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The law in action

Which rules are most often violated and why?
What dilemmas do combatants face?
Who is responsible for respecting IHL?
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Exploring Humanitarian Law
MODULE 3: ThE LAw IN ACTION

EXPLORATIONS (7 sessions)

3A Identifying violations of IHL (one session)  4

3B From the perspective of combatants (two sessions)  15

3C Who is responsible for respecting IHL? (one session) 28

3D A case study: My Lai – What went wrong? What went right? (three sessions)  33

CONCEPTS
Violation of IHL

Civilian/combatant distinction

Chains of consequences

Illegal order

In all modules:
Human dignity

Obstacles to humanitarian behaviour

Dilemmas

Consequences

Multiple perspectives

SKILLS PRACTISED
Perspective taking

Brainstorming

Working in groups

Dilemma analysis

Identifying consequences

3Module 3
The law in action 

If you have limited time and are unable to work through all the 
explorations, we recommend that you follow at least the short pathway 
of explorations marked with this icon.
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to regulate armed conflict. They also learned about 
the basic rules of international humanitarian law (IHL) 
and explored the consequences for victims when these 
rules are violated. 

In Module 3, students go on to consider why people 
violate IHL and who bears the responsibility for 
ensuring that the rules are respected.

Using statements from people involved in armed 
conflicts, Exploration 3A prompts students to identify 
violations of IHL and to reflect on the reasons given for 
those violations. Students trace the way in which one 
violation can set off a chain reaction and brainstorm 
ways to prevent or to limit such violations. 

OBJECTIVES
•	 to	be	able	to	identify	violations	of	IHL
•	 to	recognize	examples	of	the	way	in	which	one	violation	leads	to	another

 STUDENT
3A RESOURCES

3A.1	 Voices	from	war	–	2
3A.2	 What	are	the	basic	rules	of	international	humanitarian	law?
3A.3	 Worksheet:	Which	rule	of	IHL	was	violated?

PREPARATION

Choose which passages (from “Voices from war – 2”) to use in steps 1 and 2. 

In the Methodology Guide, review teaching methods 1 (Discussion), 2 (Brainstorming), 5 (Role-playing), 
7 (Writing and reflecting), 10 (Gathering stories and news) and the material on teaching about 
consequences in teaching method 4 (Using dilemmas).

If possible, view the relevant chapter of the training film for teachers (Module 3).

TIME

One 45-minute session

3A
Exploration 3A: Identifying violations of IHL 
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Divide the class into pairs of students, and assign two or three of the statements 
from “Voices from war – 2” to each pair. 

Instruct the students to identify the various violations of IHL contained in each 
statement, using “What are the basic rules of IHL?”.

Ask them to record their answers in ‘Chart A’ on the worksheet, “Which rule of IHL 
was violated?”.

 STUDENT
3A.1 RESOURCES

 STUDENT
3A.2 RESOURCES

 STUDENT
3A.3 RESOURCES

Also, have students study the statements assigned to them and find the reasons that 
people give, or the reasons that they can imagine these people giving, for violating a 
particular rule.

Have the class then examine together what the various reasons or explanations given 
by people have in common. One way to do this might be to group similar-sounding 
explanations together, by category.
[For example: for security, for military advantage, obeying unlawful orders from commanders, 
the belief that civilians are aiding the enemy, because the other side did it, for revenge, out of 
desperation or other emotions, lack of resources, because they did not know the law]

NOTE

The worksheet provides 
an example using 
statement #1.

2. HOW ONE VIOLATION LEADS TO ANOTHER (15 minutes)
Ask the class to find statements that show a link between one violation, and another that 
is a consequence of it. 

Have pairs of students discuss violations of IHL that lead to more violations and ask 
them to fill in the appropriate columns in ‘Chart B’ on the worksheet.

 STUDENT
3A.3 RESOURCES

Have students also indicate the rules of IHL that were violated.
[For example: when one side places a gun on the roof of a hospital, the other side attacks the 
hospital as a consequence; or one side’s killing a prisoner leading to the other side’s killing 
prisoners in revenge; or a captor’s cruel treatment of a prisoner that might lead to the captor 
then killing the prisoner or to other captors following his lead]

Have students report on the chains of consequences that they have identified.

Why do soldiers attack 
civilians even when they 
know it is wrong? They were 
probably told something or 
promised something big. 
They have been stimulated 
to do more evil. So they do 
not think much. What I do 
not understand is what 
happened to their  
human minds.
– a civilian victim of 
soldiers’ attack

The exploration
3A
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The exploration
3A

3. CAN WE PREVENT VIOLATIONS OR LIMIT THEIR CONSEQUENCES? (10 minutes)
Have the class choose one violation to work on as a group. Then have them 
brainstorm ways to prevent that violation or to limit its consequences.

When a list has been developed, have students evaluate their suggestions.

Possible questions:

>  What consequences is each suggestion likely to have? What, in turn, would each of 
those consequences lead to?

>   Do you think that governments and those fighting would accept your suggestions? 
Why or why not? How would you ensure their implementation? 
[For example: giving orders, training, monitoring, disciplining, punishing, making laws]

As a young officer, when I 
had just finished the training 
course for officers I was 
walking down a street. It 
was a holiday. We were 
five soldiers just looking 
around to see if everything 
was cool. And then in a 
matter of minutes we were 
surrounded by maybe four 
or five thousand people who 
started throwing stones. They 
were all very angry because 
someone had got hurt in a 
refugee camp. It was truly a 
danger to our lives because 
everyone was excited, and I 
had to think about how to 
get my soldiers out of there. 
I only had my gun and real 
bullets and I had to get my 
soldiers out of there so I shot, I 
shot only at people’s legs, but 
I shot ten, twelve times, to get 
myself out of there, and I got 
out of it.
– a commander serving in 
an occupied area

4. CLOSE (5 minutes)
Discuss:

> Can you think of examples from the news of situations of escalating violence?

!  KEY IDEAS

•	 	Violations	of	IHL	often	set	off	a	chain	reaction,	leading	to	further	violations.
•	 	People	give	various	reasons	for	the	violations	of	IHL	that	take	place.	
•	 	There	are	several	ways	to	prevent	violations	of	IHL	and	to	limit	their	

consequences.
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Extension activities
3A

COMMUNICATION
Write a paper about the violation of international humanitarian law (IHL) that your 
class chose to work on as a group. In your paper evaluate some of the suggestions 
made by your class to prevent such violations or to limit their consequences.

OR

Make drawings to illustrate the violation. 

OR

Make posters to promote the suggestions made by your class.

CHAINS OF CONSEQUENCES
Select a violation of IHL and make a diagram of the chains of consequences that 
the violation could create. Some consequences might result in many other chains 
of consequences. 

Example from “Voices from war – 2”:

There are a lot of situations when soldiers changed uniforms for ordinary suits...

Initial
violation

soldiers are 
disguised in 

civilian clothes

cannot 
distinguish 

between 
combatants and 

civilians

medical and 
humanitarian sta� 
become suspected 

of being 
combatants

suspicion that 
other disguises 

may be used
humanitarian 

work is 
interrupted or 

stopped

the other 
side also 
targets 
civilians

civilians are 
targeted as 
combatants
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Extension activities
3A

DEBATE
Conduct a debate on the following statement:

A law that is often broken is better than no law at all.

