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Introduction:  Unbridled Promise? The Hague’s Peace Conferences and Their 

Legacies 
Maartje Abbenhuis1 

 

When the American Monthly Review of Reviews suggested in 1900 that the 1899 

Hague Peace Conference lacked ‘full contemporary appreciation’, it referred to a 

sense of unbridled promise that the conference evoked among many, although by no 

means all, contemporaries.2 Whether they appreciated its achievements or not, the 

peace conference held in The Hague in 1899 was nevertheless an extraordinary event. 

Called in August 1898 by the young Russian Tsar Nicholas II to settle what he called 

the ‘incessant problem’ of ‘excessive armaments’, the conference’s agenda grew to 

cover a range of international issues relating to avoiding and regulating war.3 From 

the outset, the Tsar, his rescript and the proposed conference received concerted and 

on-going attention from the world’s media. It also inspired millions of individuals to 

write to Nicholas II, to petition their governments and to advocate for real progress in 

advancing international co-operation and global peace.4 

 

These efforts bore fruit. Between 18 May and 29 July 1899, more than 100 delegates 

representing 26 sovereign states met in the city of The Hague to consider 

disarmament, the international law of war, the principles of international arbitration, 

mediation and ‘good offices’ and extending the 1864 Geneva Convention to warfare 

at sea. That the delegations were willing to negotiate these issues, most of which were 

key to their states’ sovereignty and security, is remarkable. Even more remarkably, 

the conference did not end in a stalemate or ignominy.  

 

Over the course of ten weeks, the delegations at The Hague authored three 

conventions, issued three declarations, offered up a resolution and announced six 

voeux (literally ‘wishes’).5 These included the Convention for the Pacific Settlement 

of International Disputes (I), which formalised a comprehensive system of conflict 

resolution mechanisms and also established the Permanent Court of Arbitration 

(PCA). The Convention with Respect to the Laws and Customs of War (II) founded a 

universal military code for waging war on land. The Convention for the Adaptation to 

Maritime Warfare of the Principles of the Geneva Convention of 22 August 1864 (III) 

extended the Geneva rules and, in so doing, legitimised them.6 The Hague 
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Declarations (IV, 1-3) outlawed three types of weaponry: namely, bombs released 

from balloons or ‘analogous’ craft, asphyxiating poisonous gases and dum-dum 

bullets (hollow-tipped ammunition that expanded on impact). The resolution further 

noted that the ‘conference is of the opinion’ that restricting military might was 

‘extremely desirable for the increase of the material and moral welfare of mankind’, 

thereby legitimising disarmament as a valid subject for further diplomatic 

negotiation.7  

 

The voeux suggested that the Geneva Conventions of 1864 be revised, urged a future 

Hague conference and prioritised the codification of the law of neutrality as a topic 

for discussion at that conference. The Final Act of the International Peace Conference 

(1899) also included an essential clause, named after its author, the international 

lawyer Fyodor Martens. The Martens’ Clause stated that the signatory powers: 

clearly do not intend that unforeseen cases should, in the absence of a written 
undertaking, be left to the arbitrary judgement of military commanders. Until a 
more complete code of the laws of war has been issued, … inhabitants and … 
belligerents remain under the protection and the rule of the principles of the 
law of nations, as they result from the usages established among civilized 
peoples, from the laws of humanity, and the dictates of the public conscience.8 

The Martens’ Clause thereby legislated the expectation that all ‘civilised’ states would 

conduct their wars in ‘civilised’ ways. While it was (and often is) dismissed as 

haughty rhetoric, the Martens’ Clause impacted public perceptions of warfare in the 

years to come. It also shaped (and continues to shape) the international law of war in 

fundamental ways.9  

 

The articles, clauses and declarations comprising the 1899 Hague Conventions shaped 

the history of international relations.10 They established the precedents that all states 

were responsible for engaging in conflict resolution mechanisms, that wartime 

conduct should be limited and that international law held a central place in 

international affairs. The first set of Hague conventions were foundational to the 

development of international law and the appearance of human rights and 

humanitarian agreements through the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. They 

also set a notable precedent for the future of international organisation as well as for 

the rise of international judicial forums. 

