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Red Cross and Neutrality
by Max HUBER

President of the International Red Cross Committee

The notion of neutrality is one which appertains 
essentially to the field of international public law ; the 
word “ neutrality ” describes the position of a State which 
is not taking part in a war, in relation to the States which 
are waging the war. Although the notion of neutrality 
has gradually changed, it still implies that the neutral 
party refrains from, and is unaffected by, acts of war 
strictly so-called. In the moral sphere, on the other hand, 
neutrality means the observance of an impartial attitude 
towards situations or trends of thought which are different 
or contradictory.

Neither in the first nor in the second of these acceptations 
of the term does the neutral take sides. The idea of 
impartiality is, therefore, closely connected with that of 
neutrality.

From the outset, the principle of neutrality has been 
an essential part of the idea of the Red Cross. The first 
Geneva Convention of August 22nd 1864, laid down the 
neutrality of military ambulances and hospitals and of 
the personnel employed by them (Arts. 1, 2, 5, 6, 7). By 
this the Convention meant to indicate that the institutions 
and personnel intended to render assistance to the wounded 
and sick, and also the wounded and sick themselves, 
should be regarded as inviolable by the belligerents. It 
also enacted that these institutions and personnel should 
not take part in any act of war. The revised Geneva 
Conventions of 1906 (Arts. 9 et 16) and 1929 (Arts. 6, 9,
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io, 14, 16 & 18) no longer use the expression “ neutrality ” 
which is, indeed, not very accurate from the juridical 
point of view, but the inviolability conferred by the 
Conventions is to be interpreted in the sense given by the 
1864 instrument to the word “ neutrality ”,

The Geneva Convention further professes the principle 
of neutrality and impartiality in its essential stipulation 
that the wounded and sick are to be cared for regardless of 
their nationality. The Red Cross considers no one as an enemy.

Furthermore, from the very outset, the idea of neutrality 
made its way into the Red Cross by yet another channel. 
One objective of the movement started by the first Geneva 
Conference in 1863, was to set up in every country 
Committees which would organize voluntary assistance. 
For this purpose an appeal was made to all sections of the 
population ; the idea was to bring together in each national 
Society all persons of goodwill, whatever their sex, creed 
or political faith. As a result of this particular kind of 
neutrality, national Red Cross Societies have been able 
to take action, in the national sphere, in cases where other 
organizations of a more or less political or denominational 
character would perhaps have encountered insuperable 
obstacles. This neutral and non-political character, 
moreover, enables the national Societies to take impartial 
and disinterested action when—in time of war or in the 
event of a calamity—they have to render assistance outside 
their own country.

* * *
These principles which are those inspiring national 

Societies and the League of Red Cross Societies, which is 
their corporate organization are also essential to the 
International Red Cross Committee 2.

1 Statutes of the League, Art. II.
2 Statutes of the International Red Cross Committee, Art. 4, 

b), d), e). Statutes of the International Red Cross, Art. IX.
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In the case of the International Committee, as its work 
is carried on outside any national territory of its own, and 
is primarily concerned with the situations arising as a 
result of war, its first obligation is to observe the most 
complete neutrality in international relations. The 
Committee, which was founded in 1863 by citizens of 
Geneva and whose Statutes enact that its members are 
to be recruited by co-optation from among Swiss nationals, 
has from the foundation of the Red Cross been known as 
the “ International Committee ”, even though its 
membership was exclusively Swiss. The term “inter
national”, therefore, applies not to its membership but to 
its activities, because, in contrast to national Societies, it 
operates in the international sphere. This may, at first 
sight, seem to be a paradoxical state of affairs but it is, in 
the first place, the consequence of a historical fact : the 
lead in Red Cross work given by a Geneva Committee 
which succeeded in giving effect to the noble inspiration 
of J. Henry Dunant. It can, moreover, be explained by 
considerations of a practical nature : the age-long 
neutrality of Switzerland 1 affords a special guarantee to 
the International Red Cross Committee. It can, after 
all, be presumed that, as the Committee consists of Swiss 
nationals and has its headquarters in Switzerland, it 
will be able in war time to carry on its operations better 
than it would be able to do if its headquarters were in 
another country. It would, of course, be conceivable that, 
although having its headquarters in a permanently neutral 
State, an international Red Cross body with the powers 
which are at present attributed to the International 
Committee should consist of representatives of the various

