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Summary Overview
President Richard Nixon, upon assuming office in 
1969, began implementing his program of “Vietnamiza-
tion” in which US ground troops would be gradually 
withdrawn and replaced by newly trained South Viet-
namese troops. In the spring of 1970, Nixon turned his 
attention to neutral Cambodia, where the North Viet-
namese and Viet Cong had long maintained military 
sanctuaries on the border with South Vietnam. Nixon 
believed the communist presence in eastern Cambo-
dia posed a threat to both the Cambodian government 
and the US-backed government in South Vietnam, as 
well as threatened Vietnamization. Nixon made the 
controversial decision to order a joint US-South Viet-
namese invasion of Cambodia to attempt to wipe out 
these communist sanctuaries. Nixon’s announcement 
of the decision in his address to the nation on April 30, 
1970, sparked the largest wave of campus protests in 
US history, which included the tragic shooting deaths 
of students at Kent State in Ohio and Jackson State  
in Mississippi.

Defining Moment
The 1954 Geneva Accords, which divided Vietnam 
into North and South pending elections (that never 
occurred), also established the neutrality of Cambo-
dia. Nevertheless, during the Vietnam War the North 
Vietnamese and Viet Cong maintained scattered bas-
es—“military sanctuaries”—throughout the sparsely 
populated and densely forested sections of eastern 
Cambodia, from which they could supply their forces 
in South Vietnam as well as carry out cross-border raids. 

Cambodian leader Prince Norodom Sihanouk had 
to conduct a delicate balancing act to maintain Cam-
bodia’s official neutrality. Openly supporting North 
Vietnam could incur the anger of the United States 
and cause the Vietnam War to spill over into Cambo-
dia, and challenging the North Vietnamese/Viet Cong 
sanctuaries might provoke the North Vietnamese into 

supporting the Cambodian communist Khmer Rouge 
and toppling Sihanouk. Sihanouk decided to overlook 
the communist sanctuaries, which he felt he had little 
power to remove, while professing official neutrality. 

Nixon went after these communist sanctuaries in 
Cambodia early in his presidency with a top secret B-52 
bombing campaign called “Operation Menu.” Nixon 
knew open military action would be regarded as a viola-
tion of Cambodia’s neutrality and the Gulf of Tonkin 
Resolution passed by Congress in 1964, which autho-
rized military action only in Vietnam. Furthermore, at 
a time when the American public believed the US was 
winding down its war in Vietnam, an openly acknowl-
edged expansion of the war into Cambodia could spark 
massive antiwar protests.

By the spring of 1970, however, Prince Sihanouk had 
been overthrown by a pro-American Cambodian gen-
eral named Lon Nol and the North Vietnamese fought 
Cambodian Army forces for the first time. Nixon and 
his national security advisor Henry Kissinger now made 
the controversial decision to order a US and South Viet-
namese military incursion into Cambodia.

In his April 30, 1970, address Nixon argued these 
sanctuaries needed to be wiped out to protect US 
troops during Vietnamization and uphold America’s 
credibility. Failure to act, Nixon declared, would make 
the United States appear to be a “pitiful and helpless 
giant.” Nixon’s announcement sparked a firestorm of 
criticism and an explosion of campus protests that cul-
minated in the largest student strike in US history and 
the killings at Kent State and Jackson State. The Cam-
bodia operation lasted until the end of June, and while 
successfully destroying some communist bases and am-
munition depots, the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong 
were soon back in their sanctuaries.
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HISTORICAL DOCUMENT

Good evening my fellow Americans:

Ten days ago, in my report to the Nation on Vietnam, I 
announced a decision to withdraw an additional 150,000 
Americans from Vietnam over the next year. I said then 
that I was making that decision despite our concern over 
increased enemy activity in Laos, in Cambodia, and in 
South Vietnam.

At that time, I warned that if I concluded that 
increased enemy activity in any of these areas endan-
gered the lives of Americans remaining in Vietnam, I 
would not hesitate to take strong and effective measures 
to deal with that situation.

Despite that warning, North Vietnam has increased 
its military aggression in all these areas, and particularly 
in Cambodia.

After full consultation with the National Security 
Council, Ambassador Bunker, General Abrams, and my 
other advisers, I have concluded that the actions of the 
enemy in the last 10 days clearly endanger the lives of 
Americans who are in Vietnam now and would consti-
tute an unacceptable risk to those who will be there after 
withdrawal of another 150,000.

