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Return to armed revolution: 

The Pathet Lao and the 
Chinese Communist Party on 
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The Lao revolution’s place in the broader historiography of the Cold War 
is minor. In globally oriented Cold War histories, Laos is often mentioned 
only in passing during larger discussions of conflicts in Vietnam or as 
the setting for the Kennedy administration’s diplomatic defeat during the 
1961–62 Geneva Conference.1 The relative absence of Laos from histories 
of this scale is understandable. Even within Southeast Asia or Indochina–
focused histories of Asian communist movements, Laos remains ‘in the 
shadow of Vietnam’, with the Lao People’s Liberation Army (Pathet 
Lao) as little more than ‘apprentice revolutionaries’ serving under the 
Vietnamese Workers’ Party (VWP).2 More recent studies based on new 
archival evidence uphold this image of the Pathet Lao and the communist 

1  See Odd Arne Westad, The Global Cold War: Third World Interventions and the Making of Our 
Times (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 128, 291–92; Paul Thomas Chamberlin, 
The Cold War’s Killing Fields: Rethinking the Long Peace (New York, NY: HarperCollins, 2018), 196; 
and Xiaobing Li, The Cold War in East Asia (New York, NY: Routledge, 2018), 103, 105, 133, 136. 
One exception is Gregg Brazinsky’s treatment of CCP involvement in Laos in the mid-1960s: Gregg 
A. Brazinsky, Winning the Third World: Sino-American Rivalry during the Cold War (Chapel Hill, NC: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2017), 247–51.
2  W.D. Ehrhart, In the Shadow of Vietnam: Essays, 1977–1991 (Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Co., 
1991); MacAlister Brown and Joseph J. Zasloff, Apprentice Revolutionaries: The Communist Movement 
in Laos, 1930–1985 (Stanford, CA: Hoover Institution Press, 1986).
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party behind it, the Lao People’s Party (LPP), as considerably subordinate 
to the VWP.3 Based on Vietnamese-language sources, Christopher Goscha 
has demonstrated that VWP cadres and troops constituted the bulk of 
communist organisational and military forces in Laos through the 1950s 
and early 1960s.4 Using similar sources, Shu Quanzhi has shown the 
VWP’s level of influence came as a shock even to close allies like the 
Chinese Communist Party (CCP).5 Chinese-language archival sources 
and memoirs offer almost nothing to counter the apprentice revolutionary 
narrative.6 By the CCP’s reckoning, LPP adherence to VWP dictates was 
an indisputable fact of the Lao revolution and the reason for the CCP 
to slowly back away from Laos when Hanoi turned to Moscow for aid 
in 1965.7

What, then, can the Lao revolution reveal about trends within Asian 
communism that cannot be learned simply from the VWP or CCP? 
In this chapter, I examine Sino-Lao relations between the 1954 and 
1961–62 Geneva conferences to argue two points. First, during this 
period, Laos was an important laboratory for what was an international 
communist experiment with a political transition to socialism. This 
experiment required the People’s Republic of China (PRC) to conduct 
a  contradictory international relations campaign aimed at supporting 
the Pathet Lao while wooing the Royal Lao Government (RLG) and its 
prime minister, Souvanna Phouma, into a position of sustained neutrality. 
However, neutrality in this context should not be understood as political 
stasis. Instead, for the CCP, VWP and LPP, neutrality was a precondition 
for political revolution. Whether this experiment was doomed from the 
start cannot be known. Its practical failure, however, can be attributed to 
US intervention in Lao politics in 1958 forcing Souvanna’s resignation. 
Second, this intervention and its fallout coincided roughly with the 

3  The name was changed to the Lao People’s Revolutionary Party in January 1972. Martin Stuart-
Fox, Historical Dictionary of Laos (Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press, 2008), 185.
4  Christopher E. Goscha, ‘Vietnam and the World Outside: The Case of Vietnamese Communist 
Advisers in Laos (1948–62)’, South East Asia Research 12(2) (2004): 141–85, doi.org/10.5367/ 
0000000041524743.
5  Shu Quanzhi, ‘From Armed Revolution to Neutralism: China and the Indochinese Revolution, 
1950–1954’, Sojourn: Journal of Social Issues in Southeast Asia 36(1) (2021): 124–56, doi.org/ 
10.2307/26996176.
6  Xiaoming Zhang, ‘China’s Involvement in Laos during the Vietnam War, 1963–1975’, The Journal 
of Military History 66(4) (2002): 1141–66, doi.org/10.2307/3093267; Nicholas R. Zeller, ‘A world safe 
for revolution: China, Laos, and the possibility of revolutionary nationalism’ (PhD diss., University of 
Wisconsin, Madison, 2021).
7  For a summary of the CCP’s views on the LPP in late 1965, see Zeller, ‘A world safe for 
revolution’, 191–95.

http://doi.org/10.5367/0000000041524743
http://doi.org/10.5367/0000000041524743
http://doi.org/10.2307/26996176
http://doi.org/10.2307/26996176
http://doi.org/10.2307/3093267


241

8. RETURN TO ARMED REVOLUTION

radicalisation of domestic and international politics in the PRC (the Great 
Leap Forward and the Second Taiwan Strait Crisis) and the Democratic 
Republic of Vietnam (DRV) (the return to revolutionary violence in 
South Vietnam through Resolution 15). In this context, the return to 
armed revolution in Laos in the years before the 1961–62 Geneva 
Conference should be seen as a symptom of the broader radicalisation of 
Asian communist politics as well as one of its causes. 

The Chinese-language sources I use to reconstruct Sino-Lao relations 
during this period do not challenge the generally accepted notion that 
the Pathet Lao was largely subordinate to the VWP. They do, however, 
provide a new window into how political revolution was intended to work 
in practice and the mutual reactions from Chinese, Vietnamese and Lao 
parties when the experiment failed. The result is a case for the importance 
of the Lao revolution within the history of Asian communism more 
broadly without taking on the difficult and dubious task of arguing for 
increased Pathet Lao and LPP agency in creating their own policies and 
analysis at the highest levels of party organisation. Most previous work 
on Sino-Lao and CCP–Pathet Lao relations during this period has been 
limited to analysis of PRC state publications like the People’s Daily and 
Peking Review.8 While these can be useful sources for understanding the 
CCP’s presentation of its own positions, they offer little on how those 
positions were formed. More recent work by scholars like Zhai Qiang 
and Shu Quanzhi have done much to explain Sino-Vietnamese relations 
and their impact on Laos. However, even within these more detailed 
accounts, there is little effort to measure these relations against anything 
other than an assumed universal framework of national self-interest and 
national security.9 While concerns for self-interest and security were 
certainly real, I argue the CCP’s involvement in the Lao revolution 
should be understood as an attempt by the former to create the necessary 
conditions for the possibility of the latter. This approach is rooted in 
a  specifically socialist political theory of international relations, which, 
while sometimes mentioned in mainstream histories, often garners little 

8  Chae-Jin Lee, ‘Communist China and the Geneva Conference on Laos: A Reappraisal’, Asian 
Survey 9(7) (1969): 522–39; Chae-Jin Lee, Communist China’s Policy toward Laos: A Case Study, 
1954–67 (Lawrence, KS: Center for East Asian Studies, University of Kansas, 1970); Paul F. Langer, 
The Soviet Union, China, and the Pathet Lao: Analysis and Chronology (Santa Monica, CA: RAND 
Corporation, 1972).
9  Qiang Zhai, China and the Vietnam Wars, 1950–1975 (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North 
Carolina Press, 2000); Shu, ‘From Armed Revolution to Neutralism’.
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serious consideration. Thus, to understand the full international context 
of the return to armed revolution in Laos, it is necessary to reconstruct 
this theory.

Internationalism and intervention in 
Lenin, Marx and Mao
In 1916, Lenin offered what I argue is a first principle for understanding 
CCP thought on the Lao crisis during the late 1950s and early 1960s:

Socialists must not only demand the unconditional and 
immediate liberation of the colonies without compensation—and 
this demand in its political expression signifies nothing else than 
the recognition of the right to self-determination; they must also 
render determined support to the more revolutionary elements 
in the bourgeois-democratic movements for national liberation 
in these countries and assist their uprising—or revolutionary 
war, in the event of one—against the imperialist powers that 
oppress them.10

According to Lenin, the task of socialist internationalists was twofold. 
First, they must demand an end to the political oppression of colonised 
people by demanding the right to self-determination. This demand was 
separate from the demand to end the economic oppression of the working 
classes by the capitalist class—an oppression that could occur with or 
without a system of liberal equality between states.11 Second, although 
bourgeois-democratic movements should be supported in general, the 
more radical elements within these movements should be specifically 
sought out, lending socialist internationalism an interventionist quality. 
However, there were normative limits to intervention. Lenin quoted 
Friedrich Engels in an 1882 letter to Karl Kautsky: ‘[T]he victorious 
proletariat can force no blessings of any kind upon any foreign nation 
without undermining its own victory by doing so.’12 The point was this: 
a socialist party or state must work to support movements for national 

