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The Lao Revolution: Errors and Achievements

by Martin Stuart-Fox*

The third coalition government in Laos collapsed in May 1975 with
the flight of five rightist cabinet ministers across the Mekong River
to Thailand. It was not until December the same year, however, that
the monarchy was abolished and Laos was declared a Democratic
People’s Republic. Already at that time many of the problems that
would beset the new regime during the first year of its existence were
evident. The first flush of popular enthusiasm had waned. The image
of the Pathet Lao as ‘liberators’ was coming to be replaced by the less
appealing image of ‘authority’. Unrealistic expectations were giving way
to the realization that not all the changes to be instituted would be
agreeable. From the government’s point of view the termination of
American aid and the collapse of the US-backed IMF Foreign
Exchange Operations Fund to support the Lao currency had brought
home the difficulties inherent in the stated goal of self-sufficiency. This
situation had not been helped by the massive flight of so many of the
country’s best trained bureaucrats and technicians. Already dissident
groups were posing security problems both in southern Laos and in
the mountains north of Vietiane. Among the masses the campaign of
ideological indoctrination was meeting some opposition, and pointing
up the deficiencies in training of Pathet Lao cadres. Yet despite these
signs the decision was taken to press on with the transformation of
Lao society. This paper attempts to sum up the errors and achievements
of the first year of communist government in Laos, and assess the
indicators to the future.'

In large part the problems facing the Pathet Lao stemmed from the
historical circumstances of a guerrilla war waged for almost three
decades against a government backed for much of the time by the power
of the United States. The war had divided the country politically
roughly along existing cthnic and ecological lines. The rightists
controlled the rice growing areas following the valley of the Mekong
populated by lowland Lao, a culturally homogeneous group professing
Theravada Buddhism. The communists, on the other hand, adminis-
tered the far more extensive mountainous zone that runs the length
of the country from the Chinese frontier along the eastern border with
Vietnam to Cambodia in the south. This area is thinly populated by
tribal minorities, the principal groups being the Lao Theung, the Meo
and Yao. These tribes have no common language, or even common
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interests. Each is culturally distinct with its own form of animism.
General neglect of the tribal minorities under the French resulted in
a very low literacy rate and level of education in the highland areas.
Extremely difficult terrain and poorly developed communications have
meant that the area has remained economically disadvantaged and
underdeveloped in comparison with the lowland region, despite the best
clforts of the Pathet Lao to effect improvements.

A further factor has exacerbated differences between the two zones,
and chronically retarded an already backward economy. Massive
American bombing began in Laos in 1964, even before the aerial war
against North Vietnam, The destruction and disruption caused by this
bombardment had the effect of preventing the Pathet Lao from

developing o more effective organization and better trained personnel.
Bombing enabled the war to be carried on throughout those arcas under
communist administration. Within their zone of control the Pathet Lao
were never [ree to build up their resources. Graphic accounts are
available of conditions of lile under the extraordinarily heavy bombing?
Pathet Lao headquarters was in a series of deep limestone grottoes at
Vieng Sai in the north-cast of Sam Neua province not far from the
North Vietnamese frontier. Anything that moved in this area provided
i target for American jets which could be expected overhead up to

o dozen times a day. The systematic destruction of Pathet Lao
controlled villages forced most people in the liberated zone to live either
in caves or in huts well dispersed in the jungle so as to escape the
clectronic detectors of low-flying aircraft. Even fields had to be planted
and harvested at night in many areas if peasants were to avoid being
strafed.’ Effort that might have gone into improving economic condi-
tions, agriculture, communications and administration, went instead
into rebuilding devastated villages and into a daily struggle for mere
survival.

Despite this by 1973 the PL had managed to build up an effective
political apparatus that functioned on a number of levels. Within a
broad front organization, the Neo Lao Hak Sat (the Lao Patriotic
Front), a core revolutionary communist party, the Lao People’s
Revolutionary Party (LPRP), acted as a semi-secret controlling body.
available of conditions of life under the extraordinarily heavy bombing.?
(LPLA), estimated to number some 35 000 troops towards the end of
1972.* However weakenesses existed both in the quality of party cadres
and in the political command structure. Recruitment was necessarily
principally from tribal minorities whose educational level was never
high. Training concentrated upon developing revolutionary fervour and
unquestioning loyalty at the expense of flexibility and understanding.
Discipline was stressed, yet poor communications meant that central
directives were slow to arrive in some areas where they might be ignored
because not understood, or interpreted in the light of local conditions.
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A basic weakness of the Pathet Lao as a political organization has
been the relative lack of upper and middle level cadres to implement
decisions made by the Politburo and the Central Committee of the
Party. Partly this reflected the material difficulties outlined above,
partly the inadequate pool of potential recruits available in the liberated
zone. During the years of warfare this lack was made up by North
Vietnamese, but it would not have been politic to introduce Vietnamese
into lowland areas once the PL had taken over the government of the
whole country, and they have been careful not to do so. Realization
of this organizational weakness may have been a factor in convincing
the Pathet Lao to enter into negotiations towards a cease-fire agreement
with the Royal Lao Government which was eventually signed in
February 1973. A considerable time would be required, even with
substantial assistance from the Vietnamese, to build up the economy
of the liberated zone, develop training and educational facilities and
produce the cadres, administrators and technicians necessary for the
eventual seizure of political power.