1 In 1815 the Powers declared their agreement that it was in 
the general interest to grant the Swiss Confederation the privilege 
of perpetual neutrality (Cf. Die schweizerische Neutralität und 
der Völkerbund in “L’origine et l’œuvre de la Société des Nations”, 
Copenhagen, 1924).
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national Societies. However, there might be ap
prehension of its activity being seriously hampered or 
exposed to suspicion of some bias, in the event of States, 
having nationals as members of the International Red 
Cross Committee, being involved in a dispute. Finally, 
a Red Cross organization, responsible for work connected 
with warfare, must be in a position to take prompt decisions 
and to function without interruption. Its representative 
composition would, therefore, mean heavy sacrifices for 
the national Societies if the promptness and effectiveness 
of its action were to be really ensured.

The above are the chief reasons, apart from historical 
tradition, for the existence of an exclusively Swiss 
committee forming one of the central organizations of the 
International Red Cross. The International Red Cross 
Committee has, of course, no monopoly in promoting 
humanitarian relations between belligerents ; national 
Societies of neutral countries played a very important 
part during the World War, similar to that played by the 
International Committee. This Committee, however, as 
an independent institution which acts on its own 
responsibility alone, must not take the risk of automat
ically, by its own acts, involving the national Societies 
in responsibility. This might occur if it were composed of 
nationals of different nationalities and in that way 
represented, indirectly at any rate, various national 
Societies. * _* *

To understand fully the importance of the neutrality 
of the Red Cross in general and of the International 
Committee in particular, it should never be forgotten that 
the essential task of the Red Cross is to render humanitarian 
assistance. Its aim is to abolish or alleviate human 
suffering ». The Red Cross work originally done on the

1 Cf. Extension et délimitation du rôle de la Croix-Rouge, 
Revue internationale de la Croix-Rouge, décembre 1932. 
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battlefield, as envisaged by the Geneva Convention,—even 
though it is now supplemented or even perhaps 
outdistanced by numerous peace-time activities—still 
remains the essential and primordial duty of the Red 
Cross. All this humanitarian work must be done for the 
benefit of everyone without distinction and under all 
circumstances, that is to say, even in the gravest 
eventuality—that of war—when men are so tragically 
tempted to choose one side or the other. If the Red Cross 
is to be able to offer its help to everyone and to do its 
work in centres which are utterly different from, or even 
hostile to, one another, the Red Cross must inspire 
everywhere a feeling of complete moral security and 
maintain everywhere relations of mutual confidence. 
It will only enjoy this confidence if it works in a spirit of 
absolute impartiality and if it remains determined never 
to serve, even indirectly, the interests of one side to the 
prejudice of those of the other.

While this exclusively humanitarian work is primarily 
the function of the national Societies, which form the real 
army of the Red Cross, the principles laid down above are 
equally incumbent upon the international Red Cross 
organizations—the International Red Cross Committee, 
the League of Red Cross Societies and even the 
International Red Cross Conferences. The whole of the 
international superstructure of the Red Cross is really 
designed merely to help the national Societies, to co
ordinate their efforts or to intervene when the action of 
a central body, representing a definite tradition, holds 
out more chances of success than would attend the action 
of a national Society. The international Red Cross 
organizations, inspired by the same ideal as the national 
Societies, must, therefore, if they are to preserve intact 
their character of neutrality and impartiality, adopt a 
reserved attitude which in some cases may perhaps seem, 
at first sight, surprising. And this is particularly true in 
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the case of the International Committee owing to its 
special function, which is that of a neutral intermediary 
in time of war or even of civil war or internal commotion.

