
The Fundamental Principles
of the Red Cross

COMMENTARY

by Jean Pictet

(continued)

Red Cross practice

The principle of proportionality, though it would seem self-evident,
is nevertheless difficult to apply fully in real life, where it encounters
numerous obstacles.

Let us take some real examples from the Red Cross world. During
the Second World War, the ICRC transported and distributed in prisoner-
of-war camps of certain countries vast quantities of relief packages it
received from the countries of origin of the prisoners. It accepted this
task since it was a good thing for at least part of the victims to receive
assistance. There were also however many prisoners who received
nothing at all, because their countries were powerless to act. The ICRC
then tried to arrange for some of the packages addressed to the more
fortunate prisoners to be delivered to those in greatest need. The donors
sometimes agreed to this, but doing so was nevertheless exceptional and
affected only a small proportion of the total shipments.

We should also note that the National Red Cross Societies, during the
same conflict, sent packages almost exclusively to their own countrymen
detained by the enemy. They seldom thought of providing relief to
prisoners of enemy nationality interned on their own territory, even
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though this would have been easier to do in material terms. It would
indeed have conformed very well with the spirit of the Red Cross to have
given help to captives of enemy nationality.

The National Societies know very well how difficult it is to collect
money for the benefit of victims outside their own frontiers. They com-
monly encounter the objection, "Take care of our own people first, and
the foreigners later," for this form of national egoism is very widespread.
Furthermore, when the National Society is able to purchase relief com-
modities, they are told they must favour local merchants, on the argument
that money coming from the country should be spent in the country
even if the products cost twice as much as they would elsewhere.

Another problem results from the fact that when neutrals help the
people of a country at war they want to do so on the basis of this or that
feeling of personal affinity, whether of a sentimental or practical nature.
So it is that people of a given profession are ready to help others of the
same profession; young people to help other young people; a political
party those who sympathize with it; the followers of a religion, people
of the same faith. This is only human. As in the case of assistance
within a family, each one takes care of those who depend upon him, or
those for whom he feels responsibilities, leaving it to others to act in the
same way with regard to other groups.

In like manner, help is given more readily and more generously to
inhabitants of nearby regions if, for example, they are victims of a
disaster. This results from the fact that man is naturally inclined to be
moved only by the kind of suffering he can see and touch, for this is what
arouses his pity and his sense of solidarity. Without the magnifying glass
of imagination, charity tends to be short-sighted. This is like a law in
physics: aid given by the public is in inverse proportion to the square
of the distance. Consequently, in a poor continent, there are only the
poor to help those who are still more poor; in a rich region, there are
only the rich to help those who are less rich.1

As an example let us consider the magnificent display of solidarity
which followed the catastrophe in Frejus, a little town in the south of
France virtually destroyed by the collapse of a dam. The sum received
was enormous, some millions of francs, for the two or three thousand

1 As we shall see, the development of modern means of information has had the
effect of making of geographical distance a less important factor than it used to be.

302



victims for whom new homes were built. Very good, but at the same
time an ICRC delegate returned from the Far East with a report on the
misery suffered by hundreds of thousands of displaced persons. An appeal
was launched on their behalf at the same time as the appeal for the Frejus
victims—but only a ridiculously small amount was collected.

Even if everyone were to concern himself with helping his neighbour,
there are unhappily people who have no true neighbours, people with
whom no one is concerned. That is one of the things the Red Cross
exists for! It acts to restore the balance, seeking donations for those
who otherwise receive nothing. It is the Red Cross which says to those
in misery: we love you because no one loves you, we love you because
there are those who hate you.

It is therefore important for the public to give its confidence to the
Red Cross and support it regularly, without specifying a particular
allocation of its donations, allowing it to make distributions based
upon needs alone, which it is in a position to know and compare.
Unfortunately, however, the public gives only "when the iron is hot"
and it is impelled to act by the power of its emotion.

We must therefore provide more and better information, as indicated
in the very early days of the Red Cross by Madame de Gasparin, a great
humanitarian figure, who wrote: In the past, news moved at a very
deliberate rate; what happened at the other end of the world reached us
only a year later. If blood had been spilled, the earth had long since absorbed
it; if tears had been shed, the sun had had time to dry them. Pain which did
not cry out within earshot left our hearts unmoved. Gustave Moynier,
one of the founders of the Red Cross, had this to say, In our time, we
find out every day what is happening everywhere in the world... time no
longer intervenes to dull our impression... The description, provided by
the daily newspapers... in a sense places before the very eyes of the reader
the men dying on the battlefields, and he can hear with his own ears, along
with cheering over a victory, the groans of the poor mutilated victims in
the ambulances.

