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Abstract 

The Red Cross, Red Crescent and Red Crystal Movement is the largest humanitarian 

movement in the world with 97 million volunteer workers around the globe. The 

organisation relies on seven fundamental principles, the Neutrality Principle being 

one of them. The questions of this essay are:  

*Is it yet possible to provide neutral humanitarian aid in the 21st century? 

*Have the humanitarian crisis’s changed between the 20th century and the 21st century?  

 

 

Key Words: International Committee of the Red Cross, International Movement of 

the Red Cross, Red Crescent and Red Crystal Societies, the International Federation,  

Neutrality and the Geneva Conventions  
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In loving memory of my brother Vincenzo Sergio D’Arro`: 

 

“Poverty stole your golden shoes 

It didn't steal your laughter 

And heartache came to visit me 

But I knew it wasn't ever after 

We'll fight, not out of spite 

For someone must stand up for what's right 

'Cause where there's a man who has no voice 

There ours shall go singing” 

Jewel, Hands 1998 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Where’s the sense in staying neutral?  
-Exploring the possibility of Neutral Humanitarianism in the 21st century  

Linnæus University the spring of 2010  4 

List of content 

Abbreviations 

Preface  

 

Part I 

1.1 Introduction .................................................................................................................8 

1.2 Purpose and problem.....................................................................................................8 

1.3 Questions to be studied .................................................................................................9 

1.4 Background- The vision of Jean Henri Dunant.............................................................9 

1.5 The complex structure of the Red Cross Movement.....................................................10 

1.6 The fundamental principles of the Red Cross ...............................................................11 

1.7 Neutrality.......................................................................................................................12 

1.8 The four Geneva Conventions.......................................................................................13 

1.9 Notion of the use of different Red Cross concepts........................................................14 

1.10 Delimitations ...............................................................................................................15 

1.11 Outline of thesis ..........................................................................................................15 

 

Part II 

2.1 Theoretical framework ...............................................................................................16 

2.2 Humanitarianism ...........................................................................................................16 

2.3 Kurt Mills about Neo-Humanitarianism .......................................................................16 

2.4 Hans Haag about “Confidents of all” ............................................................................19 

 

Part III 

3.1 Method and design ......................................................................................................21 

3.2 A case study method .....................................................................................................21 

3.3 Selecting data ................................................................................................................21 

3.4 Qualitative study: A critical idea research ....................................................................22 

3.5 Sources of information ..................................................................................................23 

3.6 Source criticism.............................................................................................................24 

3.7 Scientific relevance and previous research ...................................................................24 

 

 



Where’s the sense in staying neutral?  
-Exploring the possibility of Neutral Humanitarianism in the 21st century  

Linnæus University the spring of 2010  5 

Part IV 

4.1 Empirical data: Historical and contemporary Red Cross operations....................25 

4.2 The Second World War – 1939-1945............................................................................25 

4.3 The Nigeria War 1967-1970..........................................................................................26 

4.4 The Somali War 1992 and onwards ..............................................................................27 

4.5 20th century, Guantanamo Bay......................................................................................28 

  

Part V 

5.1 Analysis: Have the humanitarian crisis’s changed between the 20th century and 

the 21st century?.................................................................................................................29 

5.2 Concluding summary: Is it yet possible to provide neutral humanitarian aid in the 21st 

century? ...............................................................................................................................32 

5.3 Future Studies................................................................................................................33 

 

List of References................................................................................................................35 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Where’s the sense in staying neutral?  
-Exploring the possibility of Neutral Humanitarianism in the 21st century  

Linnæus University the spring of 2010  6 

Abbreviations 

 

ICRC- International Committee of the Red Cross 

IGO- Intergovernmental Organisation 

IHL- International Humanitarian Law 

IHO- International Humanitarian Organisations 

MSF- Médecins sans Frontières1 

NGO- Non Governmental Organisation 

OECD- Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

POW- Prisoners Of War 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 In English the organisation is called Doctors without Borders, but as the organisation has its headquarters in 
Geneva as well as the fact that it was founded as MSF therefore in this essay the organisation will be referred to 
as MSF.   
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Preface 

 

Henri Dunant wrote in a Memory of Solferino that: 

"Would there not be some means, during a period of peace and calm, of forming relief 

societies whose object would be to have the wounded cared for in time of war by enthusiastic, 

devoted volunteers, fully qualified for the task?"2 

 

And that he did. The legacy of this man is yet visible given that the Red Cross is the largest 

International humanitarian organisation of today. However society is changing and perhaps 

what he founded cannot continue to be carried out today. Humanitarian actors struggle to sort 

out the problems of our world, hopefully they are not stained themselves by the blood of those 

they are trying to aid.  

 

I would like to thank following persons for their invaluable encouragement and support: The 

three other students who where a part of my tutor group Aida, Anna and Johanna who I have 

shared the whole “producing a thesis” experience with. I would also like to thank Emre 

Güngör for making an effort while the rest didn’t even bother. I want to give a special 

recognition to Inger Hedengran: who tried to help me sort out my thoughts. Most importantly 

I would like to thank my parents and my brother Angelo who have always been encouraging 

and brag about me a whole lot more than I deserve. Although it is true that it’s sometimes 

much too easy to make them proud, none the last I want them to know I made it all for them.  

At last I would like to thank everybody else who lent me a hand-nobody mentioned nobody 

forgotten. 

 

Evelina D’Arro` 

Göteborg, Sweden: 2008-12-21 

Changes made: 

Växjö, Sweden: 2010-04-23 

 

 

                                                 
2 A Memory of Solferino ifrc.org : Henry Dunant – the destiny of the founder of the Red Cross 
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Part I 

1.1 Introduction 

 

The principle of neutrality is one of the seven fundamental principles of the Red Cross and 

may be the most important one, but conceivably also the hardest one to act according to. My 

thesis will not be questioning if the Red Cross movement is neutral, because I believe that just 

as difficult it might be for a state to be completely democratic it is for an organization to be 

totally neutral. Scholars claim that neutral humanitarianism is as good as dead in the 21st 

century however there are strong voices that argue the opposite, both sides have reasonable 

arguments and I want to find out if there is yet a possibility for neutral humanitarian aid in 

today’s society.  

 

The Red Cross, Red Crescent and Red Crystal Movement is the largest humanitarian 

movement in the world with 186 member states and almost 100 million volunteers 

worldwide3, which makes it perfect to use in a case study as an example of a neutral 

humanitarian organisation. 

 

1.2 Purpose and problem 

  

Kurt Mills claims that in the changing world of today, neutrality is marginalised and put aside. 

Humanitarian actors are being manipulated to act according to the values of the most 

influential states, because they are the ones with the economic resources. Though Mills might 

have a point, Hans Haag claims the opposite and suggests that the Red Cross remaining a 

neutral humanitarian actor really is the only way to enjoy the confidence of all.   

