocide. There was little doubt
among the administration’s foreign policy experts that the Khmer Rouge’s policy of forced
evacuation from cities and compulsory work on village cooperatives was causing hundreds of
thousands of Cambodians to die. But, not knowing how events would transpire and what
information would be released after it left office, the administration approached the situation
cautiously. Carter was not about to assume the worst in Cambodia just so he could lead the

United States into another open ended crusade in Southeast Asia, but before too long
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