* * *

Though the primary and immediate task of the Red 
Cross is to alleviate human suffering, the Red Cross is 
deeply interested in having its work guaranteed by 
international treaties. The first efforts of the promoters 
of the Red Cross were directed essentially to the convening 
of the Diplomatic Conference of 1864 which resulted in 
the Geneva Convention. Since then the Red Cross has 
taken the keenest interest in all efforts aimed at making 
war less inhuman, at restricting it and ultimately outlawing 
it. It would be no exageration to say that the Geneva 
Convention—the earliest of the Conventions designed 
to make war less brutal—led the way in the great forward 
movement of international law which culminated in the 
organization of peace in the form of the League of Nations 
and the pacts which supplement it 12.

International Conventions, clearly, are only of value in 
so far as they are observed. The International Red Cross 
Committee is, therefore, bound, inter alia, to receive all 
complaints made regarding alleged breaches of the 
Conventions ; among the latter the Geneva Convention 
calls for its special, but by no means exclusive, attention. 
The International Committee receives these complaints 
chiefly from the national Societies but it gives consideration 
also to any protest relating to humanitarian interests which 
seems to be justified. It has, moreover, the right of

1 Cf. La Croix-Rouge et l’évolution récente du droit interna
tional — Revue internationale de la Croix-Rouge, janvier 1929, 
p. 8-20.

2 The peace-time activities of the Red Cross have been explicitly 
recognized in Article 25 of the Covenant of the League of Nations 
and the International Relief Union (Convention of July 12th, 
1927) marks an important advance in this direction. 
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initiative and can itself take in hand certain cases about 
which no complaint has been made but which, in its 
opinion, justify its spontaneous intervention.

At the same time, even when dealing with breaches of 
the Conventions or with any act that is a violation of 
humanitarian principles, the International Red Cross 
Committee has no intention whatsoever of sitting in 
judgment. It is not a court of justice and, besides, it has 
not itself the means of ascertaining the facts, which alone 
would enable it to give a verdict. As a general rule, 
therefore, it merely transmits the protest emanating from 
other quarters, or from itself, to the national Society of the 
country which is accused of the breach or of the act of 
inhumanity. Usually, this correspondence is published by 
the International Red Cross Committee, even when it 
does not receive the reply asked for. It is impossible, 
however, to lay down a rigid uniform rule as to the method 
of procedure or as to the publicity to be given to the 
action thus taken. In contrast to freely organized groups 
of private individuals, and to organizations which have 
entire liberty to vent, in resounding demonstrations, their 
emotion or indignation in respect to acts which they 
condemn, the Red Cross, and in particular the International 
Red Cross Committee, have to exercise great caution and 
self-command. This is not due to indifference or to lack 
of courage but is a result of the responsibilities devolving 
on an organization which must always be in a position to 
afford all parties the guarantee of as unbiassed a judgment 
as possible and of action free from every suspicion of 
partiality, political or other.

* * *

Thanks to its neutrality and its impartiality the Red 
Cross has sometimes been invited to investigate matters 
of fact. Thus, delegates of national Societies or of the 
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International Red Cross Committee have, for instance, 
been invited to visit prisoners’ camps. The confidence 
which is thus placed in the Red Cross makes it essential 
for the latter to exercise extreme discretion. Moreover, 
the facts thus ascertained by it, through the sources 
of information directly or indirectly due to this con
fidence, must only be used for humanitarian purposes, 
never for the political ends, however legitimate they 
may be, of one party against another. Furthermore, 
whenever the Red Cross, or the International Red Cross 
Committee in particular, are asked to investigate facts in 
dispute, they will be careful to see that the procedure 
adopted affords all the necessary guarantees of objectivity 
and impartiality not only in point of fact but also in 
outward appearance.

As has been said above, the Red Cross cannot claim to 
exert any kind of judicial authority. It has a different 
part to play : it is a humanitarian institution.

* * *

In the present state of international law the neutrality 
of the Red Cross raises a problem of a special and delicate 
nature. When the Geneva Convention was concluded in 
1864, international law drew no distinction between licit 
and illicit wars. It was, of course, always open to anyone 
to pass judgment from the moral standpoint on resort to 
war, but the law of nations accepted war, without attaching 
any qualification to it, as an inherent part of a nation’s 
sovereignty. In the case of the Red Cross the question 
did not arise at that time as to whether its attitude 
towards war might depend on circumstances. Since that 
time, however, the League of Nations has put the 
right to make war on an entirely different plane ; the 
Briand-Kellogg Pact has banned it as an instrument of 
national policy ; the Covenant of the League of Nations 
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has made an initial attempt to organise collective reaction 
against illicit warfare and has thus profoundly modified 
the regime of neutrality. It has thus become possible to 
wonder whether the Red Cross would maintain its 
neutrality, its “ impartial ” attitude, towards belligerents 
who took up arms in violation of a covenant limiting or 
excluding the right to wage war.