Assemble two teams – one to argue in favour of the statement and one to argue 
against it – and a team of judges. Teams should review their class notes and other 
useful resources, such as books, periodicals and the news (newspapers, radio, 
television). Each team should prepare the following:

•	 a	five-minute	presentation;
•	 a	list	of	points	that	they	think	the	other	team	will	make	against	their	position;
•	 their	responses	to	those	points.
  [The following ideas might be of help: the effect of often disrespecting laws, examples 

of laws other than IHL that are often broken yet valued, the history of the acceptance of 
laws over time, the value of a law as an ideal, the alternatives to law]

During the time allotted for planning, a third judging team should work out the 
criteria for judging the debate.

Conduct the debate. 

At the conclusion of the debate, the judges should summarize the points they have 
heard. Then they should announce their decision and give reasons for it. 

Then, discuss the following questions:

> How do you think your debate applies to IHL?
>  Are there other examples of rules that are valued even though they are often broken?
 [For example: religious laws, social customs]

OR

Debate the pros and cons of this statement by a teacher in Nigeria:

Since there is a law that forbids the army from killing civilians, there should be a law 
that forbids civilians from helping the army.

While preparing your positions, consider the following points:

•	 the	consequences	of	your	position;
•	 how	to	define	what	constitutes	‘helping’	soldiers.

 

The law sets up dykes 
against the incoming 
tide. And the tide never 
goes out for long. It exerts 
pressure, it threatens, it 
breaks through at the first 
opportunity. Sometimes, 
it sweeps away the dyke. 
And there stands our law, 
violated and ineffective. 
That is its fate. Anyone 
who thinks that the only 
true law is one which is 
fully respected must be 
living in another world.
– Denys de Béchillon, 
professor
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3B
In Exploration 3A, students identified a number of 
violations of international humanitarian law (IHL) 
as well as the reasons for such violations, and then 
discussed how one violation can lead to others.

In Exploration 3B, they tackle dilemmas based on the 
actual experiences of combatants in situations typical 
of modern warfare. Combatants are faced with 

difficult decisions, in applying the rules of war when 
their own safety and the safety of their fellow combatants 
is at risk. Many such dilemmas arise when the distinction 
between civilians and combatants – or between civilian 
objects and military objectives – is unclear. This 
distinction has sometimes been blurred intentionally  
by combatants seeking safety or advantage.

OBJECTIVES
•	 to	be	able	to	recognize	dilemmas	that	may	arise	in	respecting	IHL	in	combat	situations
•	 	to	understand	the	difficulties	in	respecting	IHL	when	the	difference	between	combatants	and	civilians	
is	unclear

 STUDENT
3B RESOURCES

Dilemma	scenarios:
3B.1	 Now	what	do	I	do?
3B.2			 Should	I	stop	it?
3B.3			 700	prisoners	and	little	to	live	on
3B.4			 What	if	she’s	telling	the	truth?*
3B.5			 Should	the	soldier	open	fire	on	the	village?*

3B.6		 	Dilemma	worksheet
3B.7			 	What	are	the	basic	rules	of	international	

humanitarian	law?

PREPARATION

Choose two or more dilemmas (from “Dilemma scenarios”) to use in steps 1 and 2. Be sure to include at least 
one of the dilemmas marked *, which deal with difficulties in distinguishing civilians from combatants.

In the Methodology Guide, review teaching methods 1 (Discussion), 3 (“No easy answers”), 5 (Role-playing), 
9 (Small groups), 10 (Gathering stories and news) and the material on teaching about consequences in 
teaching method 4 (Using dilemmas).

TIME

Two 45-minute sessions

Exploration 3B: From the perspective of combatants
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1. DILEMMAS THAT COMBATANTS MAY FACE (30 minutes)

Divide the class into small groups and assign each group a dilemma from 
“Dilemma scenarios.” 

Each group can use copies of the “Dilemma worksheet” and of “What are the 
basic rules of international humanitarian law?” to note down their ideas as they 
work on the dilemma and to stimulate discussions. 

 STUDENT
3B.1-5 RESOURCES

 STUDENT
3B.6 RESOURCES

 STUDENT
3B.7 RESOURCES

As they work out what action to take in light of the dilemma presented, they should 
keep in mind the following points:

•	 the	various	options	that	are	available;
•	 the	possible	consequences	of	each	action;
•	 what	IHL	requires;
•	 the	different	people	involved	and	their	points	of	view.

In addition, encourage them to consider the following points:

•	 how	emotions	and	attitudes	could	influence	consequences;
•	 	conditions	that	may	affect	the	combatants’	choices	(such	as	time	pressures,	the	

dangerousness of their surroundings and the degree of authority or influence that 
they have over the other people involved).

After about 15 minutes, ask the groups to choose which action to take. Ask them to 
write down their choice and their reasons for it. In making their choice, they should 
take into account the rules of IHL as well as any other pertinent considerations. 

2. DILEMMA DECISIONS (25 minutes)
Reconvene the class, and have one student report each group’s decision. In their reports, 
students should be asked to: 

•	 	state	the	problem	they	faced	in	trying	to	respect	IHL	in	the	situation	they	were	given;
•	 	indicate	the	action	they	decided	to	take;
•	 	give	reasons for their choice.

The exploration
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3. THE DISTINCTION BETWEEN CIVILIANS AND COMBATANTS (30 minutes)
Ask students to reflect on the following rule:

When planning or carrying out an attack, distinction must be made between civilians 
and combatants and between civilian objects and military objectives.
– Paraphrased from Article 48, Protocol I additional to the Geneva Conventions

Help students understand the rule by asking them to give examples of: 

•	 people	who	would	be	considered	to	be	civilians	in	armed	conflict;
•	 	things	that	would	be	considered	to	be	civilian	objects	and	things	that	would	be	

considered to be military objectives.

Then discuss the following rule:

When there is any doubt about a person’s status, he or she shall be considered to be a 
civilian. Similarly, if there is any doubt about whether a civilian object is in fact being used 
in support of military action, it shall be considered to be a civilian object.
– Paraphrased from Articles 50 and 52, Protocol I additional to the Geneva Conventions

Use examples like the following to discuss how borderline cases contribute to dilemmas 
that soldiers face in respecting IHL: 

•	 a	woman	who	provides	food	and	shelter	to	soldiers;
•	 a	radio	station	that	broadcasts	war	propaganda;
•	 a	university	where	some	students	are	trained	for	military	service.

Possible questions:

>  What are the consequences of not knowing who is a civilian or what is a civilian 
object? What consequences could such ignorance or doubt have?

Explain to students that if a civilian is involved in acts that directly harm the enemy 
by weakening its military strength, that person looses his or her protection against 
attack, although only for the duration of the act in question. Make sure that students 
understand that even under such circumstances, civilians do not qualify as combatants.

I think the armed forces 
attacked civilians because 
they didn’t understand 
what it was like for civilians. 
Soldiers complained all the 
time that civilians were also 
guerrillas. Sometimes the 
soldiers thought that the 
people collaborated with 
the guerrillas. Sometimes 
the soldiers thought that 
some family perhaps gave 
the guerrillas some food or 
had joined them, so they 
killed the whole family  
for collaborating with  
the enemy. 
– a woman with a 
‘disappeared’ family 
member

4. CLOSE (5 minutes)
Discuss:

>  How can combatants affect how civilians from their side are treated during  
armed conflict?

