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This is an account of failure’: the contested historiography of the 

Hague peace conferences of 1899, 1907 and 1915 

The Hague conferences of 1899, 1907 and the one not held in 1915 occupy an 

uncomfortable place in the history of war, peace and diplomacy. Siloed in a range 

of sub-disciplines, historians often evaluate the conferences in terms of their 

relative ‘success’ or ‘failure’. Where diplomatic historians generally marginalise 

the political relevance of the conferences in explaining the march to global war in 

1914, legal historians mobilise The Hague as a point of origin for the expansion 

of international humanitarian and human rights law and the law of war. Peace 

historians prefer to explain the relative weakness of pre-1914 transnational peace 

activism, while historians of global governance describe The Hague as a starting 

point for twentieth-century multilateralism. Rarely do these histories speak to 

each other, which leaves their largely oppositional findings floating freely, 

untethered to each other or to the complex context in which The Hague’s 

conferences, conventions and institutions evolved. In response, this article argues 

for the historical need to re-tether these Hague developments to the context of the 

time in which they first appeared, thus helping to shape a more nuanced 

understanding of their on-going political and legal relevance as well. 

This work was supported by a Royal Society of New Zealand Te Aparangi 

Marsden Research Grant (2014-2017). 

 

In 1994, Adam Roberts opened a chapter on the history of the international law of war 

with the assertion: ‘this is an account of failure … [this] story of failure begins with the 

two Hague Peace Conferences’. His chapter narrates how despite decades of ‘steady 

progress’, the ‘advance to barbarism’ witnessed by the outbreak of the First World War 

was not averted. Rather, humanity’s capacity for barbarity was only confirmed by the 

advent of the Second World War some twenty years later. As Roberts describes, none of 

the legal improvements made before 1914, be it the 1899 and 1907 Hague Conventions, 

the 1864 or 1906 Geneva Conventions or the 1868 St Petersburg Declaration, 
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forestalled or mitigated the contours of the age of global total war that stretched from 

1914 to 1918 and again from 1939 to 1945. As such and until 1945 at least, 

international law failed to achieve its essential purpose: si vi pacem, cole justitiam (if 

you want peace, seek justice).1  

Late twentieth-century Anglophone historians liked to account for historical 

developments in terms of their rates of success or, as one of the most cited among them 

(Eric Hobsbawm) often did, in terms of ‘winners’ and ‘losers’.2 Why did the Second 

International fail? Why did the League of Nations not endure? Why did international 

law not succeed in preventing global war? Reflecting on the intensity of state violence 

in the twentieth century’s ‘age of total war’ is entirely understandable and valid. As is 

the attempt to explain its historical origins. But such reflections also preference the 

‘what happened next’ part of the story and to foreground the nature of the ‘war to come’ 

in their narration of the ‘peace that was’.3 They usually favour analyses of long-term 

impacts over immediate or short-term ones. As James Sheehan describes in his 2008 

volume Where Have all the Soldiers Gone: ‘it is easy enough to dismiss the Hague 

Conference [of 1899] as a gathering of knaves and fools, a farcical prelude to the 

century’s impeding tragedies’ as many historians do. But he also warns that to do so 

would dismiss the fact that at the turn of the century ‘Europeans wanted two things from 

their government: peace if possible, military victory if necessary’.4 

The Hague conferences of 1899 and 1907 occupy an uncomfortable place in the 

historiography of war, peace and diplomacy. Within the vast body of international 

history written about the fin de siècle period, much of which concentrates on the path to 

war in 1914, the conferences are rarely mentioned. When they are, it is usually as side 

notes or irrelevances in an environment riven with arms races, diplomatic crises, 

crumbling alliance politics and rising imperial rivalry among the great powers.5 
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Assertions that the Hague conferences were ‘little more than a footnote en route’ to the 

First World War or ‘paper achievements – masks concealing failure’ dominate this 

historiography.6 These ‘path to war’ accounts tend to leave contemporary endorsements 

of The Hague’s achievements unacknowledged, including of the establishment of the 

Permanent Court of Arbitration (PCA), the world’s first international judicial forum that 

offered a means to effectively arbitrate international disputes. Instead, they privilege 

contemporary assessments that dismissed the PCA and The Hague’s other impacts as 

ineffective or irrelevant.7 Daniel Hucker’s 2019 article ‘Our Expectations Were Perhaps 

Too High’ takes this interpretation even further by arguing that from 1907 on, even the 

public at large considered The Hague a failed enterprise because organisers refused to 

include disarmament on the conference’s agenda. Accordingly, The Hague failed on its 

own terms.8 

Altogether, by prioritising the theme of ‘failure’, these histories tend to overlook 

the elements of The Hague’s conventions and institutions that worked. They also 

dismiss the importance of the key changes wrought by them in the international 

environment and, in the process, undervalue the hard work that went into making them 

functional. Above all, these historians happily republish a range of primary sources that 

critiqued The Hague but fail to search for or acknowledge the multitude of laudatory 

and approving commentaries that also existed at the time. As my recent book The 

Hague Conferences and International Politics 1898-1915 demonstrates, The Hague was 

omnipresent in the global newspaper media from the moment Tsar Nicholar II issued 

his famous rescript calling the world to a ‘disarmament conference’ in 1898.9 Across 

the global public sphere, contemporaries debated, discussed, berated and acclaimed the 

Hague conferences and conventions and assessed their likely impact on the international 

environment, the balance of power, the waging of war and the legitimacy of state 
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violence. They did so from all manner of political and ideological perspectives. 

