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What does the Red
Cross mean by
peace ?

Is the Red Cross a 
pacifist movement?

Is not the Red Cross 
associated with war 
rather than peace?

How can the Red 
Cross contribute to 
peace by carrying out 
this unique task in 
wartime ?Questions

and
Answers
on the
Red Cross
and Peace



The Red Cross sees peace as more than just the absence of 
war. It conceives it as a dynamic process of co-operation 
among the states and peoples of the world; co-operation 
founded on freedom, independence, national sovereignty, 
equality, respect of human rights, and a fair and equitable 
distribution of resources according to peoples’ needs.

The Red Cross is certainly a peaceful movement and it tries 
to be a pacifying one, by spreading a spirit of peace through 
all it does. But peace is not its only goal.

It was war that prompted the Red Cross founder Henry Du- 
nant to start developing the idea of the Red Cross. He had 
a vision as to how to alleviate the suffering of the wounded 
and other non-combatants on the battlefield. His vision has 
developed into a unique task of the Red Cross.

Very simply: Henry Dunant’s vision centred on a kind of 
oasis of peace, established by internationally agreed rules 
imposing restrictions on warfare. The Red Cross has been 
active ever since in order to get the oasis strengthened and 
extended by international conventions. This humanitarian 
work demonstrates and promotes a spirit of peace that con
tributes to peace.
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In what concrete
ways does the Red
Cross contribute to
peace ?

War victims are pro
tected by internation
al humanitarian law. 
Does not this give 
legitimacy to war?

Is not the Red Cross 
the alibi of war
mongers?

Questions
and
Answers
on the
Red Cross
and Peace



By carrying out its unique task of protecting war victims 
and by assisting victims of natural disasters the Red Cross 
shows what the spirit of peace means in practice. These ex
amples help to mould public opinion in favour of peace.

The Red Cross has developed a potential for negotiation 
and diplomacy that helps pave the way for concrete action. 
This potential is also used in initiatives to avert war or to 
facilitate a cease-fire.

Through its efforts to promote the development and dis
semination of international humanitarian law the Red 
Cross contributes to widening the oasis of peace.

The Red Cross contribution to the development of sister 
Societies is a contribution to international understanding 
and peace.

The rescue of a shipwrecked crew in no way legitimizes 
ship collisions. On the contrary, as a general rule, concern 
for victims and the improvement of preventive measures go 
hand in hand. As long as war takes place - whether justified 
or not - can we refrain from trying to diminish its horrors 
whenever possible? It is the task of the Red Cross to give aid 
and to do so without passing judgement.

The cruelties throughout history before the advent of the 
Red Cross did not prevent war. Wars were embarked upon 
even in times when prisoners were killed and the wounded 
left to their fate.
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But surely no war can 
be “humanized”?

Is the question 
of peace a factor of 
unity or of disunity 
within the Red 
Cross ?

What is the “Red 
Cross Programme of 
Action for Peace”?

Questions
and
Answers
on the
Red Cross
and Peace



This is not the opinion of the hundreds of thousands of 
prisoners of war who were saved by the Red Cross, to give 
but one example. Compare their lot to those who were 
never seen by a Red Cross delegate. Compare a war where 
the oasis of peace was established to a war where it did not 
exist, and you will see what a “humanized” war means in 
reduction of death and suffering.

The Red Cross is a worldwide movement that speaks with 
one voice on peace. Of course, there are differences of opin
ion but the movement has been able to adopt a common 
“Red Cross Programme of Action for Peace” that rep
resents a consensus on its contribution to peace.

As its name indicates, it is an action-oriented document 
that provides guidelines to all components of the move
ment - National Societies and their Federation, the League 
of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, as well as the In
ternational Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC). It indi
cates how each of them can best contribute to peace 
through development of National Societies, assistance in 
cases of disasters, development of peace education, protec
tion of conflict victims, dissemination of humanitarian law 
and encouraging states to disarm, etc.



Can the Red Cross 
really do something 
about disarmament?

What can the Red 
Cross do to prevent 
nuclear warfare?

Has the Red Cross 
ever prevented a con
flict?

Questions
and
Answers
on the
Red Cross
and Peace



Guarding the oasis of peace by the dissemination of hu
manitarian law and extending it by contributing to the de
velopment of this law reduces the scope for warfare. In ad
dition, the Red Cross is contributing to the demonstration 
and spreading of a spirit of peace - which is a basis for dis
armament - and to the reduction of tensions and distrust 
which stimulate the arms race. The Red Cross fully sup
ports the final objective of general and complete disarma
ment and calls on governments to make every effort to 
achieve this; it stresses the urgent need to reach an agree
ment prohibiting the use of all indiscriminate weapons.

Red Cross efforts to prevent nuclear warfare are part of its 
efforts to protect non-combatants, particularly from wea
pons that make no distinction between combatants and 
non-combatants. It has repeatedly employed its moral 
strength to warn governments against the use of such 
methods and weapons.