10  V.I. Lenin, ‘The Socialist Revolution and the Right of Nations to Self-Determination’, in V.I. 
Lenin: Collected Works. Volume 22 (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1964), 151–52.
11  V.I. Lenin, ‘The Discussion on Self-Determination Summed Up’, in V.I. Lenin: Collected Works. 
Volume 22, 326.
12  ibid., 352; Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels: Selected Correspondence 
(Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1955), 351.
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liberation as part of a global revolution against capitalism but could 
not itself liberate a colonised nation. Instead, the goal was to create the 
conditions for the possibility of national liberation that would lead to 
class revolution.13

The history of socialist anticolonial leaders in Asia may make the 
connection between Marxism and the right to national self-determination 
appear to be straightforward. It is not. Marx’s most famous line on 
revolution, nation and nationality comes from the ‘Manifesto of the 
Communist Party’: ‘Workers have no nation of their own.’14 This passage 
is traditionally understood as an expression of Marx’s economism, in 
which the relations of capital were expected to destroy traditional forms 
of social organisation, pitting a global bourgeoisie against a global 
proletariat.15 However, in the same passage, Marx added that once the 
proletariat had seized political control, it would ‘constitute the nation 
itself ’ in a form that was ‘still nationalistic, even if not in the bourgeois 
sense of the term’.16 For the bourgeoisie, for whom ‘nationality is already 
dead’, the nation largely served as an ideological tool—a concept used to 
obscure exploitative class relations.17 National liberation in the bourgeois 
sense would mean the freedom to continue these relations free of overt 
foreign political domination. Beyond this limited goal, Marx and later 
Lenin were clear that bourgeois nationalism was both exclusive and 
coercive.18 On the other hand, because it would be an organic community 
free of class exploitation, the nation created through proletarian 
revolution would be inclusive and noncoercive. That this nation would 
differ from the bourgeois concept points to the ambiguity at the heart of 
nationalist politics.

13  That contemporary scholars of the PRC’s international relations in the Mao era have missed the 
avowed interventionism of this tradition is evidenced in Julia Lovell’s recent study of global Maoism 
in which the interventionism of Mao and other CCP leaders is presented as a revelation instead of an 
expected outcome. Julia Lovell, Maoism: A Global History (New York, NY: Knopf, 2019).
14  Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, ‘Manifesto of the Communist Party’, in Karl Marx, Marx: Later 
Political Writings, Terrell Carver, ed. (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 17.
15  Michael Löwy, ‘Marxists and the National Question’, New Left Review (96) (April 1976): 81–100.
16  Marx and Engels, ‘Manifesto of the Communist Party’, 17.
17  Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The German Ideology (New York, NY: International Publishers, 
1966), 57.
18  Neil Harding, Lenin’s Political Thought: Theory and Practice in the Democratic and Socialist 
Revolutions. Volume 1 (Chicago, IL: Haymarket Books, 2009), 297–98; Paul Le Blanc, Unfinished 
Leninism: The Rise and Return of a Revolutionary Doctrine (Chicago, IL: Haymarket Books, 2014), 132.
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Although Marx never developed systematic thoughts on proletarian 
nationalism and internationalism, his writing about Ireland leaves some 
clues. Marx and Engels advised Irish revolutionaries that national liberation 
was necessary for workers’ emancipation, but it was not enough on its 
own. After all, not all exploitative landlords were British.19 In addition to 
independence from Britain, Ireland needed an agrarian class revolution. 
However, Marx believed class revolution in Ireland was the task of the 
Irish alone, writing to Engels that, with the ‘best intentions in the world 
the English cannot accomplish this for them’.20 Instead, the role of the 
English worker in Irish national liberation was to demand Ireland’s right 
to secede.

Lenin cited these ideas in his own writing on national self-determination 
to develop a prescriptive theory of socialist internationalism. He argued 
it was ‘the Marxist’s bounden duty’ to demand radical democratisation 
of relations between all nations, even the right of oppressed nations to 
secede, as part of the development of conditions for socialist revolution.21 
The  demand for the right to secede from the proletariat of oppressor 
nations was to be met by the demand of the working people of oppressed 
nations to reunite after liberation on equal terms—dialectically related 
political demands that Georg Lukács summarised as ‘secede’ and 
‘belonging together’.22

Nationalist sentiment—ambiguous in its politics—could therefore be 
harnessed and radicalised, but only under certain conditions. At the 
Second Congress of the Communist International (Comintern) in 1920, 
Lenin and Indian Marxist M.N. Roy argued there was a growing trend 
of colonised, reformist bourgeoisie both committed to national self-
determination and willing to collaborate with imperialist powers—at 
least in quelling radical movements. Therefore, communists needed to be 
selective in their support for bourgeois-democratic liberation movements, 
endorsing them only ‘when they are genuinely revolutionary, and when 
their exponents do not hinder our work of educating and organizing in 

19  Kevin B. Anderson, Marx at the Margins: On Nationalism, Ethnicity, and Non-Western Societies 
(Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2010), 123.
20  Marx and Engels, Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, 196–97.
21  Emphasis in original. V.I. Lenin, ‘Critical Remarks on the National Question’, in V.I. Lenin: 
Collected Works. Volume 20 (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1964), 34.
22  Georg Lukács, History and Class Consciousness: Studies in Marxist Dialectics (Cambridge, MA: 
MIT Press, 1971), 276.
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a revolutionary spirit the peasantry and the masses of the exploited’.23 
In other words, nationalist movements would only be supported when 
they had the potential to turn the new or potential national state into what 
Marxist-Leninists would later refer to as a weakest link—a society in which 
integration into the global capitalist system through imperialism was not 
yet complete and in which the lack of bourgeois hegemony allowed the 
possibility of socialist revolution. As is shown below, the lack of bourgeois 
hegemony in Laos was a key element in CCP belief that Souvanna and 
the RLG could be swayed into friendly relations with the PRC and DRV. 
To be clear, this meant Souvanna was favoured not for his neutrality, but 
for a combination of his neutrality and his political weakness.

During the War of Resistance against Japan, Mao Zedong drew on this 
theory of internationalism to assess the global impact of the Chinese 
Revolution. He wrote that China’s defeat of Japanese imperialism would 
help weaken a power that oppressed people throughout Asia. Participation 
in China’s nationalist war was, therefore, ‘applied internationalism’.24 
Following Lenin and Roy, Mao argued that foreign domination and a 
nationalist movement were not enough to turn China into a weakest link. 
National liberation required proletarian leadership, if not a thoroughly 
proletarian movement. To that end, Mao argued early in the revolution 
that CCP success was due to the strength of its organisations as well as 
the indirect nature of imperialism in China and conflict within right-
wing factions, the existence of peasants and cadres with organising 
experience, the dynamism of the revolutionary situation and the existence 
of a standing Red Army.25 Understanding Sino-Lao relations between the 
Geneva conferences requires appreciation of the interventionist element 
of socialist internationalism as well as the different forms this intervention 
could take. During the period of experimentation with political revolution, 
this intervention took the form of diplomatic overtures to the RLG—
most notably, the defence of Lao neutrality, combined with CCP support 
for the LPP and Pathet Lao via Hanoi. Souvanna’s ouster in 1958 was 

23  John Riddell, ed., Workers of the World and Oppressed Peoples, Unite! Proceedings and Documents 
of the Second Congress, 1920. Volume 1 (New York, NY: Pathfinder, 1991), 213.
24  Mao Zedong, ‘The Role of the Chinese Communist Party in the National War’, in Selected Works 
of Mao Tse-Tung. Volume 2 (New York, NY: Pergamon Press, 1965), 196.
25  Wang Hui, ‘Twentieth-Century China as an Object of Thought: An Introduction, Part 1, The 
Birth of the Century—The Chinese Revolution and the Logic of Politics’, Modern China 46(1) 
(2020): 35–36, doi.org/10.1177/0097700419878849; Mao Zedong, ‘Why Is It That Red Political 
Power Can Exist in China?’, in Selected Works of Mao Tse-Tung. Volume 1 (New York, NY: Pergamon 
Press, 1965), 65–67.

http://doi.org/10.1177/0097700419878849
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a significant setback for the political revolution strategy, but it was not 
until Kong Le’s coup in 1960 and the response from Phoumi Nosavan 
and US-backed right-wing forces that Laos met conditions like those in 
China described by Mao above. These events—out of the hands of any 
communist force in Laos—encouraged and enabled the return to armed 
revolution. They made Laos a weakest link. They also coincided with 
a period of general radicalisation among Laos’s communist neighbours and, 
therefore, gave changes in LPP strategy a larger international significance 
than is generally appreciated. In the leadup to the 1961–62 Geneva 
Conference, CCP policies towards Laos were still highly interventionist, 
seeking to create the conditions for the possibility of national liberation 
and class revolution. The form of that revolution had simply changed to 
a violent one. 