These striking comments are even more true today, a century later,
when the world has "shrunk" so much through the rapidity of transport,
telecommunications and information by radio and television. The
result is that our "neighbours" may now be "far away"; multitudes of
people, suffering, everywhere in the world.
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We have to regard this as a great improvement for the distressed,
first of all because it means that we shall all know more quickly and
better about the suffering of people—and secondly because help can reach
them more quickly. Above all it, means that the more fortunate people,
those who are well off and have full stomachs, can no longer avoid
knowing about those in distress—for these will haunt them and bring
such shame upon them that it will be unendurable, to such a point that
they will finally have to open their wallets in order to be able to sleep
in peace.

Better information is also attended by a certain degree of danger
however, the danger of saturating the public's mind and dulling its sensi-
tivity—in a sense "vaccinating" it against appeals to its generosity.

Other circumstances may lead to establish some nuances in the
principle of proportionality. Let us take an example from everyday
life. Let us suppose you come out of your apartment and find two
beggars outside the door. If you are in a hurry, you give each of them
the same amount. But, if you have time to stop and look at the two
men you can see that one of them is old, and you decide that he
should have more. But, even though the other one is young, he has only
one arm. Isn't he more deserving of your pity ? If you have more time,
time enough to listen to them, you discover that the older man is a
refugee, that he is all alone in the world—but that the younger one has
children to care for. We could multiply to infinity the number of reasons
for favouring one or the other. To give equally to each of them is a good
deed, though falling short of a more attentive, more appropriate assis-
tance. Making distinctions in relieving suffering is a hard thing to do,
calling for a great deal of effort, time and, let us say it, a great deal of
love.

While an individual making an effort to be fair will enter into
the details of individual cases—so long as there are not too many of
them—it is impossible for an institution to do this in rendering collective
assistance, especially when it is an international operation, for it simply
does not have the time nor the personnel that would be needed to do so.

If we have only a single dose of serum for two sick people, we do not
divide it between them, for neither would be cured. However painful,
we would have to make a choice, to give to one or the other. In the same
way, speaking more generally, it is not always either possible or desirable
to divide relief supplies endlessly. To be effective, relief must often be

304



given completely, and over a period of time. It is better then to carry
out a charitable action fully, for a limited group of people, than to spread
limited resources over a great number of places, none of which will
receive enough.

Here we touch upon a truth referred to in the introduction, the fact
that the principles have a theoretical character. In practice, we cannot
always take them literally. But, although their value may be relative,
it is nevertheless very great, for it shows the ideal that we must continue
to approach.

Philosophical considerations

Under the previous heading, we raised the philosophical problem
of equality and inequality among men by discussing their equality.
We shall now take up the other aspect, that of inequality.

Ever since the end of the 18th century, it has been recognized that
the wealth of the world should not serve to benefit only a handful of
privileged people. It came to be recognized as well that suffering,
poverty, disease and ignorance need not be the inevitable lot of the great
mass of individuals. This gave rise to the demand for everyone to have a
share in the common heritage, a place in the sun, his share of happiness.

It was also understood that an effort to create complete equality
among men would be nonsensical, in view of the multitude of differences
between them; that it would be absurd to think that everyone could have
everything and live in an earthly paradise. The quest was therefore
undertaken for a reasonable compromise, one which would offer everyone
a minimum of benefits, to the extent that what each one demanded for
himself he would be prepared to recognize as the right of others. It is in
these terms that we refer to equality of treatment or the vital minimum
of human requirements.

Yet men have fundamentally different needs, either because of their
own individual natures or because the events of their lives have broken
up the equality among them. Equity will tend to restore the balance.
To bring men back to the level of equality means to attend with the
utmost efficacy and at the outset to the needs of those who are most
deprived, that is, to allocate assistance in proportion to the distress.
Thus, we can only remedy an inequality in the situation by means of an
inequality in the providing of benefits.
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Let us take an example completely outside the Red Cross world,
that of public taxation. There was a time when only the poor paid taxes.
This crying injustice was indeed a major source of the revolutionary
movements at the end of the 18th century. Does equity require then that
everyone should pay the same amount in taxes ? Certainly not, for there
has been universal acceptance of the principle of proportionality. Thus,
everyone pays taxes in proportion to what he earns and to what he owns.
Going even beyond this, a system of progression is now applied, whereby
the rich contribute more than a proportional share to the revenue of the
State, on the ground that the more a person's resources exceed the vital
minimum, the more surplus he has and the more heavily he can be taxed.
In this instance we have taken into account a just reason based on
economic considerations.

The principle of non-discrimination previously discussed cannot
be considered in an absolute sense, for corrective factors must be applied
to it. There are distinctions which it is legitimate and even necessary
to make. In the field which now concerns us, these distinctions are founded
upon varying degrees of suffering, on needs and natural weaknesses—
and on these alone. Accordingly, distinctions will be made in favour
of some individuals in order to prevent or overcome inequalities resulting
from these factors. This is why the Red Cross, not contenting itself with
being equalitarian, works actively towards equalization.

