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Prelude

Wars have become a defining feature of our
time.
There are currently over 130 conflicts
worldwide —more than double the number
15 years ago. There aren’t just more wars.
Today’s conflicts are also more likely to
be protracted with more than 20 conflicts
enduring for over two decades. In such
contexts, entire generations grow up
knowing nothing but war. The cost of these
trends is unmistakable: a horrific scale of
human suffering. The big paradox is that the
resources to help the affected population are
under growing strain.

The reality is that wars are raging, more
people are suffering, and resources that
can help them are shrinking fast. It’s worth
taking a step back to ponder on something
that the entire world has agreed on when it
comes to war. The world has agreed that even
in war, there are limits through the Geneva
Conventions—internationally agreed rules on
humanity in war. The Geneva Conventions are
one of the few treaties that are universally
ratified.

This year marks the 60th anniversary
of the Republic of Korea’s accession to
the Geneva Conventions, and today’s
reality serves as a stark reminder of the
shared responsibility to uphold them. The
International Committee of the Red Cross
(ICRC) and the Seoul Museum of History hope
that through this exhibition, the visitors—
however distant they may be from war
physically and/or psychologically —will have
an opportunity to look back at the Geneva
Conventions and reflect on why they mattered
yesterday, matter today, and will continue to
matter tomorrow.
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2. Children play football

A family in a home 3.
destroyed by missile
attack in Lebanon

A 10-year-old boy in
Democratic Republic
of Congo who was
shot in the head from
hostilities and has
been unable to speak
since the injury

amidst destroyed
houses in Yemen.
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The One Set of Rules
We All Agree On

In the second half of the 19th century, the
rapid development in firearms technology led
to a dramatic increase in the number of dead
and wounded in war.

Henry Dunant, a Swiss businessman,
witnessed the misery of tens of thousands of
soldiers abandoned —dead or wounded—on
the battlefield in Solferino in Italy. From this
experience, he proposed to « to set up in
peacetime, and in every country, volunteer
groups to take care of casualties in wartime,
and - to convince countries to agree to
protect first aid volunteers and the wounded
on the battlefield.

The first proposal is the origin of Red
Cross and Red Crescent Societies that now
exist in 191 countries; and the second is the
origin of the Geneva Conventions, now signed
by 196 High Contracting Parties.

On 8 January 1903, Korea—then Korean
Empire (also known as Daehan Empire) —
signed the first Geneva Convention of 1864.
This made Korea one of the earliest non-
European States to commit to the emerging
system of humanitarian law. But it was in
1966 —after the Japanese colonial rule of
Korea and the Korean War— that the Republic
of Korea (ROK) was able to formally join all
four Geneva Conventions of 1949.
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4. The Battle of 6.
Solferino that Henry
Dunant witnessed
Diplomatic
Conference on 12
August 1949, for the
revision of the Geneva
Conventions

Letter from the
Korean Permanent
Mission in Geneva

on 16 August 1966
informing the ICRC of
the ROK’s accession
to the Geneva
Conventions of 1949
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Korean War and ICRC
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The Korean War was the first major
international conflict after the Second
World War.

In accordance with the Geneva Convention on
the Treatment of Prisoners of War, the ICRC
operated the Central Agency for Prisoners of
War, disseminating information on detainees.
ICRC visited and conducted inspections on
military hospitals, prisoner of war (POW)
camps and civilian internment camps in the
Republic of Korea over 160 times—delivering
relief items and advocating for better
treatment for the POWSs and internees.

ICRC faced many limitations in bringing
relief to the Koreans during the Korean War.
Nonetheless, ICRC was able to deliver about
65,000 Swiss francs (approximately 1.5
million USD in today’s value) worth of medical
supplies to the United Nations Civil Assistance
Command for Korea and made sure through
visits that these supplies had reached and
were being used to treat detainees in prisons
in the ROK. ICRC also managed to launch a
small relief operation directly to the civilian
population in ROK in 1953. As a result,

ICRC delivered about 15,000 Swiss francs
(approximately 365,000 USD in today’s value)
worth of medical supplies to civilians and
worked with the Republic of Korea National
Red Cross to deliver about 300 braille
watches to the visually impaired.
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train in Daegu Station
on 29 December

9. Vessels anchored for
a prisoner exchange
in Munsan, Gyeonggi
Province from 20
April to 2 May 1953
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Ambulances for a
prisoner exchange
in Munsan, Gyeonggi
Province

Near Chuncheon in
1952. The assistant
director of the Red
Cross of the U.S. IX
Corps distributes
Red Cross giftsin a
Korean hospital.
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‘Rules of War’ Being
Tested

International humanitarian law (IHL) is clear:
Civilians and civilian infrastructure must be
spared from attack. Medical workers, first
responders, as well as medical transport and
facilities must be respected and protected.
Similarly, humanitarian workers and premises
must also be respected and protected.