The experiment with political revolution, 
1954–58
Before the 1954 Geneva Conference, CCP leaders knew little about the 
Pathet Lao beyond a few observations made by members of a Chinese 
military advisory group stationed in northern Vietnam beginning in 
1950.26 Although Mao and Stalin agreed in 1949 that the CCP would 
assume leadership of the revolution in Asia, CCP work in Indochina before 
1954 was overwhelmingly focused on northern Vietnam. The leader of 
the Chinese Military Advisory Group in Vietnam, Wei Guoqing, did not 
meet the public face of the Pathet Lao, the ‘Red Prince’ Souphanouvong, 
until March 1953—three years after the mission began.27 Therefore, 
despite a long history of CCP–VWP interactions, CCP leaders entered 
the 1954 Geneva Conference with almost no knowledge of the situation 
in Laos. PRC Premier and Foreign Minister Zhou Enlai entered the 
conference in support of the VWP’s call to partition Pathet Lao–controlled 
provinces from the rest of the country under the assumption that the Lao 

26  For CCP–Pathet Lao interactions before 1954, see Lee, Communist China’s Policy toward Laos, 14; 
Langer, The Soviet Union, China, and the Pathet Lao, 19; Xiaoming, ‘China’s Involvement in Laos during 
the Vietnam War’, 1142; Shu, ‘From Armed Revolution to Neutralism’, 139. 
27  Yu Huachen, ‘Yuan Yue Kang Fa Douzheng Zhong de Wei Guoqing Tongzhi [Comrade Wei 
Guoqing during the Struggle to Aid Vietnam and Resist France]’, in Zhongguo Junshi Guwentuan 
Yuan Yue Kang Fa Shilu: Dangshi Ren de Huiyi [Record of Chinese Military Advisors in the War to 
Aid Vietnam and Resist France: Recollections of the People Involved], Benshu Bianxiezu, ed. (Beijing: 
Zhonggong dangshi chubanshe, 2002), 68.
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resistance government was a substantial force.28 In fact, the strength of the 
resistance government came mostly from the 17,600 Vietnamese troops 
and cadres operating in Laos.29 Laos did not have its own communist 
party. Lao communists had been part of the Vietnamese-run Indochinese 
Communist Party, which began reorganisation into separate national 
parties in 1951. Although a Pathet Lao resistance government headed 
by Souphanouvong was founded in August 1950, four years later, it was 
still not powerful enough to earn its own delegation at Geneva. Instead, 
the DRV and French delegations agreed the former would act as the 
resistance government’s representative.30 The LPP was not established 
until March 1955.

Given this weak position, Zhou and the Chinese delegation decided in late 
May 1954 to soften their demands in Laos.31 The legitimacy of Souvanna 
and the RLG in the eyes of most Lao people, Zhou believed, meant the 
PRC and DRV delegations would have to recognise them as well.32 This 
took the partitioning of Laos off the table. The DRV delegation—most 
notably, Foreign Minister Phạm Văn Đồng—was slow to agree with this 
conclusion. However, as Pierre Asselin has shown, the VWP leadership 
eventually endorsed many of Zhou’s positions.33 At a meeting between the 
Soviet, PRC and DRV delegations in Geneva on 26 June, Phạm promoted 
partitioning liberated areas around the northern Lao cities of Sam Neua, 
Phongsaly and Muang Xay. He proposed these regions could be connected 
to liberated areas in central Laos, which would be linked to liberated 
areas inside Vietnam along Highway 12. However, he was also willing to 
relinquish control across southern and central Laos to safeguard claims 
in the north. Phạm argued that in the event of a coalition government, 
it probably would not be necessary to alter the existing administration 
of liberated areas. The Soviet delegation’s K.V. Novikov protested that 
a coalition government would be a loss in Laos and pressed Phạm for 
further details, but Phạm claimed he required more time to form a better 

28  Qiang, China and the Vietnam Wars, 56.
29  Goscha, ‘Vietnam and the World Outside’, 150.
30  ‘Shuangfang Silingbu Daibiaotuan Huiyi Jianbao Di Shi Yi Hao [Eleventh Brief on Meetings 
between Both Sides’ Command Delegations]’, 18 June 1954, 206-00047-11, People’s Republic of 
China Foreign Ministry Archives [hereinafter PRCFMA].
31  Shu, ‘From Armed Revolution to Neutralism’, 144–45.
32  ‘Telegram, Zhou Enlai to Mao Zedong, Liu Shaoqi, and the CCP Central Committee [Excerpt]’, 
30 May 1954, Wilson Center Digital Archives, Washington, DC, [hereinafter WCDA], available from: 
digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/document/121150.
33  Pierre Asselin, ‘Choosing Peace: Hanoi and the Geneva Agreement on Vietnam, 1954–1955’, 
Journal of Cold War Studies 9(2) (Spring 2007): 95–126.

http://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/document/121150
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position. According to the PRC delegation’s Li Kenong, Phạm expressed 
agreement with a proposal from Zhou that their efforts focus only on 
those areas closest to the PRC and DRV borders.34 He had not, however, 
fully agreed with the political impossibility of partition. 

At a now famous meeting with Hồ Chí Minh and Võ Nguyên Giáp in 
Liuzhou, China, in early July, Zhou elaborated the CCP’s new position, 
explaining: ‘The Indochina question has already been internationalised; 
this is its key characteristic. It has gone beyond the internationalising 
scope  of the Korea question.’35 Because the United States feared the 
expansion of Chinese influence into Vietnam, it would not abide the 
demands communist powers were currently making at Geneva. The best 
way to avoid an unwinnable global war was to isolate the United 
States through peaceful negotiations. Zhou argued that further war in 
Laos would push the RLG towards the United States and, therefore, 
a peaceful political path to socialism was necessary. This, however, did 
not mean abandonment of revolution in Laos. Under certain conditions, 
peaceful political methods were part of the ‘internationalist mission of 
the international communist movement … Otherwise, it is not true 
internationalism.’36 The Vietnamese were convinced. 

In mid-July, Zhou organised a meeting with RLG Foreign Minister Phoui 
Sananikone and Secretary for Defence Kou Voravong to discuss their 
apprehension over the new plan to allow the Pathet Lao to consolidate 
itself in Houaphanh and Phongsaly provinces to await political integration 
into a new coalition government. Phoui and Kou were concerned this was 
effectively the same as partitioning Laos, but Zhou argued that focusing 
Pathet Lao forces in the north would reduce the possibility of local conflicts 
while the RLG and Pathet Lao worked out plans for a new government. 
He also assured them that the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence 
currently being promoted internationally by himself, Jawaharlal Nehru 

34  ‘Su, Zhong, Yue San Fang Huiyi Neirong Jianbao [Brief on the Contents of Meetings between 
the Soviet Union, China and Vietnam]’, 26 June 1954, 206-00046-34, PRCFMA.
35  Zhonggong Zhongyang Wenxian Yanjiushi [Chinese Communist Party Central Committee 
Documents Research Office], Zhou Enlai Nianpu [Chronicles of Zhou Enlai]. Volume 1 (Beijing: 
Zhongyang wenxian chubanshe, 1997), 394.
36  ‘Main Points, Zhou Enlai’s Presentations at the Liuzhou Conference [Excerpt]’, 3 July 1954, 
WCDA, available from: digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/document/121159.

http://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/document/121159
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and U Nu fully applied to China–Laos.37 Agreements were signed on 20 
July and 21 July that called for the formation of a coalition government 
through national elections, guaranteed the withdrawal of foreign military 
troops and established the International Commission for Supervision and 
Control (ICSC) to oversee elections and the Pathet Lao–RLG ceasefire.38 

For Asian communist participants, the purpose of the agreements was to 
allow the Pathet Lao to consolidate its strength while planning a political 
transition to socialism via elections—a strategy the VWP adopted for 
itself in Vietnam.39 While Zhai is correct to note the CCP represented a 
‘moderating element’ in these negotiations, the essential point is that Lao 
neutrality was conceived of as a potentially new means for revolution.40 
Long-term RLG neutrality was never the goal. Instead, following Leninist 
principles of socialist internationalism, the Chinese, Lao and Vietnamese 
communist parties began working to create the best possible conditions 
for the Pathet Lao to launch a political revolution. To this end, despite 
withdrawal agreements, many advisers from the DRV stayed in Laos, 
integrating themselves into every level of Pathet Lao organisation.41

Beijing quickly implemented a ‘dual policy’ of covert party-to-party and 
overt state-to-state relations, sending aid to the Pathet Lao via Hanoi 
while facilitating agreements between the RLG and DRV at Bandung, 
Indonesia, in April 1955.42 The PRC’s role in Laos’s political revolution 
quickly included attempts to get Souvanna to agree to aid. In August 
1956, Souvanna led an official delegation to Beijing to discuss the 
possibility of aid agreements. Members of the delegation included Katay 