3. IMPARTIALITY

Commentary

While it was not particularly appropriate to have classified the prin-
ciples of non-discrimination and of proportionality under the same head-
ing, it was incorrect to have given this heading the designation of Impar-
tiality, for this is a personal quality of an individual called upon to make
a judgement or choice, or for "the man from the Red Cross" to distribute
relief or give care. Impartiality, correctly construed, manifests itself in
applying established rules, recognized as valid, without taking sides,
either for reasons of interest or sympathy. For the Red Cross, these
rules are, specifically, the three principles we have already considered—
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humanity, non-discrimination and proportionality—constituting the
substantive principles.

With impartiality, we enter into another series of three principles,
in which we shall also find neutrality and independence, which we have
designated as derivative principles, whose purpose is to assure the Red
Cross of the confidence of all parties, which is indispensible to it. Here
we are no longer in the field of objectives but rather in that of ways and
means.

The Proclamation repeated the error which the Red Cross had made
even in its early days of confusing impartiality with non-discrimination
among men. In doing so, it took for the principle itself the manner of
applying it. Non-discrimination is the outcome of the idea of equality
among men, which in turn results from philosophical considerations
on the nature of the human species. It is concerned with the very object
of the action, men who are suffering. Impartiality, in contrast, is a
quality required of the agents whose responsibility it is to act for the
benefit of those who are suffering. If they do not observe this impartiality,
they violate the trust accorded to them.

One might also say that the principle of non-discrimination discounts
the objective distinctions between individuals. The principle of impar-
tiality sets aside the subjective distinctions. To provide examples: if a
charitable organization withholds its assistance from a specific category
of individuals (let us say for reasons of race for instance), it is violating
the principle of non-discrimination. On the other hand, if one of its
representatives discriminates in favour of one of his friends against other
persons, or discriminates against someone whom he dislikes, he is violat-
ing the principle of impartiality.

It is indeed a certainty that once the principle of non-discrimination
has been postulated and accepted, the principle of impartiality, in itself,
no longer has the same importance. This does not imply however that
we should renounce giving specific expression to it, for partiality is not
above-board, but underhand. Impartiality does in fact correspond to the
very ideal of the Red Cross, which bars it from excluding anyone from
its humanitarian concern.

The authors of the Proclamation did not preserve the idea of impar-
tiality as a principle in its own right, or at least they considered that it
was already provided for. In 1955, it had read as follows, The Red Cross
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will act without favour or prejudice towards or against anyone.1 One might
say, perhaps with greater exactitude, "Agents of the Red Cross will
act...".

In denning impartiality, it is essential to revert to the word "partial"
from which it originates. Partial means taking sides for or against
something on the basis either of prejudice or of personal preference.
We encounter both of these elements in the contrary word "impartial",
but the negation applies only to the motivation. Thus we cannot say
someone who does not act is impartial—for this would be confusing
impartiality with neutrality—but we can say that he is impartial who, in
taking action, does so without prejudice.

Impartiality presupposes that a man called upon to take action has
sufficient freedom. This freedom has a double nature, on the one hand
it is freedom vis-a-vis himself and on the other, freedom vis-a-vis the
outside world. In the latter sense, freedom refers to independence,
which we shall discuss in another chapter. Interior freedom is perhaps
even more difficult to achieve than freedom from external influences,
since passion, psychic complexes and preconceived ideas influence human
behaviour and, what is especially serious, do so mostly when we are
unaware of the fact. Emphasizing the difficulty of impartiality, Goethe
wrote in his Aphorisms, / can promise to be sincere, but not to be
impartial.

Impartiality requires a precise, complete and objective examination
of the problems facing us and an exact assessment of the values entailed.
It calls for a sustained effort to "depersonalize" the charitable action—
and will sometimes be the fruit of victory in a hard-fought struggle
within oneself.

The risk of partiality is present above all in cases of civil war, internal
disorders or political tensions. In such conflicts, one knows one's
adversaries only too well and one has personal reasons for detesting them.
This is so true that as late as 1912 an International Red Cross Conference
refused to discuss the problem of assistance to the victims of civil wars,
after one of the delegates had remarked that "The Red Cross can certainly
have no duties to perform with respect to insurgents, who cannot be
regarded as anything but criminals". Since then, fortunately, the Inter-

1 J . Pictet: Red Cross Principles.
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national Red Cross Conferences have arrived at a healthier and wiser
conception of the institution's principles.