To protect our men who are in Vietnam and to guar-
antee the continued success of our withdrawal and Viet-
namization programs, I have concluded that the time has 
come for action.

Tonight, I shall describe the actions of the enemy, the 
actions I have ordered to deal with that situation, and the 
reasons for my decision.

Cambodia, a small country of 7 million people, has 
been a neutral nation since the Geneva agreement of 
1954—an agreement, incidentally, which was signed by 
the Government of North Vietnam.

American policy since then has been to scrupulously 
respect the neutrality of the Cambodian people. We 
have maintained a skeleton diplomatic mission of fewer 
than 15 in Cambodia’s capital, and that only since last 
August. For the previous 4 years, from 1965 to 1969, we 
did not have any diplomatic mission whatever in Cam-
bodia. And for the past 5 years, we have provided no 
military assistance whatever and no economic assistance  
to Cambodia.

North Vietnam, however, has not respected  
that neutrality.

For the past 5 years—as indicated on this map that 
you see here—North Vietnam has occupied military 
sanctuaries all along the Cambodian frontier with South 
Vietnam. Some of these extend up to 20 miles into Cam-
bodia. The sanctuaries are in red and, as you note, they 
are on both sides of the border. They are used for hit-and-
run attacks on American and South Vietnamese forces in 
South Vietnam.

These Communist occupied territories contain major 
base camps, training sites, logistics facilities, weapons 
and ammunition factories, airstrips, and prisoner-of-war 
compounds.

For 5 years, neither the United States nor South Viet-
nam has moved against these enemy sanctuaries because 
we did not wish to violate the territory of a neutral nation. 
Even after the Vietnamese Communists began to expand 
these sanctuaries 4 weeks ago, we counseled patience to 
our South Vietnamese allies and imposed restraints on 
our own commanders.

In contrast to our policy, the enemy in the past 2 
weeks has stepped up his guerrilla actions and he is 
concentrating his main forces in these sanctuaries 
that you see on this map where they are building up 
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to launch massive attacks on our forces and those of  
South Vietnam.

North Vietnam in the last 2 weeks has stripped away 
all pretense of respecting the sovereignty or the neutral-
ity of Cambodia. Thousands of their soldiers are invading 
the country from the sanctuaries; they are encircling the 
capital of Phnom Penh. Coming from these sanctuaries, 
as you see here, they have moved into Cambodia and are 
encircling the capital.

Cambodia, as a result of this, has sent out a call to the 
United States, to a number of other nations, for assis-
tance. Because if this enemy effort succeeds, Cambodia 
would become a vast enemy staging area and a spring-
board for attacks on South Vietnam along 600 miles of 
frontier—a refuge where enemy troops could return 
from combat without fear of retaliation.

North Vietnamese men and supplies could then be 
poured into that country, jeopardizing not only the lives 
of our own men but the people of South Vietnam as well.

Now confronted with this situation, we have  
three options.

First, we can do nothing. Well, the ultimate result 
of that course of action is clear. Unless we indulge in 
wishful thinking, the lives of Americans remaining in 
Vietnam after our next withdrawal of 150,000 would be 
gravely threatened.

Let us go to the map again. Here is South Vietnam. 
Here is North Vietnam. North Vietnam already occu-
pies this part of Laos. If North Vietnam also occupied 
this whole band in Cambodia, or the entire country, it 
would mean that South Vietnam was completely out-
flanked and the forces of Americans in this area, as well 
as the South Vietnamese, would be in an untenable  
military position.

Our second choice is to provide massive military assis-
tance to Cambodia itself. Now unfortunately, while we 
deeply sympathize with the plight of 7 million Cambo-
dians whose country is being invaded, massive amounts 
of military assistance could not be rapidly and effectively 
utilized by the small Cambodian Army against the imme-
diate threat. With other nations, we shall do our best to 
provide the small arms and other equipment which the 
Cambodian Army of 40,000 needs and can use for its 
defense. But the aid we will provide will be limited to the 
purpose of enabling Cambodia to defend its neutrality 

and not for the purpose of making it an active belligerent 
on one side or the other.