But if the economy of the liberated zone was in a parlous state, that
in the rest of the country was in not much better condition. Between
May 1975 when the PL made their bid for power and December when
the coalition government was finally replaced by a communist regime
the situation further deteriorated due mainly to the loss of US aid and
the flight of thousands of technicians, bureaucrats and professionally
trained people that the country could ill afford to lose. Apart from
military and economic assistance, the US also provided direct financial
support to the government and was the major contributor to the IMF
Fund. American withdrawal from the Fund led to its collapse. However,
West Germany took the place of the US in another project by providing
a grant to cover the next phase of the Nam Ngum hydroelectric and
irrigation dam. Though accurate figures are not available, it seems that
aid from the socialist bloc in the form of finance, food and materials,
together with some economic assistance from international organiza-
tions and countries such as France, Sweden and Australia, have not,
however, made up for the loss of the American contribution. A
resumption of American aid, however much the Lao would appreciate
it, would appear to depend upon the prior normalization of US-
Vietnamese relations.’

Even more serious than the short-term loss of foreign aid has been
the effect on the economic structure and welfare of the country of the
exodus across the Mekong of so many civil servants and technicians.
Appeals for them to return are certain to go unheeded so long as the
government for its part keeps thousands more interned in ‘re-education’
camps. Indeed most of the few civil servants released from these centres
have crossed the Mekong at the first opportunity.® The total number
of people who have fled has become ‘standardized’ at 200 000, a figure
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repeated in just about every article written on Laos for the past year.’
However this may well be an exagperation, By August 1975 there were
reported (o be 27 000 Lao refugees in Thailand, together with a further
25 000 Meco.* Of these ‘Lao’ refugees a large number were Chinese
and Vietnamese from the trans-Mekong towns. A year later the number
of Meo was estimated at 50 000, plus some 7 000 Lao and at least
20 000 Vietnamese and Chinese.” Although most Lao with the means
had taken the precaution of transferring funds to France, Switzerland
or the US it seems unlikely that, given the small numerical size of the
former Lao elite, more than 100 000 people could have had both the
influence and finance to have left Thailand for France, the US or a
handful of other countries which have accepted Lao refugees in small
numbers. But however many have fled, the fact remains that Laos has
lost a large proportion of its trained specialist manpower, and it will
be years before they can be replaced. Though the actions of the
communist authorities were principally responsible for this loss, it
nonetheless presents the government with serious difficulties in their
attempts to build up the economy of the country.

Perhaps more important, as far as the PL are concerned, than the
loss of technicians and civil servants whose loyalty and political
sympathies would always remain suspect has been the degree of popular
disillusionment and discontent that developed during the first year of
the new government. In large part this has been due to two related
factors: the false impression the PL themselves deliberately encouraged
of both their own organization and their plans for the country, and
as a consequence of this the disappointed expectations of many who
initially welcomed the new regime. To appreciate how this came about
it is necessary to look at the image that the Pathet Lao projected of
themselves during the period of the last coalition government.

The Provisional Government of National Union (PGNU) that was
set up in April 1974 consisted of two bodies: a Council of Ministers,
the government proper, and a National Political Consultative Council
(NPCC). This latter body, comprising forty-two members (sixteen
rightists, sixteen Pathet Lao and ten neutralists), was presided over,
with charm and ability, by Souphanouvong, royal half-brother of Prime
Minister Souvanna Phouma. The NPCC, whose political importance
had been badly underestimated by the rightists, became under
Souphanouvong’s guidance, the vehicle by which the Pathet Lao
promulgated what purported to be their political programme for the
country. The eighteen-point National Political Programme unanimous-
ly adopted by the NPCC called for the building of a Peaceful,
Independent, Neutral, Democratic, United and Prosperous Laos.” This
essentially moderate document consisting of twelve points covering
domestic affairs and six referring to foreign policy was widely dis-
seminated throughout the rightest zone where it was generally accepted
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at face value as the Pathet Lao blueprint for Lao society. This may
have been unduly naive on the part of many people who might have
been expected to have known better, but it reflected the effectiveness
of PL propaganda together with the lack of any real information about
who the Pathet Lao were and what were their intentions.