37  ‘Minutes of Conversation between Zhou Enlai and Laotian Foreign Minister Phoui Sananikone 
[Summary]’, 18 July 1954, WCDA, available from: digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/document/ 
111067. The document in the WCDA names ‘Ku Keolavong’ as the RLG defence minister; this is 
a mistranslation.
38  Arthur J. Dommen, Conflict in Laos: The Politics of Neutralization (New York, NY: Praeger 
Publishers, 1971), 79.
39  Asselin, ‘Choosing Peace’.
40  Qiang, China and the Vietnam Wars, 62.
41  ‘Zhu Laowo Sangnu Gongzuozu tong Yuenan Guwentuan Guanxi Wenti [Problems in Relations 
between the Sam Neua Working Group and the Vietnamese Advisors]’, 24 January 1964 – 25 June 
1965, 106-00902-02, PRCFMA.
42  I borrow this term from Carr’s analysis of early Soviet foreign policy. Edward Hallett Carr, The 
Bolshevik Revolution, 1917–1923. Volume 3 (New York, NY: W.W. Norton & Co., 1985), 70. For more 
on Bandung, see Zhonghua Renmin Gongheguo Waijiaobu Danganguan [People’s Republic of China’s 
Foreign Ministry Archive], ed., Zhonghua Renmin Gongheguo Waijiao Dangan Xuanbian (Di Er Ji): 
Zhongguo Daibiaotuan Chuxi 1955 Nian Ya Fei Huiyi [Selections from the People’s Republic of China’s 
Foreign Affairs Archives (No. 2): The Chinese Delegation Attends the 1955 Afro-Asia Conference] (Beijing: 
Shijie Zhishi Chubanshe, 2007), 117.

http://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/document/111067
http://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/document/111067
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Don Sasorith, Boun Oum and others among Laos’s right wing. Chinese 
sources do not mention Souphanouvong. Reporting on their departure 
from Laos, the PRC Foreign Ministry noted positively the absence of 
US representatives in Vientiane when the delegation left for Guangzhou. 
Despite his anticommunist position in Laos, Katay was the chief author 
of a joint statement from the Chinese and Lao governments promising 
close economic and cultural relations despite different ‘political and 
social systems’.43

In China, Souvanna, whom Guangzhou officials found to be ‘calm, 
seasoned, self-effacing, [and] amiable’, stated he was seeking assistance in 
acquiring equipment for a planned sugar refinery and matchstick factory.44 
Discussions of Lao underdevelopment continued in Beijing, where 
the delegation told Zhou that Lao rice production had barely reached 
subsistence levels since the end of the war with France. CCP officials 
quickly set to work trying to ease their guests’ minds about their socialist 
neighbour and encourage more aid requests. In Shenyang, Souvanna’s 
delegation was shown an iron factory to demonstrate the potential 
economic development that could result from closer relations with the 
PRC. Economic concerns were not the only thing CCP officials believed 
they needed to overcome. While in Beijing, the delegation was also shown 
the decidedly nonrevolutionary film The Butterfly Lovers, based on a Tang 
Dynasty folktale, to demonstrate the preservation of pre-revolutionary 
culture, and, while touring the Forbidden City, they were introduced 
to a group of ethnic-minority visitors to assuage concerns about Han 
chauvinism.45 The trip ended with a meeting with Mao at Zhongnanhai, 
where Mao and Zhou explained the PRC was not a threat to Laos. Mao 
congratulated Souvanna on the negotiations he had conducted with 
Souphanouvong thus far and promised the PRC would support the RLG 
in accordance with the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence. He also 
offered to allow the RLG to build a consulate in Kunming once formal 
relations were established.46 As the delegation prepared to return home, 
Zhou stressed the PRC did not oppose Souvanna seeking aid from the 

43  ‘Laowo Shouxiang Fuma Fang Hua Jianbao [Brief on the Lao Prime Minister Souvanna’s 
Trip to China]’, 16–31 August 1956, 204-00029-02, PRCFMA; ‘Zhou Enlai Zongli he Laowo 
Shouxiang Fuma de Lianhe Shengming [Premier Zhou Enlai and Lao Prime Minister Souvanna’s 
Joint Statement]’, 16–31 August 1956, 204-00029-03, PRCFMA.
44  ‘Brief on the Lao Prime Minister Souvanna’s Trip to China’, PRCFMA.
45  ibid.
46  Chinese Communist Party Central Committee Documents Research Office, Mao Zedong Nianpu 
[Chronicles of Mao Zedong]. Volume 2 (Beijing: Zhongyang Wenxian Chubanshe, 2013), 604.



251

8. RETURN TO ARMED REVOLUTION

United States but also emphasised that any assistance from Beijing would 
come ‘with no political conditions attached’.47 PRC Foreign Ministry 
reports at the time reflected much satisfaction with the trip’s results. Years 
later, however, officials recalled this visit left them with ‘many doubts’; 
Souvanna was only willing to speak of Sino-Lao friendship in general 
terms and would ‘not even dare to accept assistance’.48

In 1957, despite efforts to the contrary by US Ambassador to Laos J. 
Graham Parsons, Souphanouvong and Souvanna came to an agreement 
for the Pathet Lao’s political party, the Neo Lao Hak Xat (NLHX, Lao 
Patriotic Front), to participate in national elections and to integrate 
the Pathet Lao’s two remaining battalions into the Royal Lao Army.49 
To this point, the VWP had maintained substantial numbers of 
clandestine advisory personnel in Laos, many of whom were removed 
after negotiations secured the potential for a political struggle against the 
RLG.50 Elections were held in May, and candidates from the NLHX and 
a left neutralist party, Santiphap Pen Kang, won 13 of 21 seats. In July, at 
Souvanna’s request, the ICSC voted to end its work in Laos.51 The results 
of the election and Souvanna’s openness with his socialist neighbours 
sparked anger in Washington. The United States responded by revoking 
aid payments, resulting in Souvanna’s ouster and replacement with the 
anticommunist Phoui Sananikone in the summer of 1958. Real power, 
however, was held by Defence Minister Phoumi Nosavan.

The details of these events are well known to Lao historians. What 
concerns us here is the international communist response. Before the 
Phoumi–Phoui coup, the plan between the LPP, VWP and CCP was to 
build Lao leftist forces to the point that Souvanna would have no choice 
but to maintain neutrality. Again, however, the point of neutrality was to 
prevent military alliances with capitalist powers, allowing for a political 
transition to socialism. Souvanna demonstrated his commitment to Lao 
neutrality through the 1957 agreements, exhibiting a long-established 

47  Chinese Communist Party Central Committee Documents Research Office, Chronicles of Zhou 
Enlai, 612.
48  ‘Cable from the Chinese Foreign Ministry, “Regarding the Planned Discussion by Our Side during 
Souvanna Phouma’s Upcoming Visit to China”’, 12 April 1961, WCDA, available from: digitalarchive.
wilsoncenter.org/document/120880.
49  Martin Stuart-Fox, Buddhist Kingdom, Marxist State: The Making of Modern Laos (Bangkok: 
White Lotus Press, 2002), 58.
50  Goscha, ‘Vietnam and the World Outside’, 175.
51  Seth Jacobs, The Universe Unraveling: American Foreign Policy in Cold War Laos (Ithaca, NY: 
Cornell University Press, 2012), 81; Stuart-Fox, Historical Dictionary of Laos, 139.
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survival strategy by Lao elites to maintain contradictory relations with 
neighbouring states.52 No external power or substantial faction in Laos 
was interested in such a solution. While the PRC conducted its own 
attempts to manipulate Lao politics through aid, its embassy in Hanoi 
described US financial manipulation as ‘nothing more than a big racket’.53 
With the Pathet Lao too weak to begin an effective armed revolution, 
Beijing turned to diplomacy. China’s domestic and foreign-language press 
made the case that the change in government had violated the Geneva 
agreements and requested the British and Soviet governments—co-chairs 
of the 1954 conference—reinstate the ICSC. The British, however, were 
satisfied with Phoui and claimed the remaining DRV troops in Laos were 
the real violation. In June 1959, members of the PRC, DRV and Polish 
embassies in Moscow met with Georgy Pushkin to learn that the British 
still believed restoring the ICSC against Phoui’s wishes would constitute 
international interference.54 

The possibility of political revolution continued to decline. Phoui’s 
government began purging NLHX members and placed Souphanouvong 
and other Pathet Lao officials under house arrest. In Beijing, Deputy 
Foreign Minister Zhang Wentian told the Soviet ambassador that Kaysone 
Phomvihane and the LPP leadership had begun discussions with the VWP 
Central Committee on how to continue the revolution. Zhang predicted 
guerilla war but warned that the Pathet Lao was not ready—a position 
shared by the VWP’s Working Committee on Laos.55 The Pathet Lao’s 
guiding principles were still to ‘uphold the Geneva agreements, advocate 
for domestic unity, support the royal family, and take the road of peaceful 
neutrality and national independence’.56 However, the CCP believed 
they must add opposition to US support for the Phoui government. 
In October 1959, Kaysone travelled to Beijing, where Mao assured him 
the right-wing takeover in Vientiane was evidence of the Pathet Lao’s 

