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U.S. Policy toward the Neutralization of Laos

TERACHI, Koji

This paper analyzes U.S. policy toward the neutralization of Laos in 1961 and 1962, with a
particular focus on how U.S. policymakers dealt with the Lao leaders who were divided
among the conservative, the neutralist, and the leftist Pathet Lao groups.

The Kennedy administration inherited a deep involvement in Laos from the Eisenhower
administration. A civil war broke out in 1960 and the administration adopted a two-track policy
toward Laos in March 1961. It tried to achieve a political settlement through negotiations
while preparing military intervention plans in Laos in case negotiations should fail.
Fortunately, a ceasefire was achieved and the international conference for the settlement of
the Laotian question opened in Geneva in May 1961,

All major powers except for the United States supported a coalition government in Laos
with the neutralist leader Souvanna Phouma as its prime minister. However, the U.S.-support-
ed Boun Oum government did not accept this solution and the negotiations among the Lao
leaders dragged on. The Kennedy administration tried to mediate while continuing their mili-
tary assistance to the Boun Oum government. But U.S. special envoy W. Averell Harriman
and other U.S. officials began to lose confidence in Phoumi Nosavan, the real leader in power
within the Boun Qum government. They felt that Phoumi was too intransigent and that his
propensity for pursuing a military settlement might lead to U.S. military intervention in Laos.

In August 1961, the United States joined its allies, Great Britain and France, in supporting a
coalition government under Souvanna. Phoumi finally agreed to a government under
Souvanna at least in principle, but the question remained of how its cabinet should be organ-
ized among the three different groups. Despite Kennedy's shift in policy, Phoumi did not
seem to have fully committed himself to the Souvanna solution. Although there were support-
ers of Phoumi's hard-line approach within the Kennedy administration, Harriman won over
the President and the White House to his side by the end of November. Harriman was
appointed Assistant Secretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs and exerted a strong influence
over the course of U.S. policy for Laos.

The Kennedy administration put strong pressure on Phoumi to accept the coalition govern-
ment under Souvanna and even demanded that he give up the posts of Defense and the
Interior that Phoumi's group demanded. Phoumi complained about the "defeatest policy” of
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the United States, but the U.S. ambassador in Vientiane temporarily withheld cash grants to
the Boun Oum government in January 1962. All these measures, short of military sanctions,
did not bring about any result by the end of January. The Kennedy administration even con-
templated easing Phoumi out with some secret payment for his retirement. But the U.S. offi-
cials, including the President, were still reluctant to put the military sanctions in place that
might weaken the military hase of the Phoumi group against the communist force in Laos.
Moreover, Kennedy continued a large buildup of the Hmong force against the Pathet Lao
under a secret plan.

At the beginning of February, the Pathet Lao force attacked Nam Tha, the town that
Phoumi's army controlled. U.S. policymakers believed that Phoumi himself invited this clash
by provocatively building up his force at Nam Tha despite U.S. military advisors' warning.
Losing confidence in Phoumi's reliability, Washington decided to bypass Phoumi and negoti-
ate directly with Souvanna on the cabinet list through the U.S., British and French ambassa-
dors in Vientiane. In late March Harriman was sent to Thailand and Laos to persuade Phoumi
to accept the Souvanna-led government. But Harriman was not yet authorized by Kennedy to
put military sanctions on Phoumi and his mission did not bring about any immediate result.
After Harriman's return, Washington finally began considering stronger sanctions against
Phoumi. Kennedy decided to recall the CIA's liason officer with Phoumi and authorized the
Secretary of Defense to "plan for" the withdrawal of some U.S. military advisors accompany-
ing the Phoumi force from the "forward field positions." This rather ambiguous decision sig-
naled the first "military" sanction that Kennedy considered against Phoumi.

In early May, the Pathet Lao started an all-out attack at Nam Tha. This time, Phoumi's sol-
diers gave up the town and most of them fled across the river to Thailand. Phoumi's complete
military defeat spared the U.S. from having to exert any effort to persuade Phoumi or put the
stronger sanctions into effect. The Boun Oum-Phoumi group was compelled to agree to the
Souvanna government and its cabinet list. The Lao leaders sent a delegation representing
their coalition government to Geneva in June and a final declaration on the neutrality of Laos
was signed at Geneva in July.

Most past studies accept the thesis that the Kennedy administration changed the U.S. poli-
cy toward Laos from the Eisenhower period and achieved the neutralization of Laos in 1962. A
much closer examination of Kennedy's policy proves that this is only half true. It is true that
Harriman and other officials made a long but successful effort to achieve an international
framework for Lao neutrality among the major powers at Geneva. But, as this paper shows,
they rather consistently failed in persuading the conservative, anti-communist Lao group to
agree to a neutralist united government in Laos. The Kennedy administration was greatly



handicapped by its ambiguous support for Souvanna in the early stage and the long-standing
U.S. military and political support of the Phoumi group. Most importantly, the reluctance of
Kennedy and his top officials to execute any meaningful sanctions against Phoumi up until the
final stage greatly limited their influence over the course of events in Laos. Ironically, the

Pathet Lao helped them to break the deadlock at the end.