In view of the importance that came to be attached to this eighteen-
point programme it is worth while examining its provisions in some
detail. To begin with the eighteen points envisaged a continuation of
the monarchy, the later abolition of which undoubtedly lost the PL
some support, especially in the region of Luang Prabang. A wide range
of democratic freedoms and rights was spelled out, including freedom
of belief, speech, publication and assembly; freedom to stand for election
and vote; freedom of movement and residence; and the right to free
enterprise and property ownership. Buddhism and other religions were
to be respected. Lao traditional culture and education were to be
defended. The document also called for the eventual unification of all
armed forces, and the building of a strong economy through develop-
ment of both the ‘state economic sector’ and private undertakings and
joint private-state enterprises. The foreign policy provisions called for
the neutrality of Laos and looked to continued American aid to heal
the wounds of war.

Events in Vietnam and Cambodia in April and May 1975 abruptly
brought this moderate programme to an end. Since it had only been
officially approved and published by the PGNU in July 1974 it had
not been given much of a chance to work. However already it
commanded wide support. But once their desired end had been achieved,
and the PL finally controlled the government of Laos, more radical
policies were initiated. It is interesting, however, that the eighteen-point
programme has remained the document most frequently quoted by
those disillusioned by or unhappy with the new regime. In fact adhesion
to the eighteen points has become a rallying cry for armed anti-
communist insurgents operating in Laos."

In contrast to the moderation of the NPCC document the programme
mapped out by Kaysone Phomvihan, Secretary-General of the LPRP,
before the National Congress of People’s Representatives called togeth-
er in Vientiane to inaugurate the new communist government in
December 1975 promised a far more radical transformation of Lao
society.” Among other provisions Kaysone vowed to ‘completely
liquidate all remaining traces, consequences, and power of the neo-
colonialist system’. This would be achieved by strengthening the popular
democratic dictatorship, through consolidating people’s councils and
committees at all levels, and through expanding the Lao Peoples
Liberation Army (LPLA) and improving its organizational network.
Workers would represent the vanguard of this continuing revolution.
Farmers were to stress cooperation and production—a forewarning of