The state of peace or war is always the result of a decision 
process. Red Cross activities influence this process - always 
in the direction of peace. They constitute a contribution to 
the solving of conflicts, to stopping the resort to arms and 
to achieving a cease-fire as a first step to peace. In addition, 
wherever the Red Cross has obtained respect of humani
tarian principles in a war, this has facilitated the return 
to peace.
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What can National 
Societies - or individ
ual Red Cross volun
teers - do to contrib
ute to peace?

Questions
and
Answers
on the
Red Cross
and Peace



Numerous things, such as:

- disseminate, in their own country, international 
humanitarian law and the Red Cross fundamental Prin
ciples and ideals in order to create a spirit of peace and 
extend the oasis of peace;

- contribute to international Red Cross operations provid
ing assistance to victims of catastrophes, whether natural 
or man-made; contribute to the development of sister 
Societies to ensure that the work in support of peace im
proves everywhere.
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The Red Cross Contribution 
to Peace

The Spirit of Peace

Speaking with one voice

The Red Cross is the only universal movement which speaks with one voice 
on peace. This is a unique contribution to a true peace in the world: 250 mil
lion members in over 130 countries give a common message to their fellow 
men.

Born over 120 years ago, the Red Cross movement is today composed of

• 131 National Societies: Societies must fulfill stringent conditions to achieve 
international recognition by the ICRC and obtain League membership. 
Among them: respect of Red Cross Principles that include impartiality, 
neutrality.They must also be recognized by their government as voluntary 
aid societies, auxiliaries to the public authorities.

National Societies’ activities are as varied as the countries they serve. They 
include emergency relief, health services and social assistance to individ
uals and communities, first aid courses for the public, training of nursing 
personnel, blood services, youth programmes. In wartime, Societies serve 
as auxiliaries to the army medical services, care for military wounded and 
sick, and aid prisoners, refugees and civilian internees.

• The ICRC, an independent humanitarian institution, is the founding 
body of the Red Cross. As a neutral intermediary in case of armed conflicts 
or disturbances, it endeavours on its own initiative or on the basis of the 
Geneva Conventions to protect and assist the victims of international and 
civil wars and of internal troubles and tensions, thereby contributing to 
peace in the world.

• The League is the federation of National Red Cross and Red Crescent So
cieties ; its function is to contribute to the development of the humanitarian 
activities of National Societies, to co-ordinate their relief operations for 
victims of natural disasters, to care for refugees outside areas of conflict.

Together they form the “Council of Delegates” which meets every two 
years. With nearly 160 States Parties to the Geneva Conventions (first signed 
in 1864) they constitute every four years the “International Conference of the 
Red Cross”.
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Since 1921, almost every International Conference has expressed its con
cern, often its anguish, over the matter of war and peace. So have many Coun
cils of Delegates.

Following the first “World Red Cross Conference on Peace”, organized by 
the League at the invitation of the Red Cross of Yugoslavia in Belgrade in 
1975, the 1977 Council of Delegates in Bucharest adopted by consensus a 
“Programme of action of the Red Cross as a factor of Peace”.

It is indeed a noteworthy achievement that, in spite of the very varied ori
gins and tendencies of the National Societies, such a consensus was in fact 
achieved. No subject is more delicate in international spheres than the matter 
of peace; where other communities, notably that of States, have failed to agree 
even on what peace is, all components of the Red Cross movement have ac
cepted to be guided in their contribution to peace by one and the same docu
ment. This, in itself, is a major and unique contribution to peace.

Worldwide solidarity

Red Cross solidarity transcends all ideologies, religions, races and beliefs: 
it is the highest expression of human dignity because it exists only to assist and 
protect the suffering and helpless. Solidarity in action is the essence of the Red 
Cross contribution to peace.

The Red Cross is an action-oriented movement; it is totally committed to 
fulfilling the objective of its first and fundamental principle of humanity.

“Bom of a desire to bring assistance without discrimination to the wounded 
on the battlefield, the Red Cross endeavours - in its international and national 
capacity - to prevent and alleviate human suffering wherever it may be found. 
Its purpose is to protect life and health and to ensure respect for the human 
being. It promotes mutual understanding, friendship, co-operation and last
ing peace amongst all peoples.”

The Red Cross brings its help and assistance to the needy in full respect of 
its other fundamental principle of impartiality.

“It makes no discrimination as to nationality, race, religious beliefs, class 
or political opinions. It endeavours to relieve the suffering of individuals, be
ing guided solely by their needs, and to give priority to the most urgent cases 
of distress.”

Whatever their different backgrounds and composition, all components of 
the Red Cross feel and live daily through their humanitarian work this “so
lidarity in action”, which is the essence of their contribution to peace.
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Building barriers against fear and distrust

Nationally and internationally, the Red Cross spirit of peace can be a bar
rier against some of the main causes of violence and conflicts, fear and dis
trust.

By all it does, especially in times of conflicts, the Red Cross creates a spirit 
of peace which contributes to diminishing fear and distrust between nations 
and even within nations. It thus creates an atmosphere that may lead to real 
peace.