 

This lead one to wonder if Kurt Mills has a point or if Neutral Humanitarianism is yet 

possible in the 21st century, has the context changed to the extent that humanitarian actors can 

not provide neutral humanitarian assistance? Neo-Humanitarianism indicates for a change in 

the context as well as a change in the nature of humanitarian actors; however the important 

issue here is if this diminishes the possibilities to give neutral aid and even more important if 

the organisations have given in to the pressure hence they are less effective giving neutral 

                                                 
3redcross.se: Idén som förenar världen 
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humanitarian assistance. The purpose of this thesis is to research the possibility if neutral 

humanitarianism is possible in the 21st century. 

 

 

1.3 Questions to be studied 

 

The aim of the thesis is therefore to answer the main question that is: * Is it yet possible to 

provide neutral humanitarian aid in the 21st century? 

 

Moreover the thesis will answer the research questions that follow: *Have the humanitarian 

crisis’s changed between the 20th century and the 21st century?  

 

 

1.4 Background- The vision of Jean Henri Dunant 

 

In this section the background of the Red Cross as well as the history of the organisation will 

be explained, this is to make it easier for the reader to understand the empirical data that is 

presented in a later chapter. The background serves to explain the Red Cross for those who 

have never been introduced to the IHO before. To better understand the empirical data 

leading up to the problem discussion and the analysis one do need a short historical summary 

and some explaining of the organisational structure of the Red Cross movement. 

 

 

Henri Dunant born 8 of May in 1828 in Geneva and who later became a banker, was on a 

business trip when he ended up in Solferino, Italy4 1859 where the war between the Franco- 

Sardinian union and Austria took place. Dunant saw the lack of proper medical care provided 

to the many solders that lay wounded on the battlefield5. Three years later, when he had 

returned to Geneva, he wrote A memory of Solferino, where he promoted the need of national 

relief-organisations. Dunant explained his plan of how these organisations would have well 

educated volunteers for the single purpose of aiding wounded men in wartimes, one of the 

points he stressed was that soldiers would get help regardless of their nationality.  

                                                 
4 redcross.se : Henry Dunant 
5 ifrc.org : Henry Dunant – the destiny of the founder of the Red Cross 



Where’s the sense in staying neutral?  
-Exploring the possibility of Neutral Humanitarianism in the 21st century  

Linnæus University the spring of 2010  10 

 

After the book was released the Geneva Society for Public Welfare organised a meeting to put 

together a committee6. The lawyer Gustave Moynier, General Dufour, Dr Maunior and Dr 

Appia formed together with Henri Dunant the Committee, in 1863 that Committee became the 

International Committee of the Red Cross7, also known as the ICRC.  The Committee held an 

international conference where sixteen nations were represented and which at the end of the 

conference signed the international treaty that is known as the first Geneva Convention in 

18648.           

 

1.5 The complex structure of the Red Cross movement 

 

The Red Cross movement refers to two international institutions: both the International 

Committee of the Red Cross and the International Federation of the Red Cross, Red Crescent 

and Red Crystal Societies, also called the International Federation or simply the Federation. 

There are 186 national societies around the world, and the movement has without a doubt the 

most prevalent volunteer work force around the globe9.  

 

The ICRC is the prime force, within the Red Cross movement when it comes to devastation 

created by man hence the ICRC care for victims of war or political instability, both civilians 

and soldiers not able to continue fighting because of injuries or such as POW’s. It is the Red 

Cross Federation and the national societies instead that are in charge of natural, industrial 

disasters, though there are exceptions, most of the times the ICRC is not more than merely 

involved in this kind of situations.  

 

To make it more understandably and generally speaking: the ICRC acts in times of war, 

occupation and such, the Red Cross Federation and the national societies acts in peacetime10.  

 

The Red Cross movement might be considered a quite unconventional NGO because of its 

unique roll and special rights under IHL11, and is theoretically not a NGO12 though it is often 

                                                 
6 nobelprize.org : The Nobel Peace Prize 1901-Henry Dunant, Frédéric Passy 
7 redcross.int : Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement History 
8 ifrc.org : Who we are- history 
9 redcross.int : Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement History 
10 Forsythe et.al, 2007: 2, 3 
11 Forsythe et.al, 2007: 2 
12 Berry, 1997: 1 
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categorized among other NGO’s. However the organisation is not an international or an 

Intergovernmental organisation either; ICRC is as a private Swiss cooperative not mandated 

by governments but has as an assignment to help those in need in conflicts which is mandated 

not only by 186 states but also grounded on IHL13. Therefore the ICRC has the legal status of 

an IGO though not being one in practice; this means that ICRC has an international legal 

personality and also have the same kind of privileges as other IGO’s14.  

 

ICRC stands, as mentioned before, for the International Committee of the Red Cross and is a 

global institution that was created in 1863. Even though the ICRC is such a vital part of the 

Red Cross, Red Crescent and Red Crystal movement15, the largest humanitarian movement in 

the world, few people are well informed about the ICRC. The ICRC is a private governed 

Swiss bureau that with the legal authority of public international law has the right to in any 

situation of war participate as a third party with certain tasks. This is an organisation that got 

approximately 2000 in its staff around the globe, that has its headquarter in Geneva and a 

board only of Swiss citizens. The ICRC is the founding agency of the Red Cross, Red 

Crescent and Red Crystal Movement16. The ICRC has won three Nobel Peace Prizes, in 1917, 

1944 and 196317.  

 

1.6 The Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross 

 

In 1875 the president of the ICRC presented four principles that would be used throughout the 

movement. The four principles where: Solidarity, Mutuality, Foresight and Centralization, the 

only one that is yet in use is the first one. In 1955 Jean Picet formulated the seven 

fundamental principles in the book The Red Cross Principles that are in current use. The 

seven fundamental principles are indeed fundamental as they are reflected in the movement 

and are vital as a guide of how the movement should act. In 1965 the seven principles was 

accepted by the International Conference of the Red Cross and in the 1986 Conference the 

principles was added to the Statutes of the Red Cross movement.  

                                                 
13.icrc.org: Principles under fire: does it still make sense to be neutral?  
14icrc.org: Principles under fire: does it still make sense to be neutral? 
15 As written before the ICRC is indeed a vital part of the movement, the Federation relies on the Committee in 
more matters than one and is also the founder of the Federation and national societies. 
16 Forsythe et.al, 2007: 1  
17 Jean Henri Dunant, as mentioned above founder of the ICRC, won the very first Nobel Peace Price in 1901. 
nobelprize.org: The Nobel Peace Prize 1901-Henry Dunant, Frédéric Passy 
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By adding the principles to the Statutes, they also are binding which means that they are not 

just guiding but instead the movement is obligated to respect the fundamental principles. 