 



3 
 

The second Hague conference, called in controversial circumstances during the 

Russo-Japanese War by United States president Theodore Roosevelt, made equally 

large strides in shaping international order. The conference, not held until 1907, 

looked to further the 1899 conventions. The 1907 Hague event was even more 

globalised than its predecessor. Representatives from 44 governments attended. As 

such, the 1907 Hague conference presented the first time almost all of the world’s 

governments negotiated their concerns in a multilateral setting. In so doing, they 

initiated a revolutionary trend in global organisation and transnational interaction.11 

The 1907 agenda was also enormous.12 It covered all manner of subjects including 

extending the Permanent Court of Arbitration and arbitral procedures. It posited the 

possibility of a Permanent Court of International Justice (which, in the end, would not 

be established until after the First World War) along with an International Prize Court 

(IPC) to adjudicate neutral grievances in time of war. It sought to delineate the 

international law of neutrality both at sea and on land and looked to augment the laws 

of war to cover maritime warfare. The second Hague conference met between 15 June 

and 18 October 1907. For more than four months its delegations debated and 

negotiated. The second conference’s achievements were substantial, although little 

progress was made on some key ideas: disarmament was purposely left off the agenda 

at Germany’s insistence, the International Prize Court (Convention XII) was never 

created because the conventions on maritime warfare stalled and Great Britain did not 

ratify the subsequent 1909 London Declaration that sought to regulate contraband 

issues. 

 

Still, the 1907 Hague Conventions—all fourteen of them—were substantive in 

content and application.13 They created a powerful set of rules and regulations for the 

conduct of wars and for conflict resolution that had a long-lasting impact on 

international affairs. The Convention for the Pacific Settlement of International 

Disputes (I, 1907), for example, remains in force today, as does the Permanent Court 

of Arbitration. The Convention respecting the Limitation of Employment of Force for 

Recovery of Contract Debts (II, 1907) made it illegal for states to use the threat of war 

or violence to recover private debt, instead referring those disputes to the PCA. The 

Convention relative to the Opening of Hostilities (III, 1907) ruled that states must 

formally declare a war before entering into war-like acts in order to provide ample 

time for conflict resolution mechanisms to be initiated. The Convention respecting the 
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Laws and Customs of War on Land (IV, 1907) confirmed most of the 1899 

conventions and augmented them where necessary. The Convention relative to the 

Rights and Duties of Neutral Powers and Persons in Case of War on Land (V) and the 

Convention concerning the Rights and Duties of Neutral Powers in Naval War (XIII) 

also remain in effect today and established the world’s first comprehensive law of 

neutrality, bringing centuries of diplomatic bickering and conflict over the limits of 

neutrality and belligerency to a head.14 The Convention relative to the Conversion of 

Merchant Ships into War Ships (VII, 1907) ensured that the delineation between 

naval warships and private civilian vessels was maintained in time of war to avoid 

reinstituting the principle of privateering that had been abandoned during the Crimean 

War.15 The Convention relative to the Laying of Automatic Submarine Contact Mines 

(VIII) further aimed to restrict the use of sea mines in order to guarantee the safety of 

private property and trade in time of war.  

 

For contemporaries, the Hague conferences were controversial events. On the one 

hand, many internationalists welcomed the conferences and the Hague conventions. 

Most peace activists, numerous international lawyers and large numbers of ordinary 

people did too. From 1899 on, ‘The Hague’ itself became a prominent idea 

permeating media representations of wars and diplomatic crises.16 On the other hand, 

the fear that the Hague conventions might limit states’ sovereign authority compelled 

numerous governments, militarists and diplomats to ignore or limit their application. 

For historians, the conferences remain contested. Historians of diplomacy and 

international relations tend to dismiss the events either as ‘failures’ or as ‘little more 

than a footnote en route’ to the First World War, as N. J. Brailey put it.17 These 

historians often look towards the horrors of that global conflagration and to the 

belligerent governments’ willingness to ignore or overrule the Hague regulations to 

reinforce their interpretations. In contrast, legal historians tend to present the Hague 

conferences and their legacies in more laudatory ways.18 They evaluate the 

conferences’ importance in terms of the legal precedents they set and the legal 

changes they inspired.19 From yet another perspective, historians of pacifism applaud 

the peace appeal of the conferences, yet they also tend to underestimate the 

conferences’ attractions for the wider public both at the time and subsequently.20 

Rarely do these histories meet. This volume attempts to bring the various disciplines 

together to assess the history and on-going relevance of the Hague conferences, the 
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conventions they brought into being, the institutions they established, the precedents 

they set, the people they influenced and the ideas they shaped. Altogether, the 

following twelve chapters argue for a reassessment of the 1899 and 1907 Hague 

conferences’ importance as essential moments in determining the shape of 

international history in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. 

