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Randall Lesaffer
1
 

(Tilburg University/University of Leuven) 

 

 The surprising action of the first Hague 

Conference gave me intense joy. Called primarily 

to consider disarmament (which proves a dream), 

it created the commanding reality of a permanent 

tribunal to settle international disputes. I saw in 

this the greatest step towards peace that humanity 

had ever taken, and taken as by inspiration, 

without much previous discussion. – Andrew 

Carnegie
2
 

 

1. Opening the doors to the Temple of Peace 

 

For the opening of the Peace Palace at The Hague, the Carnegie Foundation had organised 

two days of events. On 28 August 1913, the official opening ceremony took place. This was, 

except for the number and the quality of the audience, a rather modest affair. In front of the 

more than 400 invited guests, the chairman of the Carnegie Foundation, Abraham van 

Karnebeek (1836-1925) presented the chairman of Administrative Council of the Permanent 

Court of Arbitration, the Dutch Minister of Foreign Affairs René de Marees van Swinderen 

(1860-1955), with the keys to the Palace. After a musical intermezzo, both chairmen held a 

brief address. Afterwards, the guests were given a tour of the building. Among the guests 

were numerous representatives of Dutch and local authorities, the corps diplomatique at The 

                                                           
1
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Hague, members of the Permanent Court and many old hands of the peace movement, who 

were already at The Hague for the annual Universal Peace Conference which the Dutch peace 

society ‘Vrede door Recht’ had hosted from 18 to 23 August. The young Queen Wilhelmina 

(1880-1962) graced the ceremony with her presence. But the true guest of honour was the 

American steel magnate turned philanthropist and self-styled ‘apostle of peace’ Andrew 

Carnegie (1835-1919), whose lavish $ 1,5 million gift had made the building of the Peace 

Palace possible. The day was concluded with a gala dinner at the Ridderzaal in the town 

centre and a reception at the royal palace Noordeinde.
3
  

At the instigation of one of its members who wanted to give the event more public 

exposure, the Board of Directors of the Carnegie Foundation had extended the festivities into 

a second day with a garden party on the palace grounds.
4
 On that day, Carnegie unveiled a 

bust of his old friend and companion the route in the fight for peace, the British politician sir 

William Randal Cremer (1828-1908), who had been one of the founders of the Inter-

Parliamentary Union as well as the International Arbitration League. After having praised 

Cremer for his endeavours in the cause of peace, Carnegie used this opportunity, as he was 

wont to do, to reiterate his idea for a League of Peace and invoked the German Emperor 

Wilhelm II (1859-1941), whom he had visited at Berlin in June, to convene a new 

international peace conference.
5
  

 In his speech the previous day, Van Karnebeek had stressed that the Peace Palace 

should not remain home to only the Permanent Court of Arbitration but that more tribunals 

should be vested there in the future. Thanks to its library, it would also become a centre for 

those who, through the study of international law, strove for the unity of the ‘civilised 

nations’. Lastly, it would become a centre for visitors and pilgrims from all over the world 

who believed in the eradication of war. In this sense, it would become – with the name of the 

edifice Carnegie preferred – ‘un Temple de Paix, où, même lorque les flots de la guerre 

montent à l’horizon, les aspirations meilleures trouveront une refuge pour pouvoir, comme les 
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colombes de l’arche, reprendre leur vol après la tempête.’
6
 Whereas these words may sound 

unfortunate in light of the Great War that would erupt less than a year later, they were  

prophetic for the Peace Palace’s future at the centre of a new attempt at world legal order after 

the conflagration of 1914-1918. Although the Netherlands found itself in conflict with the 

Allied and Associated Powers over its refusal to extradite Wilhelm II at the time, it was never 

really in doubt that the new world court, the Permanent Court of International Justice, would 

be housed at the Peace Palace.
7
 The decision to do this sealed the city’s future as the ‘legal 

capital of the world’. 