One day people are running 
up to you and hugging you, 
and the next day a little kid 
is throwing a grenade at 
you. What are you supposed 
to decide from that? What 
are you supposed to feel?  
I don’t know. 
– a soldier

The exploration
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!  KEY IDEAS

•	 	Following	the	rules	of	IHL	in	situations	of	armed	conflict	sometimes	creates	
dilemmas.

•	 	Dilemmas	may	result	from	the	difficulty	of	distinguishing	between	combatants	
and civilians.

•	 	Sometimes	people	blur	the	distinction	intentionally,	and	sometimes	it	is	
blurred when fighting takes place in residential areas.

•	 	If	there	is	any	doubt	about	the	civilian	status	of	a	person	or	an	object,	that	
person or object shall considered to be civilian. 

The exploration
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In connection with your history studies, examine the role of civilians during wars.  
For instance:

>  How has guerrilla warfare affected civilians? 
>  How have changes in military strategy and technological advances affected the 

status of civilians and the distinction that is drawn between them and combatants?

ROLE-PLAYING

Choose one of the dilemmas, and prepare a dramatization based on it.  STUDENT
3B.1-5 RESOURCES

In addition to the decision-maker, consider the roles listed under “Possible points of 
view to consider” or others you may think of.

Extension activities
3B
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international humanitarian law (IHL) and considered why 
combatants violate the law and how one violation may 
lead to another. Exploration 3B focused on dilemmas, 
which included the difficulty in distinguishing between 
civilians and combatants – and between civilian objects 
and military objectives – on the battlefield. 

In Exploration 3C, students explore the responsibilities 
of various people for making sure that IHL is respected. 

OBJECTIVES
•	 to	understand	who	is	responsible	for	making	sure	that	the	rules	of	IHL	are	respected
•	 to	identify	how	this	responsibility	is	fulfilled

 STUDENT
3C RESOURCES

3C.1	 Who	is	responsible	for	respecting	IHL?

PREPARATION

In the Methodology Guide, review teaching methods 1 (Discussion), 2 (Brainstorming), 7 (Writing and reflecting) 
and 9 (Small groups).

TIME

One 45-minute session

3CExploration 3C: Who is responsible 
for respecting IHL?
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Begin with brainstorming a list of ideas in response to the following question:

> What would help combatants follow the rules?
  [For example: knowledge of the rules, training in the rules, commanders who do not 

give unlawful orders and who set a good example, logistical support for respecting the 
rules, knowledge that violations are prohibited and will be punished]

Then, for each idea in the list, ask them to say who they think is responsible for 
providing it.

2. RESPONSIBILITY FOR RESPECTING THE RULES (30 minutes)

Divide the class into three groups, and have students read and discuss “Who is 
responsible for respecting IHL?”. 

 STUDENT
3C.1 RESOURCES

To help them, assign each group one of the following tasks:

•	 	List	the	responsibilities	of	commanding	officers;
•	 List	the	responsibilities	of	soldiers;
•	 List	the	responsibilities	of	governments.

Tell students to use the questions under each commanding officer’s statement to 
stimulate their discussions.

Reconvene the class to report on the groups’ findings. 

Review the ideas they had before reading “Who is responsible for respecting IHL?”. 
Ask what they think now.

You might draw upon the following summary of some key points made by these 
three commanding officers.

Commanding officer 1: Failure to uphold the basic principles of IHL would hurt our 
cause and have serious consequences.

KEY CONCEPTS
means and ends, credibility of a cause, self-interest, public opinion, image

Commanding officer 2: We have to take into account all the humanitarian issues 
when we draw up our operational orders during a war.

KEY CONCEPTS
military planning, prisoners, medical care for enemy wounded, compliance with 
the rules

Commanding officer 3: Commanders are responsible for seeing that the rules are 
obeyed, and that requires training and firm discipline.

KEY CONCEPTS
implementation, responsibility, training, discipline

3C
The exploration
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commanding officers’ statements.

Possible questions:

>  Can you think of ways in which these commanding officers’ ideas might be applied 
to people’s behaviour in civilian life? 

>  Can you think of examples of good and bad leadership?
>  What if a soldier is given an order that violates IHL?

The last one is a complex question that will be taken up in later activities. 
Nevertheless, make sure students know that such orders are unlawful and that 
soldiers have an obligation not to follow any order that violates IHL.

3. CLOSE (10 minutes)
Have students reflect on the following statements from commanders to generate a 
discussion:

Combat is a last resort. Without humanitarian law, there is no light in the tunnel.

Possible questions:

> What does he mean by “no light in the tunnel”? Why does it matter?

If you allow your enemy to lose with dignity, they do not feel that they have to fight to the 
last man. That is what the rules are about.

Possible question:

>  How does allowing your enemy to lose with dignity contribute to the restoration 
of peace? Does this idea apply to quarrels or conflicts in everyday life? If so, how? If 
not, why not?

!  KEY IDEAS

•	 	For	IHL	to	be	respected,	many	people	have	different	responsibilities	to	fulfil;	
although a single person can violate IHL, it takes the combined efforts of 
government officials, commanding officers and individual soldiers to ensure 
that IHL is respected.

3C
The exploration
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Review what you have learned in Modules 2 and 3, and write a paragraph or essay in 
response to the following question:

>  Why do governments and those fighting agree to respect the rules of international 
humanitarian law (IHL)?

A COMBATANT’S HANDBOOK 
Create a small handbook containing some of the basic rules of IHL that you think 
combatants should carry with them. Illustrate it with simple drawings.

3C
Extension activities
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3DExploration 3D: A case study:
My Lai – What went wrong? What went right?

Exploration 3C introduced the subject of respect for 
international humanitarian law (IHL) during combat. 

Exploration 3D presents a historical instance of soldiers 
committing a series of serious violations of IHL. 
Students examine this episode in the light of what they 
have learned in the preceding explorations. They trace

what went wrong and what went right in applying the 
rules of IHL in this particular case. They study the various 
factors that may have played a part in the incident, the 
dilemmas the soldiers faced and their different 
responses to them.

OBJECTIVES
•	 to	learn	about	some	of	the	factors	that	could	lead	to	serious	violations	of	IHL
•	 to	identify	a	range	of	dilemmas	soldiers	may	face	in	making	the	‘right’	choice	on	the	battlefield
•	 	to	recognize	the	differing	responsibilities	of	commanding	officers	and	ordinary	soldiers	for	violations	of	IHL

 STUDENT
3D RESOURCES

3D.1	 Attack	on	My	Lai	–	Background
3D.2		 Profile	cards
3D.3		 Immediate	chain	of	command	at	My	Lai
3D.4		 Pocket	card
3D.5		 What	happened	at	My	Lai
3D.6			 	Video	and	transcript:	What we did at  

My Lai	(18’)	 	DVD

3D.7		 What	happened	cards	
3D.8		 What	should	happen	next?
3D.9		 A	letter	to	reveal	the	truth
3D.10		Dilemma	scenario:	There	was	no	mercy

PREPARATION

Prepare enough copies of the “Profile cards” and “What happened cards” so that each student has a pair of 
matching cards.

