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Abstract 

 

Cambodia has repeatedly described its relationships with powerful patrons using the 

language of indispensability, as a frontline state against communism, as a revolutionary vanguard, 

as China's most loyal partner in Southeast Asia. This paper argues that each of these self-

descriptions has reflected a systematic overestimation of Cambodia's strategic leverage and has 

ended in a politically catastrophic "boom" when the patron in question chose its own interests over 

the client's survival. Through comparative analysis of three historical episodes, the collapse of the 

Lon Nol government following the 1973 Case-Church Amendment, the destruction of the Khmer 

Rouge regime by Vietnam in 1979, and Cambodia's diplomatic isolation during the 2025 to 2026 

border conflict with Thailand, this paper demonstrates that great powers consistently prioritize 

regional stability and economic interests over the survival of a small-state client, regardless of the 

rhetorical warmth of the bilateral relationship. The paper concludes by recommending a foreign 

policy of genuine non-alignment and diversified partnerships as the only sustainable strategic 

posture for a geographically vulnerable small state. 

 

Keywords: Cambodia, strategic miscalculation, patron-client relations, Lon Nol, Khmer Rouge, 

China-ASEAN, Funan Techo Canal, small state theory 
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I. Introduction 

 

"Ironclad friendship." The phrase appears in joint communiqués, state visit readouts, and 

official Cambodian government statements with remarkable regularity, deployed to describe the 

bilateral relationship between Phnom Penh and Beijing. It is the contemporary version of a 

rhetorical tradition that stretches back through Cambodia's modern political history: the insistence 

that a powerful external patron has made Cambodia's security a personal priority, that the 

relationship is special, that the protection is guaranteed. History suggests that every time a 

Cambodian government has believed this, it has been wrong. 

 

This paper advances a single core thesis: Cambodia has a recurring pattern of 

overestimating its strategic leverage with great power patrons, failing to internalize the 

fundamental realist insight that great powers prioritize regional stability, economic interests, and 

their own domestic political constraints over the survival of a small-state client. The pattern is not 

accidental. It is produced by a consistent set of structural and cognitive conditions, geographic 

vulnerability, asymmetric dependence, and a domestic political logic that incentivizes leaders to 

tell their populations that the country is more important than it is. 

 

The methodology of this paper is comparative-historical. Three distinct periods are 

examined: the 1970 to 1975 Khmer Republic under Lon Nol and its dependence on American 

military and financial support; the 1975 to 1979 Khmer Rouge regime and its fatal miscalculation 

about both its own military strength and China's willingness to intervene against Vietnam; and the 

2023 to 2026 period in which Cambodia's alignment with China failed to produce any meaningful 



THE INDISPENSABLE ILLUSION  4 

 4 

Chinese support during escalating border tensions with Thailand. Each case is analyzed through 

the same analytical lens, the distinction between a patron's regional interests and its commitment 

to a specific client, and the findings are synthesized in a comparative section that identifies the 

structural logic underlying all three episodes. 

 

The paper is organized as follows. Section II examines the 1973 abandonment and the Lon 

Nol government's miscalculation about American commitment. Section III analyzes the Khmer 

Rouge's two-front strategic blunder. Section IV examines the contemporary China-Thailand-

Cambodia triangle and Cambodia's 2025 to 2026 reality check. Section V offers a comparative 

analysis of the "why" across all three cases. Section VI concludes with recommendations. 

 

II. The 1973 Abandonment: Lon Nol and the Limits of American Commitment 

 

The Context 

 

The Khmer Republic, established following the March 1970 coup that removed Prince 

Norodom Sihanouk, was a state built on a single strategic premise: that the United States could not 

afford to allow Cambodia to fall to communism. Lon Nol's government aligned itself fully with 

Washington's Indochina strategy, opening Cambodian territory to American and South 

Vietnamese military operations targeting North Vietnamese supply routes and sanctuaries. In 

exchange, the Khmer Republic received the American military air support and financial aid 

without which it could not have survived even its first months. By 1971, Cambodia was receiving 

approximately $200 million annually in American assistance; by 1973, American B-52 bombing 
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runs over Cambodian territory were the primary military check on the expanding Khmer Rouge 

insurgency (Chandler, 1991). 