 Over recent years, some writers have tried to support the city of The Hague’s claim to 

be the world’s legal capital by referring to its long historic role in international law and peace-

making. Its role as a centre of diplomacy and peace-making during the heyday of the Dutch 

Republic as a great power and its connection to the Dutch ‘international lawyers’ Cornelius 

van Bynkershoek (1673-1743) and, above all, Hugo Grotius (1583-1645), are among the 

arguments most cited.
8
 Such references are, however, nothing but attempts at myth-making 

and instances of ‘Hague-iography’, which add nothing to explaining how and why The Hague 

became the world’s main centre of international adjudication and arbitration. The historical 

explanation for this has very little to do with The Hague’s role in early-modern diplomacy or 

with Grotius – although the myth of Grotius which still stands tall among present-day 

international lawyers is to a large extent a product from the period of the Hague Peace 

Conferences and the Peace Palace.
9
 It were the fortuitous choice of the Russian Tsar Nicholas 

                                                           
6
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imperialism. Richard Tuck, The Rights of War and Peace. Political Thought and the International Order from 
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Rights Theories and the Rise of Dutch Power in the East Indies (1595-1615) (Leyden/Boston, 2006). 



4 
 

II (1868-1918) to convene his international peace conference at The Hague, the decision of 

the conference to erect a Permanent Court of Arbitration and, finally, the donation by Andrew 

Carnegie for a ‘Temple of Peace’, and not any earlier events, that decided the city’s destiny as 

the ‘legal capital of the world’. 

 This essay rehearses the events of 1898 to 1913 and puts them in context. Its purpose 

is to try and explain the roots of The Hague’s current position as ‘legal capital of the world’ 

by assessing the events of 1899 and the following years against the background of 

contemporary diplomacy and peace activism, highlighting the role of Andrew Carnegie. In the 

next paragraph, an exposition of the international politics of the late 19
th

 century which forms 

the background for the Tsar’s decision to call an international conference will be given. In the 

third paragraph follows a brief rendition of the 19
th

-century peace movement and its alliance 

with the emerging discipline of international law. The fourth paragraph focuses on the Tsar’s 

decision to convene an international conference and goes in on the 1899 Peace Conference. 

The final paragraph covers the life of Andrew Carnegie, rehearses the events which led up to 

his gift and brings up the story to the Second Hague Peace Conference of 1907. The epilogue 

includes a brief reflection on the place of the events at The Hague in Carnegie’s crusade for 

peace.  

 

 

2. International politics in the ‘Age of Empire’ (1870-1898) 

 

The seasoned diplomats and military men who convened at The Hague for the opening of the 

First Hague Peace Conference in May 1899 had lived through exciting and taxing times. The 

three decades which had lapsed since the Franco-Prussian War and the German unification in 

1870-1871 had on the one hand been marked by economic and imperial expansion and by 

peace among the great powers of Europe but on the other hand also by a long economic crisis 

as well as by growing rivalry and tensions among the great powers. The ‘Age of Empire’, as it 

was called by a leading British historian, was an age of ambiguity and great uncertainty.
10

 

 On the economic side, the three final decades of the 19
th

 century saw a new phase in 

the industrialisation of the West, spurred on by the railway revolution. Between 1870 and the 

inception of the Great War, the industrial output of the Western world multiplied by more 
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than 4. Furthermore, the period saw the spectacular rise of new industrial powers, chief 

among them Germany, the United States and Japan. Paradoxically enough, the 1870s and 

1880s were felt to be a period of economic crisis, known to contemporaries as ‘the Great 

Depression’. The rise of production went along with a decline of profit, triggered by a 

deflation of prices. Because the decline of prices could not be matched by a proportional 

reduction of labour cost – as wages were hardly above subsistence level – many businesses 

saw their profits and investments dwindle and failed. This led to the reorganisation and 

concentration of business in larger companies, protectionism and growing competition for 

colonies between the great powers.
11

 

 On the political side, the great powers of Europe had been at peace with one another 

since the end of the Franco-Prussian War. Still, tensions often ran high as rivalry in and 

outside Europe rose. The fear of war was never far removed from the minds of both statesmen 

and the public. There were three major causes for these tensions. 

 First, the unification of Germany which came as a result of Prussia’s victory over the 

Habsburg Monarchy (1866) and France (1870-1871) had disrupted the Vienna system of 

international order. The Vienna system, which had been laid down at the end of the 

Napoleonic Wars (1814-1815) has rested on two pillars: the balance of power and the 

management of security problems by the ‘Concert of Europe’ of the five great powers. The 

basis of the balance of power was not so much the containment of France as the settlement of 

the German problem. At Vienna, the vanquishers of the French Emperor Napoleon (1769-

1821) had been faced with a dilemma. Whereas they could not allow Germany to return to the 

division from the days of the Holy Roman Empire because this made the containment of 

France impossible, neither could it be allowed to unite as this would create too strong a power 

at the heart of Europe. The solution to the problem was the German Confederation, which 

consisted of around 40 States but which was dominated by two leading powers, Austria and 