[BUOIIPBI} UDAY "S[BAIIS3) pualie 01 jou stafe(a uodn pooeld sem
aInssaly “oannuued [eonijod a8e[[14 oy) 01 pollodol sem—s1589) [RISUN]
‘SOZBLLIBWI-—SUONBIGa[9D A[lwe) 1B uondwnsuoy) 's90Inosal [BuUOlBU
90Ie08 JO 9Fe)sem SNO[OALL] Se uodn POUMOI] 9I9M SUIM 3DLI OB JO
§SP0X2 UB U9A? ‘Furylo[o auy ‘arnyipuadxa ysiae| ojdway 1siyppng ay3
‘IDM 9FE[[IA 9Y) UO PaIIUID SIIUOWDIDD SNOJIWNU L) WOIJ JOO[B P[ay
SIBIPJOS O] J9YIRd "1[9) SEM S21ILIOYINE Y] JO PUBY DIDISTE Y] SaTL[IA
oY1 ur uaag -udredwed [eInino pue [eo130[0apI Sy} AQ ParcafE olam
Oy SUMO} Y} JO [INOA PIDUIN[UI-UISIAL 2U) A[UO JOU SEM 11 Ing
A QUBIJUIIA WO J8] j0U
WEp WNIN WEN Y} JO d[PPIW Y Ul (UOWIOM J0J JOYJOUR PUE U 10)
oM}) spuelst ajeiedas uo sdures uonesINPL-01 0} JUIS PUR PIISILIE 2JaM
—01a ‘s1apquied ‘sarddiy ‘sarmnsord ‘syo1ppe-—yinoA 91qIdii0oul 1sow
sjendes oyl Jo 07 | 2wos 9/6] [Ldy U] "pasn olom SUBIW DISBIP
210U 3 NSAI P2IISIP Y] IARIOR 0] pa[ie] ounssald [RID0S 2IDY A "pPAULLAD
-U0d [[B 219M JUIOUEBD DUR OIS UIIISIAN ‘Iley Suo| ‘Swo110q-[[oq
‘S[II 10J suvaf "a|qissod se u00s se pajedipela 2q 0} asuanyjul sy eLadur
JU9PEOAP JO UFIS B SAI0[D [SIpoWw paIapIsuod Aoyl 1Byl JBopd 1
OPEBUW U00S [ 2 ], ‘JUSWISSTIWIE JO 20IN0S B A[[BIIUT 210M PUB OB UBQIN
SunoA 1sow £q poInoAej s9[A1S UIOISIAN 9U) [IIm PIISEBIIUOD SIDIPJOS
0B 19Y1Ed 2Y) jo sdeo yjo[o pue Jurglopp £33eq oy ‘sumol oyi ul
Af[eroadsa ‘pajeraql] oy Wolj s1018I19qI[ Y1 pateredas Jnd v so[A)s ley
pue ssaIp jo s1onew o[dwis Ul uaag ‘sainpadsold Funoa ur 9oULIYJISIUL
puE $91119q1] Jeuosiad Jo juawijielnd ‘a[A1s I ul papuewap saFueyd
IUOTIOLE] JO $901N0S S N0 Paj3uls 2q Ued Jenollied ul seare a1y,
"SuB30[S
Ayed jo uonnoedor ayy pue soueSorre uodn Yoeq [[9] 0¥ Pue|MO|
Juijjomp-ueqin pojeonsiydos alow oyl JO SWSIONLD Y} YM padej
‘saipe)) 'ajdoad Aueur pajeusije pue payooys SI19p[3 9SE[[IA O] SIIPIO
pansst saIpud FunoA yorym ur Aem oy ‘swisiuofeiur pur SIOUIIAYIP
ouyle uwodn poseq saoipnford pjo-ofe Aq pojeqlooexs Sem pudsl)
SIUL ¢ PRIBIOLIDIIP Y[OJSUMO] PUB SAIPED U2IM]RQq SUOIIB[al ‘suorjengol
Aiesseoauun pue £)1ed U91jo 19A0 UOHRIISNI] SUIIUNOLI PILUR PASBIIIAP
JWIFal MAU L] J0J WSBISNYIUD [BIIIUI dY) SV "SWIB-UI-SIPBIUIOD UBY)
SI0121A JO JEY] 910W UI1JO 00) [[B SBM 2PNINIE I19Y) ‘UCIIBIISIUIUWIPE pUR
JUBWILISA0S auBnUalA 3dnLIod 9y) wolj “Jd 9yl JO SPIS oY} UO IIm
P[0} 2Jam A1} WOYM ‘SISSBW O] 91eNUIIdJIP 01 1ydne) ussq pey Asy3
yFnoy [ "Iem Jo sino3Ll ay) pue ‘yiiiq ey} Jo SUIBIUNOU 3y} O} pIjIUI]
usaq pey sousuadxa aroy g pip L1ied oyl Jungifread jo soueidesor
[e101 Yiim 10Uja801 ‘uononnsur Auied Aue o1 sousipeqo Suruorisonbun
passaals pey ‘1no pajutod uosaq sey se ‘Fuiuier) Iay |, "SS13LIOUIW [BqLI} 0}
peSuojaq sow| widyinos jo speiydes [eoulaold Ay} jo [0IIU0D 9B} O}
SUIBIUNOW 21} WOJ] UMODP 2WED OUm SaIPBd T Funok 2yl Jo I1Sop
"JU9pIAd swedaq [ouuosiad pue uoneredard T4
ur sa1ouddYAp 18yl jutod syl 18 sem 3] "dn p[ing o} uedoq jUSLIIUSAI

