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The Moral Basis of The 
Junior Red Cross Health Programme

By JEAN E. BROWNE

A beautiful soul harm onizing with a beautiful body was 
the ideal of Greek culture. In Book III of P lato’s Republic, 
there  is a picture of the day “ when our youth will dwell in 
a land of health, amid fa ir sights and sounds, and receive the 
good in everything; and beauty, the effluence of fa ir works, 
shall flow into the eye and ear like a health-giving breeze 
from  a purer region, and insensible draw  the soul from 
earliest years into likeness and sym pathy with the beauty 
of reason.’’ But the light of Greece failed and was succeeded 
by Mediaevalism. W ith it came gross misconceptions about 
the dignity of the human body. The idea th a t the body was 
base, and must be regarded  as an enemy to the  soul took 
such firm root in the Middle Ages th a t even to this day we 
are not entirely free from  it in our thinking, in spite of the 
fac t th a t g rea t philosophers and teachers in the  centuries 
since then have passionately refu ted  it.

M ontaigne, w riting in the 16th century, m ade his protest 
in these incisive words, —  “It is not a soul, it is not a body 
th a t we are train ing u p ; it is a man, and we ought not to 
divide him into two parts. Allow more time for, and take 
more care of, exercises for the body, and believe th a t the 
mind in a good proportion does her business a t the same 
tim e.” The English poet Browning, w riting nearly  three 
centuries later, expresses much the same idea in the 
couplet —

“Nor soul helps flesh more now,
Than flesh helps soul.”

M ahomet is practical in his rem arks on the same theme, — 
“ The prayer after using a tooth-brush is better than the 
p rayer without, seventy tim es.”

I believe th a t our Junior Red Cross conception of health 
is best expressed in the words of Sir George Newman, — 
“The ideal is, by prevention, to defeat disease and lengthen
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m an’s days, but still more in the ultimate issue to emancipate 
the imprisoned splendour of the human spirit and furnish a 
larger degree of happiness, contentm ent and capacity.”

In Junior Red Cross we are dealing with the child as an 
entity ; we do not seek to divide him into separate com part
ments labelled body, mind, spirit. We believe th a t culture of 
the body is necessary for the complete development of the 
individual, and so for the race, ju st as we believe th a t “noble 
character is an element of good health .” The two forces act 
and re-act on each other. Consequently, as Junior Red Cross 
workers, we accept as a moral challenge the peace-time 
program m e of the Red Cross, “the promotion of health, the 
prevention of disease, and the mitigation of suffering.”

It is now a definitely established fact th a t Junior Red 
Cross has proved to be the most powerful motivation th a t 
has ever been introduced into health  education in schools. 
W herever we find members of this organization, we find 
them  enthusiastically putting into practice the usual twelve 
Junior Red Cross rules of health. The practice of these rules 
has been lifted out of the realm  of a task  imposed, and on to 
the plane of a ritual to be performed, —  voluntarily, dili
gently and with loyalty to the organization. W hat is the 
explanation? We have not fa r  to seek. It is because the 
program m e of the Junior Red Cross has a moral basis which 
is readily understood by children and young people, and 
which appeals strongly to their imagination.

It has been my invariable experience in speaking to 
groups of children about the Junior Red Cross th a t they 
respond a t once to the appeal of the hum anitarian activities 
of our organization. This appeal stim ulates the ir altruistic 
emotions and at the same time there is opened up a practical 
channel through which their feelings of compassion may 
find expression and satisfaction. I doubt if grown-ups can 
really  estimate the depth of a child’s compassion or the 
extent of his satisfaction when he finds th a t he can help some 
other child who needs his help. I am convinced th a t it is 
chiefly through this sound and practical appeal to the 
emotions th a t Junior Red Cross has become such a potent 
force among the children and young people of the world.
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Mercy is linked up with a sense of responsibility, and the 
result is not only beneficent action but also the liberation of 
an inspiring force which is carried into the whole programme 
of the Junior Red Cross, and indeed into the whole life of 
the  child.

This force is g reatly  increased by the “esprit de corps” 
which comes from belonging to an organization which is 
national and international. W hen children thrill with pride 
in their organization, there  is practically no limit to the 
results which can be obtained through harnessing this 
emotion to a practical programm e.