In the Methodology Guide review teaching methods 1 (Discussion), 3 (“No easy answers”), 4 (Using 
dilemmas), 6 (Using stories, photos and videos), 7 (Writing and reflecting) and 10 (Gathering stories and 
news) and workshop 7 (“Using case studies: My Lai: What went wrong? What went right?”). 

TIME

Three 45-minute sessions 
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3D
1. BEING THERE (15 minutes)
Explain to students that this case study takes them back to 1968, to the thick of the 
war in Viet Nam. 

Present “Attack on My Lai – Background,” and then conduct a discussion on it.  STUDENT
3D.1 RESOURCES

Possible questions:

>  At this point, what do you know about the soldiers in Charlie Company?
>  What do you know about their assignment for the next day?
>  What might have been these soldiers’ thoughts and feelings as they listened to the 

plans for the next day? Why?

Give every student one of the twelve “Profile cards” so that each of them can 
learn something about one of the soldiers described and his feelings on the 
night of 15 March in 1968. (Use “Immediate chain of command at My Lai” to help 
students understand the references in their “Profile cards.”)

 STUDENT
3D.2 RESOURCES

 STUDENT
3D.3 RESOURCES

2. HOW THE SOLDIERS PREPARED (30 minutes)

Ask students to think about the night before the attack from the perspective of 
the soldiers on their “Profile cards.” 

 STUDENT
3D.2 RESOURCES

Give them time to explore their sense of the situation in which these soldiers found 
themselves and to write down their responses to the two questions at the end of 
their cards. 

Then have each student discuss his or her ideas with a partner who has the same 
“Profile card.”

After about ten minutes, conduct a discussion on the soldiers’ thoughts on the night 
before the attack on My Lai. 

Present the “Pocket card” that was given to all American soldiers in Viet Nam, 
and discuss its content and purpose.

 STUDENT
3D.4 RESOURCES

Possible questions:

>  How does this card relate to what soldiers will do the next day?
>  What other guidance do you think soldiers should have been given regarding their 

behaviour in combat?

The exploration
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3. HOW THE SOLDIERS COPED (55 minutes)

Have students read “What happened at My Lai.” 

Then present the video What we did at My Lai.
 STUDENT

3D.5 RESOURCES

 STUDENT
3D.6 RESOURCES

The video shows what happened at My Lai through the recollections of eight of the 
soldiers who were involved. Students will learn about how these soldiers regarded 
civilians, the impact on them of the orders they were given, the loss of self-control and 
the choices that the soldiers made. They will also hear how the soldiers were trained 
for combat (accompanied by pictures of soldiers being trained some 30 years later).

After the viewing, explore what happened at My Lai and students’ reactions to it. 

NOTE

The video presents five themes. During each segment (theme), the participants 
reflect on what happened and their involvement in related events. (In the transcript, 
these five segments are marked by a row of dots.)

1. training, (voice of Hodges)
2. us, the enemy, and determining who the enemy is (Widmer, Bernhardt, Simpson)
3. loss of self-control, moral confusion, meaning of orders (Bernhardt, Hodges, Widmer)
4. choices soldiers made (Simpson, Widmer, Hodges, Stanley, Haeberle)
5. bystanders (Thompson, Colburn, Haeberle) 

Discuss:

•	 the	enormity	of	the	tragedy	for	the	victims;	
•	 the	soldiers’	state	of	mind	prior	to	the	operation	on	16	March;
•	 the	factors	influencing	the	soldiers’	behaviour;
•	 the	difficulties	in	distinguishing	between	combatants	and	civilians;
•	 the	responsibilities	of	commanding	officers;
•	 the	responsibilities	of	ordinary	soldiers	for	their	own	actions;
•	 	how	IHL	and	the	instructions	on	the	“Pocket	card”	relate	to	the	operation	at	My	Lai	
(its	planning	and	its	execution);

•	 the	effect	of	the	tragedy	on	the	soldiers	themselves.

NOTE

If time allows, replay some 
segments for discussion. 
The transcript can be 
useful for reviewing what 
the men said about their 
experiences at My Lai.

Distribute the “What happened cards.” Each student should receive the card that 
matches the “Profile card” that he or she was given earlier. 

 STUDENT
3D.7 RESOURCES

Ask them to compare their answers to the questions on the “Profile cards” with what 
they now know from the video and the “What happened cards.”

The exploration
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Possible questions:

>  Why do you think these soldiers did these terrible things?
  [For example, lack of proper military training in IHL, perceptions of the enemy, obeying 

orders, prior experiences as victims, peer pressure, thinking that ‘the end justifies the 
means,’ the information they were given that My Lai was a Viet Cong (VC) stronghold, 
assuming that VC mingled with civilians]

>  Why did some soldiers refuse to take part in the massacre?
>  What difference, positive or negative, could a bystander make?
>  Why is obedience important while fighting a war?
>  Should soldiers follow even unlawful orders?
>  What do you think soldiers should do when they are uncertain whether the enemy 

before them is a civilian or a combatant?
>  How might the soldiers have been affected by what they did at My Lai?
>  How can tragedies like this one be prevented?

There are only a few 
people who were in those 
circumstances who had 
the presence of mind 
and the strength of their 
own character to see 
themselves through those 
circumstances. Most didn’t 
– even people I knew. I 
was stunned to discover 
that they made the wrong 
choice. They have to live 
with it. So do I, so do we all.
– Ron Ridenhour,  
Viet Nam veteran

4. WHAT WENT WRONG? WHAT WENT RIGHT? (15 minutes)
Have students tell the class what the soldiers on their cards did. Make a list of these 
actions and display it where all can see. 

Then ask students to suggest which actions are examples of ‘what went right’ and 
which represent ‘what went wrong.’ Mark the former with + signs and the latter with 
– signs. Have students give reasons for their opinions.

The most fundamental 
problem we must address 
when dealing with any 
war crime is the profound 
fear of death that soldiers 
experience. In order to 
overcome fear during war, 
people tend to rely upon 
violence, which in turn 
degrades their morals 
and manifests itself as an 
outbreak of brutality.
– Professor Yuki Tanaka, 
Hiroshima Peace Institute

5. WHAT SHOULD HAPPEN NEXT? (15 minutes)

Ask students to read “What should happen next?” and to think about what the 
soldiers on their cards thought and felt on the night of 16 March 1968. Then have 
them write down their responses to the question on their “What happened cards.” 

 STUDENT
3D.8 RESOURCES

 STUDENT
3D.7 RESOURCES

Discuss:

•	 what	students	wrote	down;
•	 what	they	think	soldiers	and	commanding	officers	should	do	and	why;
•	 what	they	think	about	the	responsibility	of	a	soldier	who	follows	unlawful	orders;
•	 	what	they	think	about	the	responsibility	of	a	commanding	officer	who	gives	

unlawful	orders;
•	 	what	they	think	about	the	responsibility	of	a	commanding	officer	who	knew	or	

should have known that atrocities would be committed but failed to prevent them. 

The exploration
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6. CLOSE (5 minutes)

Present “A letter to reveal the truth,” and discuss the role of outsiders in 
uncovering the truth and in determining who was responsible and for what. 