6 uoynjoaay ov’y a1 J

‘PIpIoap 2q 0] PaUIBWIAL SINSST JAIJUBISQNS 2JOW I[IYm ‘SWIOP22JJ
[euosiad [[ews [0 Ioquinu FUISBIIOUI UEB PIJOIYE 252Ul Sy ‘suol]
-BIQI[30 SNOIZI[24 PUEB 2SINODIDIUT [BIDOS ‘SA[A]S 2J1] [euostad pausoouod
aymnsur 01 uedaq Aoyl se3ueyd Syl peaISUj -dAnRIIUL [BUOISAI O]
dn 1jo[ 2q A[piey p[nod pue 221)1WWod [B1u2d A1ied ay) Aq suoisoap
patinbai pauaaouod 20am T 211 SB JB) SB YoIym saguryo—sIom o1jqnd
pue adueuy os1qnd jo SBOIBR Ul ‘UOLILONPI Ul ‘UOBJISIUIWIPE Ul 2Iam
pauem £2y) saFuryo 21 Ing ‘swiojal uo Juipioap ul 1ied v sem pojuBm
Aoy yeymn W Joj paredard aiam pue 28ueyo paoadxa sjdoad 150y
owidel mou oy} yim
Suoje 0oF o1 paredard azom opdoad jo Ajofew jeoid oy Jamod poazias
Aj[euy A3y} USAA "°q O] }NO IPBLU U2Iq PEY A2l SB pBqQ SB A[IBaU jou
21am T4 9y} 1ey) OB 9BBISAR 2] 20UIAUCD O] JUdM [[B ‘JUIWUIIACT
uoni[eo2 aYyj Julnp SIAISIUIN Td 24l JO A[IqIX3]) PUB UOIIBIIPIP
“Sidom pley 2y} ‘sjurod-u22iydie 9yl jo UONIBIOPOW AIDA JU "90URIY
woltj souspuadapui paured soe] sours romod [eonijod pue Alejjiw
papleism pey oym sariwe] jedourid oY) jo uondnilod 3uialas-J[as
ay)} jsurede uorjeljsuowap [njiamod B OS|E sem 11 INQ {JULIBAOW SIY
Jo wIsIBapl puB 20YLIOBS-J[3s 9y paziwoiida ‘saj3unl oyr o} uaye) pey
oym 2outid (Aol ay) ‘Fuoanourydnog soe ul ajdoad Auew 1o 181
198] 2y) 03 2np yed ul sem 6] [Mdy ul NNOd 2y ut jaed 93e) 0}
suenuarA 01 ydwniy ul pauanial ay uaym Juoanoueydnog paleaid jey)
wre[aoe snosuejuods ay ] "Sunok oy3 uowe A[[eadss ‘(reaard o3 uajo
PApUL) mala 12138 Y3 ‘wso1doss awos YHm pPajeall Sem JUIWUIA0T
oyl jo ploam 2] Sy ‘Anunod 1ay) Jo 2ouopuadopur [Bal 3y} JOJ
sppo snow.loua jsurede Fur3dnans siaydy wopaalj jueqed o1 sieddnd
9SOWRUIAA [IION pUB SISIapInuu snoioia wolj uoneurdew! Iended
Ul 9[04 AUE [[J PINOD SISIUNUWILIOD 2] JUIISSISSE PIULIOJUI UR ISBQ O]
oI U0 UOIJEULICJUI 2]BINJOE AU JO J[NBJ2P U] '[IA2 [|B JO 20IN0S Y} SB
s1sunwwod 9y pajured sAem[e pey epuededord juswiuIdsor “pawIojur
-[[I Alqeyqiewal sem 18U} 28BWI UR DUOZ 1SNYSLI 2Y] Ul JULIND UIq
peY 1BY) OB 19UlRd 2y} JO aZvWIl 2y} 01 anp sem SiY} A[JIed "ul 198
JUQUWIUOIST[[ISIP PUE ‘U9IDPIM 0] UBZIQ JUIWUIIA0T B AuBW SZOp Y2Iym
2ourvwIojted pue uoneloadxa usamiaq ded oy [ -unuem punoj usjjo pue
“quaunaop DN 241 jo suoistaotd ay) y3m pasedwoos A[[eInjeu Sem ‘uo
A wody A3 s paxelad 1nq ‘WSBISNYIUD I[QRIIPISUOD UM QL6 JO
Jrey asay oy Surinp jooe ojur ind sem yorym ‘owwesdosd mau ay |,
'sadueyd FuIyoral-Ir) $SO[ (M JUIIUOD U
2ABY p[nom oym ou] Fujod-Asuo Aurvwt FUOWL WSTISTIUD d)vIpawul

9IS JOU PIp YoIym uolsia v sem )] ‘sodueyd Jupse] pue punojoad
ooustradxa pinom 191008 O] Yolm JO 0510102 at)) ut ajesado-0a 1snw e
YOI UI JI0L9 [BUOITEU PAIAOUOD ¥ aq 01 sum atoy [, *ojdoad o) ojuonpa
pUE 9ZI[IqOW 0] SUOW ‘Ylom 0) yinoA ‘oonoud pue Alooy) oeidaul
0] 2Iam SIUAPNIS ‘sandriul siunadur (v ojeajap 0y JudIdiA 2q 0)
dlom SIDIP[OS ‘pPadnpoaiul aq 0] 194 UM NoLIdE JO UONEZIANDI[[0D o)

XOA-LUVOLS NLIMVI 8




10 MARTIN STUART-I'OX

dancing was condemned as unseemly. In part this was an cllort to
undermine the influence of Buddhism, in violation ol the PL pledge
to respect religion. All Catholic churches throughout Laos have been
closed down, with the sole exception of one in Vientiane where,
ironically, though few Lao attend Catholic members of the Vietnamese
community still worship.