Within the borders of its country, a National Red Cross Society
gives its assistance to all who suffer. Guilty persons themselves are not
excluded from this assistance if they have need of it, a fact which has
sometimes not been well understood. The Red Cross does not however
interfere in any way with the administration of justice; its action does
not run counter to the essential right of a state to suppress violations
of its laws. What the Red Cross does demand is that each person shall
be humanely treated; if the individual is guilty, he will be sentenced by
the courts, but he must have the benefit of decent treatment and receive
the care required to maintain his health.

To conclude this section, we shall relate one of a thousand possible
real-life anecdotes which dramatically illustrates that the Red Cross
ideal, even in the most complex and contradictory situations, can prevail
against all odds. In a country ravaged by civil war, the chief prosecutor
had arrested one of the leaders of the revolution. In reprisal, the revolu-
tionary movement set a price on the head of the chief prosecutor.
The Red Cross Society in this country received an appeal for help—to go
and pick up a seriously wounded person in the fighting zone. The Society
did not hesitate, but immediately despatched an ambulance to the spot
and saved the life of the wounded man. Who was the wounded man ?
He was the son of the revolutionary leader who had been arrested.
Who was driving the ambulance ? It was the wife of the chief prosecutor,
who had ordered the arrest of the young man's father. Omnia vincit
amor.1

1 Love conquers all (Virgil).
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in

NEUTRALITY

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.

General observations

The 1955 text read, The Red Cross must observe strict neutrality in the
military, political, denominational and philosophical spheres.1

No idea in the Red Cross world has created more confusion than
neutrality, for the word has a range of different meanings. Before
analyzing these meanings, some general considerations should be noted.

The word "neutral" comes from the Latin "neuter" meaning neither
one of two things. In this sense it is essentially a negative idea; one is
neutral who does not take sides in a conflict.

Neutrality does not in itself have any ethical value and can thus be
assessed only in relation to particular circumstances. It takes on a moral
aspect, and can even achieve nobility when it arises from the kind of
firm determination which makes it possible for an institution to put its
fundamental principles into effect and carry out its mission faithfully—
which is precisely the case with the Red Cross.

On the general level, the idea of neutrality pre-supposes two elements:
an attitude of abstention and the existence of persons or groups who

J J . Pictet: Red Cross Principles.
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oppose one another. Although neutrality defines the attitude of the Red
Cross towards belligerents and ideologies, it never determines its
behaviour towards the human beings who suffer because, in the first place,
the wounded do not fight one another. And, above all, the essential
characteristic of the Red Cross is to act and not to remain passive.1

Neutrality and impartiality have often been confused with one another
because both imply the existence of groups or theories in opposition
and because both call for a certain degree of reserve. The two ideas are
nevertheless very different, for the neutral man refuses to make a judge-
ment whereas the one who is impartial judges a situation in accordance
with pre-established rules.

Neutrality demands real self-control; it is indeed a form of discipline
we impose upon ourselves, a brake applied to the impulsive urges of our
feelings. A man who follows this arduous path will discover that it is
rare in a controversy to find that one party is completely right and the
other completely wrong. / He will sense the futility of the reasons com-
monly invoked to launch one nation into war against another. In this
respect, it is reasonable to say that neutrality constitutes a first step
towards peace.

While neutrality, like impartiality, is often misunderstood and
rejected, this happens because there are so many who want to be both
judge and party, without recourse to any universally valid criterion.
Each side believes, rather naively, that his cause is the only just one;
that refusal to join it is an offence against truth and justice.

Commentary

(a) Confidence

The text of this principle in the Proclamation begins with the words,
"In order to continue to enjoy the confidence of all. These words do not
constitute a part of the principle, but merely explain the reason for it.

1 An example familiar to Christians is in the parable of the Good Samaritan, in
which the neutral figure, vis-a-vis the injured man, is the Levite who passes by, indif-
ferent to the traveller left half dead by the bandits. The Samaritan however intervenes,
even though this may be at the risk of his life.
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The same words are valid as well for impartiality in its true sense, of
which we have spoken, and for independence, of which we shall speak.
We are confronted here by three principles which we have referred to as
derivative in that they relate not to objectives but to means. They
contribute to the application of the three substantive principles, the
mainsprings of action, and assure the proper functioning of the institu-
tion. Confidence is vital to the Red Cross; without confidence it would no
longer be entrusted with work of public utility and it would receive no
more donations. If a National Society or its agents were to engage in
ideological disputes, how can we imagine that it could maintain its
credibility among the parties on the other side, and in case of a crisis—
here we are thinking mainly of internal conflicts—how can we imagine
that it would be allowed to carry out its work in the two rival
camps ?

Despite the foregoing remarks, these words have been subject to
criticism on the ground that they are too weak and give only one of the
reasons which justify neutrality. It will no doubt be desirable, in the
event of a revision, to be more explicit. One might say, for example,
in order to continue to enjoy the confidence of all and to maintain its unity...

Jean PICTET

(To be continued)
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