 

The fact that the Hague system became a permanent development after 1907 is easily 

forgotten. A third peace conference was planned for 1915. Unfortunately, the events 

of the First World War overtook the proposed 1915 event and an official Hague peace 

conference was never held, despite several attempts. After 1918, a new age of 

collective security based on the League of Nations’ mandate seemed to overshadow 

the Hague conferences’ promise for the judicial and international organisation of the 

world. Yet even in the 1920s, The Hague’s influence continued to radiate. The 

Permanent Court of Arbitration remained in session. The Permanent Court of Justice, 

established in 1918, evolved into the International Court of Justice and the 

International Criminal Court in the aftermath of the Second World War. Both sit in 

The Hague accommodated within the city’s Peace Palace complex, which was built in 

1913 as a home for the PCA.21 The city of The Hague also continues to revel in its 

connections to the 1899 and 1907 conferences. In 2012, the city’s official motto 

changed to ‘peace and justice’ (vrede en recht) to reflect the importance of the more 

than 160 international organisations housed there and The Hague’s many years of 

service to the principles of international organisation.22 

 

This collection presents a range of chapters dealing with the Hague conferences and 

their legacies. The chapters cover a range of academic disciplines and investigative 

approaches. Above all they highlight how essential The Hague has been (and 

continuous to be) to the international arena, to the ways in which people interpret war 

and state violence, to the development of humanitarian principles and human rights 

and to understandings of the power of public agency. The chapters do not offer a 

comprehensive history of the Hague conferences nor do they narrate all of their 

multifarious historical and contemporary applications. To access those, readers must 

look elsewhere.23 What the chapters do attempt is to highlight how relevant the Hague 

conferences are to shaping the history of the modern world. 
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The collection opens with an incisive chapter by William Mulligan. The chapter 

makes a thought-provoking argument for reassessing how contemporaries in the years 

leading up to the First World War considered the prospect of global industrial war and 

interpreted the dynamics of international diplomacy. Mulligan argues for a 

historiographical readjustment away from considering the 1871-1914 era’s diplomacy 

as dominated solely by the normative idea of ‘might makes right’ and highlights how 

essential international legal norms were in shaping contemporary understandings of 

power politics. Comparing the diplomatic discourse circulating around the 1906 

Moroccan crisis with that of the 1908 annexation of Bosnia-Herzegovina, Mulligan 

reveals subtle but important shifts in European public diplomacy. He argues for a 

decline (or ‘fraying’) of the language of international law by 1908 and situates that 

decline in its contemporary context, including that of the second Hague peace 

conference of 1907. Overall Mulligan suggests that, by 1914, the need for states to be 

able to publicly justify their involvement in war required a careful balancing act 

between promoting their sovereign rights and situating those rights within existing 

legal norms and the sanctity of treaty obligations. He thereby reminds historians that 

for four decades (from 1871 on) the European powers tempered their military 

ambitions on the continent. That history is only explicable when considering the 

wider political context of the time, which acknowledged international law as a 

powerful normative idea. After all, as Mulligan concludes: ‘international law could 

only gain traction during the war because it had been an important way of thinking 

about international politics before the war’. 

 

Randall Lesaffer continues with the theme of international law in Chapter 2 by 

asserting the Hague conferences’ importance in marking the shift from ius ad bellum 

(‘right to war law’) to ius contra bellum (‘law preventing war’). Lesaffer argues that 

international lawyers tend to posit the Hague conferences as making minor 

improvements to the international law of war. Instead, he offers a strong case for the 

sophistication of contemporary ideas around ius ad bellum and for the regulation of 

international arbitration in 1899 and 1907. The chapter not only looks back to the 

roots of ius ad bellum in the medieval and early modern periods but also charts the 

key developments in international legal thinking across the nineteenth century in 

order to contextualise and explain the establishment of the Permanent Court of 

Arbitration and the Hague Convention for the Pacific Settlement of International 
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Disputes. Altogether, Lesaffer suggests that the Hague conferences had a long pre-

history that legal scholars ought to consider and that they were essential to shaping 

twentieth-century legal doctrines. 

 

In Chapter 3, Neville Wylie also highlights the power of legal norms in the 

international system by analysing the impact of the 1899 Hague Convention (III), 

which extended the Geneva rules for the alleviation of the care of the sick and 

wounded in time of war to warfare at sea. When historians write about the first Hague 

conference, they tend to offer only a sentence or two to the third Hague convention 

and imply that its creation was as good as guaranteed. Wylie revises our 

understanding of these negotiations. He also emphasises how diplomatically contested 

the idea of expanding the Geneva Conventions was at the time and, in so doing, 

makes a convincing case for the first Hague conference’s importance in legitimating 

the Geneva Conventions’ content and spurring their revision (which occurred in 

1906). He argues, above all, for the normative power of the Hague law in promoting 

Geneva law as a set of principles applicable to the conduct of all armed forces. As 

such, Wylie connects the Hague and Geneva traditions and suggests that to see them 

as separate developments muddies our interpretation of their origins and their on-

going relevance. 