Prussia, well posed to balance one another and contain France.
12

 

 The Prussian victory over Austria in the war of 1866 destroyed the foundational stone 

of the Vienna system. Four years later, the architects of Vienna were proven right in their 

fears for a united Germany when Prussia and its southern German allies rooted French 
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resistance. But in the short run, it was not fear for Germany which dominated European 

policy, but rather the ousting of Austria from Germany, the defeat and desire of revenge of 

France and German fears for its survival as a new power. It was only after Germany had risen 

to the rank of the foremost industrial power of Europe and once it started on more assertive 

European and imperial policies, that the containment of Germany became a pivotal issue of 

the great powers’ policy. That was not to happen before the end of the 19
th

 century. 

 Historians have often rendered homage to the German chancellor and architect of his 

country’s unity, Otto von Bismarck (1815-1898), for having managed the affairs of Europe as 

to allay fears for German power.
13

 In fact, Bismarck’s concern was mostly one for the 

consolidation of German unity under Prussian leadership and for German security against 

French revenge or Russian attack. The first maxim of Bismarck’s policy was to support 

Austria – which in 1867 had reformed itself into the Austrian-Hungarian Double Monarchy – 

in its orientation towards the Balkans and to help survive it as a great power. The collapse of 

the Habsburg Monarchy would invalidate the main argument against Austria’s inclusion in 

the German Empire and thus jeopardise Prussia’s dominance of it. Bismarck’s second maxim 

was not to allow Germany to become isolated and to always form part of coalition in the face 

of the threat of war. According to the chancellor, Germany had always to be part of a coalition 

of two among three great powers and of three among five. To this effect, Bismarck sought to 

expand his natural alliance with Vienna by an alliance with Saint Petersburg. This led to the 

Three Emperors’ League of 1873. Emboldened by this success in his search for security 

against France, in 1875, Bismarck flexed his muscles in an attempt to browbeat France in 

reducing her huge military posture. This, however, backfired, as both Britain and Russia made 

it understood they would not condone the collapse of France. After this, Bismarck retreated 

into a more careful policy of managing his allies’ conflicts and staying clear of the 

Mediterranean and imperial ambitions of Britain and France by not wanting any colonies and 

not building a battleship fleet. The hallmark of this policy was a difficult exercise in keeping 

equal distance from Austria-Hungary and Russia in their rivalry over the Balkans, so that each 

would always look to Berlin for help but none would feel strong enough to attack the other.
14

 

 The second cause for tensions among the great powers of Europe centred on the 

decline of the Ottoman Empire and its anticipated collapse. Except for Germany, all the other 

great powers including Italy felt to have a stake in this. The points of conflict were the 
                                                           
13

 E.g. the assessment of Bismarck’s great admirer, Henry Kissinger, Diplomacy (New York etc., 1994) 103-67. 
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Balkans, the Straits between the Mediterranean and the Black Sea and Egypt. Britain and 

France were most concerned about keeping the Straits closed from Russia – one of the issues 

for the Crimean War (1853-1856)
15

 – and the future of Egypt and the Suez Canal. In 1882, the 

British took power in Cairo and ousted the French. Russia, which has been a main contender 

of the Ottoman Empire from around 1700, claimed to be the protector of the Orthodox 

Christians in the Balkans and supported the secession of Bosnia, Bulgaria and Serbia from the 

Ottomans. Furthermore, Russia sought entry for its fleet into the Mediterranean through the 

Straits. Austria-Hungary looked for expansion in the Balkan after its defeat in Germany but 

most of all, was afraid of the rise of Christian Balkan powers which might threaten the 

integrity of its empire. 

 All this came to the boiling punt during the Balkan War of 1877-1878. The rebellion 

of the Bosnians Orthodox in 1875 and of the Bulgarians in 1876 and the fierce and cruel 

repression by the Ottomans led to the Russian intervention and the speedy defeat of the 

Ottoman Army.
16

 Through the Peace of Sebastopol of 3 March 1878,
17

 a huge Bulgarian 

kingdom was created. Britain, fearful of Russian control over the Balkans and ultimately 

Constantinople, sent in the navy to deter further Russian expansion. In great part thanks to the 

diplomatic intervention of Bismarck, a compromise was reached at the Conference of Berlin 

whereby Bulgaria had to cede some territory, Bosnia-Herzegovina was allotted to Austria-

Hungary to administer – but not to annex – and Cyprus fell to Britain.
18

 While this appeared a 

major success for the young German Empire, it at the same time spelled the unsustainability 

of Bismarck’s policy of equidistance between Vienna and Saint Petersburg.
19

 

 The third cause of tension concerned European and American – and by the mid-1890s 

Japanese – imperialism. In the last quarter of the 19
th

 century, technical innovations in 

weaponry, communication and transport gave the industrialised West the means to explore, 

subject, exploit and govern all but the most inhabitable parts of the globe. During the Age of 

                                                           
15

 For a recent evaluation of the causes of the Crimean War, Orlando Figes, Crimea. The Last Crusade (London, 
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16
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2011) 184-205. 