 

The Lon Nol government understood this dependency but interpreted it, fatally, as evidence 

of indispensability rather than vulnerability. If the Americans needed Cambodia this much, the 

logic ran, they would never let it fall. Cambodia was a frontline state. Losing it would be a strategic 

catastrophe for Washington's anti-communist project in Southeast Asia. 

 

The Nixon Doctrine and the Shift to Vietnamization 

 

What the Lon Nol government failed to adequately process was a fundamental shift in 

American strategic thinking that had been underway since 1969. The Nixon Doctrine, articulated 

by President Nixon at Guam in July 1969, stated explicitly that the United States would provide 

military and economic assistance to allies threatened by communist insurgencies, but would not 

commit American ground forces to fight those insurgencies on their behalf. The doctrine's practical 

implication was Vietnamization: the systematic transfer of military responsibility to South 

Vietnamese and allied forces, and the progressive withdrawal of American troops. 

 

For Cambodia, Vietnamization was not primarily a strategy, it was a warning sign that 

went unheeded. The Lon Nol government was watching the United States construct a strategic exit 

from Indochina and continued to believe it was exempt from that exit. This belief persisted even 

as the 1973 Paris Peace Accords, negotiated by Henry Kissinger, who had famously characterized 

Cambodia as a "sideshow" to the main conflict in Vietnam, were concluded without any provision 



THE INDISPENSABLE ILLUSION  6 

 6 

for Cambodia's security (Shawcross, 1979). The accords addressed American interests. 

Cambodia's fate was not among them. 

 

The final blow came on August 15, 1973, when the Case-Church Amendment took effect, 

prohibiting any further American military action in or over Indochina. The amendment was the 

product of American domestic politics, a Congress exhausted by the Vietnam War, unwilling to 

fund further military adventures, and increasingly hostile to executive branch unilateralism in 

foreign policy. For Cambodia, it meant the immediate end of the American air campaign that had 

been suppressing the Khmer Rouge advance. Within weeks of the bombing halt, Khmer Rouge 

forces made significant territorial gains. The patron's domestic politics had overridden its 

commitments to its client, exactly as the realist framework predicts. 

 

Theoretical Implications: The Cost of Patron Dependence 

 

Lon Nol fled Cambodia for Hawaii in April 1975, days before the Khmer Rouge entered 

Phnom Penh on April 17. The Khmer Republic ceased to exist not because it was militarily 

defeated by a stronger force in a fair contest, but because the external support structure that was 

its entire military foundation was withdrawn for reasons having nothing to do with Cambodia. The 

United States traded Cambodia for an honorable exit from Vietnam. 

 

The international relations lesson of this episode is stark: a great power's domestic politics 

will always override its commitments to a small ally when the costs of honoring those 

commitments exceed what the domestic political market will bear. Cambodia was valuable to the 
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United States as a tactical instrument; it was never valuable enough to justify the political costs of 

continued involvement after the broader Indochina strategy had been abandoned. The Lon Nol 

government's error was to confuse its instrumental value with its intrinsic value to American 

strategic objectives. 

 

III. The 1979 Collapse: The Khmer Rouge's Two-Front Blunder 

 

The Context 

 

The Khmer Rouge's strategic miscalculation is in one respect unique among the three cases 

examined in this paper: it combined an overestimation of its own military capability with a 

miscalculation about patron behavior. The regime that took power in April 1975 under Pol Pot 

governed through an ideology of extreme Khmer nationalism and revolutionary purity, "Angkar," 

the Organization, knew best, that treated any acknowledgment of weakness as ideological betrayal. 

This internal logic made accurate strategic assessment not merely difficult but structurally 

impermissible. 

 

The Internal Miscalculation: A Peasant Army Against a Battle-Hardened Military 

 

From 1977, the Khmer Rouge launched escalating cross-border raids into Vietnamese 

territory, motivated by a combination of historic Khmer-Vietnamese territorial grievances and the 

regime's ideological conviction that revolutionary zeal could substitute for material military 

capability. The calculation was catastrophically wrong. Vietnam in 1978 possessed what was, by 
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most assessments, the fourth-largest military in the world, hardened by three decades of continuous 

warfare against France, the United States, and South Vietnam. It had extensive conventional 

military infrastructure, experienced officer corps, and logistical capacity that dwarfed anything the 

Khmer Rouge could field. The Democratic Kampuchea military, by contrast, was a force built for 

insurgency, not conventional warfare, and was further degraded by the regime's own purges of 

anyone perceived as disloyal or insufficiently revolutionary. 