I believe th a t this moral, or, as I should p refer to call it 
if I had selected the title  of this address, spiritual basis is 
fundam ental in Junior Red Cross. But the organization has 
had to be wise, otherwise even a g reat idea m ight have 
miscarried. Junior Red Cross sought its members in schools, 
because it is essentially educational, and therefore it 
necessarily made its organization fit in exactly to the school 
system. I t  has made the teacher the local director in each 
class-room, and, provided its th ree main objectives are 
observed, it leaves any am ount of liberty to the members 
and th e ir teachers in carrying out these objectives. Teachers 
are thus guarded against outside interference from a volun
ta ry  organization, and the  children themselves have the 
satisfaction of running a self-governing club. The proof of 
high ideals and sound organization is found in the fact th a t 
each year Junior Red Cross is being given an increasingly 
warm welcome by the  schools and by leaders of education 
and public health.

Junior Red Cross is essentially co-operative, not competi
tive. An analysis of the health  rules shows th a t several of 
them  are designed to protect the health  of others, as well as 
th a t of the individual who practises them ; for example, 
“Use a handkerchief over the mouth when coughing or 
sneezing,” —  the rule which, if practised universally, would 
prevent another world-wide epidemic of influenza.

In the Junior Red Cross Branch, the practice of the 
health  rules is a group pro jec t; it becomes the fashion, so to 
speak, to be careful in keeping them. A m em ber’s adherence
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to the rules is judged not by the teacher or school nurse, but 
by the child’s own peers. This again brings into play a power
ful motive, for we may make the categorical assertion tha t 
“there are few satisfactions so gratifying and few annoy
ances so distressing as the approval or disapproval of one’s 
own com rades.”

Consequently, it is unnecessary and stupid to associate 
Jun ior Red Cross with the competitive system in the form 
of prizes or aw ards. There is inherent in Junior Red Cross 
a motivation stronger, deeper and more satisfying to the 
child than  all the aw ards th a t could be dangled before him.

I know th a t the competitive system has been identified 
with all kinds of sport; nevertheless Cyril Norwood, a great 
English schoolmaster who is opposed to competition, has 
made the statem ent th a t the educational value of games lies 
in the unselfish team  spirit which they promote. We know 
also th a t in many schools there is a tradition  of prize-giving 
as a g reat event of the closing exercises; however, it is 
apparen t th a t many of the teachers are becoming uncom fort
able in a situation where established practice clashes ra th e r 
badly with modern theory. The little six-year-old girl in 
W innipeg solved the problem of awards. A fter she started  to 
school, she came home several times with a report card 
decorated with silver stars for good conduct. But one day 
there were no silver stars, and her m other was w orried, 
w hereupon the little girl soothingly said, —  “Never mind, 
mother, I can buy dozens of those silver stars for five cents 
at W oolworth’s.”

In the field of health, as in all other educational fields, 
moral education is the development of co-operation and 
good-will. As Dr. Soares, of Chicago, has said, —  “The little 
child in the Montesorri school who carries the bowl of soup 
to the other children when she is very hungry herself, carries 
it because it is her duty to be waitress for the day and shows 
th a t same spirit of fine self-control and social service th a t has 
called forth  such sublime devotion on the battlefields.” The 
thing th a t is im portant in health, is not w hether the child 
reaches or surpasses the standard  of another child, but 
how he approxim ates a legitim ate standard  of his own, and
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how he co-operates with the others of his group to establish 
a high standard  for the  whole group. This principle is 
adm irably linked up with Junior Red Cross ideals.

