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Question #4

John Kerry’s speech, which appears in Document #18 (Hall), was a clear anti war comment by a man who had served in Vietnam. What did he mean by a war crime? What are the rules of war? Had the United States acted immorally in Vietnam? What had the Vietnam War meant for Kerry?
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War ravaged the country of Vietnam at the hands of the Americans for more than 20 years. While damage instilled by bombing raids such as Rolling Thunder, infantry raids upon cities, villages and hamlets and the destruction of property may fall in accordance with the rules of war, the extreme vigilantism displayed by American soldiers in the field breaks every rule of engagement set forth by the Geneva Convention in 1864. To John Kerry and other Vietnam Veterans, the atrocious crimes committed by soldiers like themselves signaled a large deficit of morality during wartime.


War crimes are violations of the rules of war. These rules limit the type and extent of violence permissible during times of war. The “basic rule” set forth by the Geneva Conventions for the Protection of Victims of War on August 12, 1949 states, “in order to ensure respect for and protection of the civilian population and civilian objects, the Parties to the conflict shall at all times distinguish between the civilian population and combatants and between civilian objects and military objectives and accordingly shall direct their operations only against military objectives” (http://mondediplo.com/1999/09/01leader).     

During the Vietnam War American soldiers were forced in to rural villages and hamlets with orders to flush out all Vietcong soldiers. Problems arose when American troops experienced difficulty differentiating between Vietcong and civilians. These problems were only exacerbated when American soldiers were faced with attack upon entering villages. Quite simply, American soldiers became frustrated at not being able to distinguish between soldiers and civilians. Unfortunately, these frustrations manifested themselves in the form of some of the most heinous war crimes perpetrated by the Americans. Soldiers “raped, cut off ears, cut off heads, taped wires from portable telephones to human genitals and turned up the power, cut off limbs, blown up bodies, randomly shot at civilians, razed villages...,shot cattle and dogs for fun, poisoned foodstocks and generally ravaged the countryside of South Vietnam…”(Hall 104). 


Immorality on the part of the Americans ran rampant during the Vietnam War. Soldiers acted as savages with “the full awareness of officers at every level of command” (Hall104). Government officials including the President acted out of pride and in Nixons' own words the fear of being “the first President to lose a war”(Hall 104). Furthermore, the American government turned its own soldiers in to scapegoats in order to dodge allegations that there was full knowledge of the war crimes being committed against the people of Vietnam. Allegations were also made claiming that each administration knew of the problems concerning Vietnam and did the minimum necessary to avoid defeat while creating a stalemate that would allow America to avoid the term “defeat”.


For John Kerry, a Vietnam veteran the War signaled a realization that although he had fought bravely for his country, that country was willing to push blame from the administration to the soldiers. To Kerry, the war was a terrible mistake which resulted in the undoing of much of the faith the American people had in their government to protect their best interests. Kerry and many veterans like himself saw the war as a lesson, pushing them to “undertake one last mission – to search out and destroy the last vestige of this barbaric war, to pacify our own hearts, to conquer the hate and the fear that have driven this country the last ten years or more”(Hall, 104). 


Healing after the Vietnam War has been a long and arduous process. While America has been able to put some of the atrocities of this war behind them they have not forgotten the askew steps which led down the path of immorality and dishonor. Americans are finally “able to say ‘Vietnam’ and not mean a desert, not a filthy obscene memory, but mean instead the place where America finally turned and where soldiers like us helped in the turning”(Hall, 104).