Our third choice is to go to the heart of the trouble. 
That means cleaning out major North Vietnamese and 
Vietcong occupied territories—these sanctuaries which 
serve as bases for attacks on both Cambodia and Ameri-
can and South Vietnamese forces in South Vietnam. 
Some of these, incidentally, are as close to Saigon as 
Baltimore is to Washington. This one, for example [indi-
cating], is called the Parrot’s Beak. It is only 33 miles  
from Saigon.

Now faced with these three options, this is the deci-
sion I have made.

In cooperation with the armed forces of South Viet-
nam, attacks are being launched this week to clean out 
major enemy sanctuaries on the Cambodian-Vietnam 
border.

A major responsibility for the ground operations is 
being assumed by South Vietnamese forces. For exam-
ple, the attacks in several areas, including the Parrot’s 
Beak that I referred to a moment ago, are exclusively 
South Vietnamese ground operations under South Viet-
namese command with the United States providing air 
and logistical support.

There is one area, however, immediately above Par-
rot’s Beak, where I have concluded that a combined 
American and South Vietnamese operation is necessary.

Tonight, American and South Vietnamese units will 
attack the headquarters for the entire Communist mili-
tary operation in South Vietnam. This key control center 
has been occupied by the North Vietnamese and Viet-
cong for 5 years in blatant violation of Cambodia’s neu-
trality.

This is not an invasion of Cambodia. The areas in 
which these attacks will be launched are completely 
occupied and controlled by North Vietnamese forces. 
Our purpose is not to occupy the areas. Once enemy 
forces are driven out of these sanctuaries and once their 
military supplies are destroyed, we will withdraw.

These actions are in no way directed to the security 
interests of any nation. Any government that chooses to 
use these actions as a pretext for harming relations with 
the United States will be doing so on its own responsibil-
ity, and on its own initiative, and we will draw the appro-
priate conclusions.
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Now let me give you the reasons for my decision.
A majority of the American people, a majority of 

you listening to me, are for the withdrawal of our 
forces from Vietnam. The action I have taken tonight 
is indispensable for the continuing success of that  
withdrawal program.

A majority of the American people want to end this 
war rather than to have it drag on interminably. The 
action I have taken tonight will serve that purpose.

A majority of the American people want to keep the 
casualties of our brave men in Vietnam at an absolute 
minimum. The action I take tonight is essential if we are 
to accomplish that goal.

We take this action not for the purpose of expand-
ing the war into Cambodia but for the purpose of ending 
the war in Vietnam and winning the just peace we all 
desire. We have made—we will continue to make every 
possible effort to end this war through negotiation at the 
conference table rather than through more fighting on 
the battlefield.

Let us look again at the record. We have stopped the 
bombing of North Vietnam. We have cut air operations 
by over 20 percent. We have announced withdrawal of 
over 250,000 of our men. We have offered to withdraw all 
of our men if they will withdraw theirs. We have offered 
to negotiate all issues with only one condition—and that 
is that the future of South Vietnam be determined not by 
North Vietnam, and not by the United States, but by the 
people of South Vietnam themselves.

The answer of the enemy has been intransigence at 
the conference table, belligerence in Hanoi, massive 
military aggression in Laos and Cambodia, and stepped-
up attacks in South Vietnam, designed to increase  
American casualties.

This attitude has become intolerable. We will not 
react to this threat to American lives merely by plain-
tive diplomatic protests. If we did, the credibility of 
the United States would be destroyed in every area of 
the world where only the power of the United States  
deters aggression.

Tonight, I again warn the North Vietnamese that if 
they continue to escalate the fighting when the United 
States is withdrawing its forces, I shall meet my respon-
sibility as Commander in Chief of our Armed Forces to 

take the action I consider necessary to defend the secu-
rity of our American men.

The action that I have announced tonight puts the 
leaders of North Vietnam on notice that we will be 
patient in working for peace; we will be conciliatory at 
the conference table, but we will not be humiliated. We 
will not be defeated. We will not allow American men by 
the thousands to be killed by an enemy from privileged 
sanctuaries.

The time came long ago to end this war through 
peaceful negotiations. We stand ready for those negotia-
tions. We have made major efforts, many of which must 
remain secret. I say tonight: All the offers and approaches 
made previously remain on the conference table when-
ever Hanoi is ready to negotiate seriously.

But if the enemy response to our most concilia-
tory offers for peaceful negotiation continues to be to 
increase its attacks and humiliate and defeat us, we shall 
react accordingly.