Curtailment of personal liberties often by petty bureaucratic controls
was another irritant. Movement was severely restricted as the author-
ities endeavoured to get people to return to their villages as part of
a policy stressing the importance of agricultural production. Three
hundred thousand are reported to have complied.” Passes were required
not only to move from province to province, but also to leave the district
and even one’s home village. Official authorization was required by
peasants to sell their produce at local markets, while a ban was placed
upon the free slaughter of livestock. Together these measures led to
severe food shortages and inflated prices, resulting in smuggling, black
marketeering and other abuses for which the PL had always castigated
the previous regime."

Resentment over what was seen as unnecessary meddling by the
authorities occurred during the important elections held early in
November 1975 for three levels of local government: groups of villages
(tasseng), municipalitics and provinces. Candidates were screened for
their ideological orthodoxy and revolutionary fervour, qualifications
best filled by newly arrived cadres and political opportunists. Op-
portunism in fact plagued the first year of the new regime. Low level
bureaucrats denounced their superiors in the hope of taking their places,
while those who learned the new slogans most quickly got themselves
elected to administrative committees. But what was obvious to villagers
was hidden from the newly arrived Pathet Lao, with the result that
the government’s prestige suffered. Too often official interference with
both choice of candidates and voting procedures led to the election of
arrogant parvenus incapable of fulfilling their administrative duties.
Only slowly have some of these opportunists been weeded out.

Another cause for resentment and uncertainty has been the
government’s programme of political re-education. This has operated
on a series of levels. Some three to four thousand senior rightist officials
and army officers have been sent to spartan re-education camps in the
remote north-east of the country where they seem likely to remain
indefinitely. Thousands more minor functionaries and former soldiers
have spent anything from a few days to a month or more in less rigorous
camps. As much as anything it has been lack of information that has
made people unhappy. It was never known for how long those sent to
the camps would be away. In some cases revolts occurred, one reportedly
led by a former Pathet Lao commander."” On the lowest level, the whole
population, through inclusion in mass movements, has been subjected
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to continuing ideological indoctrination in frequent seminars which may
last from a few hours to a few days. Privately many may grumble about
the waste of time, but under duress everyone attends.

It should be noted that the government has not been unaware of
its mistakes. As early as October 1975 a party document warned that
‘owing to many years of oppression and exploitation, the ideological
perception of the oppressed and exploited is to some extent limited.
And two months after the establishment of Laos as a Democratic
Peoples Republic the authorities were forced to admit that cadres ‘have
not attentively studied the party line and policy and lack appropriate
plans to implement it’." This had led to misunderstanding and suspicion
about what the government was trying to do. Cases of abuse and threats
by PL militia have also been reported and a number of soldiers
arrested.” Only slowly however, have the more galling restrictions been
lifted. In Savannakhet, personal visits from both Kaysone and Nouhak,
both of whom have aged mothers living there, were used as occasions
to allay the simmering discontent. Provincial cadres were publicly
rebuked. All too often, however, the official reply to all forms of criticism
has been simply to intone that ‘the people must understand’.”

Part of the problem that has faced the new government stems from
its own highly centralized political structure, its ‘democratic cen-
tralism’. Information is passed up the hierarchy while decisions flow
in the opposite direction. Given poor communication, administrative
inefficiency and the fact that the system is new and unwieldy, it is not
surprising that it works slowly. But then things in Laos have always
worked slowly. More serious is the effect such a system can have on
individual initiative. Even minor decisions must be referred to higher
authority. A member of the Supreme People’s Council has been quoted
as admitting that ‘everything depends upon the Central Committee,
even the administration; even for the nomination of a provincial cadre,
the Central Committee must give its approval’.® Nothing is left to
provincial cadres but the zealous application of petty regulations, and
the implementation of party directives that are often only partially
understood.

Security has been another problem facing the new government.
Although acts of terrorism and sabotage have been few and isolated
—egrenades were thrown into the grounds of the Soviet and Cuban
embassies in Vientiane, a bridge was blown up east of the capital—
armed opposition has developed in two widely separated areas. Both
were apparently unconnected spontancous outbreaks, though that in
southern Laos may have benefited from some organization from
Thailand. That in the north broke out as scon as units of the Lao
People’s Liberation Army began to move into areas controlled by Meo
who had been loyal to the former government, and who had been
recruited to form an independent clandestine army by the American
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Central Intelligence Agency (CIA). An estimated 50 000 of the quarter
of a million Meo in Laos have fled to Thailand for fear of communist
reprisals. PL efforts to resettle Meo on the Vientiane plain have been
actively resisted. Scattered incidents have been reported f[rom
Sayaboury province and south of Luang Prabang. Most attacks take
the form of ambushes; some roads are unsafe and the LPLA has been
forced to mount a series of armed patrols into the area.”