The contrast between the inherent nobility of the moti
vation of Junior Red Cross as com pared with the superficial 
appeal of aw ards is very m arked and very real. A t the same 
time, we must be sure th a t  our principles and methods in 
health  education are sound. The teaching of health  must 
conform to the essential principles underlying all real 
teaching. In H erbert Spencer’s words,— “The vital principle 
is to enable the pupil rightly  to instruct him self.’’ The child 
can learn only through his own experiences. Any method 
which we use should be checked up by the question, —  
“ Does it create a pleasurable excitement in the ch ild?” for 
a child’s intellectual instincts are trustw orthy. Everyone 
knows th a t things read, heard  or seen with interest are 
better rem em bered than  those read, heard  or seen with 
apathy. F or although it is quite true  th a t the Junior Red 
Cross has no responsibility for the methods used in health 
education, still a very valuable lead can be given by Junior 
Red Cross literature if it is beyond reproach from  a peda
gogical point of view. The following le tte r from a Canadian 
teacher is typical of thousands th a t come into the provincial 
offices, showing how Junior Red Cross literatu re  is used as 
an aid in the form ation of good health  habits, and in the 
breaking of bad h a b its : —  “I w as ra th e r disturbed a few 
weeks ago by the  posture of my pupils —  both sitting and 
standing —  and by the ever-present habit of putting things 
in the mouth. I was at a loss to know how to rem edy this, for 
I didn’t  w ant to nag or scold my pupils. I happened across 
‘The Seven Little Foxes,’ a health  story in the March 1932 
issue of ‘The Canadian Red Cross Junior,’ as I was indexing 
my magazines. This story solved my problem and sitting 
straight and standing straight, etc., have become a pleasure 
and not a task. If this particu lar story works as well with 
others as it has for me, it really is a treasu re .” I expect th a t 
sim ilar letters are received a t the offices of all the other 
National Junior Red Cross Sections.

Those of you who have observed Junior Red Cross in
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operation, cannot fail to have noticed a zeal for health  on 
the part of the members. It is in fact the zeal of the Crusader. 
W hen we come face to face with this m anifestation, we can 
have no doubt th a t there  is a real spiritual basis for it. 
Indeed, we suspect th a t there are depths which we have 
not sounded, and which perhaps no adult can sound.

I am sure th a t those who have had experience with 
Junior Red Cross groups have witnessed countless examples 
of this zeal for health , I should like to take anyone who 
doubts this to Pocryvac, a little mountain village in Czecho
slovakia which I had the pleasure of visiting several years 
ago. I t is a small, poor and very primitive village, and yet 
the little class-room, where Junior Red Cross was organized, 
was immaculate. It had open windows, and th a t in itself was 
revolutionary. It had a neat little w ashstand, enamelled 
white, with jug, basin and individual towels. It had window- 
boxes with plants in bloom, the only cultivated flowers to be 
seen in the village. It had a corner cupboard filled with 
interesting th ings; portfolios of correspondence received 
from other countries, toys made by the boys to be given 
away to children who had n o n e ; children’s knitted garm ents 
made by the girls. On the wall, there hung a Junior Red Cross 
poster with the usual twelve printed rules. A t the bottom 
there had been entered in pen and ink a th irteen th  rule 
which excited my curiosity. The in terpreter told me it read, 
—  “We will take a sponge bath  every night before we go to 
bed.” It seems th a t at a m eeting of the Branch, the  Secretary 
had been instructed to add this rule. P ractising it m eant 
something more than  turning a t a p ; it m eant carrying the 
w ater from  the village well and heating it over a fire. And 
the zeal for health  on the  p a rt of these Juniors was carried 
into their homes in other very effective ways. They helped 
their m others clean the ir homes, and the teacher told me th a t 
as he w alked through the village a t night, he found th a t 
w herever a Junior lived, there the windows w ere open. He 
said th a t Junior Red Cross had revolutionized the hygiene 
of this and neighboring villages.

The catholicity of the Junior Red Cross appeal fu rther 
establishes our premise th a t it has a spiritual basis. In my
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own country, it seems to take hold of children equally in 
the large city school, and in the fishing village of Labrador 
or the Indian school in the fa r north. It seizes the im agina
tion of the tiny to t in the kindergarten, and commands the 
loyalty and enthusiasm of the adolescent. It inspires alike 
children in the best private schools and those in the poorest 
districts. Junior Red Cross has transcended all differences 
of race, religion, language, social status or political organi
zation. Its appeal is universal, because its appeal is to the 
spirit of the child.

Millions of members of Junior Red Cross are construct
ing a brave new world, —  not on the m aterialistic design of 
Aldous Huxley’s conception, bu t one based on moral truths. 
It is a world in which beauty reigns because health  prevails; 
because people are “in fa ir  compassions skilled” and eager 
to follow the example of Him who said, —  “I am among you 
as one who serves;” because hatreds among the peoples of 
the world are giving way to understanding and friendliness; 
because personal animosities are swept aw ay in a great 
desire for w orking together in sympathetic fellowship with 
one’s associates; this is the brave new world which will 
come more quickly because of Junior Red Cross.