Nevertheless, the purely humanitarian objective of the 
Red Cross must take priority over every other consideration. 
It is true that the efforts made to suppress warfare have 
also a humanitarian end in view, and one of the noblest. 
Moreover, the International Red Cross Conferences have, 
since the World War, often manifested their desire to help 
in promoting a spirit of peace and understanding among the 
nations. At the present time, however, war can only be 
prevented and repressed by political means. Therefore 
in relation to this repression—as in relation to any act of 
domestic or foreign policy—the Red Cross must adopt 
the attitude of reserve which is forced upon it by its 
obligation to remain neutral. The real activity of the Red 
Cross—to help the victims, all the victims, of war—must 
not be subordinated to the question of the legality of the 
war. The motto : res sacra miser, holds good in all 
circumstances. Thus the Red Cross continues to be expected 
to act in the event of civil war or internal commotion, even 
though the right to take up arms is most bitterly contested.

The idea that the Red Cross can continue to function in 
any international war has been admitted by the League of 
Nations in the Assembly resolution of October 4th, 1921, 
which contemplates that, notwithstanding the application 
of the economic weapon, humanitarian relations shall be 
continued.

Just as the idea of neutrality and the work of the Red 
Cross are far from being incompatible—it has already 
been explained that they are, in fact, intimately connected— 
so there is no incompatibility between the work of the 
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Red Cross and the solidarity which binds the States 
taking a collective part in repressive action in virtue of 
Article 16 of the Covenant of the League of Nations *. 
Doubtless, if, as the result of such collective action, the 
state of war comes to embrace several Powers, the number 
of neutral Societies which could offer their services to the 
belligerents will correspondingly decrease. But the system 
instituted by the Geneva Convention still remains in force 
between all the belligerents, and the Societies of countries 
which, for one reason or another, are not involved in the 
war, will be able to carry on their work for the benefit 
of all the belligerents without distinction. Even then, it 
is extremely important that the International Red Cross 
Committee, which operates in the international field only, 
should be able to go on discharging the duties assigned to 
it by the Statutes of the International Red Cross.

* ♦ *
Though, in comparison with the distress which every 

war creates, the help given by the Red Cross may seem 
insignificant, this help should, nevertheless, not be regarded 
solely from the material standpoint of the service which 
it renders to sick and wounded soldiers and civilian 
populations. The work of the Red Cross is important from 
yet another aspect ; it testifies to the feeling of human 
solidarity even when the orderly life of nations is shattered 
and when, perhaps, the rules designed to limit the horrors 
of war are questioned. It is of primary importance then 
that this last bridge connecting the warring nations, the 
bridge formed by the Red Cross, should not collapse, 
should not be materially subjected to violence, and that its 
buttresses—neutrality and impartiality—should never give 
way under the pressure of passion.

1 Cf. Fourteenth International Red Cross Conference, Brussels, 
1930, Resolution XXIV.
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Neutrality—the essential feature of the Red Cross— 
imposes responsibilities, burdens and also sacrifices. For 
the men who devote themselves to such a cause are 
necessarily exposed to criticism, to the reproach of 
indifference or partiality, from one or both of the parties 
to the dispute or even from a third party. The principles 
underlying the Red Cross are simple in themselves, but 
their application, in situations which can seldom be 
foreseen, which are almost always delicate and often 
tragic, is difficult. It may be that those who are called 
upon to act are sometimes mistaken. But they try to 
accept the criticisms expressed and suggestions offered, in 
the spirit of impartiality and understanding which must 
inspire all Red Cross work. For the Red Cross will never 
grow weary of trying its best to carry out its humanitarian 
task, under its distinctive emblem, which implies so much 
responsibility but also so much hope and promise.
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