28-2 | Vietnam Vet Questions America's War in Asia

JOHN KERRY, Testimony Before the Senate Committee
on Foreign Relations (

1971)

g)e/;?ee itr:”:;i? ?g;( 1e r,?é teLthified before Congress as the representative of Vietnam Veterans for

derade.. Nothind so di ?d Slted States had been involved in that Asian conflict for more than a

v\fhcen p.rotests gruptelgloi Cth”e American public as the Vietnam War, especially in its last years
Oliege campuses and war weari i
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i h H . 10 turn back the spread of communism. Here, Kerry
challenges those who would continue a war whose ill effects he describes in stark detail.

In 1970 at West Point Vice President Agnew said “some glamorize the criminal
misfits of society while our best men die in Asian rice paddies to preserve the
freedom which most of those misfits abuse,” and this was used as a rallying point
for our effort in Vietnam. But for us, as boys in Asia whom the country was
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any colonial influence whatsoever, but also we found that the Vietnamese whom
we had enthusiastically molded after our own image were hard put to take up
the fight against the threat we were supposedly saving them from. We found

most people didn’t even know the difference between communism and democ-
racy. They only wanted to work in rice paddies without helicopters strafing them
and bombs with napalm burning their villages and tearing their country apart. . .
They practiced the art of survival by siding with whichever military force was
present at a particular time, be it Vietcong, N orth Viethamese or American. ...
We saw Vietnam ravaged equally by American bombs as well as by search-
and-destroy missions, as well as by Vietcong terrorism, and yet we listened while
this country tried to blame all of the havoc on the Vietcong. We rationalized
destroying villages in order to save them. We saw America lose her sense of
morality as she accepted very coolly a My Lai! and refused to give up the image
of Americ.an soldiers who hand out chocolate bars and chewing gum. We learngd
the'meanmg of free fire zones, shooting anything that moves, and .we watched
whﬂ‘e/ev America placed a cheapness on the lives of Orientals. ’ -
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point, and so there were Hamburger Hjll 1 1” :
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. ne : are lost so that we can exercise the incredible arrogance of
V1e@amlzlng the Vietnamese. Each day to facilitate the process by which the
United States washes her hands of Vietnam someone has to give up his life so
that the United States doesn’t have to admit something that the entire world
already knows, so that we can’t say that we have made a mistake. Someone has
to die so that President Nixon won’t be, and these are his words, “the first
President to lose a war.”

We are asking Americans to think about that because how do you ask a man

to be the last man to die in Vietham? How do you ask a man to be the last man to
die for a mistake?

READING AND DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

Evaluate Kerry’s point of view concerning the United States’s policy in Vietnam.
To what does he attribute the problems with American policy toward Vietnam?

According to Kerry, what effect was the war having on American society? On
American soldiers?

3. What role does Kerry say race played in shaping America’s policies in Southeast
Asia? How, for instance, does he explain My Lai and the bombing campaigns?