52  C.J. Christie, ‘Marxism and the History of the Nationalist Movements in Laos’, Journal of Southeast 
Asian Studies 10(1) (1979): 146–58.
53  ‘Wo Zhu Yuenan Shiguan Guanyu Laowo Zhengju Qingkuang de Zhuanti Baogao [Our Embassy 
in Vietnam’s Report on the Political Situation in Laos]’, 15 August 1958 – 4 November 1958, 106-
00416-04, PRCFMA.
54  ‘Rineiwa Waizhang Huiyi Qingkuang [Conditions at the Foreign Ministers’ Meeting in Geneva]’, 
22 June 1959 – 6 August 1959, 110-00849-03, PRCFMA.
55  ‘Zhang Wentian Fuwaizhang Huijian Sulian zhu Hua Dashi Youjin Tan Laowo Jushi Deng 
Wenti [Deputy Foreign Minister Zhang Wentian Receives Soviet Ambassador to China Yudin to 
Discuss the Situation in Laos and Other Questions]’, 25 May 1959, 109-00873-04, PRCFMA. For 
the VWP Central Committee’s position, see Goscha, ‘Vietnam and the World Outside’, 177.
56  ‘Deputy Foreign Minister Zhang Wentian Receives Soviet Ambassador’, PRCFMA.
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strength; Phoui, Phoumi and the United States were acting out of fear 
of that strength. ‘The final victory is yours,’ Mao said, ‘but you still have 
many difficulties in this stage.’57 The following January, PRC Foreign 
Minister Chen Yi told Soviet ambassador Stepan Chervonenko that, 
while preparations were being made to protect the border, neither Beijing 
nor Hanoi intended to send military units into Laos (this did not include 
VWP advisers). Chen repeated an assessment he gave to Kaysone: ‘The 
Lao struggle depends entirely on [the Lao people] … China and Vietnam 
can only aid them politically and sympathise spiritually; everything 
depends on their self-reliance in the struggle against the reactionaries.’58 
Following Engels’ advice to Kautsky, the CCP could force no blessings on 
Laos. By this time, however, civil war had already begun. 

The Kong Le coup: Laos becomes 
a weakest link
While conditions worsened for the Pathet Lao, politics in the PRC and 
DRV radicalised significantly. In late August 1958, Mao ordered the 
shelling of Jinmen Island, near Xiamen, where Guomindang troops were 
stationed. Designed to antagonise the United States and demonstrate 
the PRC’s commitment to anti-imperialism internationally, the Second 
Taiwan Strait Crisis brought Sino-US relations to the brink of nuclear 
war.59 Mao also launched his radical Great Leap Forward policies, which 
rapidly reorganised China’s rural population into people’s communes 
and resulted in the deaths of 15 to 25 million people.60 As Lorenz Lüthi 
notes, the crisis was also created to mobilise the Chinese population for 
the implementation of Great Leap policies—all of which was a response 
to the deepening Sino-Soviet Split.61 By the summer of 1959, the Great 

57  Chinese Communist Party Central Committee Documents Research Office, Mao Zedong 
Nianpu [Chronicles of Mao Zedong]. Volume 4 (Beijing: Zhongyang Wenxian Chubanshe, 2013), 201.
58  ‘Chen Yi Fuzongli Jiejian Sulian zhu Hua Dashi Qierwonianke de Tanhua Jilu [Record of 
Discussions between Vice-Premier Chen Yi and Soviet Ambassador to China Chervonenko]’, 
22 January 1960, 109-00934-01, PRCFMA.
59  Michael M. Sheng, ‘Mao and China’s Relations with the Superpowers in the 1950s: A New Look 
at the Taiwan Straits Crises and the Sino-Soviet Split’, Modern China 34(4) (October 2008): 478, doi.
org/10.1177/0097700408315991.
60  Felix Wemheuer, A Social History of Maoist China: Conflict and Change, 1949–1976 (Cambridge, 
UK: Cambridge University Press, 2019), 151.
61  Lorenz M. Lüthi, The Sino-Soviet Split: Cold War in the Communist World (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
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Leap’s failures were apparent. Mao received criticisms in a private letter 
from Defence Minister Peng Dehuai, prompting Mao to double down 
on his recent radicalism at the Lushan Conference in July and August.62 
Space does not allow for a full account of these events. The point is 
only to demonstrate that, as conditions worsened for the Pathet Lao 
(Souphanouvong was arrested in July 1959), the PRC was undergoing 
a process of radicalisation that would inform its interpretation of and 
recommendations for the revolutionary road ahead. This was also true 
of the DRV. 

VWP leaders took the project of political revolution in Laos seriously. 
The Pathet Lao and RLG signed a ceasefire on 30 October 1957. Two 
weeks later, VWP officials agreed with the LPP Central Committee that 
it was time to begin removing political and military advisers from ‘basic 
units’.63 Plans to remove the key Vietnamese advisory group, the Group 
100, were created in December and implemented in early 1958 while 
both parties prepared for the integration of the Pathet Lao into the Royal 
Lao Army and the next phase of the planned political struggle.64 Although 
the VWP had more direct incentive to intervene in Lao affairs than the 
CCP, part of this intervention was the fruit of radicalisation vis-a-vis 
South Vietnam. In January 1959, the VWP Central Committee held its 
fifth plenum to discuss the course of the revolution in the south. At the 
plenum, Lê Duẩn made the case that growing US support for Saigon’s 
military forces and recent communist defeats meant more aggressive 
action was necessary. Ngô Đình Diệm’s Army of the Republic of Vietnam 
had become an ‘alarming and immediate threat’.65 In response, the VWP 
Central Committee passed Resolution 15—a policy statement Asselin 
describes as the most pivotal since the autumn of 1954.66 In essence, 
Resolution 15 called for consolidating power in the DRV while supporting 
a renewed policy of armed revolution in the South. On 16 July 1959, the 
VWP created the Working Committee on Laos, headed by Võ Nguyên 
Giáp—a new group in charge of aiding and advising the Pathet Lao. 

62  For a full discussion of the Lushan Conference, see ibid., 126–35.
63  Goscha, ‘Vietnam and the World Outside’, 175.
64  ibid., 176.
65  Pierre Asselin, Hanoi’s Road to the Vietnam War, 1954–1965 (Berkeley, CA: University of California 
Press, 2013), 52.
66  ibid., 53.
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The VWP set about preparing the Pathet Lao armed forces, training as 
many as 700 troops in Vietnam and outfitting them with Soviet weapons 
by the end of that year.67

Neither the diplomatic campaign nor the preparations for armed struggle, 
however, did much to change the stalemate in Lao politics. Already 
overdetermined, the return to armed revolution was finally made possible 
by Kong Le’s coup in August 1960 and Phoumi’s countercoup the 
following December. The origins of Kong Le’s coup remain uncertain. 
There is a tendency, however, to attribute Kong Le’s motivations to 
Western interference.68 Available Chinese sources offer a 1964 interview 
with Kong Le’s lieutenant (and later Patriotic Neutralist) Deuane 
Sounnarath in Guangxi. Deuane recounted only that officers in Kong 
Le’s US-backed forces developed serious criticisms of their regular orders 
to conduct ‘operations to suppress the people’.69 No solutions emerged, 
however, until a meeting was held in Attapeu, where a unanimous 
decision was made to break from US control. While Deuane’s account 
of the planning lacks detail, it is worth noting he and Kong Le were on 
opposite sides of the Lao civil war by 1964. If Deuane had known of the 
Western origins of Kong Le’s actions, it is likely he would have reported 
them to help undermine Kong Le’s already weak position with the CCP. 

Whatever the motivations, once in control of Vientiane, Kong Le 
demanded an end to ‘Lao fighting Lao’ and a return to genuine neutrality. 
Souvanna was put back in charge of the government.70 In the People’s Daily, 
Souphanouvong and the NLHX immediately credited their own work 
for awakening the national spirit among all classes of Lao society—‘even 
officers and rank-and-file soldiers in the Royal Lao Army’.71 In internal 
documents, the LPP praised the coup as a ‘great victory for creating the 
conditions to expand the anti-US national united front and developing 

67  Goscha, ‘Vietnam and the World Outside’, 177, 179.
68  For a review of differing theories on his motives, see Jacobs, The Universe Unraveling, 156.
69  ‘Dun Shangxiao Jieshao Laowo Qingkuang Jianbao [Brief on Colonel Deuane’s Presentation of 
Conditions in Laos]’, 2 February 1964, X1-35-116, 127-139, Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region 
Archives.
70  Martin Stuart-Fox, A History of Laos (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 112.
71  ‘Laowo Aiguo Zhanxian Dang Shengming Zhichi Geming Weiyuanhui Zhuyao Zhengce [The 
Lao Patriotic Front Declares Support for the Revolutionary Committee’s Main Policies]’, Renmin 
Ribao [The People’s Daily], 13 August 1960.
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Lao revolutionary forces’.72 Souvanna announced he would continue his 
previous policy of neutrality and begin negotiations with the Pathet Lao 
to create another coalition government. Souphanouvong responded that 
the NLHX was ready to begin at any time.73

Discussions between the LPP, VWP and CCP officials in Hanoi concluded 
the coup was of ‘the national-democratic type’ despite the fact it was 
‘launched by middle and lower officers in the Royal Lao Army and pro-
French forces also took part’.74 Their optimism, however, did not extend 
to Souvanna, who quickly travelled to Savannakhet to convince Phoumi 
to rejoin the government. The two agreed that Souvanna’s government 
was unconstitutional and that Kong Le would be judged in parliament 
for his actions. Further, Souvanna and Phoumi both blamed the Pathet 
Lao for the current civil war. As for Kong Le, he rapidly grew close to 
the Pathet Lao, providing their armed forces with weapons and allowing 
a battalion of 500 troops to be stationed outside Vientiane. This alignment 
lasted only until the end of the 1961–62 Geneva Conference. Although 
the CCP, VWP and Pathet Lao saw Kong Le’s passionate call for Lao 
neutrality and independence as a chance to revitalise a united front for 
national liberation, none supported him enough to extend military aid. 
Instead, aid to Kong Le’s forces came from the Soviet Union and stopped 
flowing after the signing of the Geneva agreements. For the Pathet Lao, 
the next step was to pressure Souvanna into formalising relations with the 
socialist world.