Between 1898 and 1914, there was no singular or predominant editorial position on The 

Hague, be it one of failure or success. Rather, The Hague was the subject of a vast, 

global and at times polemical media debate. 

In fact, few contemporaries considered The Hague as a mono-dimensional idea. 

The term referenced any combination of the following: a set of international laws; a 

platform for international governance; a collection of international courts and advisory 

bodies; a process for negotiating arms limitations; a set of practices that enabled 

arbitration, conciliation and ‘good offices’ among states; a range of humanitarian 

norms; the rights and duties of neutrals and non-belligerents in time of war; the actual 

Hague conferences; the city of The Hague as a place to house international institutions; 

and, a space to advance the cause of global peace and agitate for future improvements in 

global affairs.10 These same contemporaries also applied this multi-dimensional 

understanding of ‘The Hague’ to reflect on the behaviour of states in time of war and 

diplomatic crisis. For many, The Hague offered a medium to shape the norms that 

underwrote international relations and a model to emulate in future multilateral 

negotiations. Even the language of public diplomacy and treaty-making changed as a 

result of the Hague conventions.11 Altogether, after 1899, this multi-dimensional 

conceptualisation of The Hague flavoured contemporary understandings of what 

constituted international life writ large.12 

These same Hague concepts had a powerful impact on the ways in which people 

in neutral and belligerent countries alike considered the First World War. The global 

media certainly registered when Hague laws were violated. The violations were 

embedded in belligerent and neutral propaganda campaigns and helped to influence how 

people considered the global values at stake in the conflict as well as their hopes and 
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fears for the post-war future.13 To that end, when the United States entered the war in 

1917 it did so, in part, because the American people believed that Germany had 

repeatedly violated the norms of ‘civilised’ behaviour, of which the Hague conventions 

were a marker.14 

In the aftermath of the 1914-1918 catastrophe, assessments of The Hague 

remained politicised.15 In the contentious debates around the origins of the war that 

thrived in the 1920s, for example, scholars employed the diplomatic history of the 

Hague conferences to assign blame. These analyses reminded readers that The Hague’s 

mechanisms were weak and unsupported. From this 1920s perspective, ‘The Hague’ 

offered an entirely unpromising foundation for international stability. As an example, 

the Weimar Republic’s 48-volume Die grosse Politike der europäischen Kabinette 

1871-1914 published between 1922 and 1927, included no less than three volumes on 

the 1899 and 1907 events.16 One ambition of the volumes was to present Britain as the 

imperial power that thwarted progress at The Hague by advancing its own agendas at 

the expense of the collaborative needs of the international system. In contrast in 1924, 

the German lawyer and pro-Hague internationalist Hans Wehberg accused the German 

delegations at the Hague conferences of repeatedly impeding their progress. For 

Wehberg, the failure of international law was caused in large part by the unwillingness 

of his own government to embrace the ‘peace through law’ agenda before 1914.17 

For its part, the Soviet Union’s new government advanced an anti-Tsarist public 

diplomacy in the 1920s when it allowed scholars to publish documents showing that 

Nicholas II’s reasons for initiating the 1899 Hague conference were motivated by a 

belligerent imperial self-interest (as opposed to a commitment to a peace agenda). 

According to these Soviet accounts, the only reason Nicholas II released his famous 

rescript in 1898 calling for a ‘disarmament conference’ was to proffer a military, 
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industrial and imperial advantage to Russia.18 The documents aimed at refuting a range 

of earlier accounts (some of which have now been corroborated by historians) that the 

tsar was inspired by the Polish author Ivan Bloch, whose epic study The Future of War 

(1898) explained the terrors of industrial warfare, or that he wished to replicate the 

grand idealism of his predecessors Catherine the Great, Alexander I and Alexander II. 

In contrast, the Soviet documents cast the rescript’s altruistic tone as naked Realpolitik 

cloaked in a sentimental and publicly appealing language. Significantly, the historical 

debate about what motivated Nicholas II (and thus led to the Hague conferences) 

continues to vacillate between assertions of realism and idealism to this day.19 

At about the same time as these Soviet scholars, Wilsonian internationalists 

delegitimised The Hague’s laws and conventions as ‘old world’ institutions that could 

not serve the ‘new world’ era of collective security and internationalist populism 

beyond the legal sphere. In so doing, they took the lead from the American president 

Woodrow Wilson (1913-1921), who purposely distanced himself from the Hague 

conferences which had such an influence on his two presidential predecessor’s political 

careers. President William Taft (1909 – 1913) was an ardent advocate of ‘peace through 

law’, a platform advanced by international lawyers and liberal internationalist 

organisations since the middle of the nineteenth century. After 1899, they fixated on 