Meo opposition can be seen partly as resulting from fear and distrust
of an enemy they have been taught for years to hate, partly as an
attempt by the fiercely independent tribesmen to resist any and all Lao
domination. As far as the Meo were concerned there had never been
a cease-fire. The situation was quite different in southern Laos. There
opposition did not develop until six months after the PL had taken
power.™ This suggests two possible conclusions: that at first people were
prepared o give the new regime a pgo, and that resistance was
deliberately organized, probably with outside support, only after it was
seen that popular discontent was growing. In rural areas an important
source ol discontent was the forced ‘donation’ of rice stocks to the state.
Food shortages marked the first year of communist rule, and rice had

to be tmported from neighbouring Thailand.” Cadres reportedly
committed the kind of excesses in their zealous search for supplies that
they would have been careful never to do as guerrillas.

With the setting up of the Lao Peoples Revolutionary Front 21/18
i lebranry 1976 anti-povernment resistance took on more organized
form. The fpures stand Tor the date of the Vientiane cease-fire
pprecment (A February 1973) and the eighteen points of the former

NICC s defunet political programme, which the front claims to uphold.
e eflectiveness in southern Laos, especially in the vicinity of Pakse
and Savannakhet has been such that Pathet Lao soldiers only travel
i convoy in much ol the countryside. There have been reports of soldiers
and civilian oflicials being pulled off buses at road blocks and shot.
A saying has it that anyone found wearing Pathet Lao shoes will have
his feet cut ofl, anyone wearing a Pathet Lao shirt will have his arms
cut off, and anyone wearing a Pathet Lao hat, well ... too bad.*

It is clear that this anti-government opposition is receiving at least
some outside support from local authorities in Thailand, if not from
the Thai government, or the CIA as the Lao claim.”” However what
is also clear is that, whether out of fear or sympathy, villagers are failing
(o report the presence of insurgents to the authorities. As the govern-
ment has admitted: there has been ‘an alarming loss of public
conlidence’ in the regime.® Certain social and political directives, a
report by the LPRP Central Committee in July 1976 said in effect,
were not in line with the *nearest desires and needs of the people in
the new era of self-mastership and independence’.” Not that the security
situation is really serious, but it is an embarrassment to the government,
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and it is obviously causing some concern.

Recruits for the insurgents come from a number of disparate groups.
Chief among them are the Lao refugees who fled to Thailand but who
did not have the means or the influence to flee further. Conditions in
the refugee camps are not salubrious. Thai authorities have placed
restrictions upon the movement of refugees for fear of infiltration by
communist agents. Many are former soldiers who left to avoid possible
PL reprisals but whose families often remained in Laos. There is an
incentive for such men to sign up with the rebels to see their families
again. However the 21/18 Front claims to recruit its supporters from
inside Laos. Some of these recruits are former soldiers who had known
nothing but the army and who found themselves bored by civilian life.
Some are undoubtedly adventurers, little more than bandits. The Front
also claims to include a number of disaffected Pathet Lao among its
members, men who believed their own leaders when they spoke of an
independent and neutral Laos, and resent the continued presence and
influence of the Vietnamese.* Indicative of this fecling is the popular
criticism of Kaysone as ‘not really Lao’, a slighting reference to his
Vietnamese father. The implication is that if he had been ‘pure’ Lao
he would not be taking Laos down the path of Vietnamese communism.

However the importance of the security problem in Laos should not
be over-estimated. It does not represent more than the actions of a small
disaffected minority. No government, least of all one newly installed
faced with the problems that the Pathet Lao have had to deal with,
can expect to please all the people all the time. Although the pace of
change may have been too abrupt for some, especially those who stood
to lose in power or social prestige, policies have been essentially
moderate in their application, especially when compared with events
happening simultaneously in Cambodia. Here again the Lao appear
to have taken some lessons from the Vietnamese.” But given the
proximity of the centres of Lao population to the Mckong border with
Thailand, and the impossibility of policing that border, if Laos were
not to lose even more of its small population policies had to be moderate.
The regime may not have been too unhappy, however, to sce the last
of many of those who left: certainly it did little to stop them. The Pathet
Lao have neither the organization nor the ideological resources to deal
with what could have been an indigestible body of latent opposition.
If the ‘graduates’ to date are anything to go by their re-education
programme leaves something to be desired in the way of effectiveness.
Instead of having to contend with even larger numbers of people seen
as posing a continued threat to the regime, the PL are free to turn
their attention to organizing the masses and to the economy. The
principal elements of the usual mass organizations aimed at mobilizing
and politicizing the masses have been set up. Communist control is
already effective in most areas. On the economic front the government
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is wisely stressing self-sufficiency in food as the first poal, followed by
exploitation of the nation’s not inconsiderable natural resources.
Provided the government continues its careful course, taking prompt
notice of popular discontent, it should avoid the kind of peasant uprising
that occurred in North Vietnam in 1956. Much depends upon the speed
at which agriculture is collectivized, when and how it is carried out.
If, however, the government turns a deaf ear to the people, insisting
simply that they ‘must understand’, it risks a peasant revolt which, with
encouragement from Thailand, could plunge the country once again
into the kind of fratricidal conflict that preceeded the Pathet Lao
takeover.