 STUDENT
3D.9 RESOURCES

Possible questions:

>  Who is responsible for reporting violations of IHL?
>  Why did Ron Ridenhour, a soldier who wasn’t even at My Lai, do what he did?

Our generals, I obey 
when their command is 
righteous, but when evil, 
I shall not obey, and here, 
as in Troy, I shall show my 
nature free to fight my 
enemy with honour.
– the Greek hero Achilles, 
in Euripides’s Iphigeneia 
in Aulis

!  KEY IDEAS

•	 	Distinguishing	between	civilians	and	military	targets	is	fundamental	 
in implementing IHL.

•	 	Commanders	must	not	give,	and	ordinary	soldiers	must	not	obey,	 
unlawful orders.

•	 	Respecting	and	ensuring	respect	for	IHL	is	the	obligation	of	all	those	 
involved in fighting.

The exploration
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PSYCHOLOGY OF ATROCITIES
Choose an incident from history. Read American psychiatrist William Gault’s analysis of 
the various perceptions and factors that may lead to the commission of atrocities, and 
then apply it to the incident you chose.

1. The enemy is everywhere
 (Overwrought soldiers see threats looming everywhere around them.)

2. The enemy is not human
  (Using derogatory terms for the enemy reflects this tendency to dehumanize them.)

3. No personal responsibility
  (Being part of a unit and following orders can mean shared responsibility is no 

one’s responsibility.)

4. Pressure to act
  (Combat units that not fight become restless especially when mines and 

snipers cause casualties. The frantic soldier is driven to mindless revenge.)

5. The urge to dominate in violent personalities
  (Brutal war suits the character of such men, where their actions are often 

admired and they gain leadership.)

6. Firepower
  (The lightweight M-16 shoots ten bullets a second. A terrified or angry soldier 

can just point his rifle in the enemy’s general direction and open up a torrent 
of destruction.)

– William Gault, Some Remarks on Slaughter

WHO IS GUILTY? A DEBATE
Prepare for and take part in a debate on the following proposition:

People who do not speak out when they know that a war crime has been committed 
are accomplices in the crime.

RESEARCH
Find examples of atrocities that have been committed in your country, or by 
members of the armed forces of your country or by other armed groups.

If such examples are not available, search for them in the history of another country. 
Write a report comparing what you have discovered with what happened at My Lai.

Extension activities
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ENFORCEMENT DILEMMAS

With a partner or in a small group, work on the dilemma scenario “There was  
no mercy.”

 STUDENT
3D.10 RESOURCES

Complete Part A before reading Part B. Before making your decision, consider each 
point of view, the various kinds of pressure affecting the situation and the possible 
consequences – both immediate and long-term. 

Then read Part B, and respond to the question at the end.

DILEMMA: RESPONSIBILITY FOR ACTS COMMITTED UNDER PRESSURE OR ORDERS
Write about your experience, or exchange stories with a classmate about the 
following questions:

>  Have you ever been asked to do something you felt was wrong, but you did it 
anyway because you felt pressure? How did you feel afterwards, and what were the 
consequences of the actions taken?

OR

Find a news story where someone acted on orders from an authority, while knowing 
it was wrong to do so. Examine the chain of consequences from that event. 

Extension activities
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 b
as

ic
 tr

ai
ni

ng
. 

Th
ey

 a
re

 ta
ug

ht
 h

ow
 to

 u
se

 w
ea

po
ns

, h
ow

 
to

 u
se

 w
ea

po
ns

 to
 ki

ll. 
Th

ey
 a

re
 ta

ug
ht

 
ho

w
 to

 d
ril

l. H
ow

 to
 m

ar
ch

 w
ith

 w
ea

po
ns

. 

An
d 

al
l o

f t
ho

se
 d

ril
ls 

an
d 

di
ffe

re
nt

 
m

an
oe

uv
re

s a
re

 ca
rri

ed
 o

ut
 b

y o
rd

er
s. 

W
e 

w
an

te
d 

so
ld

ie
rs

 h
ig

hl
y m

ot
iv

at
ed

. 
Th

e 
tra

in
er

’s 
w

ay
 o

f m
ot

iv
at

in
g 

th
em

 
w

as
 to

 h
av

e 
a 

co
m

m
an

d 
an

d 
re

sp
on

se
 

fro
m

 th
e 

so
ld

ie
rs

. H
e 

w
ou

ld
 sa

y, 
‘W

ha
t 

is 
th

e 
sp

iri
t o

f t
he

 b
ay

on
et

?’ 
an

d 
ge

t t
he

 
re

pl
y, 

‘T
o 

ki
ll,

 S
er

ge
an

t, 
to

 k
ill

!’ S
o 

so
ld

ie
rs

 
w

er
e 

m
ot

iv
at

ed
 a

lo
ng

 th
es

e 
lin

es
. H

e 
w

ou
ld

 d
ril

l t
he

m
 in

to
 a

 st
at

e 
of

 re
ad

in
es

s 
th

ro
ug

h 
hi

s t
al

ki
ng

 a
nd

 th
ro

ug
h 

hi
s 

te
ac

hi
ng

 o
f w

ha
t t

he
 sp

iri
t w

as
.

I w
as

 o
ne

 o
f t

he
 se

rg
ea

nt
s w

ho
 tr

ai
ne

d 
th

e 
m

en
 o

f C
ha

rli
e 

Co
m

pa
ny

. I 
w

as
 v

er
y 

pl
ea

se
d 

w
ith

 th
e 

w
ay

 th
ey

 tu
rn

ed
 o

ut
. 

Th
ey

 tu
rn

ed
 o

ut
 to

 b
e 

ve
ry

 g
oo

d 
so

ld
ie

rs
.

Fr
ed

 W
id

m
er

, f
or

m
er

 ra
di

o 
op

er
at

or
 –

 C
ha

rl
ie

 C
om

pa
ny

W
he

n 
w

e 
w

er
e 

fir
st

 in
 th

e 
co

un
tr

y, 
w

e 
w

ou
ld

 g
o 

to
 th

e 
vi

lla
ge

s u
p 

an
d 

do
w

n 
th

e 
hi

gh
w

ay
. Y

ou
’d

 p
la

y w
ith

 th
e 

ki
ds

 in
 

be
tw

ee
n 

pu
lli

ng
 g

ua
rd

 d
ut

y. 
Yo

u 
w

ou
ld

 
al

w
ay

s t
ak

e 
th

em
 st

uff
 –

 ca
nd

y, 
po

p.
 Yo

u 
w

ou
ld

 ta
ke

 p
ic

tu
re

s w
ith

 th
em

. G
Is 

w
ith

 
th

e 
ki

ds
. Y

ou
 g

ot
 to

 m
ee

t a
 lo

t o
f p

eo
pl

e.