The Hague as a medium for positive global change. Meanwhile Wilson’s prime 

antagonist, President Theodore Roosevelt (1901 – 1909), not only initiated the 

invitation to host the second Hague conference in 1904 but also ensured that the PCA 

had its first case in 1902.20 In direct contrast, Wilson’s infamous Fourteen Points 

published in the midst of the First World War avoided any mention of The Hague 

conventions as building blocks for a post-war peace, even though most liberal 
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internationalists of his time promoted the Hague principles, institutions and concepts as 

essential for constructing such a peace.21 

As a further signal of The Hague’s loss of political relevance after 1918, the 

remaining nineteenth-century style neutrals, such as Norway, Sweden, Switzerland and 

the Netherlands, had a complicated time promoting their on-going neutrality as an 

international good.22 In the nineteenth century, these countries adopted neutrality as a 

long-term foreign policy.23 The great powers fully supported the premise of neutrality 

and codified the rights and duties of neutral states at the two Hague conferences.24 After 

1918, however, a new set of powers no longer accepted neutrality as a useful 

mechanism for sustaining the international order. The First World War ensured that 

nineteenth-century conceptions of neutrality lost their potency.25 In response, the 

governments that maintained their non-belligerency through the course of the war felt 

compelled to recast their foreign policy in its aftermath as either ‘independent’, 

‘isolationist’ and/or ‘humanitarian’ (as opposed to ‘neutral’ in a nineteenth-century 

legal sense).26 They did so hoping to accommodate the shifting power structures of the 

new age. These small states even toyed with their own economic unions and did not 

return to traditional neutrality (and with it, to the rights and duties set by the Hague 

conventions) until the crises of the late 1930s became too extreme. 

On the whole, scholars and commentators in the 1930s did not buck these anti-

Hague strains, although the German scholar Friedrich Schmidt wrote a prescient 

account in 1931 linking the arbitration articles in the Hague conventions to the Kellogg 

Briand Pact (1928) by arguing for the normative importance of the former not as the 

‘law of war’ but as the ‘law of peace’.27 In contrast, Nazi academics dismissed the 

utility of ‘soft’ diplomacy and conference politics by referencing The Hague and 

promoting the age-old maxim si vi pacem, para bellum (if you want peace, prepare for 
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war).28 In this decade of economic depression, diplomatic appeasement and an 

enervated League of Nations, Anglophone scholars and commentators also claimed that 

The Hague’s conferences were irrelevant to understanding global politics. As an 

example, in 1935, the American historian William Langer suggested that the Hague 

peace conferences were ‘politically … of no importance’ and did not ‘affect the 

relations of the powers to each other’. They were, ‘in fact, distinctly a side show’.29 In 

1940, the British naval historian Arthur J. Marder described the conferences singularly 

as a ‘fiasco’, while the pioneering historian of disarmament, Merze Tate, went one step 

further in her 1942 monograph The Disarmament Illusion claiming that ‘the [1899] 

Conference … did not affect the public at large; it met with no general interest or 

encouragement’.30 

The inter-war years clearly initiated a new internationalist era, one in which the 

collective security principles of the League of Nations antiquated the legalist principles 

of pre-1914 liberal internationalists. In many respects, the onset of this new era both 

relegated The Hague to a strictly legal sphere (mainly to The Hague’s international 

courts and the development of the international law of war) and severed a sense of 

continuity between the pre-war era of internationalist thinking and activism and its 

inter-war counterparts.31 Continuities are often more difficult to integrate in the writing 

of history than change. By necessity, historians bound their narratives by focussing on 

key dates and moments: the years 1815, 1914, 1918, 1945 feature prominently in their 

accounts. Twentieth-century international history thus begins somewhere in the 

struggles to configure a new global order between 1917 and 1923. As a result, when 

The Hague features in this twentieth-century history, it does so almost exclusively as a 

judicial concept. However, the focus on The Hague as a legal concept alone does a 

disservice to the fact that many of the men and women who brought the League of 
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Nations into being worked within a framework that recognised the promise and 

limitations of The Hague as a multi-dimensional internationalist endeavour before 1918. 

Some of them even attended the Hague conferences of 1899 and 1907. When they 

initially conceived of the League, they did so using The Hague as a frame of reference. 

As an example, consider the women’s peace conference that was held from 28 

April to 1 May 1915 in The Hague and brought together representatives of women’s 

organisations from across the world. This Hague conference was held in the year that 

the official third Hague conference was to have occurred. It aimed at the promotion of a 

key range of internationalist concepts, including bringing the war to a judicious end, 

expanding the work of The Hague, prohibiting the transfer of territory without 

plebiscite, extending democratic control over foreign policy and enfranchising 

women.32 The 1915 women’s Hague conference evoked the powerful acts of 

transnational women’s activism on display at both the 1899 and 1907 official Hague 

events, as well as the mega-petition initiated by the American Anna Eckstein in the 

aftermath of the 1907 Hague conference calling for a range of new Hague developments 

in preparation for the third Hague conference. Eckstein travelled the world gathering 

signatures for her Hague petition and had acquired six million of them by 1914.33  

The women’s 1915 Hague conference also echoed the ideas of another Hague 

peace conference held a few weeks’ earlier, organised by the Netherlands Anti-War 

Council (Nederlandse Anti-Ooorlog Raad, NAOR), a popular public organisation that 

both preached anti-militarism and worked with internationalist organisations around the 

neutral world to promote ideas for advancing the cause of peace. That meeting, which 

met in The Hague from 7-10 April 1915, established the Central Organisation for 

Durable Peace (CODP). The CODP’s organising committee involved key members of 

the German, American, Austro-Hungarian, Belgian, British, Norwegian, Dutch, 
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Swedish and Swiss peace movements including the lawyers Ludwig Quidde, Walther 