My fellow Americans, we live in an age of anarchy, 
both abroad and at home. We see mindless attacks on 
all the great institutions which have been created by 
free civilizations in the last 500 years. Even here in the 
United States, great universities are being systematically 
destroyed. Small nations all over the world find them-
selves under attack from within and from without.

If, when the chips are down, the world’s most pow-
erful nation, the United States of America, acts like a 
pitiful, helpless giant, the forces of totalitarianism and 
anarchy will threaten free nations and free institutions 
throughout the world.

It is not our power but our will and character that is 
being tested tonight. The question all Americans must 
ask and answer tonight is this: Does the richest and 
strongest nation in the history of the world have the 
character to meet a direct challenge by a group which 
rejects every effort to win a just peace, ignores our warn-
ing, tramples on solemn agreements, violates the neu-
trality of an unarmed people, and uses our prisoners as 
hostages?

If we fail to meet this challenge, all other nations will 
be on notice that despite its overwhelming power the 
United States, when a real crisis comes, will be found 
wanting.
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During my campaign for the Presidency, I pledged to 
bring Americans home from Vietnam. They are coming 
home.

I promised to end this war. I shall keep that promise.
I promised to win a just peace. I shall keep that  

promise.
We shall avoid a wider war. But we are also deter-

mined to put an end to this war.
In this room, Woodrow Wilson made the great deci-

sions which led to victory in World War I. Franklin Roo-
sevelt made the decisions which led to our victory in 
World War II. Dwight D. Eisenhower made decisions 
which ended the war in Korea and avoided war in the 
Middle East. John F. Kennedy, in his finest hour, made 
the great decision which removed Soviet nuclear missiles 
from Cuba and the Western Hemisphere.

I have noted that there has been a great deal of dis-
cussion with regard to this decision that I have made 
and I should point out that I do not contend that it is in 
the same magnitude as these decisions that I have just 
mentioned. But between those decisions and this deci-
sion there is a difference that is very fundamental. In 
those decisions, the American people were not assailed 
by counsels of doubt and defeat from some of the most 
widely known opinion leaders of the Nation.

I have noted, for example, that a Republican Senator 
has said that this action I have taken means that my party 
has lost all chance of winning the November elections. 
And others are saying today that this move against enemy 
sanctuaries will make me a one-term President.

No one is more aware than I am of the political con-
sequences of the action I have taken. It is tempting to 
take the easy political path: to blame this war on previous 
administrations and to bring all of our men home imme-
diately, regardless of the consequences, even though that 
would mean defeat for the United States; to desert 18 
million South Vietnamese people, who have put their 
trust in us and to expose them to the same slaughter and 
savagery which the leaders of North Vietnam inflicted on 

hundreds of thousands of North Vietnamese who chose 
freedom when the Communists took over North Viet-
nam in 1954; to get peace at any price now, even though 
I know that a peace of humiliation for the United States 
would lead to a bigger war or surrender later.

I have rejected all political considerations in making 
this decision.

Whether my party gains in November is nothing com-
pared to the lives of 400,000 brave Americans fighting 
for our country and for the cause of peace and freedom 
in Vietnam. Whether I may be a one-term President is 
insignificant compared to whether by our failure to act 
in this crisis the United States proves itself to be unwor-
thy to lead the forces of freedom in this critical period 
in world history. I would rather be a one-term President 
and do what I believe is right than to be a two-term Presi-
dent at the cost of seeing America become a second-rate 
power and to see this Nation accept the first defeat in its 
proud 190-year history.

I realize that in this war there are honest and deep dif-
ferences in this country about whether we should have 
become involved, that there are differences as to how 
the war should have been conducted. But the decision 
I announce tonight transcends those differences. For 
the lives of American men are involved. The opportunity 
for Americans to come home in the next 12 months is 
involved. The future of 18 million people in South Viet-
nam and 7 million people in Cambodia is involved. The 
possibility of winning a just peace in Vietnam and in the 
Pacific is at stake.

It is customary to conclude a speech from the White 
House by asking support for the President of the United 
States. Tonight, I depart from that precedent. What I ask 
is far more important. I ask for your support for our brave 
men fighting tonight halfway around the world—not for 
territory—not for glory—but so that their younger broth-
ers and their sons and your sons can have a chance to 
grow up in a world of peace and freedom and justice.

Thank you and good night.