 

The Vietnamese invasion, launched in December 1978, reached Phnom Penh in less than 

two weeks. The speed of the collapse was itself a demonstration of the magnitude of the 

miscalculation: the Khmer Rouge had provoked a military confrontation with a force against which 

it had no realistic prospect of success. 

 

The External Miscalculation: The Limits of Chinese Solidarity 

 

The second dimension of the Khmer Rouge's strategic error was its assumption that China, 

its primary external patron and the source of substantial military equipment and economic 

assistance, would intervene decisively to prevent Vietnam from overrunning Cambodia. This 

assumption rested on ideological grounds: both regimes claimed Maoist lineage, and Beijing had 

invested significantly in the Democratic Kampuchea project as a counterweight to Soviet-aligned 

Vietnam. 

 

What the Khmer Rouge failed to adequately weigh was the constraining effect of the 1978 

Soviet-Vietnamese Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation. The treaty created a credible Soviet 
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deterrent against Chinese military action: a full-scale Chinese invasion of Vietnam risked 

triggering Soviet intervention, a prospect that fundamentally altered Beijing's cost-benefit 

calculus. China was willing to support the Khmer Rouge diplomatically and materially in 

peacetime; it was not willing to risk a war with the Soviet Union to reverse a Vietnamese military 

fait accompli. 

 

China did eventually launch its own military operation against Vietnam in February 1979, 

the Sino-Vietnamese War, framed by Beijing as a "punitive" action to "teach Vietnam a lesson." 

But this operation came after Phnom Penh had already fallen on January 7, 1979. The Khmer 

Rouge had been destroyed as a governing regime before China's military response materialized. 

More importantly, the operation was limited in scope and duration; Beijing withdrew its forces 

after approximately a month without having reversed the Vietnamese occupation of Cambodia. It 

was, as the framing of this paper suggests, too little, too late. 

 

Theoretical Implications: Ideology, Deterrence, and the Limits of Solidarity 

 

The Khmer Rouge case demonstrates that ideological alignment does not guarantee 

military rescue if the costs of intervention are too high for the patron. China shared the Khmer 

Rouge's nominal ideological heritage and had genuine strategic interests in preventing Vietnamese 

hegemony over Indochina. But those interests did not extend to a direct military confrontation with 

a Soviet-backed Vietnam. When the chips were down, Beijing calculated its own risks and found 

that the Khmer Rouge's survival was not worth a potential war with the USSR. The patron's 

strategic logic prevailed over the client's desperate need. 



THE INDISPENSABLE ILLUSION  10 

 10 

 

IV. The 2025 to 2026 Reality Check: The China-Thailand-Cambodia Triangle 

 

The Context: "Ironclad" Rhetoric and the Funan Techo Canal Era 

 

Cambodia's contemporary alignment with China is the most institutionalized of the three 

patron relationships examined in this paper. Under the governments of Hun Sen and his son Hun 

Manet, Cambodia has accepted extensive Chinese investment in infrastructure, has reportedly 

provided access to facilities at Ream Naval Base on the Gulf of Thailand, and has consistently 

aligned with Chinese positions in ASEAN forums, most notably by blocking or weakening 

ASEAN consensus statements on the South China Sea that China found objectionable. In 

exchange, Cambodia has received the "ironclad friendship" designation and substantial 

development financing. 

 

The centerpiece of the contemporary relationship is the Funan Techo Canal, a major 

infrastructure project connecting the Mekong River to the Gulf of Thailand, designed to reduce 

Cambodia's longstanding dependence on Vietnamese ports at the Mekong delta. Chinese financing 

and technical involvement in the project have reinforced Cambodian government narratives that 

Beijing has elevated Cambodia to the status of a strategic priority. The canal, in this domestic 

framing, transforms Cambodia from a client state into an indispensable corridor within China's 

broader regional connectivity architecture, a piece of infrastructure so significant that Chinese 

protection of Cambodia's territorial integrity becomes, in theory, an extension of protecting China's 

own investment. This reasoning, politically useful within Cambodia, proved strategically 
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unfounded when the 2025 border war subjected it to the test of actual crisis. The conflict with 

