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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 Stated acted immorally in Vietnam? What had the Vietnam War meant for Kerry?
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According to Kerry, a war crime is any inhumane treatment forced upon an innocent victim. Whether these were acts of rage, hate, fear or a culmination of many emotions, they were undoubtedly cruel and unusual. These atrocious acts are unbelievable at best. Some examples of war crimes are the beheading of random Vietnamese, the rape of young women ages 15-18, cutting off ears and other limbs, taping wires from portable telephones to peoples sexual organs and the increased shooting of men, women, children, cattle and dogs for fun. These are only a few of the heinous war crimes committed, there were many other crimes perpetrated in the name of freedom during this time of war. 


The first modern international rules of war were signed in Geneva in 1864. This treaty was accepted by all of the European countries, the United States and by some countries in Asia and South America. New rules were added when the need arose. Those rules are as follows:


#1. Warring nations cannot use chemical weapons against each other.

#2. The use of expanding bullets or materials calculated to cause unnecessary suffering is prohibited.

#3. The discharge of projectiles (such as bullets or rockets) from balloons is prohibited.

#4. POW’s must be humanely treated and cannot be beaten or used for propaganda purposes.

#5. POW’s must give their true name and rank or they will lose their POW protection.

#6. Nations must follow procedures to identify the dead and wounded and send information to their families.

#7. Killing anyone who has surrendered is prohibited.

#8. Zones must be set up in fighting areas to which the sick and injured can be taken for treatment.

#9. Special protection from attack is granted to civilian hospitals marked with the Red Cross symbol.

#10. The free passage of medical supplies is allowed.

#11. Shipwrecked members of the armed forces at sea should be taken ashore safely.

#12. An army that takes control of another army’s country must provide food to the people of that country.

#13. Attacks on civilians and undefended towns are prohibited.

 #14. Enemy submarines cannot sink merchant or business ships before passengers and crews have been rescued.

#15. A prisoner can be visited by a representative from his or her country. Prisoners have the right to talk privately without observers. (http://www.rediff.com/ipka/AO769998.html)

Although the United States signed the Geneva Treaty, many of the rules of war were broken making the actions of the United States incredibly immoral. According to rule #1, the use of chemical weapons is prohibited, yet the U.S. used Agent Orange and Napalm extensively throughout the war. POW’s were beaten relentlessly either to gain information (a form of torture) or simply out of hatred, which clearly breaks rule #4. Attacks on civilians were countless. Civilians were beaten, raped, robbed, disfigured and killed daily. These actions are clearly prohibited by rule #13. From any standpoint these acts would be considered morally degrading and simply wrong. The United States is clearly responsible for the actions of its soldiers on the battlefield because the U.S. claims that there was “full awareness of officers at all levels of command” (Hall 104).

Kerry reasoned that the purpose behind the Vietnam War was that of pride. The pride of the President of the United States to not be “the first President to lose a war” (Hall 104). Kerry’s opinion was that this was a big mistake and the political leaders of the time could not swallow their pride and accept the wrongs they had committed. For these political leaders the only option was to continue with battle and emerge the “winner”. To Kerry and many other veterans there were no winners and the only way the United States could emerge in the forefront would be to learn a lesson. Kerry hoped that the United States would turn morally following the Vietnam war and that the soldiers who helped perpetuate that turn would someday gain recognition for all they had done for their country, “…we will be 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 it in the turning” (Hall 104).    