M
ic

ha
el

 B
er

nh
ar

dt
, f

or
m

er
  

‘t
un

ne
l r

at
’ –

 C
ha

rl
ie

 C
om

pa
ny

Th
er

e 
w

as
 n

o 
on

e 
el

se
 b

ut
 u

s. 
W

e 
w

er
e 

in
 th

is 
co

m
pa

ny
 a

nd
 th

is 
pl

ac
e 

al
l a

lo
ne

. 
W

e 
ha

d 
a 

co
m

pa
ny

 o
f m

en
 th

at
 a

ll c
am

e 
fro

m
 o

ne
 co

un
tr

y, 
fro

m
 th

e 
sa

m
e 

cu
ltu

re
 

an
d 

w
e 

w
er

e 
dr

op
pe

d 
10

,0
00

 m
ile

s a
w

ay
 

– 
an

d 
w

e 
fe

lt 
cl

os
e 

th
at

 w
ay

 b
ec

au
se

 
th

er
e 

w
as

 n
ob

od
y e

lse
 to

 fe
el

 cl
os

e 
to

.

Fr
ed

 W
id

m
er

W
he

n 
w

e 
st

ar
te

d 
lo

sin
g 

m
em

be
rs

 o
f t

he
 

co
m

pa
ny

, i
t w

as
 m

os
tly

 th
ro

ug
h 

bo
ob

y-
 

tr
ap

s a
nd

 sn
ip

er
s. 

W
e 

ne
ve

r r
ea

lly
 g

ot
 

in
to

 a
 co

m
ba

t w
he

re
 y

ou
 co

ul
d 

se
e 

w
ho

 w
as

 sh
oo

tin
g 

at
 y

ou
 a

nd
 y

ou
 

co
ul

d 
ac

tu
al

ly
 sh

oo
t b

ac
k,

 o
ne

-o
n-

on
e.

 
Bo

ob
y-

tr
ap

s w
as

 th
e 

m
ai

n 
pr

ob
le

m
.

Va
rn

ad
o 

Si
m

ps
on

I h
ad

 se
en

 th
e 

en
em

y,
 y

es
, b

ut
 w

ho
 

is
 th

e 
en

em
y?

 L
itt

le
 k

id
s, 

th
ey

 w
ou

ld
 

sh
oo

t y
ou

 o
r s

ta
b 

yo
u 

in
 th

e 
ba

ck
 w

he
n 

yo
u 

st
ar

te
d 

to
 w

al
k 

aw
ay

. W
ho

 is
 th

e 
en

em
y?

 I c
an

’t 
di

st
in

gu
is

h 
be

tw
ee

n 
th

e 
en

em
y 

– 
th

e 
go

od
 a

nd
 th

e 
ba

d,
 a

ll 
of

 
th

em
 lo

ok
 th

e 
sa

m
e.

 T
ha

t’s
 th

e 
re

as
on

 
th

e 
w

ar
 w

as
 so

 d
iff

er
en

t. 
It 

w
as

n’
t l

ik
e 

G
er

m
an

s o
ve

r h
er

e 
or

 Ja
pa

ne
se

 o
ve

r 
th

er
e.

 T
he

y 
al

l l
oo

k 
al

ik
e,

 th
e 

N
or

th
 a

nd
 

th
e 

So
ut

h.
 S

o 
ho

w
 ca

n 
yo

u 
te

ll?

M
ic

ha
el

 B
er

nh
ar

dt
W

he
n 

I s
aw

 A
m

er
ic

an
 so

ld
ie

rs
 

co
m

m
itt

in
g 

ac
ts

 th
at

 w
ou

ld
 h

av
e 

be
en

 ca
lle

d 
at

ro
ci

tie
s i

f s
om

eb
od

y 
el

se
 

ha
d 

do
ne

 th
em

, I
 b

eg
an

 to
 th

in
k 

th
at

 
m

ay
be

 I w
as

 w
ro

ng
 –

 th
at

 m
ay

be
 I 

ha
d 

be
en

 ju
st

 to
o 

na
iv

e 
al

l m
y 

lif
e 

an
d 

m
ay

be
 th

at
 th

is
 is

 th
e 

w
ay

 th
in

gs
 re

al
ly

 
w

er
e.

 I t
rie

d 
no

t t
o 

th
in

k 
lik

e 
th

at
; I

 tr
ie

d 
to

 k
ee

p 
m

y 
ow

n 
va

lu
es

 to
ge

th
er

, b
ut

 it
 

w
as

 n
ot

 e
as

y.
 L

itt
le

 b
y 

lit
tle

, I
 b

eg
an

 to
 

se
e 

th
at

 th
is

 g
ro

up
 o

f m
en

 w
as

 g
et

tin
g 

ou
t o

f c
on

tr
ol

. 

Ke
nn

et
h 

H
od

ge
s

Th
e u

nd
er

st
an

di
ng

 o
f t

he
 o

rd
er

 th
at

 
w

as
 g

iv
en

 w
as

 to
 k

ill
 ev

er
yb

od
y i

n 
th

e 
vi

lla
ge

. S
om

eo
ne

 a
sk

ed
 if

 th
at

 m
ea

nt
 

th
e w

om
en

 a
nd

 ch
ild

re
n,

 a
nd

 th
e o

rd
er

 
w

as
 ‘e

ve
ry

on
e i

n 
th

e v
ill

ag
e.’

 B
ec

au
se

 
th

os
e p

eo
pl

e t
ha

t w
er

e i
n 

th
e v

ill
ag

e 
– 

th
e w

om
en

, t
he

 k
id

s, 
th

e o
ld

 m
en

 –
 

w
er

e V
ie

t C
on

g 
th

em
se

lv
es

 o
r t

he
y w

er
e 

sy
m

pa
th

et
ic

 to
 th

e V
ie

t C
on

g.
 T

he
y w

er
e 

no
t s

ym
pa

th
et

ic
 to

 th
e S

ou
th

 V
ie

tn
am

es
e 
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m

y a
nd

 th
ey

 w
er

en
’t 

sy
m
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th

et
ic

 to
 

th
e A

m
er
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. T
he

y w
er

e n
ot

 g
iv

in
g 

us
 

an
y a
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ist
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; t
he

y w
er

e n
ot

 h
el
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ng
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s 

in
 th

e w
ar
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or

t w
ha

ts
oe

ve
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ha

t w
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di
d 

at
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La
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Fr
ed

 W
id

m
er

M
y 

un
de

rs
ta

nd
in

g 
w

as
 th

at
 w

e 
w

er
e 

go
in

g 
in

, w
e 

w
er

e 
go

in
g 

to
 g

et
 in

to
 o

ne
 

he
ll 

of
 a

 fi
gh

t, 
an

d 
w

e 
w

er
e 

go
in

g 
to

 
ki

ck
 so

m
e 

as
s, 

an
d 

w
he

n 
w

e 
go

t d
on

e,
 

th
er

e 
w

as
n’

t g
oi

ng
 to

 b
e 

an
yb

od
y 

le
ft

.

Va
rn

ad
o 

Si
m

ps
on

I w
as

 1
9 

w
he

n 
I w

en
t t

o 
Vi

et
 N

am
, I

 w
as

 
a 

rifl
em

an
 sp

ec
ia

lis
t f

ou
rt

h 
cl

as
s. 

I w
as

 
tr

ai
ne

d 
to

 k
ill

, b
ut

 th
e 

re
al

ity
 o

f k
ill

in
g 

so
m

eo
ne

 is
 d

iff
er

en
t f

ro
m

 tr
ai

ni
ng

 a
nd

 
pu

lli
ng

 th
e 

tr
ig

ge
r.

