
 

IHL in the Movies  

“It is important that we understand the protections granted 
under IHL… What we see in the media is not always legal.”  

– Jessica Lach, American Red Cross Volunteer

#HumanityinWar

Teach international humanitarian law (IHL) by watching a movie and 
discussing how IHL rules and principles apply.  Invite student groups, 
Red Cross volunteers, or anyone interested in learning more about 
IHL.

American Red Cross

Want more information? 
Email us!

Send an email to 
IHLYouth@redcross.org 
for more ideas and 
materials for this and other 
IHL activities. 

The first war film to be 
documented was a one-reel, 
90-second propagandist effort 
- the Vitagraph Company's 
fictitious Tearing Down the 
Spanish Flag (1898), 
produced in the year of the 
Spanish-American War.  

DID YOU KNOW?
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American Sniper 
Chronicles the life of Chris Kyle, one of the most lethal U.S. military snipers in history, during his 
time serving in the Iraq War.  

Blood Diamond 
Movie that shows issues on child soldiers and displacement, protection, internally displaced 
people, refugees, criminal courts and family links. 

Hotel Rwanda 
The true story of Paul Rusesabagina, a hotel manager who housed over a thousand Tutsi 
refugees during their struggle against the Hutu militia in Rwanda. 

Hunger Games Series, The 
Katniss Everdeen voluntarily takes her younger sister's place in the Hunger Games, a televised 
competition in which two teenagers from each of the twelve Districts of Panem are chosen at 
random to fight to the death. 

Innocent Voices (Voces Inocentes, in Spanish) 
A raw, powerful portrait of childhood spent in a war zone in El Salvador. 

Kandahar 
During the Taliban era, Kandahar follows an Afghani-Canadian woman as she attempts to enter 
Afghanistan in search of a despondent sister. 

Killing Fields, The 
A photographer is trapped in Cambodia during tyrant Pol Pot's bloody "Year Zero" cleansing 
campaign, which claimed the lives of two million "undesirable" civilians. 

Lord of War 
Starring Nicholas Cage, this film is based upon a true story of a major Russian arms trader. 

Nuremberg (Not to be confused with Judgment at Nuremberg) 
The trial of Nazi war criminals following the Allied victory in Europe in World War II is dramatized 
in this TV movie starring Alec Baldwin as Robert Jackson, a U.S. Supreme Court justice who 
served as the chief prosecutor for the Allies. 

Saving Private Ryan 
Following the Normandy Landings, a group of U.S. soldiers go behind enemy lines to retrieve a 
paratrooper whose brothers have been killed in action. 

Sometimes in April 
Movie about the Rwandan genocide. It looks at the role of the courts, opens discussion for 
considering the inequalities between the living standards of victims and perpetrators being held 
for war crimes. 

The Boy in the Striped Pajamas 
The innocence of childhood savagely collides with the Holocaust. 

Movie Suggestions



 

After screening the movie, use these questions as a starting point for a discussion about the themes, 
rules, and principles of international humanitarian law (IHL). Movies might not include every topic listed 
below.

Discussion Questions

Which people or groups are fighting? 

What type of conflict do you think it is? (Distinguish International Armed Conflict from Non-
International Armed Conflict) 

Which rules of IHL apply? (Geneva Conventions and/or Additional Protocols) 

Which characters in the movie aren’t fighting? 

How are they affected by the conflict? 

Are they protected under IHL? How?  

Were any of these protections violated? 

How are women and children portrayed or affected? 

How are disabled individuals portrayed in the movie and how does war impact them? (If applicable)  

How was the area affected by the conflict? How did people’s homes or land look before, during, and 
after the fighting?  

Were any civilian objects destroyed or damaged? Which ones were affected or left alone? 

Was the destruction or damage legitimate according to IHL? 

What makes buildings receive special protection under IHL? (religious/culture heritage, hospitals, 
dams, nuclear power plants, etc.)  