Today, as wars rage —both in the spotlight
and out of it—those rules are being challenged
and, at times, reinterpreted to serve military
aims. Infrastructure for electricity, water
supplies and health care —vital for survival—
get targeted and destroyed. The use of heavy
explosive weapons in urban settings destroy
people’s homes and schools.

The impact of erosion of the rules of
war is not confined to distant battlefields;
it threatens the very stability, security and
values that underpin our lives, no matter
where in the world we live, and our shared
sense of humanity.

Against this backdrop, the ICRC —
together with several States—has launched in
2024 the Global Initiative on IHL to galvanise
and strengthen political commitment to IHL.
Today, more than 100 States have joined this
multinational initiative. ICRC invites more
countries to join.
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5. Darién Gap in Panama
in 2023. Hundreds of
thousands of people
annually cross this

flee Lebanon due to
conflict in the Middle
East in March this

year. perilous area to flee
14. Abullet-ridden the humanitarian
daycare in a village in disaster.
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6. The streets in eastern
Ghouta in Syria in
2018

7. Aboy takes his
first steps with a
prosthesis in Juba,
South Sudan in 2025

8. 2024 was one of the
deadliest years on
record.

Maguindanao del Sur
in the Philippines last
year.
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Front lines Stretch into
New Domains

The geography of war is expanding and
evolving.

Front lines stretch across hundreds of
kilometres and into new domains, from
cyberspace to outer space. The use of drones,
artificial intelligence (Al) and autonomous
weapon systems is redefining the means

and tempo of war. Technology can enhance
humanitarian work—for example, locating a
missing person or delivering aid to dangerous
areas—but more often it can have devastating
effects on civilians, like infringing on personal
data, or targeting and/or misidentifying
civilians or civilian infrastructure as military
objectives.

Drawing on the institution’s front-line
experience in more than 100 countries
worldwide, the ICRC has consistently voiced
its concerns on digitalised warfare and has
been working with experts from various
sectors on the issue. Given the current risks
with these technologies —like unpredictability
of Al systems, bias in data and algorithms, and
potential of disrespecting IHL and harming
civilians—The ICRC believes it is essential to
preserve human control over tasks and human
judgment in decisions that may have serious
consequences for people’s lives in armed
conflict.
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19. TheICRC

20. ICRC's ‘Digital
Dilemmas’ interactive
website

presented at the
UN headquarters
in New York the
“Deepfake and You”
exhibition jointly
with Switzerland
and the Swiss
Federal Institute
of Technology in
Lausanne to raise
awareness about
digitalised warfare.
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Why “Geneva”?

Every day, decisions are made in Geneva
that improve and save lives.
Most of these decisions do not make
international headlines, yet they have a real
impact on millions of people around the world.
Geneva is a hub for global cooperation. In
this city on Lac Léman in western Switzerland,
humanitarian aid is coordinated for victims of
disasters and conflicts. Experts work together
to address environmental challenges, combat
diseases, and respond to global crises. It
is also a place where people affected by
violence or injustice can make their voices
heard.
What makes Geneva special is the
concentration of international actors in
one place. Organisations from across the
world work side by side, sharing knowledge,
experience, and ideas. Together, these actors
form what is known as “International Geneva,”
a network that works daily for peace, human
rights, and the well-being of people worldwide.
Today, Geneva is often called the “city
of peace.” It plays a key role in mediation,
peacebuilding, and research on security
and conflict. It is also widely recognised as
the world’s humanitarian capital. The city is
central to the development of international
rules that protect people in times of war and
crisis, including the Geneva Conventions
and the Convention relating to the Status of
Refugees.
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21. The Palais des

22. The Swiss flag and

23. The Human Rights
and Alliance of
Civilizations Room
(also known as Room
XX) at the Palais de
Nations in Geneva

Nations, Geneva

Red Cross, Red
Crescent and Red
Crystal emblems
flying on the Mont
Blanc Bridge in
Geneva
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HMA| 712 Exhibition Period 29| Inquiries
20261 58 152 - 88 9Y 15 May - 9 August 2026 =R~ 4 AH 212131 (ICRC)
= e Ew Closed on Mondays TP

Location ICRC Mission in Seoul
HA| = Seoul Museum of History
MeoAtar2 o 55 Saemunan-ro, Jongno-gu, +82-2-779-5377

Seoul, Korea seo_seoul@icrc.org
MESEA S2TF MEQHZ 55 ’ kricrc.org

Visiting Hours
29 AlZH Tuesdays - Sundays
e ey 9:00 -18:00 (last entry at 17:30)
9:00 - 18:00 (AFX|2+ & 17:30)
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this publication may be reproduced without the permission
of the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC)
and the Seoul Museum of History.
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