Document Analysis
President Richard Nixon’s address announcing United 
States and South Vietnamese incursions into Cambo-
dia proceeds on two levels. First, Nixon outlines the ob-
jective of the operation and lays out reasons for it that 
are consistent with his earlier promises to reduce US 

involvement in the Vietnam War. Here, Nixon argues 
he must temporarily expand the war in order to suc-
cessfully execute Vietnamization. Second, he elevates 
his decision to go into Cambodia to the level of an epic 
struggle between freedom and the forces of “totalitari-
anism” and “anarchy” at home and abroad.
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Nixon begins by noting his earlier announcement 
that 150,000 US troops would be withdrawn from 
South Vietnam over the next year. He states this with-
drawal is threatened by the communist presence in 
base camps in eastern Cambodia. Only by wiping out 
these camps, he argues, can the US safely carry out its 
draw down in South Vietnam.

Nixon then asserts United States policy had been to 
“scrupulously respect the neutrality of the Cambodian 
people.” Here the president is misleading the American 
public. Soon after assuming the presidency, Nixon had 
ordered the top secret “Operation Menu,” which con-
sisted of heavy bombing of communist sanctuaries in 
Cambodia as well as secret cross-border ground opera-
tions. These secret operations would not be revealed 
until 1973 amidst Congressional investigations into the 
Watergate scandal. (Some members of Congress want-
ed the illegal forays into Cambodia to be added to the 
other proposed articles of impeachment.)

Nixon puts full blame upon North Vietnam, which 
violated Cambodia’s neutrality by setting up bases 
there. While correct in his description of the role of 
the communist sanctuaries, Nixon overstates their 
importance when he declares them “the headquar-
ters for the entire Communist military operation in  
South Vietnam.” 

The most remarkable part of the address is when 
Nixon ties his Cambodian decision to a global struggle 
against totalitarianism and anarchy. Nixon links what 
he sees as communist aggression overseas to the anti-
war movement in America, which he accuses of “sys-
tematically” destroying great universities and “institu-
tions created by free civilizations in the last 500 years.” 
Nixon condemns protesters in America, whom he pri-
vately blamed for constraining his latitude for action in 
Vietnam. In the address’s most memorable line, Nixon 
declares, “If, when the chips are down, the world’s most 
powerful nation, the United States of America, acts like 
a pitiful, helpless giant, the forces of totalitarianism and 
anarchy will threaten free nations and free institutions 
throughout the world.” Here, the president, as in his 
“Silent Majority” speech the previous fall, is addressing 
those he regards as patriotic, mainstream Americans as 
opposed to radicals and liberals.

Nixon concludes by seeking to highlight the brav-
ery of his decision. He compares himself to previous 
presidents making momentous decisions, but states 
that they, unlike him, were not assailed by voices of 
protest and doubt. He seeks to elevate the courage of 

his decision even more by asserting that his party may 
lose seats in upcoming elections and that he may be a 
one-term president, but he’d rather suffer the political 
consequences than see America reduced to a “second-
rate power.”

Essential Themes
Nixon argues he must order the invasion of Cambo-
dia to safeguard America’s slow withdrawal of combat 
troops from the war in South Vietnam. He places the 
blame for his action squarely on the North Vietnamese 
and Viet Cong. He asserts the operation will be of short 
duration and restricted to the limited objectives of re-
moving Communist sanctuaries.

The decision to cross into Cambodia is linked to 
what the president feels is a global struggle between 
freedom and totalitarianism/anarchy. Nixon returns 
repeatedly to the theme that failure to act will result 
in the United States’ humiliation and defeat. Note the 
number of times Nixon uses variations on the word “hu-
miliation” and images of weakness and impotence in 
his address. Like President Lyndon B. Johnson before 
him, Nixon feared failure in Vietnam would spell hu-
miliation for himself personally and the United States. 

Nixon anticipates that his controversial decision to 
go into Cambodia will trigger condemnation and pro-
test. Thus, Nixon portrays his decision as that of a 
courageous president acting alone for the good of the 
country despite political repercussions for himself or 
his party. Nevertheless, Nixon and his advisors failed 
to anticipate the full scale and fury of the protests his 
decision would spark. Within weeks, hundreds of cam-
puses would be shut down by the largest explosion of 
protests throughout the whole war, and students would 
be shot dead at Kent State and Jackson State. And after 
the Cambodia operation, the communists slowly re-
turned to their sanctuaries.

—Robert Surbrug, PhD   
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