Schücking and Paul Otlet and activists Fannie Fern Andrews (United States School 

Peace League), Chrystal MacMillan (International Council of Women) and Aron 

Zipernowsky (International Peace Bureau).34 It set up a range of ‘research committees’ 

focussed on advancing a stable and peaceful post-war international order. These 

included committees on the rights of annexation and plebiscite, the rights of 

nationalities, ‘open door’ diplomacy, the development of the Hague conferences, the 

establishment of a Permanent Court of International Justice and Permanent Court of 

Investigation and Conciliation, international sanctions, arms limitation, freedom of the 

seas and parliamentary controls of foreign policy.35 Many of its precepts for a post-war 

peace recurred in the women’s Hague peace meeting, which Andrews and MacMillan 

helped to organise.  

These principles also reappeared in the platforms of the numerous ‘Leagues of 

Peace’ that were set up globally from 1915 on as well.36 The American version, the 

League of Enduring Peace, was established by William Taft in June 1915. It promoted 

the creation of a League of Nations, the judicial settlement of inter-state disputes, the 

use of sanctions to police their misuse and the on-going development of international 

law.37 The British League of Nations Society was also established in 1915, as a branch 

of the Bryce Group, to publicly advocate for principles of political self-determination, a 

‘society of nations’, compulsory arbitration and the promotion of international law.38 

Wilson’s fourteen points picked up on many of these concepts, even if they also avoided 

a distinct mention of The Hague. 

In the aftermath of the First World War, then, ‘The Hague’ as a wide-ranging 

internationalist concept fell by the wayside and was replaced by a different kind of 

international institution, the League of Nations. From this point on, only legalists tended 
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to promote ‘The Hague’ as a foundation for on-going international development. Many 

of them had prominently and powerfully advanced The Hague’s multifarious 

applications under the banner of ‘peace through law’ prior to and throughout the 1914-

1918 conflict. Among them were long-serving members of the Inter-Parliamentary 

Union, the Institut de droit international (International Law Institute) and Carnegie 

Endowment for International Peace, including the American James Brown Scott, the 

Germans Hans Wehberg and Walter Schücking, the French Baron Constant 

d’Estournelles and the Dutch Tobias Asser. It is not that these lawyers and former 

diplomats did not have a political voice in the 1920s and 1930s, but rather that their 

message was superseded by what so many considered the opportunism attached to the 

League of Nations.39 The Hague had become a subsidiary of a wider internationalist 

endeavour. 

As an example, consider the speeches made at the 25th anniversary of the first 

Hague conference in 1924, including by the son of the French Nobel Peace Prize winner 

Baron d’Estournelles (who died two days prior to the event) and by the Norwegian 

internationalist, historian, IPU chairperson, CODP member and League of Nations’ 

representative, Christian Lange. The speeches were some of the first ever to be 

broadcast live on a Dutch radio network and were proudly proclaimed to reach receivers 

within a radius of six million square kilometres. D’Estournelles’s speech opened with a 

recollection of The Hague in 1899 and 1907, the catastrophe that was the First World 

War, the importance of the League of Nations and the vital ‘spirit’ of The Hague 

institutions and laws for influencing international affairs. Lange followed by arguing for 

the need to perfect the League, which he considered both as a permanent development 

and as distinct improvement to the intermittent nature of The Hague’s instruments. In 

Lange’s eyes, the League offered a profoundly better foundation for ever-lasting peace 
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than The Hague.40 Unsurprisingly then, the question whether the third Hague 

conference, which was to have been held in 1915, should be rescheduled after the war 

never received serious diplomatic support, even if the United States congress debated 

the question in 1926.41 

It is telling that much like The Hague, the League of Nations suffered from 

repeated assessments of its own failure in the post-1945 era of the United Nations and 

Cold War detente. It took Patricia Clavin’s 2013 history Securing the World Economy 

for international historians to refocus their attention to the League on its own terms.42 

Among many other things, Clavin’s book suggests that historical analyses based on a 

‘then what?’ model do not historicise institutional histories properly. They tend to divert 

attention away from context and the expectations and choices made by contemporaries, 

to focus instead on retrospective analyses of longer-term achievements (or lack of 

achievement). In this way, narratives of failure can cloud contextual understanding and 

entrench rigid periodisation, in which continuities matter less than change. As Clavin 

shows, the temporal and perceived successes of the League in the 1920s and 1930s are 

as important historically speaking as its failures and missed opportunities. The same 

contextual principles should also be applied to the historical study of the Hague 

conferences of 1899, 1907 and 1915,43 not least because during the First World War the 

world was attentive to internationalist issues and the promise of international 

institutions.44 

Unsurprisingly, the diplomatic histories of the Hague conferences that were 

written in the Cold War era mimic the inter-war narratives of The Hague’s relative 

irrelevance. This is not to dismiss the depth of scholarship or erudition of a number of 

excellent diplomatic histories of The Hague, be it Jost Düllfer’s Regeln gegen den 

Krieg? (1980), Calvin Davis’s two volumes on the United States at the conferences 



