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Time has come to tune in on Laos again

Most of us learned about Laos
before we had ever heard of Viet-
nam. In 1962, there was John F.
Kennedy looming in the TV
screen, solemn, harried but stead-
fast, and behind him an immense
map of Indochina with a thin dark
blob right in the middle: Laos.
And we were told of the dire situa-
tion there. We were told that free-
dom and justice were under at-
tack, that a crisis for democracy
and world order was at hand, and
that we were strong, we were res-
olute, we would not falter.

For a few months Laos was in
the headlines, with a footnote in
the first paragraph clueing people
in that ‘‘Laos rhymes with mouse’’
so they could talk about it at cock-
tail parties or at school. And then
an agreement was reached in
Geneva, with a truce and a neu-
tralist government set up. And we
began to forget about Laos. Espe-
cially because another country
emerged from the formless mass
of Indochina, and began to occupy
our attention: Viet Nam.

Laos pretty much disappeared
for seven years; seven years dur-
ing which the 1962 agreement was
destroyed. U.S.-backed Laotian
government troops and U.S. bomb-
ers made constant attacks on ter-
ritory held by the Lao Patriotic
Front (like the NFL, an anti-im-
perialist coalition which includes
both Communists and national-
ists) and conditions within govern-
ment-controlled territory deterio-
rated drastically. (Before 1954,
Laos exported rice, now they have
to import over 60,000 tons a year.)

But now Laos is reappearing.
Suddenly, the New York Times is
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Newsweek are running little maps
of Laos with about 7/8th of the ter-
ritory shaded in red to show that it
is controlled by the liberation
forces. Any day now, you may turn
on your tube looking for a good
monster flick and find that JFK’s
old bosom enemy, Richard Nixon,
is clogging all the channels, mo-
rose, deeply concerned but calm,
and behind him an immense map
of Southeast Asia.

Because once again the U.S.
presence there is threatened.
Because the Laotians seem as
stubborn as the Vietnamese in
refusing to give up the fight and be
“pacified.”

But it won't do just to pass off
the Laotians and the Vietnamese
as strong foreign people, with an
incomprehensible determination
to fight. People fight for things
that are important to them. That
is certainly true of the Americans
who are directing their presence
in Laos and in Vietnam. The econ-
omy of Laos is almost totally ab-
sorbed into U.S. big business,
which controls over 80 per cent of
nearly 100 leading local businesses
and manages to sell $20-million a
year worth of U.S. goods in Laos
while buying only $1.6-million.
This doesn’t help the people of
Laos very much, but it warms the
hearts of the men in Wall Street.
And they’re the ones who really
count when it comes to U.S. for-
eign policy.

So when Laotians begin to move
on things that are important to
them — like land and food and in-
dependence, they have to fight for
them. Over the last year, they
have won several important victo-
ries, pushing the ‘‘neutralists’’
and their U.S. advisers further and
further back. And the U.S. Air
Force has been unable to stop
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raids a day, even with napalm and
phosphorus bombs and defoliation
attacks.

The time has come when the
New York Times is forced to ad-
mit that victory for the Laotian
people ‘‘seems closer to realiza-
tion now than ever before.”’ So
now they begin to talk about Laos
again. Now they begin to explain
how the Laotians are a peaceful
gentle people who cannot stand up
against their enemies (who are
also Laotians but for some reason
are not peaceful and gentle) with-
out help from the good old U.S.A.

Pretty soon they will probably
begin talking about dominoes and
carrots and sticks and winning the
hearts and minds of the people.
They won’t make a big deal about
the $2.5-billion that U.S. business-
men have invested in Southeast
Asia or about their plans to “‘sub-
stantially increase’ that figure as
announced in the Far Eastern
Economic Review.

Because it's hard to convince 3

people that they should risk their
lives or the lives of their sons and
friends for so many dollars worth
of investment. So they’ll tell us
about the plight of democracy and
they’ll point at the map and show
how ‘‘our’ side is here and the
“‘enemy’’ is there and we’ve got to
hold that line, no matter what the
cost. And that’s when we’ll have to
prove that you can’t just take peo-
ple with the same trick over and

- over.

We’ve learned a lot since 1962 —
a lot more than they have if they
still think that they can win a war
where even the Times admits
most of the people either support
the other side or aren’t interested
in fighting, and where the people
who make their allies are big lan-
downers who have traditionally
been the oppressors of the com-
mon people.
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A Pathet Lao (Laotian freedom fighter) guerrilla printer.
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