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This rather ambitiously titled book narrates the activism and agency of two dozen or so men 
and women in mitigating, restricting and avoiding the violence and spread of war in the 
second half of the nineteenth century. Its author does so by explaining not only the agency 
of these individuals in developing key humanitarian causes – like the Red Cross and the 
United States Sanitary Commission – but also the interconnection between their agency and 
the development of a range of legal codes and treaties aimed at regulating warfare, like the 
Lieber Code, the Geneva Conventions of 1864 and 1906, the St Petersburg Declaration of 
1868, the Brussels Convention of 1874 and the Hague Conventions of 1899 and 1907. It is a 
highly readable book, replete with engaging anecdotes, contemporary reflections and lively 
stylistic touches.  
 
James Crossland’s pedigree as a historian of the Red Cross clearly shines through the text. 
Above all, the book recounts how by the early 1860s several key individuals – including 
Henri Dunant, Gustave Moynier, Florence Nightingale and Thomas Longmore – shaped the 
Red Cross movement in Europe at about the same time as a group of equally motivated 
American humanitarians – like Dorothea Dix and Clara Barton – promoted a parallel 
volunteer medical interventionist movement in the United States. It then describes how 
these humanitarian representatives integrated their endeavors with other internationalists, 
most notably prominent international lawyers, liberal politicians and peace activists (whom 
Crossland calls ‘peace seekers’), forming transnational networks for information exchange 
and political agency. 
 
Crossland is at his best and most innovative in the early chapters, which are also the richest 
in terms of archival work. These chapters link the Red Cross initiative in Europe to the 
United States Sanitary Commission and connect Lieber’s initiatives to regulate the conduct 
of the United States Civil War to the Geneva, St Petersburg and Brussels Conventions. In so 
doing, Crossland breaks the history medical humanitarianism out of what is often still 
presented as a singular European enterprise. His argument that the European and American 
wars of the 1860s helped to connect legal, humanitarian and pacifist activities across the 
Atlantic Ocean is significant and convincing. His agents all knew (of) each other, after all. 
 
His later chapters, however, are more pedestrian. They tend stick to the well-trod historical 
narrative of prioritizing the well-known personages in the largely European ‘peace through 
law’ movement, including Bertha von Suttner, W.T. Stead and Frédéric Passy. The archival 
source base is not as fully explored in these later chapters either. I was also not convinced 
by Crossland’s claim that the interaction between the various interest groups 
(humanitarians, lawyers, liberal politicians and peace seekers) after 1870 were schismatic. 
On the whole, his chapters speaks more to the high levels of cooperation that existed in 
advancing a collective cause than they do to tension and competition marring progress. As 
in any political arena, there were undoubtedly a range of conflicting interests at play in the 
campaigns to advance international humanitarianism. But such tensions existed as much 
among the humanitarians (as Crossland shows in his opening chapters) as they did within 
the legal and pacifist camps and were perhaps even more pronounced within these 
movements than between them.  



 
The danger of writing a history of a wide international movement by focusing almost 
entirely on its leadership, is that it can both overemphasize the personal and political 
ambitions of those individuals and silence the wider context in which their actions took 
place. Whatever the title of the book might suggest, this is not a wide-ranging monograph 
on the campaign to control warfare in the late 1900s. It is also not a story of how 
internationalists around the world mobilized behind an anti-war and pro-humanitarian 
banner after 1853. If it was it would have included a range of other actors and agents, 
including leading figures in the Japanese, Chinese and Latin American internationalist 
movements, who were vocal, active and plugged into the same global networks as von 
Suttner, Passy, Moynier and Stead. Rather, it is the story of how a group of key individuals, 
most of whom lived in the Anglo-American-western European world, affected the 
international humanitarian agenda after 1853.  
 
By sustaining his focus on the interactions of these individuals, Crossland also seems to have 
missed some excellent opportunities to investigate the mechanisms by which they all 
helped to validate their ideas in the public sphere. If, as Crossland argues, governments’ 
engagement in legal efforts to control war had become ‘normalized’ by the 1870s (p. 126), 
how much was that thanks to these individuals? How influential were they in shaping the 
public and private contours and debates around the politics of international humanitarian 
treaty making?  
 
Above all, I found Crossland’s lack of engagement with seminal works in the field jarring. A 
study of late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century humanitarian and legal 
internationalism should at the very least acknowledge the ground-breaking work of 
historians like Merze Tate, Warren Kuehl, David S. Patterson and Jost Dülffer (among many 
others). I expect that Crosslands’ lack of acknowledgement of colleagues’ work on the 
world-wide campaigns to control warfare after 1853, including that published by Caroline 
Reeves, Daniel Laqua, Verdana Grossi, Daniel Segesser and myself, was an unintentional 
oversight. 
 
These criticisms aside, Crossland has produced a good book, which offers an engaging 
explanation for how a number of individuals helped to shape the contours of international 
humanitarianism from the middle of the nineteenth century on. Recommended for scholars 
and students alike with an interest in the history of the Red Cross, the regulation of the law 
of war and peace activism.  
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