Ironically, the biggest factor pushing Souvanna towards the socialist camp 
came from Thai dictator Sarit Thanarat, Phoumi’s cousin. Sarit instituted 
a blockade of Vientiane along the Mekong River and the situation rapidly 
deteriorated. During a meeting between Souvanna and the king in mid-
September in Luang Prabang, thousands rallied in Vientiane to demand 
Souvanna establish formal relations with socialist countries.75 Officials at 

72  Zhonggong Zhongyang Duiwai Lianluobu Yazhou Erzu [Chinese Communist Party Central 
Committee’s Foreign Liaison Department, Second Asia Group], Laowo Renmin Geming Dang Lijie 
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in the Second Half of 1960 (Top Secret]’, September 1960, 106-00558-02[F], PRCFMA.
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the Burmese Embassy in Phnom Penh reported to Chinese diplomats that 
their counterparts in Vientiane were pressuring Souvanna to formalise 
relations with the Soviet Union, the PRC and the DRV, but Souvanna 
felt the existence of Republic of China (Taiwan) and South Vietnamese 
embassies in the capital was an obstacle to relations with Laos’s socialist 
neighbours. The Soviet Union was the only available option. Although the 
question of aid remained unresolved, the PRC Foreign Ministry’s Chen 
Shuliang assured Soviet diplomat I.I. Safronov the Lao people had made 
‘great advances’ compared with 1959. The PRC was willing to help, but, 
as Chen Yi told Pathet Lao leaders one year earlier, everything depended 
on the Lao people conducting their own revolution. ‘Through struggle,’ 
Chen said, ‘the Lao people will actualise their strength.’76

The LPP Central Committee’s evaluation of the revolutionary situation 
identified three distinct powers. First, the ‘people’s forces’ consisted of 
the NLHX, Kong Le’s coup committee and Santiphap Pen Kang, led by 
left neutralist Quinim Pholsena.77 The Central Committee believed this 
alliance could be used to reach every stratum of Lao society, including 
the Buddhist sangha (monastic order) and military personnel. Although 
this new united front had increased the Pathet Lao’s military strength, the 
Central Committee noted several weaknesses in their own operations. The 
mass movement remained shallow, with loose organisational discipline. 
The number of cadres was lacking, and those who were available were 
neither firm in their political positions nor experienced. The development 
of Pathet Lao armed forces had far outpaced the development of their 
‘political qualities’, and party organisations within the military struggled 
for control. The Central Committee feared ‘the party’s organisational 
and leadership capacity cannot meet the demands of developments in 
the people’s movement’.78 In other words, the emergence of a broad 
nationalist movement was certain, but, as in earlier Marxist-Leninist 
thought, its political direction was ambiguous and malleable. From the 
LPP’s perspective, the danger was it lacked the capacity to transform this 
movement into a socialist revolution. Nationalist sentiment could, at any 
point, be harnessed by the second power in Laos.

76  ‘Wo Waijiaobu Chen Shuliang Sizhang yu Sulian zhu Hua Shiguan Canzan Safulong Guanyu 
Laowo Wenti de Tanhua Jilu [Record of Discussions between Our Foreign Ministry Bureau Chief 
Chen Shuliang and Soviet Embassy Attaché Safronov on Problems in Laos]’, 28 September 1960, 
106-00557-01, PRCFMA.
77  Chinese Communist Party Central Committee’s Foreign Liaison Department, Second Asia Group, 
Documents from All Previous Plenary Sessions of the Lao People’s Revolutionary Party Central Committee, 74.
78  ibid., 74.
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This second power was the ‘capitalist and feudalist classes’, including 
high-level civil servants and pro-French intellectuals with some nationalist 
consciousness.79 The most significant figure in this group was Souvanna 
himself, but also several smaller neutralist factions whose politics were 
‘wavering and indeterminate’.80 This was the reformist bourgeoisie 
Lenin and Roy delineated in opposition to revolutionary nationalist 
movements.  The CCP had long warned that these elites were only 
reliable in a national liberation movement when foreign domination 
jeopardised their own political power.81 What was not acknowledged in 
LPP reflections on Souvanna’s vacillations was that the United States and 
the communist parties involved were actively preventing the possibility 
of nonalignment.82

Kaysone and other Central Committee members saw Souvanna as 
ultimately inclined towards Western powers but vacillating between 
France and the United States. His goal in negotiations with the Pathet Lao 
was to obstruct their movement and, abetted by the United States, use 
peaceful methods to eliminate them. Souvanna, despite his conflicts with 
Phoumi, was always more likely to align with pro-US forces than with 
the Pathet Lao. On the matter of Souvanna’s ‘essential duplicity’, the LPP, 
VWP and CCP were in total agreement.83 Given the LPP’s assessment 
of its own weaknesses, Kaysone and his allies agreed the best hope was 
to combine nationalist pleas with military strength to compete with 
the West for Souvanna’s ultimately ephemeral loyalty, forcing him into 
alignment with the socialist bloc; elements of the political revolutionary 
strategy were still in play. The final power was the pro-US feudal forces 
and comprador bourgeoisie led by Phoumi and Boun Oum, a former 
prince of the Champasak royal house in southern Laos and former French 

79  ibid., 75.
80  ibid.
81  Liu Shaoqi, Internationalism and Nationalism (Beijing: Foreign Languages Press, 1952), available 
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nonalignment. The CCP, VWP and LPP were equally involved in actively blocking such a possibility. 
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collaborator.84 The Pathet Lao succeeded in pushing Phoumi’s military 
out of Sam Neua in September 1960 and believed (wrongly) he had 
become isolated in Savannakhet despite US and Thai support.

In October, efforts to control Souvanna seemed to have worked. Former 
US ambassador to Laos J. Graham Parsons returned to Vientiane to 
demand Souvanna end negotiations with the Pathet Lao, cancel plans to 
formalise relations with the Soviet Union and enter an immediate ceasefire 
with Savannakhet. Souvanna refused, and the CCP was quick to credit the 
Pathet Lao and Kong Le with forcing him away from the United States. 
Soon, however, Washington decided it had no choice but to restore aid 
to the government in Vientiane. As the LPP predicted, Souvanna became 
emboldened by US support. When the Soviet ambassador to Laos arrived 
in Vientiane, Kong Le held what Souvanna believed to be an overly lavish 
reception for which he placed Kong Le under house arrest. Souvanna 
then sent conservative neutralist Ouan Rattikun to Luang Prabang to 
establish new Royal Lao Army units with US funds. From Hanoi, the 
PRC Embassy reported Souvanna’s attitude towards the Pathet Lao had 
become ‘unyielding’.85 It would not last.

The winds changed once more in November. Dissatisfied with Souvanna, 
Parsons outlined a plan to have him replaced once more with Phoui, 
whom the British and French were more likely to support than Phoumi. 
Before US offices in Vientiane could begin planning, however, a Royal 
Lao Army battalion in Luang Prabang revolted. Away from Vientiane, 
Ouan Rattikun had defected to Phoumi’s side and, on 11 November, the 
Third Infantry Battalion in Luang Prabang launched a mutiny against 
the Souvanna government. Souvanna responded by denouncing US aid 
to Phoumi as illegal and planning friendship delegations to Beijing and 
Hanoi. His government in Vientiane would not last long enough for these 
trips to occur. The Eisenhower administration removed all restraints on 
US Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) payments to Phoumi’s forces and, 
on 23 November, Phoumi began marching towards Vientiane.86

84  For Boun Oum’s relations with the French, see Stuart-Fox, A History of Laos, 60. Ian Baird recasts 
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On 8 December, Colonel Kouprasith Abhay, head of the Chinaimo 
military base, announced he had switched allegiance to Phoumi by 
launching a coup in Vientiane that lasted less than 24 hours. Kong Le’s 
troops were able to repel Kouprasith’s troops back to Chinaimo, but the 
situation had become dangerous. Souvanna and much of his cabinet 
flew to Phnom Penh the following day. A smaller group fled to Rangoon 
(Yangon) while Quinim Pholsena stayed behind to run what was left of 
the RLG. Phoumi’s forces entered Vientiane on 13 December, beginning 
a bloody two-day battle with Kong Le. During the fighting, the Lao king 
dissolved Souvanna’s government, claiming he had allowed communists 
to usurp power, and placed Phoumi’s organisation in charge, with Boun 
Oum as the new premier.87 Overpowered, Kong Le’s forces retreated to 
the Plain of Jars, where they regrouped with the Pathet Lao.

