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The Trial Of Henry
Kissinger: A
Reckoning with Power
and Morality

Few figures in American history
provoke as much polarized debate as
Henry Kissinger. To his admirers, he
was a brilliant geopolitical strategist,
a statesman who navigated the
treacherous waters of the Cold War
with a realist’s pragmatism. To his
detractors, he was a war criminal, an
architect of death and suffering
whose policies prioritized American
hegemony over human life. The title
of Christopher Hitchens’s famous
polemic, The Trial Of Henry
Kissinger, captures this stark
divide. While a formal legal tribunal
never took place, an enduring moral
and historical trial has been
underway for decades. This article
explores the multiple dimensions of
this "trial," examining the charges,
the evidence, the defenses, and the
ultimate verdict that history
continues to deliberate.

The Architect of Realpolitik

To understand the accusations, one
must first understand the man.
Henry Kissinger served as National
Security Advisor and later Secretary
of State under Presidents Richard
Nixon and Gerald Ford. His

Downloaded from order.fishbonesusa.com by Kerr & Ewing ¢ Read more, learn more. °

European tradition of realpolitik—a
doctrine that prioritizes national
interest, power balancing, and
stability above ideological or moral
considerations. This approach
yielded wundeniably significant
achievements: the opening of
relations with the People's Republic
of China, the policy of détente with
the Soviet Union, and the negotiation
of the Paris Peace Accords, which
earned him a Nobel Peace Prize. Yet,
it is the ruthless application of this
same realpolitik that forms the
foundation of the indictment against
him.

The Indictment: A
Pattern of Complicity

The case for The Trial Of Henry
Kissinger rests on a series of
interconnected geopolitical
interventions where, prosecutors
argue, the ends did not justify the
means. The charges are grave,
ranging from enabling mass murder
to orchestrating the destabilization of
democratic governments.

The Secret War in Cambodia

Perhaps the most damning evidence
in the prosecution’s dossier is the
secret bombing campaign in
Cambodia. In an effort to disrupt
North Vietnamese supply lines along
the Ho Chi Minh Trail, President
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neutral Cambodia. To hide the
operation from the American public
and Congress, a system of false
reporting was established. The
bombing runs, known as Operation
Menu, are estimated to have killed
hundreds of thousands of Cambodian
civilians. More critically, the
bombing destabilized the country,
plunging it into a civil war that
ultimately paved the way for the
genocidal Khmer Rouge regime.
Critics argue that Kissinger’s policies
did not just fail to prevent tragedy;
they actively created the conditions
for it. The charge is not merely
collateral damage but strategic
recklessness with catastrophic
human consequences.

Destabilizing Democracy in
Chile

Another central charge in the
popular imagination relates to Chile.
In 1970, Salvador Allende, a
democratically elected Marxist,
became president of Chile. Fearful of
another Cuba in America’s backyard,
the Nixon administration, with
Kissinger playing a key role, moved
to undermine Allende’s government.
The first act was to prevent Allende’s
inauguration. When that failed, a
covert campaign of economic warfare
and political destabilization was
launched. Kissinger famously stated,
"I don’t see why we need to stand by
and watch a country go communist
due to the irresponsibility of its own
people." This culminated in the
violent coup of 1973, led by General
Augusto Pinochet, which resulted in
the death of Allende and a brutal
dictatorship that lasted for nearly
two decades. While the exact extent
of direct U.S. involvement in the

coup itself is debated, the
documented role of the Nixon
administration in creating the
conditions for it forms a core part of
the moral indictment against
Kissinger.

The Bangladesh Genocide
and the "Tilt" Towards
Pakistan

During the 1971 Bangladesh
Liberation War, the U.S.
administration faced a stark moral
choice. Pakistan, a key Cold War ally,
was committing a systematic
genocide against its Bengali
population in what was then East
Pakistan. India intervened on behalf
of the Bengalis. In a controversial
decision, Kissinger and Nixon "tilted"
towards Pakistan, even sending a
naval task force led by the USS
Enterprise into the Bay of Bengal.
This was done as a show of force to
intimidate India and protect
Pakistan, a crucial conduit for the
secret opening to China. The result
was that the U.S. stood in diplomatic
and military support of a regime
perpetrating mass atrocities. For
critics, this episode is the clearest
example of Kissinger’s willingness to
sacrifice human lives on the altar of
global power politics. The trial of his
legacy highlights this moment as a
profound failure of moral leadership.