 

In Chapters 4 and 5, Andrew Webster and Marion Girard Dorsey focus on another 

key ideal promoted and legitimised by the two Hague conferences, namely that of 

arms limitation. Webster opens his chapter by suggesting that the 1899 conference 

‘marks the opening of the modern era of efforts towards international disarmament’. 

His chapter offers a history of the disarmament discussions held in The Hague that 

year and charts their legacies in 1907, through the First World War and into the 

interbellum period. Above all, Webster argues that disarmament was a worthy 

concept promoted by peace activists. It was also considered as a practical step to 

limiting warfare and establishing a stable international environment. He concludes 

that while in 1899 ‘informed observers’ considered disarmament a premature 

development, by the 1920s disarmament—while difficult—was recognised as a 

legitimate diplomatic ambition.  
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Girard Dorsey also makes a compelling case for the imaginative power of the 

delegates at the 1899 Hague conference, who prohibited using poisonous and 

asphyxiating gases before they were even invented. In so doing, she argues for the 

normative power of prohibition because almost everyone in 1914 believed chemical 

warfare to be illegal. That belief ensured that when Germany initiated the world’s first 

military gas attacks in 1915, the global reaction helped to maintain an international 

taboo on the subject. Girard Dorsey further reiterates that while gas warfare continued 

as a feature of modern warfare from 1915 on, it always did so on the margins of what 

was considered ‘acceptable’ conduct by states. In fact, chemical warfare was 

legislated further in three anti-chemical warfare treaties in Washington (1922), in 

Geneva (1925) and in Paris (1993). The use of gas warfare in the First World War 

was not a ‘failure’ of The Hague. Rather, Dorsey Girard makes a convincing 

argument for the Hague conferences’ significance in shaping twentieth- and twenty-

first century expectations regarding the conduct and application of war. 

 

In Chapter 6, Sarah Gendron focuses on the ways in which The Hague’s principles 

shaped understandings about the application of the rules of war and set norms for 

military conduct against civilians. She focuses on the silencing of women as subjects 

of The Hague’s war rules and argues that sexual violence against women in time of 

war has existed as a sub-stratum of the law, largely silenced, sub silentio for too long. 

The lack of clarity presented by Article 46 of the Hague conventions influenced not 

only the conduct of warfare after 1899 but also offered reprieve from persecution for 

soldiers who engaged in sexual crimes against women. Gendron highlights how it 

took more than a century of sexual assaults for international law to catch up and lift 

the veil of silence. Yet Gendron also acknowledges the importance of the Hague rules 

in marking a shift to the recognition of women as legitimate subjects of International 

Humanitarian Law (IHL). 

 

In a striking contrast to Gendron’s chapter on women’s rights, in Chapter 7, Robert 

Nye offers a fascinating connection between the negotiations at the Hague 

conferences of 1899 and 1907 and the gendered principles that existed around 

duelling in fin-de-siècle European societies. Nye argues that only by situating the 

conferences within their social and cultural contexts can some of their underlying 

principles and ideas be fully appreciated. Nye contends that the men who negotiated 
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the Hague conventions considered their world in terms of codes of honour and highly 

regulated notions of civility. The nature of the discussions at The Hague, the language 

delegates used and the resulting conventions speak to the importance of chivalry, 

patriarchy and protection of the weak, concepts that were also prevalent in the 

codification of duelling. Nye further posits that contemporary concepts of masculinity 

shaped the delegates’ expectations for the conduct of states. He highlights how the 

integration of ideas of restraint, civilisation and public order, which featured 

prominently in Europeans’ social life, also underwrote arbitration and the regulation 

of the prevention and alleviation of war. His chapter is particularly important for 

integrating social and cultural contexts in international history.24 It also brings out—

much like Gendron’s chapter—the highly gendered and moralised notions that 

influenced (and continue to influence) the shape of international affairs.25  

 

Annalise Higgins’ chapter on W. T. Stead reinforces Nye’s point about the wider 

public and social environments in which the conferences of The Hague and their 

conventions played out. She highlights not only how essential public agitation for the 

ideas of the Tsar’s rescript and the 1899 Hague conference was among the wider 

British public, but also shows how historians of the 1899 moment fail to assess the 

global relevance of the public’s agency in advocating for the conference’s agenda. 

Higgins is particular to stress that the conferences’ historiography places too much 

emphasis on the influence of one man, the self-styled sensationalist journalist, W. T. 