Were any people leaving their homes because of the conflict? Should they receive special 
protections? (refugees and IDPs) 

General 

Civilians 

Combatants/Fighters 

When are the people fighting (soldiers, armed group members, etc.) protected? 

Were there any wounded or captured fighters?



 

Did they receive proper care?  

What rules of IHL were or were not followed? (medical care, torture, proper food/water, religious 
rights, taking possessions from the dead or wounded, etc.) 

Were any especially harsh weapons used? (landmines, chemical/nuclear weapons, etc.) 

How did they affect those fighting? How were civilians affected? 

Are these weapons banned by IHL? If not, do you think they should be? 

Were any actions or attacks particularly harsh or in violation of IHL?  (hostage-taking, denial of 
quarter, etc.) 

Did the film show military or armed group leaders make decisions? 

What considerations did they take into account?  

Did they discuss any IHL principles (issues related to distinction, military necessity, proportionality, 
unnecessary suffering)?  

If any rules or principles of IHL were violated, were the military leaders or fighters held accountable? 

If not, should they be held accountable? How? (trial, military commission, reparations, etc.) 

Humanitarian Assistance 

Accountability 

Weapons/Methods of War 

Were any people providing humanitarian assistance in the film? 

What services were they providing? 

Did they help all parties to the conflict, or just one side? 

Did they receive any special protections? What protections were they supposed to receive? 

Did you see any of the protected emblems? Were they respected and used correctly? 

Were they blocked or restricted from providing help at any point in time? 

How did their ability/inability to help or give assistance affect those who needed it? 



 

Overall, do you think following IHL (or not following IHL) made a difference in how the conflict 
affected the people fighting or civilians? Why or why not? 

Child Soldiers: What specific struggles do child soldiers face (before, during, and/or after the 
conflict)? What age limit do you think should be placed on persons participating in armed 
conflict? (Note that international law does not agree on this issue. The age limit can be 
from 15-18 years of age.) 

International Justice: How did the characters in the movie pursue justice? How did the 
pursuit of justice impact individuals and their communities?  

Gender: Did war affect women and men differently in the movie? What different vulnerabilities 
do men and women/boys and girls face? What vulnerabilities are shared? 

Refugees: What particular vulnerabilities and challenges did the refugees in the movie 
experience? What legal protections could help refugees feel more secure?  

Healthcare in Danger: What types of threats did hospitals or other medical care efforts face? 
Do you know of any current conflicts in which this is a major problem? (Yemen, Syria, 
Sudan/South Sudan) 

Disability: What types of disabilities were present in the movie? What specific challenges 
does war create for people with disabilities?  

Conclusion 

Topic-Specific Questions

What’s next?

• Remember to follow up with participants after the discussion. Consider having them use social 
media to share their thoughts about the activity. 

• Continue to spread knowledge of IHL and the rules of war to other young people! Follow 
@HumanityinWar on Twitter and tweet using #humanityinwar to get more people involved in future 
Red Cross activities. 

• Write a short blog post and send in pictures to IHLYouth@redcross.org, and we’ll post it on the 
Humanity in War blog.

Email IHLYouth@redcross.org if you have questions, would like assistance, or for additional IHL activities.
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For a complete list of IHL movie suggestions visit: http://www.redcross.org/humanityinwar/resource-
guide-films

Additional Resources

American Red Cross IHL Resources 

ICRC IHL Resources 

IHL and Refugees/IDPs 

Women in Armed Conflict  

Child Soldiers  

Healthcare in Danger 

International Justice 

Armed Conflict and Disability 

http://www.redcross.org/humanityinwar
https://www.icrc.org/en/war-and-law
https://www.icrc.org/eng/resources/documents/misc/5kzlzb.htm
https://www.icrc.org/en/war-and-law/protected-persons/women
http://www.child-soldiers.org/
http://healthcareindanger.org/the-issue/
http://www.redcross.org/humanityinwar/international-law-courts
http://victim-assistance.org/advocacy/avva/armed-conflict-victim-assistance/
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