
THE RED CROSS SPIRIT1

You have come here from all corners of the globe, united in the
Red Cross spirit.

This spirit goes back a long way in history. It does not belong to
any particular place, period, established faith or philosophy. It
operates at all great moments of thought and everywhere. Then,
one day a man was to give it its universal quality and effectiveness.
Substance was to be given to this aspiration by exalting and binding
humanity's still latent forces. That man was Henry Dunant, whose
book A memory of Solferino will always remain as a monument
of human grandeur.

Let us look back into the past in search of the first attempts
which were from the earliest times to culminate in this decisive act.
Whenever we seek spiritual origins we turn towards the East.

The sage's notion of impartiality can be found in the most
ancient of times. The great epics such as those of Mahabharata,
for example, already reveal the presence of a spirit which is indeed
that of the Red Cross. No captive is led into slavery, prisoners of
war are treated with humanity and they are expected to be released
at the end of hostilities. These dispositions go even further. Accord-
ing to Mahabharata, an enemy who can no longer offer resistance
or who is insufficiently armed must not be dispatched. Once a com-
batant has surrendered, he has the right to his adversary's pro-
tection. A soldier ceases to be an enemy when he lays down his
arms and all the wounded are immediately placed under the

1 Speech delivered at the official Ceremony in commemoration of the
Red Cross Centenary.
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protection of the victor. Now this protection, as the Agnapurana
definitely states, implies the giving of medical assistance.

The Bushido, the authentic revelation of Japanese ethics, had
created a whole moral in which there was a place for humanitarian
ideas.1

Buddhism respects and protects life in all its forms. Rules which
seem so modern to us today, in fact stem from this axiom.

This is merely summary information, since the motives under-
lying such points of view are complex by nature. In the beginning
we can distinguish two main currents, both of which in their own
way gave inspiration to the Red Cross spirit : the action of serving
life's needs and the aspiring after justice.

In ancient China, some 600 years before the Christian era,
Laotseu and Tchouangtseu had already presented the Tao's
absolute as being a synthesis embracing all opposing views and
contradictions in the world, which reconciles its infinite diversity
and whilst so doing neutralizes its forces of antagonism. The sage
is to be found at the very centre like the axle of a wheel, immobile
yet surrounded by movement. Laotseu however declared : " The
Tao is not kind, nor is the wise one ".2

The Taoist doctrine has deployed its effects for ten centuries,
but it has gradually been impregnated with Buddhist thought,
and like Confucianism, it has undergone profound transformations.
Murder is considered to be the gravest of mortal sins and the
prohibition against the destruction of life has ended in teaching
the practice of non-violence.

We can thus see how these two fundamental trends are able to
converge and mingle with each other. But, whilst they continue
developing on separate lines, and this is also the case, the one leads
to the condemnation of all violence, to helpful fellowship, to
charitable action, whilst the other arrives, as has just been said,
at the idea of the full accomplishment of justice.

If they remain independent and only meet to form one whole,
where then can these two tendencies meet without clashing, unless

1 See J. Enomoto, " La naissance des id6es humanitaires au Japon ",
Revue Internationale de la Croix Rouge, September-December 1956.

2 See P. Demieville, " The spirit of impartial benevolence in the ancient
civilizations of the Far East ", English Supplement of the Revue Internatio-
nale, Feb. 1955.
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it is when coming face to face with those who lack all things,
disarmed and without any powers of resistance, with all facets of
human misery? Compassion and justice can and should coincide
at this point.

Justice is the epitome of all the virtues, one of which is com-
passion. This concerns real pity, not the romantic, subjective and
sentimental kind which fills our world today, falsifying all its
values. For real pity is reflective and rigorous. It is in fact in-
separable from justice, for without it, justice becomes inhuman
and is lost in the void.

We see the true spirit of charity allied with a deep yearning for
impartiality at work when the ancient methods of brutal conquest,
of mass deportations, of summary executions are changed, as can
also be seen in certain initiatives taken by the Achemenides dynasty
of Persia, by Cyrus, Darius and Xerxes. These kings called them-
selves the servants of the God of Light. Xenophon, to whom we
owe the biography of Cyrus, tells us that he showed himself gentle
with the vanquished, he kept his promises and always respected
treaties, as he respected the beliefs of foreigners. Now, this same
Cyrus published an order by which the armies of the enemy were
to be given not only the same respect as his own forces, but also
the same care.