Stead. By focussing on Stead, Higgins suggests, historians of peace activism have 

skewed the history the Hague conferences and hindered understanding of these 

conferences as having widespread and global appeal at the time and subsequently.  

 

In Chapter 9, Thomas Munro also focuses on the public appeal of The Hague’s 

regulations by offering an overview of newspaper reporting in the United States and 

Great Britain at the outbreak of the First World War. He shows how, in both 

countries, the public debate around the war evolved using the language of ‘The 

Hague’ to make a case for the war’s morality. By focussing on The Hague as a lens to 

read the war, Munro notes how contemporaries defined ideas of ‘civilisation’ and 

‘civilised’ conduct in terms of international law and the internationalist ideas 

underpinning the Hague conventions. In so doing, he adds to a growing body of 

research that emphasises how essential popular notions of international legal 
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developments were to framing contemporary understanding and expectations of war 

and state violence.  

 

Marta Stachurska-Kounta analyses another key legacy of the creation of the 

Permanent Court of Arbitration, namely that of the establishment of the Permanent 

Court of International Justice (PCIJ) in 1919. In Chapter 10, she shows how important 

the establishment of the PCIJ was as a medium for neutral countries, such as Norway, 

to influence the post-war international order. Many neutrals used the legacy of the 

Hague conferences and their involvement in them to advance their cause as neutrals 

and non-belligerents in the First World War’s aftermath. As they were largely denied 

input into the Versailles negotiations, these neutral states looked for other 

opportunities to influence the international order. Their opportunity came in 

advancing ideas of judicial organisation, the PCIJ included. Stachurska-Kounta 

reminds us that the ongoing legacy of that involvement is significant because it 

legitimated a role for neutrals in the League of Nations’ era of collective security. 

 

In Chapter 11, Wolfgang Mueller provides an insightful investigation into the ways in 

which the Soviet Union attempted to revisit and revise the terms of The Hague’s 

neutrality conventions in the 1950s and 1960s. He argues that, in legitimising 

communism as an ideology worthy of reworking the international order, the 

communist bloc had to create a new framework for international law by moving it 

away from the Western capitalist traditions to which it was so intimately tied. The 

Hague conventions therefore featured in the Soviet mind-set as a perpetuator of the 

Western capitalist order. Mueller also shows how important the Soviet re-invention of 

neutrality law was for the global power balance at the time. In re-inventing neutrality, 

the Soviet government hoped to assign new obligations to the Cold War’s non-aligned 

states (including Switzerland, Austria, Turkey and Sweden). As a result, it posited 

‘neutrality in peacetime’ as a term that imposed binding obligations on long-term and 

permanent neutrals. In the Hague tradition, neutrality was a concept that applied only 

to the wartime relationship between neutrals and belligerents. Mueller’s chapter 

reminds us how the Hague rules were, and are, not legal vacuums: they can be (and 

have been) reinvented to meet a changing global order’s needs and the ambitions of 

states, great and small. 
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Like Mueller, Yolanda Gamarra also investigates the reinvention of the law of 

neutrality. In the final chapter, Gamarra presents an extraordinary history of the 

power of the Hague conventions to shape domestic legal developments. Gamarra 

charts how Spain’s neutrality and adherence to the principles of the Hague 

conventions through the First World War helped to present the country as a paragon 

of pacifism and conflict resolution. By the time Spain developed a new constitution in 

1931, after the fall of the Rivera government, it embedded the Hague principles in the 

constitution itself. Not only did the 1931 constitution establish the requirement that 

Spanish foreign policy avoid the waging of war, it offered a powerful precedent for 

other states to reframe their constitutions in its wake (including Portugal). These ideas 

remained so influential that, when Spain reinstituted its democratic foundations in 

1978 in the aftermath of Franco’s rule, the preamble of that constitution returned to 

some (although not all) of the ideas present in the 1931 document. For Spain, the 

Hague conventions continue to have powerful domestic and international 

repercussions. 

 

On 9 August 1899, the final issue of the Peace Crusade, a journal established in the 

United States with the express purpose of supporting the public momentum behind 

the peace message of the first Hague conference, surmised that:  

the Conference has achieved so much more than even the most hopeful 
students prophesied, that the historian of whatever school will be obliged to 
mention it in the future.26 

The Hague conferences of 1899 and 1907 are not only mentioned today in a variety of 

public and academic forums, they also form the basis of significant and on-going 

discussions and interpretations about the value of war, peace, international law and 

international organisation. As the chapters in this collection relate, the legacies of The 

Hague remain substantial and substantive. 
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