I d
id

n’
t k

no
w

 th
at

 I w
as

 g
oi

ng
 to

 d
o 

th
at

. I
 k

ne
w

 th
e 

w
om

en
 a

nd
 c

hi
ld

re
n 

w
er

e 
th

er
e,

 b
ut

 fo
r m

e 
to

 sa
y 

th
at

 I w
as

 
go

in
g 

to
 k

ill
 th

em
, I

 d
id

n’
t k

no
w

 I w
as

 
go

in
g 

to
 d

o 
th

at
 u

nt
il 

it 
ha

pp
en

ed
. I

 
di

dn
’t 

kn
ow

 I w
as

 g
oi

ng
 to

 k
ill

 a
ny

on
e.

 
I d

id
n’

t w
an

t t
o 

ki
ll 

an
yo

ne
. I

 w
as

n’
t 

ra
is

ed
 u

p 
to

 k
ill

.

Sh
e 

w
as

 ru
nn

in
g 

w
ith

 h
er

 b
ac

k 
fro

m
 

a 
tre

e 
lin

e,
 b

ut
 sh

e 
w

as
 ca

rr
yi

ng
 

so
m

et
hi

ng
. I 

di
dn

’t 
kn

ow
 if

 it
 w

as
 a

 
w

ea
po

n 
or

 w
ha

t. 
I k

ne
w

 it
 w

as
 a

 w
om

an
, 

an
d 

I d
id

n’
t w

an
t t

o 
sh

oo
t a

 w
om

an
, 

bu
t I

 w
as

 g
iv

en
 a

n 
or

de
r t

o 
sh

oo
t. 

So
 

I’m
 th

in
ki

ng
 th

at
 sh

e 
ha

d 
a 

w
ea

po
n 

ru
nn

in
g,

 so
 I s

ho
t. 

W
he

n 
I t

ur
ne

d 
he

r 
ov

er
, it

 w
as

 a
 b

ab
y. 

I s
ho

t h
er

 a
bo

ut
 fo

ur
 

tim
es

, a
nd

 th
e 

bu
lle

ts
 ju

st
 w

en
t t

hr
ou

gh
 

an
d 

sh
ot

 th
e 

ba
by

 to
o.

 A
nd

 I t
ur

ne
d 

he
r 

ov
er

 a
nd

 sa
w

 th
at

 th
e 

ba
by

’s 
fa

ce
 w

as
 

ha
lf 

go
ne

. I 
ju

st
 b

la
nk

ed
. T

he
 tr

ai
ni

ng
 

ca
m

e 
to

 m
e,

 th
e 

pr
og

ra
m

m
in

g 
to

 k
ill

, 
an

d 
I ju

st
 st

ar
te

d 
ki

lli
ng

.

Th
at

 d
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 in
 M

y 
La

i I
 w

as
 p

er
so

na
lly

 
re

sp
on

si
bl

e 
fo

r k
ill

in
g 

be
tw

ee
n 

20
 a

nd
 

25
 p

eo
pl

e.
 I w

as
n’

t t
he

 o
nl

y 
on

e 
th

at
 

di
d 

it.
 A

 lo
t o

f p
eo

pl
e 

w
er

e 
do

in
g 

it,
 so

 
I j

us
t f

ol
lo

w
ed

 su
it.

 I j
us

t l
os

t a
ll 

se
ns

e 
of

 d
ire

ct
io

n,
 o

f p
ur

po
se

; I
 ju

st
 st

ar
te

d 
ki

lli
ng

 a
ny

 k
in

d 
of

 w
ay

 I c
ou

ld
 k

ill
. I

 
di

dn
’t 

kn
ow

 I h
ad

 it
 in

 m
e,

 b
ut

 a
fte

r I
 

ki
lle

d 
th

at
 c

hi
ld

, m
y 

w
ho

le
 m

in
d 

ju
st

 
w

en
t. 

An
d 

on
ce

 y
ou

 st
ar

t, 
it 

is
 v

er
y 

ea
sy

 
to

 k
ee

p 
on

. T
he

 h
ar

de
st

 p
ar

t i
s t

o 
ki

ll;
 

bu
t o

nc
e 

yo
u 

ki
ll,

 it
 b

ec
om

es
 e

as
y 

to
 k

ill
 

th
e 

ne
xt

 o
ne

 a
nd

 th
e 

ne
xt

 o
ne

.

Th
is 

is 
m

y l
ife

. E
ve

n 
if 

I d
on

’t 
op

en
 th

is 
sc

ra
pb

oo
k,

 I s
ee

 it
 –

 in
 m

y n
ig

ht
m

ar
es

 –
 

ev
en

 if
 I d

on
’t 

op
en

 th
is 

bo
ok

, it
’s 

st
ill

 th
er

e.

Fr
ed

 W
id

m
er

Th
e 

m
os

t d
is

tu
rb

in
g 

th
in

g 
I s

aw
 w

as
 

on
e 

bo
y 

– 
an

d 
th

is
 is

 w
ha

t h
au

nt
s 

m
e 

– 
a 

bo
y 

w
ith

 h
is

 a
rm

 sh
ot

 o
ff,

 
ha

lf 
ha

ng
in

g 
on

, a
nd

 h
e 

ju
st

 h
ad

 a
 

be
w

ild
er

ed
 lo

ok
 in

 h
is

 fa
ce

 li
ke

, ‘
W

ha
t 

di
d 

I d
o,

 w
ha

t’s
 w

ro
ng

?’ 
It’

s h
ar

d 
to

 
de

sc
rib

e 
– 

he
 co

ul
dn

’t 
co

m
pr

eh
en

d.
 

I s
ho

t t
he

 b
oy

, k
ill

ed
 h

im
. I

’d
 li

ke
 to

 
th

in
k 

of
 it

 a
s a

 m
er

cy
 k

ill
in

g,
 b

ec
au

se
 

so
m

eo
ne

 e
ls

e 
w

ou
ld

 h
av

e 
do

ne
 it

 in
 th

e 
en

d.
 B

ut
 it

 w
as

n’
t r

ig
ht

.

Ke
nn

et
h 

H
od

ge
s

As
 a

 p
ro

fe
ss

io
na

l s
ol

di
er

, I
 h

ad
 b

ee
n 

ta
ug

ht
 to

 ca
rr

y 
ou

t t
he

 o
rd

er
s, 

an
d 

at
 

no
 ti

m
e 

ha
d 

it 
ev

er
 c

ro
ss

ed
 m

y 
m

in
d 

to
 d

is
ob

ey
 o

r t
o 

re
fu

se
 to

 ca
rr

y 
ou

t a
n 

or
de

r t
ha

t w
as

 is
su

ed
 b

y 
m

y 
su

pe
rio

rs
. 

If 
on

e 
of

 m
y 

m
en

 h
ad

 re
fu

se
d 

to
 sh

oo
t, 

I s
hu

dd
er

 to
 th

in
k 

w
ha

t w
ou

ld
 h

av
e 

be
en

 th
e 

re
pe

rc
us

si
on

s. 
It’

s h
ar

d 
to

 sa
y 

no
w

 w
ha

t I
 w

ou
ld

 h
av

e 
do

ne
. A

t t
he

 
tim

e,
 h

e 
w

ou
ld

 h
av

e 
be

en
 in

 se
rio

us
 

tr
ou

bl
e.