For Islam, only those who were on the battlefield and made use
of their arms were regarded as being enemies. The Koran made a
rigid distinction between belligerents and non-belligerents. Women,
children, the aged, the sick must be spared, as well as those cultivat-
ing the fields, also monks and hermits. A mother should not be
separated from her children. Men who are without weapons,
incapable of defending themselves, should be exposed to neither
physical nor moral suffering. Torture is a more serious crime than
even murder. It is forbidden to pillage or mutilate the bodies of
fallen combatants.1

Civilization certainly goes forward by leaps and bounds.
Humanity seems at times to halt, even to regress. This is especially
true as regards man's attitude towards the suffering of others. It is
also true in so far as it concerns the respect men have for individuals.

1 See A. Draz, " Le droit international public en Islam ", Revue Interna-
tionale, March 1952.
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In Europe, since the arrival of Christianity, there has always
been throughout the centuries tension and contradiction between
the precepts of love and forgiveness which are the very foundations
of that religious tradition, and the way in which these precepts are
often avoided in practice and frequently infringed. Gandhi causti-
cally described Christianity as being a sublime religion, but it has
been so little applied by Christians themselves. However, there
have been attempts to apply it throughout the whole course of
European history since its origins until the present day. Attention
should be paid to all the efforts of goodwill realized by some of the
great religious orders, societies of chivalry and of certain modern
humanitarian movements which give cause for admiration.

In the Middle Ages life was considered by many people as a
mere stage on the journey beyond and it was not considered to be
of sufficient value to prolong it on this earth. One was therefore
more concerned with saving souls than bodies. Suffering was
regarded as having a mystic quality, an educative virtue. It was
not for men to alter the course of their destiny and the mass of
people remained indifferent to the misfortunes of others.

With the awakening of the scientific spirit, man began to dis-
cover the physical laws ruling the universe, including his own body.
Life was to become an end in itself. Since then society has taken its
own destiny in hand and is itself determined to redress the errors
of fate. The Age of the Enlightenment sees the beginnings of
humanitarianism, an evolved and rational form of charity and
justice. The " philosophers " refuse to consider misery as being
inevitable and no longer accept the idea that each man is responsible
for the evil suffered by the world. It was now a question of achieving
as much happiness as possible for the greatest possible number.
Gradually a rule was to take clear shape from Jean-Jacques
Rousseau, who set forth in 1762 that" respect should be given a
disarmed enemy. According to him war was a matter between
States, whose subjects are but instruments. Once these have laid
down their arms, they become men again whom one has no right
to kill.

These ideas were to be taken up by the French Revolution
which, furthermore, declared that " prisoners of war are in the safe-
keeping of the Nation and enjoy the protection of its laws ", in the
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same way as its own nationals. Then the system of military con-
scription transformed fighting into wars of the masses. Whole
countries were to be aligned against others. The medical organization,
however, did not follow this development and under Napoleon I,
the lot of the wounded was indeed deplorable. There was no
improvement in any way in this pitiful state of affairs during the
second half of the century. In the Crimean and Italian campaigns
60 % of the wounded were to die.

The 19th Century did, however, have great achievements to its
credit : the abolition of slavery, the declaration of the rights of
man and the origins of the universality of the Red Cross. It had
scarcely passed half its span when it was aroused by Henry Dunant's
pathetic appeal. Having witnessed the tragic aftermath of one of
the most blood-stained battles of history until then, the soldier who
had fallen was for him no longer an enemy, but a man who was
shedding his blood and blood is everywhere the same colour.
From the two wishes which the author formulates at the end of his
book, " A Memory of Solferino ", originated both the Red Cross
and the Geneva Conventions, and that is the event we are celebra-
ting today.

Since then, this universal movement has developed rapidly.
Restricting itself first of all to the war wounded, the Red Cross has
gradually extended its action to other victims of hostilities, the
shipwrecked, prisoners of war and civilians. Furthermore, animated
by the same spirit of solidarity, the National Red Cross Societies
turn their efforts, in between conflicts, to peace-time activities.
These include caring for the sick, improving hygiene and giving aid
in cases of natural disasters. Henceforth the Red Cross covers
human suffering in nearly all its forms.

Similarly, the first Geneva Convention brings all humanitarian
law to life, even the rules of war as codified at The Hague. It is
indirectly at the origin of that great movement created with a
view to settling disputes in a pacific manner and to maintaining
peace. Entirely distinct from the Red Cross, its work was put in
concrete form, first in the League of Nations, then in the United
Nations.