 14 

(1962 and 1975) or Keith Hamilton’s more recent ‘Britain and The Hague Peace 

Conference of 1899’ (2008).45 Rather, it is to contextualise their achievements more 

widely. For even though Davis revised his 1962 assessment that ‘one must conclude 

that the [1899] conference was essentially a failure’ in his 1975 study, he nevertheless 

suggests that the two Hague events were considered hindrances by the governments 

who took part.46 Dülffer too acknowledges a wide range of actors at The Hague in 1899 

and 1907 and the power of public opinion to act as a catalyst for diplomatic action, but 

also stresses that the diplomatic delegates ensured that the power of states remained 

largely unaffected by the conferences.47 Hamilton’s account echoes a similar theme 

when he finishes his chapter by suggesting that the optimism displayed by Britain’s 

delegates at the conclusion of the 1899 event seems out of kilter with the strains of war, 

strife and imperial ambition of the time.48 

Unsurprisingly, diplomatic historians tend to prioritise the voices of their 

diplomat agents and the policy directives and decision-making processes of 

governments.49 As the Hague conventions aimed at restricting and directing the 

sovereign power of states, it is really no surprise that assessments of nuisance, stalled 

progress and down-right failure were foregrounded in these histories. A number of 

prominent delegates and their governments were certainly prone to voicing their 

consternation about the value of the conferences in their private correspondence. Some 

of them, like the naval strategist Alfred Thayer Mahan, did so in public to the great 

embarrassment of the United States government at the time.50 Yet others, like the then 

British Vice Admiral Sir John ‘Jackie’ Fisher, did so retrospectively, advocating for the 

needs of ‘might makes right’. However, at the time of the 1899 conference, as Alan 

Anderson shows, Fisher was an enthusiastic delegate and made some key contributions 

to the development of maritime warfare. There is in fact little evidence that Fisher even 
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uttered the phrases made famous in Arthur Marder’s biography which called the 1899 

conference into question: ‘The humanising of War! You may as well talk of humanising 

Hell!’51 

If anything, the great powers spent months and, in the case of the 1907 

conference, even years preparing their policy directives for the two Hague conferences. 

The conferences themselves lasted many months and made considerable progress on 

issues that had plagued international relations for centuries, including to the laws of war 

on land and sea, the rights of neutrals and non-belligerents and the responsibilities of 

occupying forces. The general principle that there were limits to the use of military 

force was also codified in the Martens Clause, named after the Russian legal delegate 

Fyodor Martens who authored it in 1899. None of these developments could have 

occurred without the willing participation of all the states involved: 26 of them in 1899 

and no less than 44 in 1907. Almost all of the world’s sovereign states participated in 

the 1907 event, another important first.52 

The conference proceedings for both events were also voluminous.53 Aside from 

legislating the law of war and neutrality, expanding the application of the Geneva 

Conventions to warfare at sea and adopting wide-ranging rules for the care of prisoners 

of war, the 1899 Hague conventions also legitimated and formalised arbitration and 

mediation processes and empowered third-party governments to initiate ‘good offices’ 

functions, including conflict resolution processes. The 1907 conventions, furthermore, 

made it illegal for states to use military force to recover debts and established the 

International Prize Court (IPC), which operated as a super-national court of appeal that 

adjudicated the law of prize in time of war and enabled private individuals to take a 

foreign government to court. That the IPC never sat was due only to the fact that the 

British House of Lords failed to ratify the Declaration of London in 1911, in contrast to 
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the other major powers who had. Still, the British government initiated the Declaration 

in 1909 and endorsed its terms for some years subsequently, including at the outbreak of 

the First World War. The Declaration defined, for the first time in the history of 

maritime warfare, universal rules for the conduct of blockades and a neutral’s right to 

trade in contraband. Those rules could have made the IPC operational, proffering a law 

of war above the law of states and an international court to police them. 

Given the outbreak of the First World War in 1914, ‘The Hague’ can read like a 

failed diplomatic endeavour: its mediation and arbitration principles did not forestall the 

onset of war, the IPC was not established and many of the other Hague conventions 

were repeatedly and blatantly violated between 1914 and 1918. Furthermore, little 

practical progress was made on the subject of disarmament at either conference. But at 

the time they were codified, many commentators (including many delegates) publicly 

voiced their approbation of The Hague’s many achievements and highlighted how 

important they considered these Hague endeavours to be for altering the foundations of 

international politics. In its own time, The Hague was not considered solely as a failure 

nor were its achievements a ‘slender harvest’ as the Cambridge History of British 

Foreign Policy so confidently announced in 1923.54 

Importantly, the history of The Hague as a failed diplomatic endeavour is also 

turned on its head in a number of legal histories written about the conferences and their 

legacies. In keeping with the legal sphere marked out for The Hague’s courts and 

conventions after 1919, many legal historians mobilise the Hague conferences of 1899 

and 1907 as a ‘point of origin’ narrative for their accounts of twentieth- and twenty-

first-century developments in international humanitarian and human rights law. For 

others, the ‘singular significance’ of the Hague conferences was the development of the 

international law of war.55 In these accounts, the establishment of the PCA in 1899 led 
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to the Permanent Court of Justice in 1919, the International Court of Justice in 1945 and 

the International Criminal Court in 2002.56 They also acknowledge the central 

importance of the Martens clause, which set a powerful precedent directing a range of 

precepts that underwrite the legal limits of weaponry and military practice today.57 