Since this paper went to press the last western journalist, John
Everingham, has been expelled from Laos. Since there is no further
need to protect Mr., Everingham’s position I should like to acknowledge
the long conversations 1 have had with him as a most important source
on current events in Laos.

1. This paper is to a large extent based upon conversations with some of those who
have fled Laos since the communist takeover, and with Western Journalists who have
covered the recent events, In addition the author has drawn upon his own experience
as correspondent for United Press International (1 Py in Laos from 1963 to 1965,

- See for instance the series of articles by Jacques Decornoy in Le Monde, 3 to &
July 1968, translated in Nina S. Adams and Alfred W. McCoy (eds), Laos: War
and Revolution (New York, 1970) pp. 411-423.

3.0 As Pathet Lao cadres extended their contact with mountain tribal villages, each
would be bombed and napalmed. See John Lveringham, ‘Let them Eat Bombs®, The
Washington Monthly, vol 4, no. 7, 1972, pp. 10-16.

4. Joseph J. Lasloll, The Pathet Lao (Lexington, Mass., 1973) p. 69. See also pp. 41-63
for the structure of the NLHS, and pp. 69-92 for the LPLA.

5. MacAlister Brown and Joseph J. Zasloff, *Laos 1976: Faltering First Steps Towards
Socialism’s Asian Swrvey. vol. 17, no 2, February 1977, p. 115.

0. Far Lastern Econonic Review, vol 92, no 15, 9 April 1976.

7. Brown and Zasloll, ep.cit. p. 111,

8. Far Eastern Economic Review, vol 89, no 31, 1 August 1975.

9. Robert Shaplen, “Letter from Luos', The New Yorker. 2 August 1976, pp. 73 and
74. Shaplen’s figures arc not consistent. This estimate does not include those Chinese
and Vietnamese who have not remained in Thailand,

10. For the full text see the Journal of Contemporary Asia, vol 5, no 2, 1975, pp-
251-255.

L. Far Eastern Economic Review, vol 92, no 17, 23 April 1976.

12. For the text of this specch see the Journal of Contemporary Asia, vol 6, no 1, 1976,
pp 110-117.

[3. For the sole account of this development in a southern Lao provincial centre see
John Everingham, *A Struggle in Microcosm®, Far Eastern Economic Review, vol
92, no 15,9 August 1976, pp. 26 32.

14, Far Eastern Economic Review, vol 92, no 19, 7 May 1976. By December the numbers
had risen (o over 2000 and only 284 had been released—see New York Times, 13
December 1976.

I5. Brown and Zasloll, op.cit., p. 109.

16. Far Eastern Economic Review, vol 92, no 15, 9 April 1976.

17. Shaplen, op.cit., p. 66.

18. Quoted in Far Eastern Economic Review, vol 92, no 15, 9 April 1976.

The Lao Revolution 15

. ibid.
20.
21.

Shaplen, op.cit., p. 66.
David A. Andelman, ‘Laos After the Takcover’, New York Tines Magazine, 24
October 1976.

22, Le Monde, 2 December 1976.
23. For the Mco see Far Eastern Economic Review, vol 89, no 3 I, 1 August 1975; vol

24.
25.
- Far Eastern Economic Review, vol 92, no 17, 23 April 1976.
27.
28,
29,
30.
31.

89, no 35, 29 August 1975; vol 90, no 47, 21 November 1975; and vol 91, no 7,
13 February 1976.

ibid., vol 92, no 17, 23 April 1976,

Le Monde, 3 December 1976.

Shaplen, op.cit., p. 74.

Far Eastern Economic Review, vol 93, no 47, 19 November 1976.
Quoted in ibid.

Shaplen, op.cit., p. 66.

Sec John C. Donnell, *South Vietnam in 1975; The Year of Communist Victory’,

Asian Survey, vol 16, no 1, Junuary 1976, pp. 1-13.