However, in the contemporary period can be seen a general
weakening of international law and morals. Max Huber once
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wrote : " The spirit of the times overwhelms one. Rights are
trampled underfoot ". The two world wars and their sequels have
accumulated so much suffering and destruction that one ends by
becoming accustomed to them, one does not even revolt against
them any more. Monstruous doctrines have enshrined contempt for
man and some of this still remains even with the most peaceful of
characters. And this is indeed the diabolical effect of such poisoning
of minds.

War is now made with hatred and fanaticism. The infliction of
suffering has become a political weapon, an important source of
propaganda and agitation. The world's great scientists can be seen
coldly studying ways of destroying, at a single blow, without any
distinction, the populations of large cities, indeed of entire countries.

Where are we going today, in 1963 ? Perhaps we should first of
all examine the problem on the level which is our own, that of the
Red Cross.

There is therefore one thought which is common to all people,
which has gradually evolved through a series of attitudes towards
moral and social conduct. I t is from this noble heritage of humanity,
to which all have brought their share, that the Red Cross has
drawn and continues to renew its strength. Religions and philo-
sophies, actions and theories, humble gestures and great deeds
arrive at that meeting point, at which the Red Cross joins so
many sustained efforts to defend human dignity, with its own
attempts to alleviate suffering and avert misfortune.

Its work is at present making rapid strides, perhaps unprece-
dented in history. In every conflict, in any part of the world, the
" third combatant" intervenes immediately, one could almost
say, automatically. It can even be seen that the International
Committee of the Red Cross penetrates more and more the sphere
of the interests of State sovereignty—a sacrosanct bastion—on
behalf of the individual to such a degree that it has started a real
change in the evolution of international law. And, when great
disasters occur, acts of solidarity of an ever-increasing extent can
be seen to be carried out by the National Red Cross, Red Crescent,
Red Lion and Sun Societies in response to appeals made by their
federation, the League. Everywhere, in hospitals, in places of
detention, even on blood soaked roads, thanks to the unceasing
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and obscure labour of so many persons of goodwill, men who are
suffering are given protection, aid and consolation.

It should, however, be realized that the mission of the Red
Cross demands ever more courage from those who give it service.
To be faithful to the Red Cross today in a world which is often
implacable and full of fanaticism, can mean risking one's life.

Now, the Red Cross has need of people of integrity, and valiant
too, within its ranks.

In addition, the actual task of the man of the Red Cross does
not only presuppose that he must be prepared to pay with his
person. It demands an interior preparation which should become
even deeper, so as to prevent him from allowing himself ever to be
won over by partisan passion or hatred, whose flood is always
rising and seething around him. The neutrality of the Red Cross is
a first step towards objectivity, and therefore towards wisdom,
leading perhaps to peace.

There are certain people who dispute the merits of such an
attitude which is sometimes reviled these days in which so many
doctrines oppose each other so stridently and assume to draw all
things in their wake, in this age in which we are all asked to become
committed to one ideology or another. It is certainly true that
humanitarian action demands some sort of commitment, but this
is for a cause which goes far beyond the limits of history, frontiers
or geography, and that is why so many people find difficulty in
understanding its greatness.

Indeed it needs courage to join the ranks of the Red Cross, and
if there are those who do not have this quality, both moral and
physical, they had better go elsewhere. In order to serve the Red
Cross today, one must give it all one's spiritual resources. By
serving it one gives the world that additional spirituality which
Bergson asked us to contribute.

The work of the Red Cross is to a high degree individualistic in
character and it is precisely in this that it differs from the public
services and that it is not only one amongst many other adminis-
trations. As Henry Dunant himself said, if he had been able to
succour and console the victims of Solferino, it was because he was
" permeated by thinking of the importance of men's lives ". If the
Red Cross has been able to pursue its course in the midst of so many
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reefs for the past hundred years, it has been because its sole pre-
occupation was that of man suffering alone, defenceless. That is
indeed its secret.

Even if society demands more and more from the individual,
there will always be room for the Red Cross and for voluntary
service between one person and another. I would even go so far as
to say that nothing can replace them.

In conclusion, it appears to me therefore that our common task
is not without some power of influence on the future. In which
direction is mankind heading ? That depends a little on each one
of us. And all that we know of the Red Cross after a century's
existence enables us to think that it will know how to contribute,
with the means which it possesses, towards the arrival of a world
in which life be even more worth living.

So long as the Red Cross remains a living force, as it is today, we
can look with confidence into the future. It will continue to expand
and the important place which it will hold in the world of tomorrow
will be seen as a pledge for the respect due to human dignity and to
peace.

CARL J. BURCKHARDT
Member of the International
Committee of the Red Cross
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