17
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18
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19
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New Imperialism (1875-1920), the European powers and their white-settler offshoots in the 

Americas and Oceania subjected vast tracks of the globe and brought them into their empires. 

The original drive behind this was first and foremost economic. Through colonisation, the 

Western powers hoped to gain direct and exclusive access to natural resources and to markets 

for their industrial products. But the ‘scramble’ for colonies and markets quickly gained a 

political dimension. Imperial expansion became an element of national glory and of great 

power rivalry. The decision by a government to seek expansion in a certain territory was often 

inspired by the concern to prevent the territory to fall into the hands of a rival power or by the 

need to expand in order to defend existing positions. Imperialism brought Bismarck centre-

stage again when in 1884 he convened the Berlin Conference on the future of Congo. 

Bismarck’s motivation for doing so and the motivation of the great powers to attend were to 

prevent the Congo Basin from falling to a rival great power. This would allow this power to 

dominate much of Sub-Sahara Africa and give it access to important resources, including 

manpower. The conference turned the Congo Basin over to the Belgian King Leopold II 

(1835-1909) and allowed, diplomatically as well as legally, for the great powers to carve up 

the rest of Africa. In the next two decades, Britain, France, Italy, Spain and Germany would 

subject most of the continent and include it in their empires. With this, Bismarck allowed 

Germany to be set upon the course of imperial expansion and thus jeopardised his policy of 

restraint.
20

 

 The disruption of the Vienna system by the unification of Germany had left the great 

powers of Europe insecure. By the late 1880s, it became clear that they had set themselves on 

a course to address their insecurity which actually exacerbated the situation. This course came 

down to a triple policy of alliances, imperial expansion and armaments. These would cause 

tensions to rise over the late 1880 and 1890s, making many fearful of war. 

 After the German unification, the main guarantee for peace between the great powers 

had been the strategic flexibility of alliances and the uncertainty which came along with it. 

This ultimately rested on two pillars: Bismarck’s policy of equidistance between Austria-

                                                           
20
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Cambridge Modern History 11 (Cambridge, 1962) 593-640; Herman Wesseling, The European Colonial 
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Hungary and Russia and Britain’s relative disinterest in the affairs of Europe – except the 

Mediterranean – and its resulting diplomatic isolation.
21

 

 In 1886-1887, a new Balkan crisis forced Bismarck to step in and rein in Russian 

ambitions once more. This time jingoist feelings in both countries could not be laid to rest and 

brought the policy of equidistance to and beyond its breaking point. The League of Three 

Emperors was virtually dead. The Reinsurance Treaty which Bismarck made with Russia in 

its stead (1887) only served to confirm this. It stipulated that Germany and Russia would 

remain neutral in case the other went to war, except if Russia attacked Austria-Hungary or if 

Germany attacked France. When the new German Emperor, Wilhelm II, who acceded to the 

throne in 1888, chose to radically support Austria-Hungary and to seek an alliance with 

Britain, he only buried a policy which was already dead. The forced resignation by Bismarck 

in 1890 was rather the consequence of his policy’s failure than its cause. In the early 1890s, 

Russia and France moved closer to one another, forging a formal alliance in 1893. Whereas 

both France and Germany would continue to woo Russia until deep into the decade, to the 

keener observer, the fault lines of future war became clear. In the strategic context as it was, it 

was unthinkable that Russia would allow Germany to take out France or that France would go 

to war without Russia. On the German side, the new military strategy named after the head of 

the imperial staff, Alfred von Schlieffen (1833-1913), stipulated that any war with Russia 

would involve Germany first striking at France.
22

 

 Strategic flexibility was now only guaranteed by Britain’s isolation. During most of 

the 1890s, the diplomatic game turned around the future of the Ottoman Empire, Egypt and 

the Eastern Mediterranean. As long as Britain opposed Russia’s ambitions towards the Straits, 

it supported Austria-Hungary while France constantly hovered between confrontation and 

compromise with Britain over Egypt. It was ultimately the defeat of the Italian expedition in 