Many of the policies that the movement created are based on the principles. The fundamental 

principles are as follow: Humanity, Impartiality, Neutrality, Independence, Unity, Voluntary  

Service and Universality.  

 

1.7 Neutrality 

 

No other of the seven fundamental principles has created such confusion within the 

organisation as the principle of Neutrality, because the concept neutrality implies so many 

different things. One can argue that neutrality is as hard to define as democracy or happiness, 

therefore I will give the input of different sources to try to explain neutrality as a concept but 

more importantly to give the Red Cross definition of neutrality.  The word neutrality could 

derive from either Greek or Latin, in Greek it would be translated as keeping quiet, in Latin it 

would be helping neither side18. One can therefore argue that neutrality mainly means not to 

take part in any conflict. The word itself has neither a positive nor negative connotation, 

whether or not it has an affirmative meaning really is a matter of which context neutrality is 

applied to. The Red Cross has defined neutrality as follows: 

 

 “In order to continue to enjoy the confidence of all, the Movement may not take sides in 

hostilities or engage at any time in controversies of a political, racial, religious or ideological 

nature.”19 

 

Moreover it is stated on the ICRC’s website that the purpose to abide to the principle of 

neutrality is to have the benefit of having the confidence of all. To act according to the 

principle also work as a condition for the IHO’s operational efficiency, this is also required 

during other circumstances than armed conflicts. The principle of neutrality also ban any part 

of the Red Cross Movement from participating in any sort of hostilities, the same goes for 

partaking in any controversies that could be deemed as political or ideological.20 

 

                                                 
18oxfordreference.com: Neutrality 
19icrc.org: Neutrality as a Fundamental Principle of the Red Cross 
20icrc.org: Neutrality as a Fundamental Principle of the Red Cross 
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The consequences of the principle of Neutrality are as follows: Neutrality means acting in a 

way that do not enhance any hostilities of either parties involved, though when the National 

Red Cross Societies aid armed forces with medical services it should not be considered as 

participation in hostilities. Furthermore the impact of the every-day actions and words of the 

National Societies has on the respect for the principle of Neutrality has to be taken under 

consideration. Special caution needs to be taken today when only a small fraction of the 

organisation could infect the trust for the Red Cross as a whole because of the character of 

modern communication. The principle of Neutrality should always be seen in a global 

perspective.21 

 

There are some critical voices raised that claim that the Red Cross is naive in believing in the 

myth that neutral humanitarianism is actually successful. They argue that humanitarian action 

in itself can’t be considered neutral because it has an impact and if it has an impact it can be 

viewed as apolitical and that neutral humanitarianism can’t function. The ICRC states in a 

press relies in the year of 2003 that the critiques have missed the important notion that the 

organisation itself don’t have a political agenda. The actions of the Movement as well as other 

neutral humanitarian organisations might not always be neutral, the actions is always for the 

sake of humanitarianism. For instance visiting political detainees may have a political effect 

but ICRC will never question the imprisoning on any ideological grounds.22  

 

 

1.8 The four Geneva Conventions 

 

The Geneva Conventions is on contrary to what many might think not one convention or 

treaty but actually four treaties that form what is more commonly known as the Geneva 

Convention. The Geneva Conventions are international treaties ratified by 194 states and 

could be viewed as the core of IHL23, hence that is the reason why the ICRC is commonly 

known as the guardian of IHL24. The Conventions are to undermine the cruelty of war to 

shield those who are non-actives in conflict situations i.e. medical and aid personnel and 

civilians and those who can no longer be active hence wounded, POW’s etcetera25.  

                                                 
21icrc.org: Neutrality as a Fundamental Principle of the Red Cross 
22icrc.org: Principles under fire: does it still make sense to be neutral? 
23 icrc.org: The Geneva Conventions of 1949 
24 Forsythe et.al, 2007: 38 
25 icrc.org: The Geneva Conventions of 1949 
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The first convention was signed at the 8 of August in 1864 by 24 state delegates and stated 
that: 
 
“Its aim was neutralization of Army Medical Personnel in the Field, as well as the 
Amelioration of the Condition of the Wounded and Sick in Armies in the Field.”26 
 

In July 1906 the second treaty was signed by 39 state delegates this one added the welfare of 

ship-wrecked and sick at sea in times of war, also it ensured the security for Red Cross 

personnel evacuating wounded and hospital ships with Red Cross personnel is protected in the 

Convention. The third Convention was signed in July 1929 by 44 state delegates and deals 

with the security of POW’s27. The third convention enables the Red Cross to visit detainees 

and states that POW have the right of a fair trial in a military court and have the right to a 

lawyer. Moreover detainees have the right to medical attention as well as the Red Cross has 

the right to visit the prisoners.  The fourth and so far what seems to be the last Convention 

was signed off in 1949 by 61 state delegates; this is a treaty about the wellbeing of civilians.  

 

 

During the Second World War the Red Cross tried gets into the concentration camps, but 

there where no treaty of such as that was signed in 1949 and the Red Cross could therefore 

not do much. The fourth Convention addressed; that in the forthcoming civilians should be 

ensured safety-zones, food and medical attention. 

Imprisoning of civilians where now forbidden as violent actions against civilians28. In 1977the 

so-called Additional Protocols but the ICRC was not the main actor in developing these 

protocols29. 

 

1.9 Notion of the use of different Red Cross concepts 

 

The Red Cross is by all means confusing to understand because of its complexity not to 

mention all the different concepts, therefore to make it as easy as possible for the reader to 

follow the idea of the essay: When the Red Cross is mentioned alone or as the Red Cross 

Movement it refers to the Red Cross as a whole that means the ICRC the Red Cross Red 

Crescent and Red Crystal Federation as well as the individual societies all together.  

                                                 
26 Bennett, 2006:212 
27 Ibid: 213 
28 Bennett, 2006:213 
29 Forsythe et.al, 2007: 47   
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When the ICRC or the Committee is mentioned this solely refers to the International 

Committee of the Red Cross, the same goes for the Federation as well as the National 

Societies, when mentioned they only reflects the Federation and the Society, not the 

Movement as a whole.   

 

1.10 Delimitations 

 

I will not give more than a thorough but yet only basic introduction to the Red Cross and its 

history, since there is of no relevance to this study to cover more than that30. Moreover, the 

fundamental principles31 besides the principle of neutrality will not be discussed or analyzed 

just introduced and mentioned and although they are highly interesting subjects as well there 

is no place in this study for that.  Additionally, neutrality as a concept will not be more than 

briefly introduced, because this is about the case of neutral humanitarian aid, not a discussion 

of what neutrality is and so forth.    