East Timor: The Forgotten
Invasion

In 1975, Indonesia invaded the
former Portuguese colony of East
Timor. The U.S., under Kissinger and
President Ford, gave a secret green
light for this invasion just a day
before it happened. They had no
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objections, providing the Indonesian
regime with the diplomatic cover it
needed. The subsequent occupation
led to the deaths of over 100,000
Timorese, nearly a fifth of the
population. This disaster, which
unfolded largely out of the American
public’s view, is often cited as one of
Kissinger’s most consequential and
least scrutinized actions. In the court
of public opinion, it remains a
persistent stain on his record.

The Defense and the
Defense Counsel

Any fair Trial Of Henry Kissinger
must also hear the defense. Kissinger
and his supporters present a
powerful counterargument based on
the brutal realities of the Cold War.
They argue that history must be
judged in context. The world was a
chessboard of nuclear superpowers,
and miscalculation could have led to
global annihilation. From this
perspective, the bombing of
Cambodia was a necessary tactic to
buy time for the withdrawal of
American troops from Vietnam. The
intervention in Chile was a strategic
necessity to prevent the spread of
Soviet influence. The tilt towards
Pakistan was a high-stakes maneuver
to secure a diplomatic opening to
China, a move that fundamentally
altered the global balance of power
for the better.

Furthermore, the defense team
would point to Kissinger’s concrete
achievements: the SALT I treaty with
the Soviet Union, which curbed the
nuclear arms race; the Camp David
Accords, which brought peace

was a facilitator); and the strategic
opening to China, which arguably
helped bring an end to the Cold War.
The defense contends that focusing
on specific, tragic incidents while
ignoring the larger strategic
framework is a form of historical
myopia. They argue that Kissinger
made hard choices in a hard world,
and those choices, while painful,
ultimately preserved a fragile global
stability and advanced American
interests.

The Verdict: Beyond
Legal Guilt

The real question of The Trial Of
Henry Kissinger is not whether he
could be convicted in a court of law.
International law regarding war
crimes and crimes against humanity
was less developed during his tenure,
and legal experts continue to debate
the applicability of modern statutes
to his actions. The trial, therefore, is
a moral and historical one,
conducted in university seminars,
books, and public discourse.

The verdict on Kissinger’s legacy is
not monolithic. Many foreign policy
elites continue to revere him, inviting
him for counsel and celebrating his
strategic acumen. His books remain
bestsellers among the policy-minded.
Yet, a significant shift has occurred,
particularly among younger
generations. The rise of human rights
discourse and a greater public
awareness of the consequences of
U.S. interventions overseas have led
to a far more critical assessment.

It is possible to hold two truths in
tension. One can acknowledge that
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an effective diplomat in the narrow
sense of advancing American power.
Simultaneously, one can judge his
methods as being morally
catastrophic. The evidence suggests
a pattern of behavior: a willingness
to deploy violence, betrayal, and
deception on a massive scale to
achieve geopolitical objectives, often
in developing nations far from
American shores. The verdict, for
many, is a conviction not of a
criminal in the legal sense, but of a
man whose philosophy of power
lacked the essential human element
of empathy. The legacy is one of a
profoundly effective architect of
American power and an equally
profound source of suffering for
millions.

A Legacy Under Scrutiny

In recent years, the scrutiny has
intensified. The release of new
archival materials and a growing
interest in post-colonial history have
brought greater attention to the
human cost of Kissinger’s policies.
His very public persona—the heavy
accent, the witty aphorisms, the
access to the powerful—no longer
shields him from a harder look. The
“trial" continues, with each new
generation asking the same
uncomfortable questions. Was the
stability he sought worth the

bloodshed? Could a different path
have been chosen? Is a great
statesman defined by his victories or
by his victims?

Conclusion: The
Unfinished Reckoning

The Trial Of Henry Kissinger is not
an event that happened; it is a
process that is ongoing. It represents
a necessary and difficult reckoning
with the exercise of power in a
dangerous world. While a definitive,
universally accepted verdict may
never be reached, the trial itself
serves a vital purpose. It pushes us
to examine the foundational
principles of foreign policy, to weigh
the costs of realism against the
imperative of human rights, and to
ask who has the right to decide that
some lives are expendable for the
sake of a larger strategy. Henry
Kissinger died as he lived—a figure
of immense complexity and immense
controversy. The jury of history is
still out, but the evidence has been
presented, and the closing
arguments are being made for
generations to come. The legacy of
The Trial Of Henry Kissinger is a
perpetual reminder that the pursuit
of power should never be immune to
the demands of justice.