Thailand escalated in a precise and documentable sequence. On July 23, 2025, a Thai soldier was 

injured by a landmine along the contested border, triggering a chain of military responses that 

produced the most significant regional armed confrontation in Southeast Asia in decades. Between 

July 24 and July 28, widespread clashes occurred along multiple sections of the border. Thailand 

reportedly suffered over 500 soldiers killed and the loss of several armored vehicles, while 

Cambodia sustained dozens of soldiers killed and hundreds wounded. These figures illustrate, with 

quantitative precision, the asymmetry of military capability that Cambodian strategic planning had 

systematically failed to account for. The humanitarian consequences were immediate and severe: 

in July 2025 alone, 134,707 Cambodian civilians and approximately 140,000 Thai civilians were 

displaced from border communities. By January 2026, 409,000 Cambodians remained displaced, 

a figure that underscores not merely the scale of the immediate crisis but the enduring cost of a 

border posture built on the assumption of external protection that never materialized. This was the 

"boom" in its most literal and devastating form: a government that had told its population it stood 

beneath the shield of an ironclad friendship discovered, within days, that no such shield existed. 

 

The Critical Data: Trade Asymmetry as the Smoking Gun 

 

The fundamental flaw in Cambodia's assumption that China would intervene on its behalf 

during the July 2025 border war is most clearly legible in the economic data, which constitute the 

analytical smoking gun of this case study. The figures are not ambiguous, and crucially, they were 

never hidden. Any serious strategic assessment conducted in Phnom Penh before the conflict 

would have surfaced them immediately. That Cambodian decision-makers proceeded as though 
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economic patronage conferred military protection suggests either a deliberate suppression of 

inconvenient analysis or a failure of institutional strategic capacity that is itself a significant finding 

for the study of small state foreign policy. 

 

Table 1. China Trade Comparison: Thailand vs. Cambodia 

Indicator China to Thailand China to Cambodia 

Annual bilateral trade ~$135 billion USD ~$19.7 billion USD 

China trade rank Top 10 trading partner Not in Top 20 

Major Chinese investment High-speed rail; EV factories 
(Rayong) 

Funan Techo Canal; 
Sihanoukville SEZ 

Strategic classification Major ASEAN economic 
partner 

Client / corridor state 

Sources: UN Comtrade; ASEAN Secretariat (2024 figures) 
 

Thailand's annual bilateral trade with China exceeded $135 billion in 2025, placing 

Bangkok consistently among China's top ten global trading partners and making it the single most 

economically significant state in mainland Southeast Asia from Beijing's perspective. Cambodia's 

bilateral trade with China reached $19.73 billion in the same year, a figure that represents 

meaningful growth in absolute terms but fails to place Cambodia among China's top twenty global 

trading partners. Equally significant is the structural character of the relationship: despite growth 

in total trade volumes, Cambodia recorded a bilateral trade deficit of $3.73 billion with China in 

2025. This deficit matters analytically because it reveals that the relationship is characterized by 

Cambodian dependence rather than mutual interdependence. Cambodia needs China considerably 

more than China needs Cambodia, and that asymmetry is so pronounced that no diplomatic rhetoric 

about ironclad friendship can meaningfully obscure it. Beyond headline trade figures, China has 

committed multi-billion dollar infrastructure investments in Thailand that dwarf its commitments 
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to Cambodia in both scale and strategic significance. The China-Thailand high-speed railway, 

connecting Kunming through Laos to Bangkok as part of the broader Kunming-Singapore rail 

corridor, represents a foundational component of China's Belt and Road connectivity strategy in 

mainland Southeast Asia. Chinese electric vehicle manufacturers have established major 

production facilities in Thailand's Eastern Economic Corridor, particularly in the Rayong industrial 

zone, making Thailand an anchor of China's regional manufacturing strategy at a moment when 

the global EV sector is among China's highest economic priorities. These structural 

interdependencies give Thailand a degree of leverage in its relationship with Beijing that 

Cambodia, despite the Funan Techo Canal and the Sihanoukville Special Economic Zone, cannot 

plausibly match. 