 

1.11 Outline of thesis 

 

This thesis is divided into five different parts to make it more easily accessible 

Part I: Contains introduction, background, an explanation of the Red Cross’s statement 

regarding neutrality, problem discussion, questions to be studied, purpose, delimitations, and 

an introduction to humanitarianism. In this part I will establish the subject.   

Part II: Here one can find the theoretical framework. 

Parts III: This part presents the selected method and design. 

Part IV: In this section you will find the empirical data i.e. the research of the chosen ICRC’s 

operations.   

Part V: The last segment of the essay contains conclusion, concluding summary and some 

suggestions for future studies. 

 

 

 

                                                 
30 If you are interested in finding out more you can find a lot of useful information at: icrc.org 
31 For more information regarding the fundamental principles: Röda Korsets grundprinciper. Kommentarer av 
Jean Picet, 1998. 
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Part II 
2.1 Theoretical framework 

 

This chapter will be dealing with the theory called Neo-Humanitarianism by Kurt Mills, the 

second theory is “Confidence of all” by Hans Haag. 

 

2.2 Humanitarianism 

 

To understand Neo-humanitarianism one might need to explain classical humanitarianism, 

therefore I will quickly introduce humanitarianism according to the oxford dictionary. 

According to the online oxford dictionary the word humanitarian stands for: “concerned with 

or seeking to promote human welfare: groups sending humanitarian aid.”  

 

 Humanitarianism then is: “The promotion of basic human welfare in situations of natural 

disaster or armed conflict—generally through the provision of food, medicine, housing, and 

other forms of relief, but also potentially including preventive diplomacy and armed 

intervention. ...”32 

 

A humanitarian actor is the kind of actor that provides humanitarian aid and some as the Red 

Cross promotes neutral humanitarian aid.  

 

 

2.3 Kurt Mills about Neo- humanitarianism 

 

Is Neutral Humanitarianism dead? The scholar Kurt Mills is arguing that because of the 

changing world, humanitarianism is changing into what he calls neo-humanitarianism, neutral 

humanitarianism is not possible. IHO’s has made their way into the global arena and 

humanitarian norms are now a very important aspect of international relations. Moreover 

Mills declares that humanitarianism has become such a widespread phenomena that states feel 

                                                 
32 oxfordreference.com,: Humanitarianism 
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obligated to act, or at least perceive as they act according to humanitarianism. IHO’s are 

forced to take a greater role because of the new order but does also acquire power33.  

 

Kurt Mills uses the Red Cross and the ICRC as a case of an IHO and he explains how the 

ICRC has succeeded with implementing the Geneva Conventions and to convince states and 

other actors that the Red Cross is non-political, neutral humanitarian actor, although this is to 

some extent not always true. Classic humanitarianism is about bringing a more humane side 

to brutal war, traditional war where to enemies stands on each side shooting on the other 

combatant34.   

 

According to Mills Neo-Humanitarianism however states that the new type of conflicts are the 

once that most of the time take places in remote35poor countries that are of no interest to the 

most influential states and the actors are both states and non-states. Mills argues that the 

conflict often concerns recourses rather then actual power or territory, and the sort of war that 

was seen during world war I, where the war was fought behind lines and the one who fought 

was soldiers also has changed, today civilians are the once suffering the most. To these 

army’s IHL means nothing and they have most likely never even heard about the Geneva 

Conventions.   

 

Kurt Mills argues that Humanitarianism can be used in political gaining instead, why would 

states allow enemies like guerrilla and rebel groups to benefit by giving in and letting ICRC 

or such organisations to visit these groups, instead starving the enemies weakens them. The 

states with power to do something and do feel obligated to, uses IHO’s so they in realty don’t 

have to do much at all. The IHO’s therefore are politicized and could become a target of 

either of the parties of the conflict, hence neo-humanitarianism36.  

 

The IHO’s are as Mills calls it peacekeepers37, and peacekeepers have according to him much 

harder to stay neutral, since the conflicts are of such matter that they more frequently are 

internal conflict and the so-called peace keepers have to mediate between parties. As 

mediators in internal conflicts the IHO’s often gets involved themselves and also faces the 

                                                 
33 Mills, 2002: 2 
34 Ibid: 3 
35 Remote in the sense that they are not in the Western-world. 
36 Mills:2002: 4 
37 In this essay peacekeepers refers to, as Mills suggests in his theory, IHO’s and not military divisions sent from 
actors like the EU or the US to uphold peace.  
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risks of being targeted. Kurt Mills claims that in the same way humanitarianism has lost its 

neutrality and impartiality and now has to endure public and international relations to help 

people. This has as much to do with the change of conflict as it have to do with the 

organisations bit by bit letting go of their neutral standpoints38.  

 

Humanitarian organisations are sometimes on their own free will and sometimes forced, to be 

political. Powerful states who want to be perceived as humanitarian they turn to humanitarian 

organisations to do the work. Organisations are doomed to beg for money so they can 

continue their work and by that the aiding states indirectly gains power over the organisations, 

while the states on the same time also wins respect in international public relations.  

 

The money are often given where the influential states have interests, Mills take the example 

of the war in former Yugoslavia where a lot of economic aid where given because Europe 

where afraid of a large amount of refuges. Moreover the effort of aiding people in their home 

country rather in the country they escaped to, so the amount of refuges will be 

minimized39.According to Mills the OECD states spend about ten times as much economic 

recourses on border control then they do on aid. Because of what Mills calls the CNN-effect40 

states feel pushed to act although they might not want to and therefore they use the IHO’s 

instead to do their work41. The states act less and less when it comes to peacekeeping, instead 

the humanitarian organisations has to do so.  

 

Mills argues that it is not a question of if the IHO’s have had an effect on the international 

relations and politics, because they have, instead it is a question of in what context and has 

that context changed over time. The change of context would be the harsher climate for 

refugees, powerful states closing borders and an increasingly anti-immigration vibe is going 

through the western- world. The protection of refugees is diminishing and IHO’s have a 

harder and harder time with fining founders for these types of projects.42  

 

                                                 
38 Mills: 2002: 5 
39Ibid:  8 
40 The CNN –effect refers to how easy it is today to gain access to information on the surrounding world for the 
ordinary citizens, which means that the states see the effect of the public opinion. Ibid: 9 
41 Mills, 2002: 9 
42 Ibid: 17 
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Mills claims that many actors, both state-actors and non-state actors, either violate or tries to 

violate the humanitarian norms and the independency of IHO’s. As an example he uses how 

the United States of America has violated the Geneva Conventions when imprisoning alleged 

Al Qaeda members at Guantanamo Bay43. According to Mills the argument is that the once 

imprisoned are not given POW status, and therefore do not fall under the Geneva 

Conventions44. Mills conclude arguing that states and other non-state actors will not stop 

using humanitarianism as a tool: the question his how this will affect humanitarianism?45  

 

 

2.4 Hans Haag about “Confidence of all” 

 

Hans Haag claims that: 

“An institution or a movement is neutral when it refrains from participating in a conflict or 

altercation and abstains from any interference.”  