Although the Battle of Vientiane did little to change the military balance 
of power in Laos, the new alignments it created within the revolution 
are important. It temporarily forced many ‘wavering and indeterminate’ 
neutralists into an alliance with the Pathet Lao by creating two competing 
governments—one headed by Phoumi and Boun Oum in Vientiane, 
the other by Souvanna in Khang Khay, Xiangkhouang Province. These 
governments found patrons in the capitalist and socialist blocs, respectively. 
By the reckoning of the LPP Central Committee, it was a major service 
to their cause in a revolution still conducted ‘under the slogan of peaceful 
neutrality, independent democracy, and respect for the constitution and 
king’ because it allowed them to claim an even larger united front with no 
middle ground.88 For the moment, nationalists among the Lao governing 
elite could side with the Pathet Lao or lose power completely. Phoumi’s 
coup forced Quinim Pholsena, for example, to permanently align with 
the Pathet Lao and champion the PRC’s aid in Laos until his assassination 
in 1963. Further, Kaysone and other LPP leaders also understood the 
Battle of Vientiane to signal a transition from political to armed struggle. 
The immediate tasks for the party were to combine direct attacks with 
the guerilla tactics already in use, strengthen party discipline within the 
military and expand base areas, all while ‘tightly seizing’ the national 
united front.89

87  Jacobs, The Universe Unraveling, 168–69.
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Martin Stuart-Fox argues that the coups in the last half of 1960 ‘marked 
no significant turning point’ for Laos; they only worsened the chances 
of avoiding civil war.90 The latter point is true; however, looking at this 
history from the socialist political theory of international relations outlined 
above, creating the possibility for civil war is precisely what made the 
coups significant. In the spring of 1960, the Sino-Soviet Split went public 
when Mao commissioned a series of polemical essays on Lenin’s thought, 
arguing for armed resistance to capitalist imperialism and criticising Soviet 
capitulation to the West.91 The radicalism of 1958–59 had now become 
an open rift in the socialist bloc. Alignment with the VWP and CCP 
placed the LPP on the side of this rift that favoured armed revolution, but 
conditions in Laos offered no clear means for beginning this revolution 
until the coups of 1960. Laos was now a rough approximation of the 
weakest link Mao described during the Chinese Revolution.92 US rule 
was indirect and depended to some extent on the collaboration of less 
bellicose Western powers. Contradictions among Western powers and 
the United States’ methods of sponsoring a strongman instead of direct 
intervention meant nonsocialist powers in Laos had repeated conflicts 
among themselves, grappling for international patrons. Meanwhile, the 
Pathet Lao and its military had been gaining experience in a constantly 
changing revolutionary situation for 10 years. What was missing from 
Mao’s equation was disciplined party organisation, but that would have 
to wait until a veneer of neutrality had been restored.

The 1961–62 Geneva Conference and the 
return to armed revolution
In January 1961, two neutralist members of Souvanna’s government, 
Pheng Phongsavan and Khamsouk Keola, travelled through Kunming 
on their way from Rangoon to Sam Neua. There they met with Chen 
Yi and General Luo Ruiqing. In the weeks prior, the existence of two 
internationally recognised governments in Laos and the alignment of 
Souvanna and Kong Le with the Pathet Lao at Khang Khay allowed the PRC 
to send overt military aid to the Pathet Lao without upsetting Souvanna, 
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claiming it was unconditional aid to the rightful Lao government. Chen 
promised Pheng that a ‘large arsenal of weapons, ammunition, provisions, 
and medicines’ was still sitting in Vietnam waiting to be delivered and the 
PRC was prepared to continue aid indefinitely.93 Chen assured his Lao 
guests they were part of a larger Afro-Asian movement against imperialism 
that required military conflict. ‘International negotiations could be held,’ 
Chen said, ‘but not for the purpose of coming to any final resolution 
… Victory on the front lines is the main determining factor in Laos.’94 
General Luo drove the point home, emphasising the limits of diplomatic 
struggle against the United States. The Souvanna government could try 
to ‘call on the international community’ to end US military support 
for Phoumi, but Luo said: ‘If you are defeated, relying on world-wide 
condemnation alone won’t cause the Americans to retreat.’95

This attitude, shared by the LPP, CCP and VWP, was markedly different 
from that used by Zhou Enlai in response to Cambodian Prince 
Norodom Sihanouk’s proposal of an enlarged meeting of the 1954 
Geneva participants to negotiate an end to the Lao civil war. Sihanouk 
wrote to Zhou on 1 January with the proposal, and two weeks later the 
Chinese premier, who had been in Burma discussing the Lao crisis with 
Prime Minister U Nu, replied in full support. As international support 
for the conference grew, Zhou wrote to Sihanouk again, saying the PRC 
Government would support a conference of Geneva participants based on 
the principle of non-interference in Lao internal governance and respect 
for Lao unity and territorial integrity.96

Meanwhile, in mid-February, Chen Yi made clear to Soviet Ambassador 
Chervonenko that the Pathet Lao, the VWP and the CCP would not 
enter any conference with real hope of a political solution. Chen revealed 
that officials on the VWP and CCP central committees agreed that ‘hope 
should be placed in a victory on the front lines’.97 In addition to the public 
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conditions for negotiation Zhou had elaborated to Sihanouk, the Pathet 
Lao needed to win enough military victories to place Phoumi’s forces in 
a clear defensive position. Although a reconvening of the 1954 Geneva 
participants was inevitable, calling a ceasefire before the Pathet Lao had 
achieved a favourable military position would create serious problems 
during negotiations. Chen explained that, although the thoughts of some 
among the Pathet Lao and Kong Le’s forces remained unclear, the CCP 
was pushing for the rapid development of military capacity before the 
conference. The CCP’s views, however, were not intended to have any 
impact on the socialist camp’s continued public campaign to negotiate. 
In  Chen’s words: ‘Political struggle and armed struggle should be 
coordinated. As armed struggle better develops, the more the benefit to 
political struggle.’98 It was too risky for the Pathet Lao to enter negotiations 
from a weak position.

Strengthening the Pathet Lao’s position presented a challenge. In early 
February, the DRV sent troops across the border to replace Pathet Lao 
forces fighting to defend the Plain of Jars and was preparing to send two 
companies to Sam Neua with another battalion waiting for orders in 
Hanoi.99 The CCP strongly disagreed. Chen feared the increased presence 
of DRV troops in violation of the 1954 Geneva agreements, if discovered, 
could cost the socialist camp several key allies (particularly Souvanna 
and Sihanouk) and expand the conflict beyond Lao borders. It also 
provided a pretext for direct invasion from US and Southeast Asia Treaty 
Organization forces. On the other hand, Chen was emphatic that fighting 
the Lao people’s fight for them was of little use. As always, they could be 
aided, and the PRC had already sent enough ammunition, clothing and 
medical supplies to outfit 10,000 fighters. However, the CCP believed the 
Lao revolution only mattered if the Lao people conducted it themselves. 
While there were surely national security concerns behind this position, it 
was also in keeping with the normative commitment dating back to Marx 
that a society must conduct its own revolution. By Chen’s estimation, there 
were already enough People’s Liberation Army (PLA) troops in Guangxi 
and Yunnan to occupy Laos in less than a month.100 Yet, doing this 
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would risk nuclear war for actions inconsistent with principles of socialist 
internationalism. On 10 February, Chen expressed the same position to 
a Lao delegation to Beijing headed by Sisana Sisane, director of Radio 
Pathet Lao. The issues around upholding the 1954 Geneva agreements or 
determining Lao neutrality through a new conference were ‘just quarrels’ 
that could ‘only be places in a subordinate position’ to armed struggle.101

From Phnom Penh, Souvanna spent the early months of 1961 promoting 
Sihanouk’s idea for a conference on Lao neutrality with letters to the 
Kennedy administration in Washington. As Phoumi suffered repeated 
losses and Boun Oum’s government showed weakness outside Vientiane, 
US officials began to listen.102 One official in the Kennedy administration 
went as far as calling a US-controlled Laos ‘an incredible fantasy’.103 
In  April, Souvanna began a tour of socialist and neutral countries to 
promote the conference. Souphanouvong stopped in Beijing on his 
way to meet Souvanna in Moscow, where he told Zhou that Souvanna’s 
opinion towards the Pathet Lao and its international allies had changed 
because of aid provided to Khang Khay. However, he remained suspicious 
of the Pathet Lao growing too powerful. Souvanna attempted to place the 
Pathet Lao under Kong Le’s command, but Souphanouvong convinced 
him they were already fighting on the same side. Souvanna then tried 
to turn to Khamouane Boupha, a neutralist commander in Phongsaly, 
to create a separate military force, but the onset of the rainy season 
prevented a meeting. It is unclear whether this move would have worked. 
In 1963, against Kaysone’s advice that Khamouane was a worse ally 
than Souvanna, the CCP themselves began offering aid to Khamouane, 
ultimately bringing him into the Pathet Lao’s united front.104 In any case, 
Souphanouvong informed his contacts in Beijing that Souvanna favoured 
military nonalignment and domestic anticommunism. He was unlikely to 
ever see the United States as the ‘supreme enemy’.105
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The Lao princes returned to the PRC together on 22 April to meet with 
Zhou, Chen Yi and Mao in Hangzhou.106 True to Souphanouvong’s 
estimation, Souvanna expressed more fear of a Thai invasion of Laos 
than of US machinations. He expressed to Mao his hope that ‘reason and 
the patriotism of the Lao people’ could still convince Phoumi and Boun 
Oum to end the civil war.107 Mao pointed out these people had already 
been part of a failed coalition government in 1958; they would only be 
willing to compromise as long as they were weak. The trip ended with the 
PRC committing to construction of a road connecting Xishuangbanna to 
Phongsaly and a joint statement establishing formal relations.108