 

Against this backdrop, Cambodia's expectation that China would publicly support its 

position in the July 2025 border war was, from the standpoint of economic rationality, not merely 

implausible but analytically indefensible. A client state that accounts for less than fifteen percent 

of a patron's trade with a given region cannot reasonably expect that patron to jeopardize its 

relationship with the remaining eighty-five percent on its behalf. Beijing's restraint during the July 

2025 fighting was not a failure of friendship or an oversight born of distraction. It was the 

predictable output of a straightforward calculation that any competent analyst in Phnom Penh 

could have performed in advance. China would not risk its $135 billion annual relationship with 

Thailand, its most strategically important manufacturing hub in ASEAN and the anchor of its 

Kunming-Singapore rail ambitions, to provide military or diplomatic backing for Cambodia's 

contested border claims. The economic arithmetic was never close, and the outcome was never 

genuinely uncertain. 



THE INDISPENSABLE ILLUSION  14 

 14 

 

China as "Neutral Mediator" and the Logic of Regional Hegemony 

 

Beijing's preferred posture throughout the 2025 conflict was not a silent actor but a 

strategically constructed presentation of China as a neutral regional mediator: a responsible great 

power uniquely positioned to manage disputes among smaller ASEAN states without taking sides. 

In practice, this translated into a series of diplomatic interventions precisely calibrated to avoid 

any expression of preference between Phnom Penh and Bangkok. Chinese special envoy shuttle 

visits to both capitals in the second half of 2025 were framed explicitly around de-escalation and 

humanitarian coordination rather than territorial adjudication or attribution of responsibility. The 

culminating diplomatic event was the Fuxian Lake Meeting in December 2025, at which Chinese, 

Cambodian, and Thai representatives convened under Chinese facilitation. The meeting's agenda 

centered on ceasefire monitoring mechanisms, the coordination of humanitarian de-mining 

operations along the contested border, and the organization of aid distribution for displaced civilian 

populations on both sides. Conspicuously absent from the Fuxian agenda was any Chinese 

statement on the merits of the territorial dispute, any expression of diplomatic support for 

Cambodia's border position, or any gesture that could be construed as pressure on Bangkok to 

concede Cambodian claims. China conducted itself at Fuxian as a convenor of regional stability, 

not as a patron defending the interests of its junior partner. This posture served Chinese interests 

across multiple dimensions. It avoided the direct economic costs of antagonizing Thailand. It 

reinforced China's preferred self-presentation as a benevolent regional hegemon committed to 

stability rather than client-state advocacy. And it sent a signal, implicitly but unmistakably, to 

every ASEAN state that China's bilateral relationships are conditional and transactional rather than 
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unconditional security guarantees. Paradoxically, this signal enhances Chinese leverage over all 

its Southeast Asian partners simultaneously: if even Cambodia, China's most publicly loyal 

ASEAN client, cannot count on active Chinese support in an armed conflict, then no ASEAN 

government can take Chinese protection for granted, a condition that keeps all of them carefully 

attentive to Beijing's preferences. 

 

For Cambodia, the practical meaning of China's neutrality at Fuxian was functionally 

identical to the practical meaning of American withdrawal in 1973 and Soviet restraint in 1979: 

the patron had conducted its cost-benefit calculation and determined that its interests did not 

require, and could not justify, defending the client at the cost of a more valuable relationship. The 

Funan Techo Canal makes Cambodia a useful logistical corridor within China's regional 

connectivity architecture; it does not make Cambodia irreplaceable, and it does not transform the 

defense of Cambodia's contested border claims against Thailand into a rational expenditure of 

Chinese diplomatic capital. The canal is infrastructure, not an alliance. Chinese investment in 

Cambodia constitutes a commercial relationship, not a security guarantee, and the December 2025 

Fuxian Lake Meeting formalized that distinction in diplomatic language that Phnom Penh could 

not credibly misread. China was present at Fuxian as a convenor of stability between two disputing 

states, not as Cambodia's advocate. The "boom" of the third case was quieter than the fall of Phnom 

Penh in April 1975 or January 1979, but its structural logic was identical to both. 
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Theoretical Implications: Economic Rationality and the Hierarchy of Patron Interests 

 

In a multipolar world, great powers prefer regional hegemony over client state squabbles. 