 

As Hans Haag46  marks that remaining neutral for a state might not be that important but for 

an International Humanitarian Organisation as the Red Cross it is crucial, because the lack of 

actual power, obtaining “confidence of all” may be the only chance of fulfilling the 

humanitarian vision. The Red Cross Movement has to active the confidence of both the 

governing as well as the citizens only then the international institution can work properly so 

the actions can be secure enough to help. “Confidence of all” counts for most important in 

case of armed crisis but is almost as important for the work of the Federation and National 

Societies. Confidence is then needed from the governments of the societies as well as other 

actors within the community.   

 

Furthermore the Principle of Neutrality work as a way of strengthened the Movement, as a 

way of fulfilling the Principles of Unity and Universality within the Movement. The Principle 

of Neutrality not only may help the organisation to help, but will also undermine any 

influences of racism, politification, side taking and so on within the Red Cross. The Red 

                                                 
43 Mills: 2002:  19 
44 Ibid: 20 
45 Ibid: 21 
46 Hans Haag is the author of the book Humanity for All, and the article that was published in the Review is a 
short draft from that book  icrc.org:1 
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Cross is trying to be apolitical as well as non-racial, and tries to refrain from ideology with the 

acceptance on its own humanitarian ideology47.  

 

Haag claims that even though the Red Cross strives to be non-political, as an International 

Humanitarian Organisation however it is obligated to put the humanitarian vision before 

anything, the humanitarian mission can never be questioned. Therefore the Red Cross can 

never be neutral in humanitarian questions otherwise the organisation would be hand tied in 

acting. The context though has to be linked to Red Cross related topics, for instance 

implementation of the Geneva Conventions. Though being apolitical, even if it is only in 

regards of their humanitarian commitment it might jeopardize the confidence.  

 

The Red Cross is known for keeping quite and negotiating behind closed doors, discretion 

towards the states governments is according to the Neutrality Principle, the organisation only 

goes public when every other type of action has failed. The sovereignty of the organisation 

towards states is indeed one of the most important factors of remaining a neutral standpoint48.  

 

“The domain of the ICRC in these conflicts is the realm of humanitarian protection. As a 

humanitarian actor, the ICRC seeks to be independent, neutral and impartial. The 

organisation tries to be independent from governments and inter-governmental organizations 

like the United Nations. It attempts to be neutral in power struggles, by not favouring either 

side in a conflict whether by motivation or major impact. It endeavours to be impartial by 

treating similar human suffering in similar way. That is, a war victim in the Sudan or 

Democratic Republic of Congo should receive the same attention as a war victim in Iraq or 

Afghanistan. As the slogan has it, “blood has the same colour everywhere”.”49  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
47 icrc.org: Neutrality as a Fundamental Principle of the Red Cross 
48 icrc.org: Neutrality as a Fundamental Principle of the Red Cross 
49 Forsythe et.al, 2007: 3 
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Part III 
3.1 Method and design 

 

In this chapter it will be explained what method that will be used as well as source criticisms, 

sources of information & Scientific relevance. It will become clear how the case study method 

and qualitative research has been used in the essay. 

 

3.2 Case study method 

 

This is a case study50 design since this is, as mentioned above a case of neutrality in an IHO 

thus the Red Cross, since it is one case studied51, the case of neutrality in an IHO here the Red 

Cross. The case that is studied will only be mentioned within one context52 which in this 

study is neutrality within IHO’s and which have been stated and mentioned before in this 

study, the case study here is a case of neutrality within organisations hence the Red Cross53. 

The study will be theory-testing54; both testing the theory of Neo-Humanitarianism by Kurt 

Mills as well as the pro- principle of neutrality theory by Hans Haag. Theory-testing studies 

usually let the theory that is being tested have the central role55, but in this essay the case i.e. 

the principle of neutrality and the Red Cross will be the foundation of the study. 

 

 

3.3 Selecting the empirical data 

 

One can claim at largely that this will be a sort of historical research, with that I mean that 

documents regarding historical conflicts and crisis’s will be chosen and later analysed as well 

as more contemporary data concerning Red Cross operations. This permit one to analyse past 

and present operations in the context of the present circumstances, and by that make it 

                                                 
50 Esaiasson at.al, 2007: 121 
51 Ibid: 121  
52 Ibid: 121   
53 ”Enligt detta resonemang är den principiella skillnaden mellan ”fallstudier” och ”jämförande studier” inte 
särskilt stor. Skillnaden består i att analysenheterna registreras inom två olika kontexter (någon typ av 
jämförande fallstudie) eller en och samma kontext (en traditionell fallstudie).” Ibid: 121 Here one can argue that 
there is a fine line between the two methods, but based on the fact that there is only one context, I will yet again 
claim that this is a case study.     
54 Esaiasson at.al, 2007: 103 
55  Ibid: 38, 121 
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possible to conduct a proper discussion on basis of both theories and the data. Therefore the 

historical research would fit perfectly for the kind of qualitative research that is attempted 

with in this thesis. The two chosen theories are strategically selected to stand as two opposing 

viewpoints in this thesis. The empirical data will be selected from foremost these following 

criteria’s; conflicts of relevance in history, ICRC operations with a great public profile, a time 

spread over the period of which the Red Cross has existed. Relevance in history could mainly 

be explained by the fact that the reader will be able to relate more to the data if he or she is 

already somewhat familiar with the event. It is necessary to have the element of choosing 

ICRC operations with a high public profile for the reason that there will be more accessible 

data to collect. To have a diversity in timing for the Red Cross operations is important 

because of the statement Kurt Mills made that neutral humanitarian actions are not possible in 

the 21st century, therefore one need to collect data both from earlier as well as more 

contemporary data.  The operations that are selected for further analysis are:   

 

* The Second World War, 1939-1945 

* The Nigerian War, 1967-1970 

* The Somali war, 1992 and onwards 

* The situation of the POW detainees at the Guantanamo Bay, 20th century  

 

 

3.4 Qualitative study: A critical idea research   

 

The study will be a secondary research, given that the data analysed are already existing 

information, this means that I have not and have no intention of conducting a field study or 

any of the sort to collect data. This study will be a qualitative study in the way that I will 

analyse documents and written material. Qualitative research is used mainly to systematically 

gather information, the cases are strategically chosen to be in-depth analysed in the thesis. 

Qualitative research helps when investigating the reasons behind for instance decision 

making56. In this essay the data that will be analysed is academic literature as well as material 

from internet based sources. Critical idea research, handle analysis’s regarding norms both 

rational and moral, 57moreover this type of research deals with the effects of ideas58.  