But chronicles of success can be as miasmic as those of failure. As Randall 

Lesaffer so artfully explains, a considerable amount of this legal history threatens 

‘Hague-iography’ and myth-making.58 It fails to question the context in which the 

Hague conventions appeared or how they evolved through to the present. Similar myths 

also underwrite the public history of many of The Hague’s current international 

institutions, be it the Peace Palace (built in 1913), the International Court of Justice or 

the still functioning Permanent Court of Arbitration.59 The Hague’s municipal council 

even changed the city’s motto to ‘peace and justice’ in 2012, hoping to profit from the 

rather a-historical yet enticing idea that the city personified the precepts of ‘peace 

through law’ since Hugo Grotius’s time (1583 - 1645).60 Grotius may be considered one 

of the ‘grandfathers’ of western international law and Dutch to boot, but his legal work 

meant little to the city of The Hague until the American delegation at the first Hague 

conference held a rather opulent ceremony at his gravesite in the neighbouring 

municipality of Delft on American Independence Day (4 July 1899).61 After all, Grotius 

was the venerable son of Delft – not The Hague – and the ten kilometres or so that 

separates the two towns had ensured centuries of distinct community history. 

Still history and myth often bleed into each other. In a 2019 article, Adam 

Roberts turned to the power of myths in international legal history, this time without 

referencing concepts of ‘success’ or ‘failure’. Instead, Roberts explains how the Lieber 

Code of 1863 (the United States code of military conduct developed during the civil 

war) and the Geneva Convention of 1864 can easily be over-simplified by legal scholars 
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looking for accessible ‘point of origin’ stories for their interests in twentieth- and 

twenty-first century legal issues. According to Roberts, such simplifications tend to 

fixate on the supposed newness of the texts and the personal stories of their primary 

creators, be it Francis Lieber or Henri Dunant. He suggests that while neither the Lieber 

Code nor the Geneva Conventions ‘involved supernatural beings or forces’, there 

nevertheless is ‘something mythic in these two stories, not least in their appealing moral 

and historical simplicity, and in the striking role of individuals in initiating [a] 

remarkable chains of events’.62 Lesaffer’s point is that similar myth-making narratives 

exist around the Hague Conventions of 1899 and 1907 and around Grotius.63 

Of course, as Roberts also remind us, ‘no serious scholar has ever claimed that 

the laws of war started in 1863 or 1864’ or in 1856 with the Declaration of Paris or in 

1899 in The Hague for that matter.64 Recent legal scholarship has done much to 

contextualise Grotius and these ‘point of origin’ myths, alongside questioning the 

inherent assumption that law is a peaceful endeavour.65 Yet mythical narratives remain 

strong in a range of legal histories. As an example, consider how Dorothy Jones opens 

her 2002 book Toward a Just World with the sentence: ‘The modern search for 

international justice began at an international conference in the Netherlands at the end 

of the nineteenth century’.66 Such statements not only obscure the complex environment 

in which the Hague conferences developed and the long history that preceded them, but 

also tether their inherent relevance not to the time in which they developed but to their 

longer-term or present-day legacies. Rather ironically, given the ways in which these 

histories are politically mobilised today, The Hague had more public power in the 

period 1899 to 1915 that in did at any time after the First World War.67  

Still at no time was The Hague an uncontested idea.68 Consider, for example, 

how two literary figures reflected on the importance of the Hague conferences around 
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the turn of the century. The English poet and political advisor, Henry Newbolt, penned a 

poem entitled ‘Peace’ in response to the first Hague conference, in which he hailed a 

future where people no longer needed to ‘watch by Night’s eternal shore’ for war to 

come: ‘O! no more a cause on earth for which we might have died’.69 Quite in contrast, 

and at about the same time, Joseph Conrad angrily denounced the Hague conferences as 

‘official recognition of the Earth as a House of Strife’, for  

never before has war received so much homage at the lips of men, never has it 

reigned with less undisputed sway in their minds … It has perverted the 

intelligence of men, women and children and has made the speeches of Emperors, 

Kings, Presidents and Ministers monotonous with ardent protestations of fidelity to 

peace. Indeed, it has made peace altogether its own … a martial, overbearing, war-

lord sort of peace.70  

The contrast between Newbolt’s and Conrad’s assessments highlights how easily it is 

for myths about the past to evolve.71 By prioritising the long-term ‘successes’ of The 

Hague in legal history, a properly contextualised study of the Hague as an institutional 

development and as a contested legal concept is diminished, just as by foregrounding 

the long-term ‘failures’ of The Hague the same end is achieved. Andrew Fitzmaurice’s 

reminder that ‘context is everything’ is key.72 Hegemonic narratives endanger academic 

endeavour and threaten nuanced historical understanding where-ever they appear. For 

the Hague conventions both restrained and enabled state power and offered a powerful 

forum for its use and abuse. As such, The Hague is and was a contested political 

concept with a number of faces as much as it presented (and continues to present) as a 

contentious and imperfect legal framework. 

Significantly, the Hague conferences were framed as globally relevant from the 

moment Tsar Nicholas II released his disarmament rescript in 1898. The very fact they 

came to be described as the Hague ‘peace conferences’ was also a product of this global 
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media interest.73 The concept of peace was central to the public diplomacy at play at the 

conferences. Yet bizarrely, the history of peace activism tends to argue that the 

conferences mattered mainly to a small and distinctly marginal group of transnationally 

connected peace activists.  