The Geneva conference began on 16 May 1961. Chen Yi served as the 
PRC’s head delegate and successfully demanded the NLHX be given 
its own representative, unlike at the 1954 conference. Debates quickly 
broke out about the nature of Lao neutrality. US Secretary of State 
Dean Rusk began by demanding that neutrality in Laos go beyond 
nonalignment to include assurances against threats within and beyond 
Laos. Chen responded that the US ruling class always understood 
people’s movements as aggression organised by foreign powers and Rusk’s 
real aim was to prevent the possibility of revolution within a neutral 
Laos.109 The demand for ‘permanent neutrality’ was, therefore, clear 
interference in Lao domestic affairs. Outside formal conference sessions, 
Chen and Sihanouk worked with the French and Indian delegations to 
orchestrate negotiations between Souvanna, Souphanouvong and Boun 
Oum in Zurich. On 22 June, several weeks after presidents Kennedy and 
Khrushchev mutually agreed in Vienna to back away from Laos, the three 
princes agreed to a framework for a tripartite coalition government.110

Through the end of 1961, negotiations were consistently in favour of 
the Pathet Lao and CCP positions. In July 1961, although it maintained 
that party discipline lagged behind the military buildup, the LPP Central 
Committee counted among its united-front allies ‘government members, 
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the military, the youth, the Sangha, the gentry, and well known figures like 
Souvanna Phouma and Pheng Phongsavan’.111 They believed the breadth 
of the united front was particular to the Lao revolution and could only 
aid in fanning dissent among Phoumi’s ranks. However, within this front, 
there was still a pressing need to settle questions regarding the composition 
of the coalition government and elections. In short, the Pathet Lao had 
gone to great lengths to create broad nationalist sentiment but feared it 
could not ride the wave to a strictly socialist victory: ‘We must cleverly 
make the Party Central Committee’s line become the line of the united 
front.’112 In the autumn, a PRC consulate was built in Phongsaly while 
He Wei, former ambassador to the DRV, and Liu Chun, PLA officer and 
future ambassador to Laos, established an economic and cultural mission 
near Souvanna’s government headquarters in Khang Khay.113

In December, conference participants produced the ‘Draft Declaration 
on the Neutrality of Laos’, requiring all foreign troops and personnel 
to leave Laos within 30 days and banning all military aid except when 
contributing to the RLG’s national defence. As negotiations appeared 
to be winding down, Boun Oum suddenly revoked his support for 
the Zurich agreements and demanded positions for Phoumi loyalists 
within the new cabinet. Phoumi himself still hoped for direct military 
intervention from the United States. In January, he began reinforcing 
a garrison in the northern town of Nam Tha near territory occupied by 
Pathet Lao and DRV forces. The US State Department, hoping to be 
rid of the Lao issue, decided that if Nam Tha was overrun by opposing 
forces, the responsibility would be Phoumi’s. US officials even enlisted 
Sarit Thanarat to convince Phoumi to back down, but Phoumi refused. 
After weeks of mortar shelling, the Pathet Lao occupied Nam Tha on 
6 May. The United States, which had accepted a Souvanna-headed 
government as the only viable exit, sent no aid.114 Phoumi was forced 
back to the negotiating table. In June, Souphanouvong, Souvanna and 
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Boun Oum, this time joined by Phoumi, met in Khang Khay to work out 
an agreement for a coalition government. The Geneva agreements on Lao 
neutrality were finally signed on 23 July 1962.

Speaking to an Albanian group, Deng Xiaoping offered the CCP’s 
assessment of the results. Moving forward, it would be much more difficult 
for the United States to intervene in Lao affairs. ‘The most important 
thing,’ Deng said, ‘is to gain time for the Pathet Lao to strengthen its work 
with the masses.’115 The coalition itself would likely fail, but its success 
had never been the point. From the perspective of the Asian communist 
parties, the coalition existed only to buy time. As  Kaysone recalled in 
a  speech to the LPP Central Committee in 1965, the immediate task 
after Geneva was to defend the coalition government to ‘promote a 
situation of short-term stability to create favourable conditions for 
comprehensively building revolutionary strength’.116 In the final days of 
the Geneva conference, Chen Yi gave a victory speech claiming no power 
could now suppress the Lao people’s desire for national liberation. Lao 
neutrality might mean tensions would arise elsewhere in Southeast Asia, 
but, he believed, the conference had ‘broken through a link in the chain 
of tensions … and we should enlarge this breakthrough’.117

Conclusion
The return to armed revolution in Laos was an overdetermined event. 
It was caused by the failure of the experiment with political revolution 
in Laos; fragmentation between Lao neutralists and the right wing, 
allowing the Pathet Lao to continue consolidating its own strength; the 
radicalisation of politics in Vietnam and China; and broader calls for 
support for violent resistance to imperialism in the Sino-Soviet Split. 
Chinese-language sources neither increase nor diminish the agency the 
LPP or broader Pathet Lao had in deciding on this transition, leaving 
‘apprentice revolutionaries’ an apt phrase. However, reevaluation of Lao 

115  ‘Fifth Official Meeting between the Delegation of the Albanian Labor Party and the Delegation 
of the Chinese Communist Party’, 19 June 1962, WCDA, available from: digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.
org/document/110806.
116  ‘Liao Fang Zhongyang Wenjian: Kaishan zai Zhongyang Changwei Guangda Huiyi Shang 
de Baogao Deng [The Lao Side’s Central Committee Documents: Kaysone’s Report at the Central 
Committee’s Expanded Standing Committee Meeting]’, 1 April 1965 – 30 July 1965, 106-00896-02, 
PRCFMA.
117  ‘Chen Yi’s Speech at Geneva’, Peking Review, 27 July 1962, 6.

http://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/document/110806
http://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/document/110806


EXPERIMENTS WITH MARXISM-LENINISM IN COLD WAR SOUTHEAST ASIA

268

revolutionaries’ agency is not necessary to understand events in Laos as 
both a symptom and a cause (one among many) of larger transformations 
in the aims of Asian socialist internationalism in the late 1950s and 
early 1960s. 

Throughout this period, Sino-Lao relations, from the CCP’s perspective, 
were built on Leninist concepts aimed at creating the conditions for the 
possibility of a Lao revolution. Although national security concerns about 
conflicts along its borders were serious, the CCP’s behaviour from the 
mid-1950s to the end of the 1961–62 Geneva Conference was broadly 
consistent with internationalist commitments dating back to Marx. 
Although the means of revolution changed, the continuous line from 
the CCP was its normative commitment to ‘forcing no blessings’ on 
the Pathet Lao. The revolution was theirs to make; the CCP could only 
remove certain obstacles (namely, US intervention) and provide military 
and economic aid. 

For the LPP—by their own estimation, organisationally weak throughout 
this period—the goal was to create and lead the broadest united front 
possible. Lukács, reflecting on debates before the Russian Revolution, 
insisted that for Lenin’s ideas on national liberation to be effective, 
movements in oppressed and oppressor nations needed to work in 
opposite directions. As the proletariat in oppressor nations must demand 
the right of oppressed nations to secede, the revolutionary elements of 
oppressed nations must operate under the slogan ‘belonging together’. 
The intended result was a transitional phase of equal association between 
proletarian nations. The existence of socialist states changed this equation. 
Thus, while the CCP attempted to win over nonsocialist nationalists 
through international aid and public support for neutrality (secession), 
the Pathet Lao demanded the formalisation of relations with the socialist 
bloc (belonging together). To this end, it is significant to note that the 
roots of the rift between Beijing and Hanoi that emerged in the late 
1960s can already been seen in the CCP’s disapproval of the VWP’s over-
involvement in Laos in early 1961. The VWP broke with this framework 
by sending troops into Laos in February 1961 against CCP warnings that 
the LPP needed to operate on its own. Lê Duẩn worried in July 1961 



269

8. RETURN TO ARMED REVOLUTION

that his party’s overbearing involvement had made the LPP incapable of 
organising on its own, but the two parties’ closeness continued throughout 
the civil war.118

CCP–LPP relations eventually soured in 1968 over the Pathet Lao’s 
refusal to follow CCP recommendations on land reform and peasant 
mobilisation and its turn, along with the VWP, to the Soviet Union 
for aid. After the signing of the Geneva agreements in 1962, however, 
CCP and LPP leaders felt they had gained a significant win. Celebrating 
the PRC’s National Day at the mission in Khang Khay in October that 
year, Nouhak Phoumsavan, a member of the NLHX and LPP central 
committees and close associate of Kaysone, made a toast: ‘Today, our two 
countries’ diplomatic relations are ever closer. This is our victory.’119
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