                                                 
56 Esaiasson at.al, 2007: 238 
57 Ibid, 2007: 239 
58 Bergström et al (2008): 157 
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What could be considered the most convenient analytical tool that one use with the help of 

critical idea research is something that’s called dimensions59.  Dimensions are used to sort and 

analyse gathered information, 60dimensions work well when you are analysing data from a 

fairly long time period61. Three dimensions for each chosen theory will be selected to classify 

and organize the empirical data. The dimensions are the overall three most important elements 

of each theory. The chosen dimensions are as follows:  

 

Kurt Mills:  

 

* The new types of conflicts occur in countries and areas where the combatants probably 

haven’t heard of IHL, as the Geneva conventions let alone follow them. 

 

* Forced politification of the IHO.  

 

* The new types of conflicts are internal conflicts rather than external.                                            

 

Hans Haag: 

 

* IHO lack actual power and therefore need the “confidence of all” to provide humanitarian 

aid. 

 

* The non-political goal should however never be deemed as more important than the 

humanitarian mission, i.e. to provide humanitarian aid. 

 

* Neutral humanitarianism is about treating war victims the same no matter their ethnic, 

religious or social background, hence not favouring either side in a conflict.  

 

3.5 Sources of information 

 

The sources used in this essay are both internet based as well as academic literature. Two of 

the books that are being used rather frequently are the once by David P. Forsyth and also the 

                                                 
59 Bergström et al (2008): 164  
60 Esaiasson at.al, 2007: 165  
61 Ibid, (2007):171 
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one by the mentioned author and two other scholars. Forsyth is a professor at the University 

of Nebraska-Lincoln in USA where he teaches in political science62. Internet based material 

will mainly be from the different Red Cross homepages, such as the one of ICRC to clarify 

the Red Cross’s mission statements. Regarding the principle of Neutrality and information 

regarding it, this will only be conducted from official Red Cross homepages and literature 

published by or with the approval of the Red Cross, in an attempt to keep the essay as far as 

possible based on primary sources.    

 

3.6 Source criticism 

 

I will use a lot of material that are Red Cross based such as the ICRC, IFRC etcetera, this 

might be viewed as a bad choice of material considering they can not be claimed to be 

independent63. However I want to argue that regarding the information I have gathered from 

these types of sources are well grounded.  

 

 

Most of the cases when I collected from these internet websites it was for the background 

information, while the Red Cross must be considered to be a rather reliable source when it is 

regarding it’s own history, although even in these cases the information gathered has been 

checked with other types of sources64 to prevent as far as possible from any big errors or 

mistakes.  

 

 

3.7 Scientific relevance and previous research 

 

International humanitarian organisations help and involve a very large amount of people 

around the world and given that the Red Cross Movement is the largest IHO in the world the 

subject of neutrality amongst the Red Cross is a highly important and relevant area to 

research.  Moreover the Red Cross has been a rather frequent subject in media this last years 

and therefore might be of interest even for those who are not volunteers themselves. The 

scientific hole that this essay will aim to cover is the lack of proper researches on the subject 

                                                 
62 cceia.org: David P. Forsythe 
63  Esaiasson at.al, 2007: 314 
64 Such as The Humanitarians by Forsythe. 
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of neutral humanitarian actors that not are states or state bound. As mentioned before you 

could easily find information regarding for instance the Swedish policy of neutral stance in 

armed conflicts, but there are not much at all that engages IHO’s neutral standpoints.   There 

has been quite a lot written regarding neutrality but most of the previous researches are 

dealing with state and nation neutrality and not IHO’s. However there are quite a lot of 

previous to be found regarding the Red Cross as well as different operations done by the Red 

Cross. 

 

Part IV 
 

4.1 Empirical data: Historical and contemporary ICRC operations 

 

In this following chapter the empirical data will be presented hence the different ICRC 

operations that were selected in previous chapter. 

 

4.2 The Second World War 1939-1945 

 

During World War II the ICRC played an important roll of delivering humanitarian aid to 

POWs. Already in 1934 the Red Cross tried to convey all nations to sign an agreement were 

civilian right were safeguarded in an area where war just broken out, because the previous 

conventions only safeguarded military personal as well as POWs. However the international 

powers settled that they would wait to decide about the matter until 1940, hence the result of 

no signed IHL that regulated the rights of civilians when war was declared in 1939. The ICRC 

tried throughout the war to access those civilians that were detained, deported or sent to 

forced labour, but without any real success.  

 

One big downfall was that the USSR had not signed the Geneva Conventions and therefore 

the Russian POWs did not receive any visits from the Red Cross. ICRC offered their services 

even to the Russians but the Germans refused, stating that Russia had not signed any 

Conventions, and consequently were not included in IHL, The conditions of where the 

Russian POWs were kept under where therefore much under the other POWs.  ICRC only got 
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to visit the Russian POW’s during the last few weeks of the war, as a result of the destruction 

of the Nazi rule65.  

 

One of the most important result of the Second World War was the fourth and to this day, last 

convention. The Geneva Convention of 1949 truly reflect the issues of World War II and 

stated the for civilians in IHL66. 

 

4.3 The Nigerian Civil War 1967-70 

 

In 1967 Biafra broke free of Nigeria and declared its own independence. The US and Britain 

supported Nigeria and the government in Lagos, whilst France and Portugal supported Biafra 

which could have had its explanation in the fact that the later two countries was worried of to 

great of Anglo Saxon power  in the region. The ICRC negotiated a certain role for itself in the 

conflict, with a man called Aguste Lindt being the head of the operation. The War had a huge 

public interested with the main focus on delivering aid to the Biafrian people that where 

suffering greatly. Because of the public interested as well as a lot of governments showing 

concerns for the situation the ICRC didn’t find it difficult to rally support for an operation, 

specially since the different Red Cross societies came together to provide for most of the 

necessities for this kind of operation. However there where an internal divide within the Red 

Cross Movement; the French Red Cross, rather closely linked with the French government 

operated separately from the ICRC and its supporting partners that primarily being the British, 

Nordic and Swiss Red Cross societies67.  

 

Negotiating for full relief access proved to be rather difficult, the Biafra leaders well 

understood the impact on the public opinion that images of starving biafrians had. Moreover 

weapons where hidden along with the humanitarian aid transports, this all arranged by Biafra 

leaders. The Biafra leaders were in no hurry to reach an agreement with the federation leaders 

in Lagos, at least not until they were sure of sovereignty from Nigeria. Biafra refused relief 

from that started from the federal territory, because that could reinforce the federal influence 

over the Biafra area. Both sides viewed humanitarian aid as political, especially the leaders of 

                                                 
65 historylearningsite.co.uk: The Red Cross and World War Two 
66 Forsythe et.al, 2007: 45 
67 Ibid:63 
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Biafra knew the difference between the hard power of weapons and the soft power of 

sympathy on the global arena. 

