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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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Instructor comments:


The testimony given by Vietnam Veteran John Kerry to the United States Foreign Relations Committee on the 22nd of April, 1971, is the testimony of someone who feels betrayed by his country. This is a man who is angry at the war he fought, and the government he served, because the war was not fought in the right ways, or for the right reasons.


Kerry mentions in his address the war crimes that were committed by United States soldiers on the people of Vietnam. The phrase “war crime” means for Kerry the actions that were taken out on innocents, that had no effect on the actual war effort, and that should never have been allowed to continue. 


These war crimes were known, and widespread. Kerry notes that “over 150 honorably discharged, and many highly decorated, veterans testified to war crimes”(Hall p.104). Among these crimes were rape, torture, the burning of homes and villages, and the abuse and slaughter of farm animals. None of these acts are necessary to win a war, nor do they help with the war effort. Soldiers lose their focus and have the ability to become barbarians towards the people that they should be fighting for.


The actions taken by many soldiers during Vietnam violate the unspoken rules of war. It is known and taught to the soldiers that civilians are to be taught with respect and courtesy, that they are to behave in a manner that is reflective of their country, and that any unnecessary violence or destruction should be avoided. These criteria for war were often forgotten by the frustrated soldiers in Vietnam, who often could not tell the difference between the enemy and the ally, and as a result simply killed them all.


Kerry feels the United States acted immorally in multiple ways during the course of the Vietnam War. First off he acknowledges the behaviors shown by the soldiers and refers to the country of Vietnam as having been “ravaged”(Hall p. 104). 


One particular case of heinous treatment of the Vietnamese population by American soldiers is the incident that occurred in My Lai in 1968. Headed by Lieutenant William Calley, members of Task Force Barker raided the village of My Lai, and the surrounding area, needlessly killing approximately 350 unarmed Vietnamese civilians(DeGroot p. 295).


Incidents like these were often covered up by the military and the government, which led to Kerry’s second opinion of how the United States had acted immorally during the war. This time the acts were directed towards their own people.


Once the United Sates government realized that this was a war they were not going to win, they began to backpedal, denying responsibility for events that happened and treating the war veterans like people who committed crimes the government wasn’t responsible for.


In the case of Lieutenant Calley, he was put on trial for his crimes and convicted of multiple murders at a court-martial in 1971. Although he was originally sentenced to life in prison, he appealed and received a reduced sentence, and was released on parole after only serving only three years of his sentence(Hall p.65-66).


Kerry sees incidents like this, and others where the government acted irrationally to cover up their own mistakes, as betrayal. He claims the United States “washes her hands of Vietnam” every day, but every one of those days, a solider had to die for a cause not even the government believed in( Hall p.104).

For Kerry, he, and the soldiers he served with, are scapegoats for the Government and their handling of Vietnam. He says that the “administration has wiped away their memories of us”, as if to prove that the mistake was never made(Hall p. 104). But Kerry and all of the veterans of Vietnam know that the mistake was made. He knows that soldiers died in vain as the United States tried to gracefully back out of a losing situation without looking like losers. He knows that he will always be looked at with disdain for fighting an immoral war, and he wants nothing more than to change that. He wants a time when:



“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 soldiers like us helped it in turning”



(Hall p.104).
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