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Abstract: This paper aims to find the influence and limitations of the 1929 Geneva
Convention relative to prisoners of war. To achieve that, an analysis of primary and
secondary resources about treating POWSs before and after the convention is made. Through
the study, the 1929 Geneva Convention had a limited but real impact on treating prisoners
of war. Concluded the way failed to solve many problems of treating POWSs like the camp
facilities, but the Red Cross provided help to many POW camps to improve prisoners’
living. The research on this topic can tell us the importance of the convention in history.
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1. Introduction

1916, Germany. The Germans forced a group of French prisoners of war to build defensive
facilities. Some of them were injured, but no one could get cured. Some French soldiers weren’t
satisfied with their treatment and soon got shot. What they had experienced caught the attention of
the Red Cross after the First World War. They thought military personnel should also have human
rights even after they have been caught in the war. As a result, in 1929, twelve high contracting
parties created the first multilateral convention in peacetime specifically targeting prisoners of war,
the 1929 Geneva Convention relative to prisoners of war, to try to solve the problems of prisoners
of war who had suffered from the First World War [1]. It is hard to know just how impactful the
1929 Convention was and whether governments at war followed it correctly. As we can see by
comparing POW conditions in the First and Second World Wars, the 1929 Geneva Convention had
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2. Background

The Red Cross was responsible for the creation and supervision of the execution of the convention.
According to the 1929 Convention Relative To Prisoners of War, prisoners should be kept out of the
combat zone in places like a village, a castle, or a specialized area. They should not be confined or
imprisoned unless it is necessary for security or health. Prisoners of war camps should be housed in
buildings or barracks that provide all possible hygiene and health guarantees. Rooms should also be
secured, and there should be lighted and heated. Dormitories should have the minimum cubic
amount of air and be the same as the troops in the POW camp. For living, prisoners should receive
enough food, water, and clean clothes; they may also ask for extra. Centers should also provide
baths and showers as well as possible. Also, prisoners should receive good medical care to keep
them healthy. Prisoners with injuries or diseases should get well cured.

Moreover, captors can’t torture prisoners to get information and should protect prisoners from
being hurt. So, in general, the convention made regulations to protect the human rights of POWs,
and it was a critical process in the history of protecting human rights. Even today, many scholars are
studying it.
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NOTE

While the 1874 Declaration of Brussels (DOCUMENT NO. 27), the 1899
Hague II Regulations (DOCUMENT NO. 28), and the 1907 Hague IV
Regulations (DOCUMENT NO. 33) had all dealt with the subject of prisoners
of war at some length, this was the first mutilateral convention drafted in
peacetime which was concerned exclusively with prisoners of war.
Unfortunately, when put to the test in World War II (1939-1945), it failed to
provide solutions to many of the problems which had surfaced during World
War I (1914-1918) and which had been the subject of specific provisions in the
many bilateral and miultilateral agreements entered into by the belligerents
during the course of those hostilities. (For ples of such agr ts, see
DOCUMENT NO. 37 and DOCUMENT NO. 42.) It has now been completely
replaced by the 1949 Geneva Prisoner-of-War Convention (DOCUMENT
NO. 108).

TEXT
TITLE I. GENERAL PROVISIONS
ARTICLE 1

The present Convention shall apply, without prejudice to the stipulations
of Title VII:

1) To all persons mentioned in Articles 1, 2 and 3 of the Regulations
annexed to the Hague Convention respecting the laws and customs of war on
land, of October 18, 1907, and captured by the enemy.

2) To all persons belonging to the armed forces of belligerent parties,
captured by the enemy in the course of military operations at sea or in the air,
except for such derogations as might be rendered inevitable by the conditions
of capture. However, such derogations shall not infringe upon the
fundamental principles of the present Convention; they shall cease from the
moment when the persons captured have rejoined a prisoners-of-war camp.

ARTICLE 2

Figure 2: 1929 Geneva Convention relative to prisoners of war.

3. Secondary Source Analysis

Many scholars have studied the experience of POWs in World War I and World War II. In A Life of
Torture and Hell’: Australian Prisoners of War on the Western Front and the German Reprisals of
1917, written by Aaron Pegram, the author shows that Australian POWs were often treated quite
poorly by their German captors, leading to fatal outbreaks of disease. Likewise, Wang Ya-hong and
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Jia Kai, in their recent article on German POWS during World War II, US Disposal of German
Prisoners-of-War in World War 2—Comment on “New Thinking about Prisoners of War,” shows
that the Americans had a diverse approach to POWSs: camps at home, in America, tended to be quite
good, while centers on the battlefront still had poor conditions, and did not meet the standards set
by the Geneva Convention. Lastly, in Unbroken, Laura Hillenbrand details the appalling conditions
suffered by American POWs in Japan during World War II. However, none of these authors gives a
detailed comparison of POW conditions between the two wars. This makes it impossible to tell how
much conditions improved between the two World Wars and how effective the 1929 Geneva
Convention was.

. i - e S S g AR e m
Figure 3: Britain POWs were carrying the wounded during the First World War.