 

The 5th of June 1969 a Swedish Red Cross relief flight, part of the ICRC humanitarian aid 

operation, was shot down by a Nigerian military air force pilot. Soon after ICRC was no 

longer delivering humanitarian aid in the conflict and in Lagos Lindt was regarded as persona 

non grata. The ICRC had during the whole operation faced difficulties creating the right 

strategy to approach the conflict68. What’s probably more disturbing and could have been the 

most problematic issue of the whole operation, were the fact that ICRC didn’t pay enough 

attention to IHL and its own principle of Neutrality for instance the organisation tilted 

towards Biafra and was many times manipulated by the Biafra leaders. These organisational 

crises not only lead to major changes within the organisation, a former member of the French 

Red Cross created MSF, and not long after Doctors of the World. He was unhappy about the 

notion of Red Cross neutrality and wanted solidarity with the victims not neutrality i.e. that 

the organisations could aid as well as speak up about wrongful things69. 

 

4.4 The Somali war 1992 and onwards 

 

Somalia has since the colonial powers left the country been torn between different clan 

leaders that are trying to gain influence over the area. During the 90s the Somali population 

suffered from the conflict within the country70 and the ICRC was the first organization to be 

aware of the situation and was very well prepared both for the humanitarian assistance as well 

as trying to help those imprisoned. The year of 1992 a military division approved by the 

United Nations Security Council was sent to Somalia to secure the deliveries of aid, ICRC 

being the main aiding actor. This was the first time the ICRC was cooperated with any 

military division and only did so since there was no other way of delivering aid to the 90 

percent of the Somali population that was suffering from malnutrition.  

 

ICRC stayed in Somalia when almost all the rest of the other NGO’s and IGO’s left the place 

because of the unsecure situation caused by the deepening of the crisis and violence. ICRC 

had been putting an effort into the Somali Red Crescent to make the society to a reliable and 

                                                 
68 Forsythe et.al, 2007:  64 
69 Ibid: 65 
70 Ibid: 69 
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neutral source of help71. In 1993 the ICRC was forced to continue to operate from nearby 

countries such as Kenya and from there send the aid through the now very reliable Somali 

Red Crescent, to protect the workers of the ICRC that stood a great risk at being kidnapped 

for ransom money.  

 

The ICRC was still delivering humanitarian assistance in 2006, still operating from 

neighbouring countries and in some cases removing the Red Cross emblem from cars and 

such, because with the instability in the country with aid workers being targeted the emblem 

is a cause for violence instead of a shield from violence as it was supposed to be. The ICRC 

continues its work in the country regardless if the influential states and economic powers have 

interests in aiding the country or not72.  

 

4.5 20th century, Guantanamo Bay 

 

The Red Cross is worldwide known for visiting detainees and is the one organization which 

has visited most detainees than any other organization or agency73. After the September 11 

attack on the World Trade Centre the United States of America has struggled with a lot of 

critic regarding the country’s so-called war on terror.  The USA gained power over 

Guantanamo Bay on Cuba also called Gitmo in the 1890s and is an American military base. In 

2001 and 2002 the US started to capture alleged Al-Qaida members and others who where, 

according to the United States potential terrorists, imprisoning them at Guantanamo. ICRC 

calls for an act to give these detainees the right to be secured under international law even 

though the US states that they are not covered by the Geneva Conventions.   

 

Although the USA did maintained that the detainees at Gitmo did not fall under IHL, the 

ICRC was allowed to visit the detentions from the beginning of 2002 to check up on the 

conditions of the once imprisoned. The ICRC did convince the US to change some of the 

routines at Guantanamo Bay. However the conditions grew worse and the detainees was being 

tortured in various ways and in 2003 the ICRC went public with some critique, although this 

was not very harsh critique the fact that the ICRC did critique at al is very exceptional74. The 

                                                 
71 Forsythe et.al, 2007:  70  
72 Ibid: 72 
73 Ibid: 75 
74 Ibid: 87   
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ICRC has been pressing the US for improving the situation and did issue some critique, 

however the relationship between the organization and the USA are relatively good75.    

 

  

V 
 

5.1 Analysis:  

Have the humanitarian crisis’s changed between the 20th century and the 21st century? 

 

During this chapter the results of the thesis will be presented, as well as an answer to the 

question of the thesis. 

 

The world is changing dramatically; Europe and USA are loosing some of the power and 

influence they had for such a long time has shifted towards other states that are winning 

influence on the global arena such as China, India and Brazil. The environmental conditions 

are changing as well, with things such as the global warming receiving a lot of attention. Not 

to forget globalization and the new types of technologies, not always contributing to good 

things: in its footsteps you see such things like terrorism and technological treats. The 

humanitarian organisations faces a lot of the times the same kind of issues and problems as 

the governments and companies does. The humanitarian organisations need to adapt.  

 

To be able to give a sufficient answer to the main question as well as the research question 

one need to take a look at the heart of the both theories and use the dimensions as shown in 

one of the previous chapters. The theory of Kurt Mills, Neo-Humanitarianism, gives an input 

to the struggles that the humanitarian organizations faces today and will face in the future. 

The three dimensions that were chosen from his theory were: 

 

*The new types of conflicts occur in countries and areas where the combatants probably 

haven’t heard of IHL, as the Geneva conventions let alone follow them. 

 

                                                 
75 Forsythe et.al, 2007:  88  
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Well to start out with the obvious here is that, there are not less states that know of the 

Geneva Convention today then when the first Geneva Convention was put into blueprint; it’s 

the opposite because more states has signed and ratified the IHL. Moreover by looking at the 

various examples of ICRC operations, the directions of IHL where not always followed 

before the 21st century sometimes not even by the Red Cross itself. The Nigerian civil war is 

one example was the ICRC did not manage whatsoever to give neutral humanitarian aid.  

 

However Mills has a point while stating that a lot of the conflicts in the 21st century harm the 

civilians more then previous wars for instance as mentioned before 90 percent of the Somali 

population suffered from malnutrition. Though how that would effect the neutral 

humanitarianism is difficult to say, and the Red Cross as well as other humanitarian 

organizations keep on helping the civilians as they have done and protection of the civilians 

does fall under the Geneva Conventions.  

 

 

* Forced politification of the IHO.  

 

As it shows in the empirical data, the ICRC from time to time had some difficulty of staying 

neutral and non-political, favouring one or the other side.  Even as early as the Second World 

War, it could be questioned if the Red Cross remained neutral, however the IHO made 

changes over the years which then make me wonder why Kurt Mills has not considered that 

the ICRC could make changes in the 21st century as well to prohibit politification of the Red 

Cross.  