China's interest in Southeast Asia is not the promotion of any particular Cambodian government's 

security but the management of the region in ways that advance Chinese economic and strategic 

objectives. Cambodia's loyalty is useful; it is not irreplaceable. When a choice must be made 

between Cambodia's interests and Thailand's economic significance, the choice is not difficult for 

Beijing to make. 

 

V. Comparative Analysis: Why Does the Miscalculation Recur? 

 

Economic vs. Strategic Value 

 

Across all three cases, the patron's ultimate decision was driven by economic and strategic 

self-interest rather than by the rhetoric of the bilateral relationship. American anti-communism 

was real, but not real enough to sustain a politically costly military commitment after the domestic 

consensus had collapsed. Chinese solidarity with the Khmer Rouge was genuine at the ideological 

level, but insufficient to override the strategic calculation about Soviet deterrence. Chinese 

investment in Cambodia is substantial in the Cambodian context, but dwarfed by Chinese stakes 

in Thailand. In each case, the patron's behavior was consistent with the realist prediction: interests, 

not commitments, determine how great powers act when the costs of action are real. 
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Geographic Vulnerability and the "Unlucky" Position 

 

Cambodia's geography is itself a source of structural strategic vulnerability. Positioned 

between two larger, more powerful neighbors, Vietnam to the east and Thailand to the west, 

Cambodia has no natural strategic depth and limited capacity for independent defense. This 

geographic reality has historically driven Cambodian governments toward external patron 

relationships as the primary security strategy. But it also means that Cambodia's patrons are almost 

always also engaged in significant relationships with Cambodia's regional rivals, creating the 

structural conditions for the patron to prefer neutrality or accommodation over client defense when 

the two relationships come into conflict. 

 

The Feedback Loop: Believing the Propaganda 

 

Perhaps the most analytically significant aspect of Cambodia's recurring miscalculation is 

the role of domestic political logic in generating and sustaining it. In each of the three cases, the 

Cambodian government derived domestic political legitimacy partly from the narrative of patron 

indispensability. The Lon Nol government's claim to rule rested in part on its American alignment 

and the associated anti-communist credentials. The Khmer Rouge's ideological system required 

the belief in Angkar's revolutionary invincibility, including its capacity to resist and defeat 

neighboring powers. The contemporary Cambodian government's relationship with China has 

served as an alternative source of external validation and development financing that insulates it 

from Western pressure on governance and human rights. 
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In each case, the domestic political value of maintaining the narrative of patron reliability 

created incentives to suppress or discount information that might undermine it. Leaders who have 

staked their legitimacy on the strength of a patron relationship are structurally incentivized to 

believe their own propaganda, to internalize the "ironclad friendship" rhetoric as strategic reality 

rather than recognizing it as the diplomatic language it is. The result is a feedback loop: 

governments tell their populations they are important, come to believe their own claims, and are 

repeatedly shocked when the patron behaves like a patron rather than a guarantor. 

 

VI. Conclusion 

 

Each of the three episodes examined in this paper ends with what might be called "the 

boom", the moment at which the gap between the Cambodian government's assumptions and 

strategic reality becomes impossible to ignore. For Lon Nol, the boom was the Case-Church 

Amendment and the subsequent Khmer Rouge advance. For the Khmer Rouge, it was Vietnamese 

tanks in Phnom Penh. For the contemporary Cambodian government, it was Beijing's studied 

silence during a border conflict it had expected to trigger Chinese diplomatic support. The boom 

is always painful. It is always, in retrospect, predictable. 

 

The consistency of the pattern across such different historical contexts, different patrons, 

different rival states, different ideological frameworks, suggests that the cause is structural rather 

than contingent. Cambodia's governments have not made the same mistake repeatedly because 

they are uniquely incompetent at strategic assessment. They have made it because the structural 

conditions of small state dependence, geographic vulnerability, and domestic political incentives 



THE INDISPENSABLE ILLUSION  19 

 19 

systematically produce overestimation of patron commitment. Fixing the mistake requires 

addressing those structural conditions, not merely improving the quality of individual strategic 

decisions. 