While peace historians focus on the conferences of 1899, 1907 and 1915 as 

essential for expanding pacifism’s global appeal and as powerful forums for advancing 

women’s transnational activism in particular, their narratives tend to dismiss the 

relevance of this activism in its own time. As Merle Curti (1995) describes, in the grand 

scheme of things, peace activists at the fin de siècle operated as ‘mere chips and foam’ 

on the surface of political life.74 Sandi Cooper (1976) acknowledges that the peace 

agenda ‘pricked at the public conscience’ (as opposed to penetrating it), while Roger 

Chickering (1988) argues that the concept of peace barely existed in the Wilhelmine 

German world.75 For David S. Patterson (1976), Americans were even less enamoured 

with The Hague in 1899 and after.76 In this scholarship, much like that of Cold War 

diplomatic historians and Roberts’ 1994 chapter, the looming spectre of the First and 

Second World Wars affects how historians assess their subject’s success. Martin Ceadel 

even argues that ‘only in the very long term has the peace movement [in Britain] been 

influential: over decades the drip, drip, drip of its propaganda has had an effect on the 

country’s political culture’.77 At other times, these peace histories echo the immense 

disappointment that many peace activists felt when the Hague conventions proved to 

regulate the laws of war more than they prevented warfare in the first place.78 

In the context of the onset of the two world wars, this fin-de-siècle peace 

activism cannot be seen to have ‘succeeded’ either. The onset of global war in 1914 

offers an essential context for how many peace historians frame their subject. But in 

prioritising the existence of war and violence, these histories also risk decontextualising 
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the values contemporaries attached to the idea of peace and international organisation in 

their own time. Because from 1899 until well into the First World War, global media 

reporting expended a considerable amount of attention on the subject and theme of ‘The 

Hague’ as a peace-making endeavour. And many peace activists were enamoured with 

the possibilities The Hague offered as a forum for positive progress. As the Austrian 

anti-war author Baroness Bertha von Suttner explained at the time, The Hague offered 

the peace movement the best avenue for the pursuit of peace and she, for one, would 

devote herself ‘diligently to the task’ of explaining that to her ‘fellow-countrymen’.79 

In other respects, the history of peace activism risks myth-making, particularly 

when it over-emphasizes the importance of key individuals around The Hague in 1899, 

1907 and 1915. Much like Dunant functions as the mythical mastermind behind the 

1864 Geneva Conventions and the Red Cross movement, Bertha von Suttner, the British 

journalist W.T. Stead and the Polish doomsayer Ivan Bloch all occupy prominent places 

in popular and scholarly historical narratives around the Hague conferences. At the 50th 

anniversary of the first Hague conference on 18 May 1949, Pope Pius XII even 

suggested that the Tsar’s rescript was inspired by the actions of W.T. Stead (which 

cannot be the case, even though Stead happily basked in such assertions while he was 

alive).80  

While each of these figures certainly grew their international fame and exposure 

thanks to the Hague conferences, they were by no means alone. Other prominent public 

mouthpieces for The Hague’s laws and institutions included: the French politicians 

Baron d’Estournelles de Constant and Léon Bourgeois, the American philanthropist 

Andrew Carnegie (who endowed The Hague’s Peace Palace), numerous peace activists 

in Europe and the United States (including Alfred Fried, Lucia Ames Mead and her 

husband Edwin Mead, Greta and Felix Moscheles and William Evans Darby), numerous 
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delegates who attended the 1899 and 1907 conferences, a whole swathe of international 

lawyers and every recipient of the Nobel Peace Prize between 1901 and 1914.81 

Fixating on Suttner, Stead or Bloch as isolated success stories in a world of war and 

strife not only plays up the fact that all three actively sought out the media limelight, but 

also misses the larger point that for many of their contemporaries The Hague was a 

powerful internationalist cause with immense peace-making potential that transcended 

the work of any individual. The focus on these three individuals also risks devaluing the 

work done by hundreds of organisations and tens of thousands of individuals who 

agitated for the evolution of international society and its norms using The Hague as a 

model from 1899 on. Non-government activism existed well before 1914. Lesaffer’s 

claim that ‘the strife for structural peace was high on the agenda of public opinion, 

public diplomacy and at time even diplomacy at large’ in the years leading up to the 

First World War is, thus, essential context for understanding the multifarity of The 

Hague.82 

To complicate the historiography of The Hague’s relevance even further, the 

diplomatic, legal and peace histories of The Hague tend to sit in their own silos. Each of 

them presents an almost contradictory position on the importance and value of The 

Hague in its time and across time. Diplomatic historians tend to marginalise the 1899 

and 1907 Hague conferences in their pre-occupation with explaining the march to 

global total war in 1914. International legal historians tend to focus on The Hague as a 

powerful point of origin for later legal developments, while peace historians prioritise 

the weakness of transnational activism before 1914 as a point of comparison to later 

(seemingly more successful) twentieth-century pacifism. Rarely do these histories speak 

directly to each other. 
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The one branch of history that seems to have overcome some of the obstacles 

facing these other sub-disciplines is the history of international governance and society. 