4. Primary Source Analysis

To solve this problem, primary sources from both the First and Second World Wars should be
analyzed. Three primary sources about POWs in the First and Second World Wars will be used in
the analysis. The book Wounded And A Prisoner Of War by Malcolm Vivian Hay provides evidence
of the treatment of POWs in the First World War. It’s a Memoir written by a veteran of the First
World War, so that it will be relatively reliable; Experiences of a Prisoner of a War: World War 2 in
Germany by Stephenson Eric and two reports of prisoners of war camps in Japan from recovery
team of the US military provide the information of POWs in the Second World War. The article by
Stephenson is also a memoir, and two reports can show the evidence objectively, increasing the
analysis’s validity.

In the book Wounded and A Prisoner of War, the author writes about his experiences during the
First World War as a French prisoner under German control. According to his description, medical
supply and food were always insufficient: “No one brought in any food.” [5], “They watched one of
the prisoners die because of disease but were unable to cure him,” “The French doctors came round,
but what could they do? They had nothing to give you and could do nothing” [5]. Besides that, the
shelters they lived in were cold and had poor living quality, with no supplies from the Red Cross.
According to the description, there were only “small areas in the center, the whole floor-space was
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filled with beds” [5], and “It was cold, dark and inhospitable in the corridor” [5]. Based on the
description, all of the conditions mentioned in the book didn’t meet the treatment standards for
prisoners of war under the 1929 Geneva Convention, so we can find out that prisoners of war
weren’t treated nicely during the First World War.

Figure 4: Wounded And A Prisoner Of War by Malcolm Vivian Hay.

After the 1929 convention had been created, the Second World War broke out; Experiences of a
Prisoner of a War: World War 2 in Germany is a memoir written by a British pilot during World War
IT about being in a German prisoner of war camp. In this memoir, he first mentions that ‘I came to
in a German doctor’s surgery being stitched up with our pilot’ and ‘My leg and arm were plastered’
[6]. These records demonstrate that injured prisoners could get medical support in the camp. Also,
the author indicates: “We could get an occasional hot water dunk in a wooden tub and shave at least
every day. Shirts and underclothes would be washed weekly if possible” [6]. It was a proper follow
of the 1929 Geneva Convention, and the living standard of these prisoners was high. In addition, the
author mentions a lot about the Red Cross, like “Red Cross Rations” and “Red Cross Boxes.” The
More detailed description includes “Hot water and a barley porridge were prepared in the kitchen
where the Red Cross food parcels were stored and issued weekly under German supervision” [6].
These phrases and sentences all show the participation of the Red Cross in Prisoner management;
the Red Cross provided many supplies to Germans so the prisoners could be well treated. Their
involvement represents the power of the 1929 Geneva Convention. More importantly, all of the
information above shows the difference the Convention had made in treating POWs; it’s evident
that the treatment had significantly improved compared to the First World War.

Besides camps from Germany, bases from Japan should also be considered. Four reports of POW
camps in Japan during World War II are also found. They are the Report on Omari camp, the Report
on Ofuna POW camp, and two reports on Kawasaki camp from the recovery team 56 from the US
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military in 1945. Evidence of improper following of the 1929 Geneva Convention can be found in
these sources. The description states, “Very few Japanese assortments of American medical supplies
found.” [7], “The general condition of the camp was deplorable’ [8]. As for the living condition,
‘there were facilities for electric lights in each room but no facilities for heating. The medical
supplies were inadequate; besides a few Japanese first aid kits and assorted items, the only medical
supplies were those dropped by American planes” [9]. These examples obliviously show that
Japanese POW camps didn’t satisfy the standard of the convention, and American POWs had lived
a poor life there. It means the pattern was ineffective in improving the treatment of POWs.
However, the reports also indicate the participation of the Red Cross, like ‘before the POWs left, the
camp food and medical supplies were dropped by B-29s’ and “few Red Cross supplies were found”

[10]. This means the Red Cross was involved in managing POWSs and providing supplies. So the
convention made a difference.
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Figure 5: Report of Japanese POW camps from the US Recovery group.
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Figure 6: An American soldier was watching over some POWs during the Second World War.

5. Conclusion

Through all the analyses above, in conclusion, the 1929 Geneva Convention had a limited but real
impact on the treatment of prisoners of war. Of those limitations, the convention failed to solve
many problems of treating POWs like the camp facilities. According to secondary and primary
sources, many POW camps created after the way had been made were still poor in condition,
including the lack of heating devices or medical treatment. And the state of the camps depended on
the location. If the camps were in safe and stable places like America, conditions were suitable, but
when the camps were in dangerous places like the battlefield or poor areas like Japan, the situation
would be much worse. However, for the actual difference the 1929 Geneva Convention had made,
the living condition of POWs had improved in some ways. The most significant change is the
participation of the Red Cross. Before the convention had created, little sign of the Red Cross was
involved in the management of POWs, but after the way had appeared, Red Cross provided help to
many POW camps to improve prisoners’ living; I think that’s the most significant difference.
Through these analyses, we can know that the 1929 Geneva Convention Relative To Prisoners of
War was a progress in the history of safeguarding the human rights of prisoners of war, and it led to
a series of adjustments made after World War II to improve the survival of prisoners of war.
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