 

The policy recommendation that follows from this analysis is the one that Cambodia's 

foreign policy tradition has most consistently avoided: genuine non-alignment and active 

diversification of external partnerships. A Cambodia that maintains constructive relationships with 

China, the United States, ASEAN partners, Japan, South Korea, and the European Union, without 

making any single patron relationship the foundation of its security architecture, is a Cambodia 

that cannot be strategically abandoned by any single patron, because it has not staked its survival 

on any single patron's goodwill. This is not a radical or unprecedented recommendation; it is the 

standard prescription of small state theory and the functional foreign policy model of Cambodia's 

most strategically resilient regional peers. Singapore and Vietnam both maintain the capacity to 

manage simultaneous relationships with competing great powers, cultivating productive ties with 

Washington, Beijing, and Tokyo without allowing any single patron to define the limits of their 

strategic autonomy. Cambodia's path toward comparable resilience begins with the honest 

acknowledgment that deep dependency on a single patron is a strategy with an expiration date.  

There is tentative evidence that Phnom Penh is beginning to internalize this lesson in the aftermath 

of the 2025 border war. On January 24, 2026, the USS Cincinnati (LCS-20), a United States Navy 

littoral combat ship, conducted a port visit to Ream Naval Base on the Gulf of Thailand, marking 

the first occasion on which an American warship had moored pierside at that facility. The 

diplomatic symbolism was considerable. Ream Naval Base had been at the center of sustained 

international concern regarding Chinese military access in Cambodia for several years; the arrival 
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of an American littoral combat ship at that same facility, in the immediate wake of China's 

conspicuous neutrality during the July 2025 border war, represented a striking act of strategic 

repositioning. Cambodia was signaling simultaneously to Washington and to Beijing that its 

security alignment was no longer fixed, and that its willingness to diversify external relationships 

had survived even the political costs of appearing to distance itself from its primary patron.  

Complementing the diplomatic recalibration, the Cambodian government initiated a 2026 

crackdown on online scam compound operations that had become a significant source of 

international reputational damage. These operations, largely run by foreign criminal networks from 

Cambodian territory, had generated an estimated $45 million in losses attributable to Cambodian-

based fraud against victims in 2025. In January 2026, Cambodian authorities deported 78 

Vietnamese nationals connected to these operations as part of a broader enforcement effort. While 

the crackdown addressed genuine domestic law enforcement failures, it also reflected a recognition 

that Cambodia's capacity to cultivate credible diplomatic partnerships and attract legitimate 

foreign investment depends on a functioning commitment to rule of law. Taken together, the USS 

Cincinnati port visit and the scam compound enforcement signal a government beginning, 

incrementally, to recalibrate both its external relationships and its domestic governance toward the 

kind of credible, diversified posture that small state theory prescribes as the most sustainable 

alternative to single-patron dependency. 

 

The final lesson of Cambodia's modern political history is both analytically simple and 

practically demanding: a small state's greatest strategic asset is not the patron it can attract, but the 

institutional capacity to read accurately what that patron is genuinely committed to defending. 

Great powers speak the language of friendship, solidarity, and ironclad alliance. They act in the 
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language of national interests, economic calculations, and domestic political constraints. 

Cambodia's governments, across three distinct historical periods and under three radically different 

political orders, have consistently listened to the first language while being governed by the 

second. The Lon Nol government absorbed American anti-communist rhetoric and failed to 

register the implications of the Nixon Doctrine. The Khmer Rouge embraced ideological solidarity 

with Beijing and failed to account for the Soviet deterrent that constrained Chinese intervention. 

The contemporary Cambodian government internalized the rhetoric of ironclad friendship and 

failed to examine the trade statistics that would have told it precisely how much that friendship 

was worth when conflict with Thailand materialized. In each case, the information needed to avoid 

the miscalculation was available in advance. The failure was not informational; it was analytical, 

institutional, and political. Accurate strategic assessment was either not conducted or was not 

permitted to reach decision-makers in a form that could constrain the choices being made. The 

path toward a more resilient Cambodia requires building the institutional capacity, the political 

will, and the domestic space necessary for honest strategic analysis: the ability not merely to 

receive what patrons say about the depth of their commitment, but to evaluate clearly and 

dispassionately what they will and will not do when the costs of action become real and concrete. 

That capacity, more than any bilateral relationship or infrastructure investment, is what will 

determine whether Cambodia's next chapter is written by its own strategic intelligence or, once 

again, by the calculated interests of others. 
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