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UP TO HERE IN LAOS

Tt has, as an issue, been with us for years. But for only a
few people has it been a lively issue of continuous interest.
For most of us Laos has heen sercened hehind veils of in-
difference which were only occasionally pierced by some
enlightening bits of information. We knew, of course, that
it was next to Vietnam: that substantial Viet Cong supplics
passed down the He Chi Minh trail which winds through
Laos; that if the familiar domino theory had validity Laos
might be the next domino. The news from and about Viet-
nam, however, dominated both the media and our own
thinking.

The running press accounts which appear clsewhere in
this issue snggest the kind and amount of information- to
which the public had access until the end of Febroary, 1970,
Now—almost dramatically—the situation has changed. The
President of the United States is called upen to review the
history of United States policy and action in Laos. And almost
immediately his credibility on Laos is. however tangentially,
called into question,

Tn his generally historical, even-toned review of Laos,
President Nixon proposed very modest objectives for United
States military policy in Laos, We are there, he said, to “save
American and allied lives in North Vietnam which are threat-
ened by the continnal infiltration of North Vietnamese troops
and supplics along the o Chi Minh trail.” There was, in
his statement, nothing to suggest that Laos itself was of
vital interest to the United States, no mention of hinding
agreements, 1o stress on moral and political obligations, Both
in tenor and substance President Nixon's comments were a
far remove from the perfervid statements with which past
Administrations explained and justificd United States policies
and actions in Vietnam. So much, at least, we have Jearned
over the last number of years. And the President’s cffort to
stabilize the situation in Laos in accordance with the Geneva
Conference of 1962 and with the support of the Soviet Union
and Britain is, of course, both proper and desirable,

We mast admit, however, that the problems of Laos cun-
not be wholly separated from those of Victnam; they are
closcly related in terms of United States foreign policy as
the two countries are geographically. And there are a host
of difficult and pressing questions to which we must respond.
The Pathet Lao, for example, has demanded that the US.
withdraw from Luos and that there be established u new
coalition government dominated by the Pathet Lao. Fa-
miliar? Indeed it is. It is the kind of demand Washington
has received and rejected in Vietnam for many years. Other
problems posed to the United States also have a familiar cast.

For example: if the North Vietnamese increase their forces
in Taos, how should the United States respond? If with
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further military victories to their credit, the
Pathet Lao spurn any suggestions from Russia
(the likelihood of such suggestions already highly
dibious) or from England that an acceptable
solution can best be pursued through diplomatic
channels, what then should the United States do?
If more Americans, civilian or military, are killed
by enemy action in Laos, what then should the
United States do? If the problems of United States
policy in Laos are exacerbated in order to bring
pressure on our actions in Vietnam, what then
should the United States do?.

Reduced to the essentials we can ask about the
present situation and future actions in Laos: How
far are we in? Not much, as President Nixon
implies? Or “up to our neck,” as Senator Mansfield
asserts? How committed are we to our present
policy and its likely consequences? Can we have,
beforehand, the kind of review of U.S. involve-
ment and commitment in Laos that we so badly
needed and never received about Vietnam?

JF

TECHNICAL EXPERT,
CONFUSED MORALIST

Dr. James B. Conant has heen justly honored for
his achievements in many fields—scientific, po-
litical and educational. But in his recent auto-
biography he enters into questions of morality
and war with an abandon that doés little to clarify
what are still very murky matters.

Dr. Conant not only defends dropping the
atomic bomb on Japan, but he rejects any distinc-
tion between the use of high explosives and
poison gas in warfare. He has, admittedly, a num-
ber of respected spokesmen on his side.. Never-
theless, his argument should. be challenged and
exposed for the skimpy, unattractive and unac-
ceptable thing it is.

The basis of Dr. Conant’s moral-military judg-
ment rests on a single premise, ie., “All war is
immoral.” This teo is a familiar statement which
is supported by a large, and possibly increasing,
number of people. It may at first blush seem like
an odd statement to issue from a person who
contributed so much to America’s atomic weapons
in World War IT and who still defends the most
extreme application of those weapons. But as Dr.
Conant offers his judgment the apparent dilemma
is resolved.
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“All war is immoral,” James Conant asserts.
Since it is immoral, his other statements imply,
it is foolish to make moral discriminations about
the means. The atomic bombs dropped on Japan
and possible poison gases are, therefore, as legiti-
mate weapons as any others. And with this line
of reasoning Dr. Conant has established himself
in a long American tradition of thinking about
warfare. We are a peace-loving people and do
not wish to engage in war, but since war is im-
moral, once we enter let there be no constraints,
no moral inhibitions.

Although it is a long tradition, and although
it will continue to gain adherents as intelligent
and knowledgeable as Dr. Conant, it is, nonethe-
less, a morally bankrupt tradition. And it is mor-
ally bankrupt because it is, in the first instance,
intellectually bankrupt. It does not allow us to
answer basic and perennial questions about com-
munities in conflict.

If, for example, we or allied countries are un-
justly attacked, is it immoral for us to defend our-
selves or them? And by any means? If we are an
oppressed colonial people, can we not attempt to
gain. our freedom by violently rebelling against
our rulers? If, as a nation, we attempt to aggran-
dize-ourselves through military conquests, are our
actions not subject to moral judgment? These are
not simply abstract questions. Each of the fore-
going questions could be applied to the United
States during some period of its. development.
They are questions which, unfortunately, will re-
tain their pertinence for years to come. But we
must look elsewhere than to James Conant if we
are to-answer them.

GENOCIDE

There are no reasons for the United States to
postpone ratification of the International Conven-
tion on Genocide. That is, there are no good
reasons. On the basis of bad reasons and spurious
argument, the American Bar Association and
some Southern Senators have blocked Senate rati-
fication since 1950. As the Catholic hierarchy
of the United States stated in “Human Life in
Our Day”: “We would urge United States ratifi-
cation of the United Nations convention on the
subject {genocide) and of every sound implement-
ing instrument by which the United Nations
Declaration on Human Rights can be translated
from the level of ideals to that of actuality.”
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