As early as 1941, the American historian Carlton Hayes argued that ‘the Hague 

Conferences talked about peace, and undoubtedly set in motion among the general 

public in Europe and America a pacifistic agitation of a character and intensity without 

previous parallel’.83 Barbara Tuchman’s Proud Tower (1966) also dedicates an entire 

chapter to the conferences and asserts their importance in influencing how Europeans 

considered the organisation of their world.84 Warren Kuehl’s 1969 Seeking World 

Order assigns central relevance to The Hague and argues that the conferences ‘proved 

to be both a beginning and an end’, marking the space between ‘old world’ models of 

governance and ‘new world’ ones.85 For her part, Sheila Kaplan (1973) was one of the 

first historians to reflect on the revolutionary impact of The Hague in influencing 

internationalist perspectives.86 Ian Clark (2007) followed suit by framing the 

conferences as essential to the evolution of the norms that regulate international 

society.87 Glenda Sluga too uses the Hague conferences to explain the ‘new century’s 

inclination to a self-conscious internationality’.88 Other scholars frame their studies of 

The Hague and international governance in similar ways, including Madeline Herren, 

Cornelia Knab and Mark Mazower, while Robin Sharwood reminds us that ‘the Hague 

Peace Conference of 1899 changed decisively … the way the world conducts its 

international political business. So used have we become …[to this] “new order” that 

we have forgotten just how revolutionary the Conference of 1899 really was’.89  

Scholarly accounts of the history of norms in international relations also 

highlight the contemporary importance of The Hague’s key precepts.90 Daniel Segesser 

shows how The Hague affected considerations of war crimes during the First and 

Second World Wars.91 William Mulligan highlights that ‘international law could only 
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gain traction during the war because it had been an important way of thinking about 

international politics before the war’.92 Isabel Hull and Nicoletta Gullace assert how 

important the concept of ‘the law’ was to contemporary understanding of state violence 

both before and during the First World War (although neither draw direct attention to 

The Hague in their work).93 Marion Girard-Dorsey, Andrew Webster and Neville Wylie 

further highlight how the Hague conferences and conventions of 1899 and 1907 

supported important developments in disarmament, the limitation of military technology 

and the expansion of humanitarian law through the twentieth century.94 Meanwhile, 

Scott Andrew Keefer and Detlev Vagts focus on the power of the Hague conferences as 

fora for negotiating the quantitative and qualitative parameters of armaments control in 

the pre-1914 years.95 For all these scholars, the Hague was important in its own time 

and subsequently in overt and subtle ways both as a historical development and a 

political tool. 

For its part, my book The Hague Conferences and International Politics, 1898 - 

1915 (2018) highlights how the global media fixated on The Hague from its inception 

and utilised the concept of ‘The Hague’ to underwrite and critique all manner of 

government activities, peace policies and military developments. The global newspaper-

reading public – at least those individuals who thought about the world in political ways 

– had distinct opinions about The Hague. Not all of them were in favour or supportive. 

Nevertheless, ‘The Hague’ imbued the language of public diplomacy, public 

considerations of warfare and the perceived prospects of any diplomatic crisis. This 

public context complicates the historical relevance of The Hague conferences and sets it 

squarely outside assessments of ‘success’ and ‘failure’. It also complicates those grand 

narratives that suggest that ‘all law enables’ or ‘all law hides power’. If anything, the 

history of The Hague between 1899 and 1915 shows that liberal internationalism itself 



 25 

was a contested idea: governments were more likely to debate its premises than accept 

them unquestioningly; international lawyers were more likely to accept them than to 

debate them; while the global media-scape debated them as roundly as they utilised its 

precepts to make sense of the world and its violence.  

This historical reality should heighten our attentiveness to the fact that history is 

the sum of all human experience and that no two individuals, let alone no two 

governments or communities will necessarily think alike or behave in the same way on 

a particular issue. The recent shift in ‘new’ international history to studying the views 

and agency of a wide range of communities and global perspectives thus offers an 

abundance of fruitful approaches. The range of scholarly work that now exists on the 

participation of the Latin American, Asian and Scandinavian states at The Hague in 

1899 and 1907, on internationalist organisations and their relationship to The Hague, on 

the applications of The Hague to media perceptions of war and on the symbolic power 

of the Peace Palace building, its decorations and gardens, shows up the multiplicity of 

The Hague’s global faces.96 Such studies should help to break the history of The Hague 

out of entrenched assessments of ‘success’ and ‘failure’ as much as they relativise 

narrowly defined or hegemonic narrative frameworks. 

It is worth remembering that between 1899 and 1914 and right across the First 

World War, the phrase ‘The Hague’ was a synonym for international organisation and 

internationalist endeavour. The Hague functioned as a promising platform on which an 

extraordinary amount of public activism and cross-government agency was built. The 

Hague also offered a lens which contemporaries used to reflect on the nature of warfare, 

state violence and international crises. As James Brown Scott explained in his 1909 

history of The Hague, for many of them: ‘It is impossible to discuss international law 

without a reference to The Hague Conferences; it is impossible to conduct the foreign 
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relations of nations without quoting the provisions of The Hague conventions; it is 

almost impossible to perform the duties of citizenship without a knowledge of The 

Hague Conferences and their positive results’.97 That contemporary understanding 

carried into and through the First World War. If we tether out understanding of The 

Hague to this broad and wide-ranging contemporary context, it will enable us to ask 

much more nuanced questions of international life as it functioned at that time and 

subsequently. 
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