DIMINISHING THE NATURAL CAUSES OF TENSION

Equality through development

Contributing to the development of sister National Societies is a concrete 
acknowledgement of the equality of men. For the Red Cross, peace is more 
than the absence of war. It is a dynamic process of co-operation among all 
states and peoples; co-operation founded on freedom, independence, national 
sovereignty, equality, respect of human rights, as well as a fair and equitable 
distribution of resources to meet the needs of peoples.

Responsibility in natural disasters

Assistance to victims of natural disasters is an immediate expression of 
worldwide responsibility. Understanding this “duty to help” is a tangible fac
tor of peace. The Red Cross gives the public the chance to help disaster vic
tims in distant countries. By helping, the public learns a little more about 
those being helped: flesh and blood people like themselves replace the stereo
typed images of unfamiliar cultures. A small step is taken towards common 
humanity.

Youth is hope

Red Cross progammes encourage contacts, communication and better un
derstanding among young people all over the world. This is a powerful an
tidote to the poisons of hatred and violence that lie at the origin of many con
flicts.
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FIGHTING AGAINST WAR

Peace within war

Born out of the horrors of war, the Red Cross spreads a spirit of peace even 
in the heat of battle: the respect of the fallen enemy and protection of the de
fenceless form an oasis of peace in the heart of war.

The wounded and the sick, prisoners, civilians, all those who are not part 
of the fighting, should be respected and are protected by international 
humanitarian law. Even if many have not been spared, millions of others owe 
their lives to the Geneva Conventions and the Red Cross. Each individual de
cision to respect the fallen enemy is a gesture of peace at the most difficult mo
ment in war.

The whole history of the Red Cross is the story of those lives which would 
not have been saved without it, millions of individual instants of peace within 
war.

Knowledge of law is the beginning of its respect

Respect of the defenceless in war starts with a knowledge of humanitarian 
law. By disseminating it, Red Cross makes a return to peace easier.

To teach the combatant in peace-time that the non-combatant must be re
spected during fighting is a most important barrier against total war; it is dis
seminating a spirit of peace when the individual mind is still receptive.

There is a constant global effort by the Red Cross to disseminate to the mili
tary and other publics those fundamental humanitarian rules that must be 
learnt in time of peace, if they are to be applied in conflict. This is one of the 
most important indirect contributions of the Red Cross to peace.

Easing the tensions that cause overarmament

By its contribution to reducing the causes of tension, the Red Cross can as
sist in creating the indispensable climate for disarmament. Even if it cannot 
tell governments how to disarm, it fully supports the final objective of a gen
eral and complete disarmament and calls on governments to make every ef
fort in that direction stressing particularly the urgent need of reaching an 
agreement prohibiting all indiscriminate weapons.
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The Red Cross considers that the active promotion of disarmament is an 
inherent part of its contribution towards true peace. It stands committed to 
bring about an atmosphere conducive to disarmament through all its activ
ities.

A spirit that may lead to true peace

Because in times of conflicts it enjoys the confidence of all, the Red Cross 
is an active neutral intermediary which can also pave the way to peaceful set
tlements.

If the principle of humanity is the engine that makes the Red Cross move
ment run and the principle of impartiality is the wheel that guides it without 
discrimination to the most needy victims, the brakes are the principle of neu
trality that prevent it from going outside its own realm and wandering into 
the field of politics.

“In order to continue to enjoy the confidence of all, the Red Cross may not 
take sides in hostilities or engage at any time in controversies of a political, 
racial, religious or ideological nature.”

By observing this principle, the movement has managed to keep a straight 
line, stay universal and be accepted by all, in thousands of conflictual situa
tions for more than a century.

Through respect of the same principle, it has kept its credibility as an in
termediary acceptable by opposing parties, whenever they wish it to play an 
active role in paving the way to peace.

Everyone understands that the role of the Red Cross is above all to help and 
not to condemn and that, if it is to help the victims of all parties in a conflict, 
it may not take sides in their controversies.

League of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies
Case postale 276
1211 Geneva 19 4000/1984/Printed in Switzerland



The International Committee of the 
Red Cross (ICR.C) and the League of 
Red Cross and Red Crescent Socie
ties form with the National Red 
Cross and Red Crescent Societies 
the International Red Cross.

A humanitarian institution, the 
ICRC is the founding body of the 
Red Cross. As a neutral intermediary 
in armed conflicts and disturbances, 
it attempts, either on its own initia
tive or basing its action on the 
Geneva Conventions, to provide 
protection and assistance to the vic
tims of international and civil wars 
and of internal disturbances and 
tension, in this way making its 
contribution to peace in the world.

The League’s function is to contrib
ute to the development of the huma
nitarian activities of National 
Societies, to co-ordinate their relief 
operations for victims of natural 
disasters, to care for refugees outside 
areas of conflict and, in so doing, to 
promote peace in the world.