 H
e 

co
ul

d 
ha

ve
 fa

ce
d 

co
ur

t-
m

ar
tia

l; 
he

 co
ul

d 
ha

ve
 b

ee
n 

sh
ot

 o
n 

th
e 

sp
ot

 fo
r r

ef
us

in
g 

an
 o

rd
er

 in
 fa

ce
 o

f 
th

e 
en

em
y,

 in
 fa

ce
 o

f h
os

til
e 

fir
e.

 A
t t

he
 

tim
e 

w
e 

di
d 

no
t r

ea
liz

e 
th

at
 th

er
e 

w
as

 
no

 h
os

til
e 

fir
e 

– 
at

 th
e 

tim
e.

I f
ee

l t
ha

t t
he

se
 so

ld
ie

rs
 w

er
e a

bl
e t

o 
ca

rr
y 

ou
t t

he
 a

ss
ig

ne
d 

ta
sk

, t
he

 o
rd

er
s (

th
at

 
m

ea
nt

 ki
lli

ng
 sm

al
l k

id
s, 

ki
lli

ng
 w

om
en

) 
be

ca
us

e t
he

y w
er

e s
ol

di
er

s. 
Th

ey
 w

er
e 

tra
in

ed
 th

at
 w

ay
; t

he
y w

er
e t

ra
in

ed
 th

at
 

w
he

n 
yo

u 
ge

t i
nt

o 
co

m
ba

t, 
it’

s e
ith

er
 yo

u 
or

 th
e e

ne
m

y. 
Th

e p
eo

pl
e t

ha
t w

er
e i

n 
th

at
 

vi
lla

ge
 –

 th
e w

om
en

, t
he

 lit
tle

 ki
ds

, t
he

 o
ld

 
m

en
 –

 w
er

e a
ll c

on
sid

er
ed

 th
e e

ne
m

y.

I f
ee

l t
ha

t w
e 

ca
rr

ie
d 

ou
t t

he
 o

rd
er

s 
in

 a
 m

or
al

 fa
sh

io
n 

– 
th

e 
or

de
rs

 o
f 

de
st

ro
yi

ng
 th

e 
vi

lla
ge

, o
f k

ill
in

g 
th

e 
pe

op
le

 in
 th

e 
vi

lla
ge

. I
 fe
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Assessment

METHODS OF ASSESSMENT

ONGOING ASSESSMENT

Exploring Humanitarian Law (EHL) provides teachers with daily opportunities to find 
out what their students are learning and what misconceptions they might have. 
Active teaching methods, such as class discussion, small group work, brainstorming 
and role-playing all provide such opportunities. 

Take five minutes at the end of class to have students write down one- or two-
sentence answers to the following questions: 

>  What did you learn today?
>  What remaining questions do you have? 

Read through their responses, and use them to build on students’ knowledge and 
clarify any misconceptions for the next lesson.

PORTFOLIO OF STudENT WORK

In each module, students are asked to carry out activities such as interviewing 
people, illustrating concepts with poems, plays or artwork and writing research 
papers on particular topics.

Keep a folder or portfolio for each student, containing written work, artwork, 
interviews and news clippings that he or she has contributed in class. Periodically 
go over the student’s work with him or her to monitor progress in understanding 
international humanitarian law (IHL).

Post samples of students’ work where all can see.

ENd-OF-MOduLE QuESTIONS

After Module 3 is completed, you might want to devote the last class session to a 
written assessment of what students have learned. You could do this with one essay 
question (20-30 minutes) and two or three short-answer questions (10 minutes each).

Possible essay questions: 

>  Why do people violate IHL? Include specific examples.
>  Describe a difficult choice that a soldier might have to make in a combat situation. 

What is the dilemma? What are the consequences? 

Possible short-answer questions: 

>  Give two examples of one violation leading to another.
>  What is the effect of not knowing who is a civilian? 
>  What were two dilemmas facing the American soldiers at My Lai? 
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You could ask students to formulate other questions in small groups and then select 
one of them as the essay question for the whole class. Or you could ask each student to 
propose a question and then answer it. (The student would be assessed on the quality 
of the question as well as on the answer.) Or you could select a quote from a newspaper 
article, a sidebar in the materials or another source and ask students to identify the 
main point being made in the quote and whether they agree or disagree with it.

CRITERIA FOR ASSESSMENT

An effective student response is one which:

•	 	uses	concepts,	such	as	bystander,	combatant,	dilemma	or	chain	reaction	and	other	
terms	in	the	EHL	materials;

•	 gives	concrete	examples	to	back	up	points;
•	 	includes	examples	from	a	variety	of	sources,	such	as	the	news	media,	interviews,	

class discussion and outside reading.

The above techniques are simply suggestions to help you assess your students’ work 
on the EHL materials. Feel free to adapt them to your needs.

Assessment
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Web resources

VIOLATIONS OF INTERNATIONAL HUMANITARIAN LAW 

•	 	Grave	breaches,	International	Committee	of	the	Red	Cross	 
(http://www.icrc.org/web/eng/siteeng0.nsf/htmlall/57jp2a?opendocument)

RESPONSIBILITIES FOR RESPECTING INTERNATIONAL HUMANITARIAN LAW 

•	 	Respecting	and	ensuring	respect	for	international	humanitarian	law,	International	
Committee of the Red Cross  
(http://www.icrc.org/web/eng/siteeng0.nsf/htmlall/section_ihl_state_
responsibility?opendocument)

•	 	Implementing	international	humanitarian	law,	International	Committee	of	the	Red	Cross	 
(http://www.icrc.org/Web/Eng/siteeng0.nsf/htmlall/57JNXN/$File/Implementing_IHL.pdf)

INFORMATION ON THE EVENTS AT MY LAI 

•	 	Famous	American	trials:	The	My	Lai	courts-martial	1970 
(http://www.law.umkc.edu/faculty/projects/ftrials/mylai/mylai.htm)

•	 	The	Vietnam	Center	and	Archive,	Texas	Tech	University	 
(http://www.vietnam.ttu.edu)

•	 	“My	Lai:	an	American	Tragedy,”	Time  
(http://www.time.com/time/printout/0,8816,901621,00.html)

•	 	“The	Massacre	at	My	Lai,”	LIFE  
(http://www.kenrahn.com/Marsh/Vietnam/mylait01.htm)

•	 	“Forgotten	heroes	of	My	Lai	receive	honors,”	CNN	Interactive	 
(http://www.cnn.com/US/9803/06/my.lai.ceremony)

http://www.icrc.org/web/eng/siteeng0.nsf/htmlall/57jp2a?opendocument
http://www.icrc.org/web/eng/siteeng0.nsf/htmlall/section_ihl_state_responsibility?opendocument
http://www.icrc.org/web/eng/siteeng0.nsf/htmlall/section_ihl_state_responsibility?opendocument
http://www.icrc.org/Web/Eng/siteeng0.nsf/htmlall/57JNXN/$File/Implementing_IHL.pdf
http://www.law.umkc.edu/faculty/projects/ftrials/mylai/mylai.htm
http://www.vietnam.ttu.edu
http://www.time.com/time/printout/0,8816,901621,00.html
http://www.kenrahn.com/Marsh/Vietnam/mylait01.htm
http://www.cnn.com/US/9803/06/my.lai.ceremony
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