 

* The new types of conflicts are internal conflicts rather than external.                                            

 

The problems could be many as the conflicts turns internal instead of external as Mills pointed 

out. If only for the much problematic fact of the national society were the conflicts occur have 

a hard task to handle. If you look at the example of the Somali war, an internal conflict very 

much indeed, the ICRC handled the crisis very well and so did the national Somali Red 

Crescent, not abandoning the principle of Neutrality. Why then do Kurt Mills think that the 

ICRC or another could not apply this way of conducting humanitarian relief on other 

operations?  
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 On the other end of Kurt Mills we have Hans Haag the dimensions picked from his theory 

are: 

 

* IHO lack actual and therefore need the “confidence of all” to provide humanitarian aid. 

 

The issue of IHO’s lacking actual power makes them an easy target to manipulate as Mills 

remarks and even with such a thing as a principle of Neutrality it is difficult to not fall for 

tricks, like the example of the Nigerian civil war. If you look at it from another point of view 

though: the Red Cross is the one organisation that visited most POWs up to date, giving Hans 

Haag one point for his argumentation. The last example of ICRC operations, hence the one 

with the Guantanamo detainees from the 21st century: concords with the statement that the 

power of IHO’s lays in the “confidence of all”. Moreover it is a proof that neutral 

humanitarianism is indeed yet possible in the 21st century and to take it one step further, 

needed.  

 

* The non-political goal should however never be deemed as more important than the 

humanitarian mission, i.e. to provide humanitarian aid. 

 

As to the much discussed example of the Nigerian civil war, the ICRC did step away from the 

principle of Neutrality, but not with a favourable outcome. During the Second World War the 

Red Cross offered to provide humanitarian assistance to the Russian POW’s but neither that 

worked out well. However it seems more than reasonable that a humanitarian organisation put 

the humanitarian aspect far ahead of the neutral one, especially given that neutrality in it is 

really only a principle because it provides more opportunities to offer humanitarian aid and 

secure that the aid is fairer. If you look at the example of the Guantanamo detainees however 

is a good case in point of when the organisation putting humanitarianism in forefront of the 

neutrality, were it went rather well.    

 

* Neutral humanitarianism is about treating war victims the same no matter their ethnic, 

religious or social background, hence not favouring either side in a conflict.  

 

During the Second World War the Red Cross had to yet maintain the neutrality, though 

obviously the organisation could not stand oblivious that one side was to be preferred over the 
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other. As not only a neutral organisation but as an organisation that was founded on neutral 

biases, the committee had to walk the thin line between staying neutral and reliving suffering. 

If the ICRC would not have remained neutral during the Second World War, it could have 

severely damaged the organization and undermined the organizations future as a humanitarian 

organization. As a result of issues of the organization not being able to deliver humanitarian 

assistance to the civilians in the camps, the Red Cross added the fourth Geneva Convention. 

But most importantly the ICRC relief operation during World War II indicates that as Hans 

Haag implies that neutral humanitarianism sees beyond such things like religion and ethnicity, 

which the ICRC did during the war.   

 

 

5.2 Concluding summary: 

Is it yet possible to provide neutral humanitarian aid in the 21st century? 

 

Here in the following chapter a short summary of the discussion of the thesis will be 

presented as well as food for thought regarding future studies 

 

 

When you consider the presented data perhaps it is not a question of the impossibility of 

neutral humanitarianism in the 21st century, but rather has it ever existed? But to answer the 

main question of the thesis:  Is it yet possible to provide neutral humanitarian aid in the 21st 

century?  

 

Kurt Mills discusses that the economic powers as well as the state powers put the economic 

resources where it fit them, also when it comes to providing economic resources to the 

humanitarian actors, therefore the organizations indirectly are forced to act in accordance with 

the states or non-state powers. For example in the case of Gitmo and the detainees at the base, 

where the ICRC has put a lot of pressure on the United States, is quite a speaking example 

that humanitarian organizations, at least the Red Cross have not abandoned the neutral 

standpoint for the sake of a powerful state. Moreover Mills claims that humanitarian 

organizations themselves are letting go of the neutral humanitarianism, whereas the ICRC has 

answered, as Hans Haag clearly points out, that delivering neutral humanitarian assistance is 

the vision however neutrality can never come between the humanitarian ideology.          
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However neo-humanitarianism don’t give a sufficient alternative or even tries to reflect over 

how it would be like if the neutral humanitarian organizations were just to leave their neutral 

standpoints. Moreover Kurt Mills does give the Red Cross credit for succeeding to some 

extent with the organizations neutral vision, and yet he holds no hope for the future of neutral 

humanitarianism.  

 

Nevertheless looking at the principle of Neutrality he Red Cross has not claimed to be a 

neutral organization but an organization with neutral standpoints and a neutral vision, always 

putting humanitarianism first, even before the principles. Therefore the important part is: if 

the organization is able to succeed with the aim of delivering neutral humanitarian assistance 

while, striving for the goal of being a neutral organization.  As the ICRC itself answers to 

believe that neutrality is when the agency stands exactly in the middle of two combatants not 

leaning towards neater side, the Red Cross is doomed to fail. Though while perceiving as 

neutral it gives enough space to give neutral aid. Therefore, although Mills do have a lot of 

stressing points, neutral humanitarianism is indeed important in the 21st century, it might even 

be more important then ever considering the new types of conflicts.     

 

The answer of the question is yes it is possible with neutral humanitarian assistance in the 21st 

century, at least as possible as it been throughout the last hundred years or so, looking at the 

empirical data the Red Cross has meet a lot of obstacles and without doubt will continue to in 

the future as well, but the organisation has achieved moments when the principle of Neutrality 

has been successful, and looking at the last example of Guantanamo Bay there is nothing that 

suggests anything other than that it will happened yet again.   

 

5.3 Future studies 

 

As for future studies there are many ways to continue on the path of studying the Neutrality 

Principle as well as the other six principles. If continuing on this thesis I would have focused 

on the Red Cross and the MSF making a comparative study, examining if there are any 

differences in how the two organisations are perceived and if the Red Cross do get access to 

places where the crisis is of a delicate political matter. The irony is that although the Red 

Cross strives to be neutral and apolitical that might open the doors to places that are very 
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politicized but MSF on the other hand that are bound to give a testimony of what they witness 

might be banned from the same. Future hypothesis might then be: Due to the neutral nature of 

the Red Cross the organisation may have it easier to gain access to crisis’s that are of great 

political interest on contrary to other organizations that are not neutral or; 

Though the MSF strive to give neutral humanitarian assistance its pledge to give a witness 

statement may shield the organisation from places of fragile political matter.        
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