Brian Day

     After serving in Vietnam, presidential hopeful John Kerry testified before the US Senate Foreign Relations Committee on behalf of the Vietnam Veterans against the war.  One can only feel a horrific revulsion in hearing his description of the inconceivable acts  committed by US troops.  As Kerry states it these vulgar acts were committed in “full awareness of all levels of command.”  Rapes, brutal torture, killing for a joke; how could this have happened?  For these brutal war crimes to have been committed in full awareness up to the highest level of command- hence the President, seems inconceivable.  The nature of war is hell, and the nature of the Vietnam war was a particular brand of hell who’s horror was unprecedented.  

     In Francis Ford Coppola’s film on Vietnam Apocalypse Now the lead character played by Martin Sheen commented on the nature of the rules of the Vietnam war; “Charging someone with murder in Vietnam,” he said, “is like handing out speeding tickets at the Indy 500.”  Bringing up a good point that to define crimes of war is very difficult given the nature of armed conflict.  Since the beginning of recorded history there were usually rules laid out by opposing forces as to what was permitted during battle and what was not.  Rules of war were stated more universally in the first Geneva Treaty in 1864 initiated by a prototype of the Red Cross.  This became the foundation of what would define the rules of 20th century conflict culminating in the Geneva Convention of 1949, stating the rules of war in specific regards to treatment of the wounded and sick, treatment of hostages of war, and treatment of civilian persons during war. 

       It is clear in only a brief study of the Vietnam war that these rules were not upheld by either the American forces.  The massacre at My Lai was clear evidence that American forces did not abide by the clauses in the Geneva conventions pertaining to the treatment of civilians.  Before condemning American GI’s one must examine the role that the civilian population played in the Vietnam war.   According to Communist leader Truong Chinh The Vietnamese “people are the eyes and ears of the army.  They feed and keep our soldiers … The people are the water and our army the fish.” (Degroot P. 107)  The civilian population in Vietnam was hard to differentiate from the armed communist forces.  It is hard to apply the rules regarding treatment of civilians to a hostile civilian population.  

     John Kerry’s speech was not condemning American GI’s but rather the American statesmen and leaders that were responsible for Vietnam.  Kerry was outraged at the Nixon administration for dishonoring the GI’s that served in Vietnam by forgetting in an attempt to wash their hands of Vietnam.  Kerry is saying that it is not the American GI’s who acted immorally because they were acting either on orders from their commanding officers or out of survival.  Kerry laments that Veterans “wish that a merciful God could wipe away our memories of that service as easily as this administration has wiped away their memories of us” ( Hall P.104)

       In the beginning of his speech Kerry describes the brutality of the war crimes committed in Vietnam, but concludes with what he saw as the ultimate act of atrocity committed in Vietnam.  That of the leadership of a nation leading it’s youth into a mistake, and denying them their fate in interest of forgetting their mistake. 
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