Abyssinia at the Battle of Adowa in March 1896 that decided the game in the Eastern 

Mediterranean. Now that Italy, which together with Germany and Austria-Hungary had 

formed the Triple Alliance in 1882, was not a factor in North-Eastern-Africa any longer, the 

British chose to take matters in their own hand. Emboldened by the reform and build-up of 

their navy which had begun in 1889, London set itself on an assertive course. The decision 

was made to stop having British policy dictated by its concerns over the Straits. London felt 

its navy was now strong enough to neutralise any intrusion of the Russians into the 
                                                           
21

 A.J.P. Taylor, The Struggle for Mastery in Europe 1848-1918 (Oxford, 1954) esp. 346. 
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Mediterranean. The new strategy dictated that Britain would hold on to Egypt and fortify the 

Suez Canal. An army was sent from Egypt to reconquer Sudan, which had fallen to the Mahdi 

rebellion in 1884. This set Britain on a collision course with France in Africa. Britain’s 

problem of isolation had been resolved in a policy of self-sufficiency. 

 The British diplomatic retreat over the Straits was followed by a release of Russian 

pressure on Constantinople. At the end of 1896, the Russian government had seriously 

debated launching an attack on the Ottoman capital. The refusal of France to support such a 

move and a misapprehension of the British position had turned the government against this 

idea. Russia now decided to turn away from Europe and focus its energies and resources – 

including lavish French loans – on the development of its Asian empire, its transport system 

including the Trans-Siberian railway and its interest in North-East Asia. In 1895, Russia, 

supported by France and Germany, had intervened in the Chinese-Japanese peace settlement. 

By the Treaty of Shimonoseki China had to cede the peninsula of Liaotung to Japan.
23

 After 

the peace was made, Russia arm-wrestled Japan in returning the peninsula in lieu of a huge 

war indemnification. Shortly afterwards, Russia made an agreement with China which 

allowed it to build a railway over Chinese territory towards the ocean. The opportunity lurked 

for Russia to gain an ice-free outlet to the world’s oceans in the east. In April 1897, a treaty 

was signed with Austria-Hungary whereby both powers committed themselves to the status 

quo for the next ten years. In March 1898, the Russians occupied Port Arthur in North-East 

China.
24

 China was set to become a new front of confrontation between the European powers, 

with Japan and the United States as newcomers in the game of great power diplomacy. 

 The diplomatic events of 1896-1897 confirmed the German imperial government on 

the course it set at the beginning of the decade. Shortly after his accession to the throne, 

Wilhelm II had attempted to secure an alliance with Britain. In 1896, the German government 

returned to this policy at the instigation of the Emperor. Angered by prior British rejections, 

the Emperor promoted a policy of naval and imperial expansion, known as Weltpolitik. Only 

in this way, it was thought, would Britain take Germany seriously and recognise the strategic 

value of cooperation. If necessary, confrontation with Britain would be sought to force the 

British hand. In 1896, Wilhelm II provoked London by sending a telegram of congratulations 

to the Boer president of Transvaal Paul Kruger (1825-1904) for his defeat of the Jameson 

Raid. In 1897, Wilhelm II and his government were, after many attempts, successful in having 

                                                           
23

 Treaty of 17 April 1895, 181 CTS 217. 
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their plan for a huge battleship fleet approved by the Reichstag. In November of that year, the 

Germans moved into the port of Kiatschou on the Liaotung peninsula. A few months later, 

Wilhelm II for the second time went to tour the Ottoman Empire, securing the contract for the 

Baghdad railway for a German company and sucking the Sultanate further into the orbit of 

Germany.
25

  

 The German policy to force the British into an alliance was doomed from the start. 

First, both powers had little or no strategic interest in an alliance. Britain did not want to be 

sucked into a continental war which would destroy France whereas the strategic leverage 

Germany could build outside Europe would never be big enough to tip the balance of that 

equation. From her side, Germany would not risk a war with Russia over British colonial 

interests. The only thing the Germans achieved was to alert some British, and American, 

statesmen to the danger of the threatening ascendancy of Germany over Europe. 

 All this became clear in the months before Tsar Nicholas II moved to convene a 

disarmament and peace conference. After the Russian occupation of Port Arthur in March 

1898, which followed failed negotiations between London and Saint Petersburg on China, 

Britain offered Germany an alliance. Germany refused as it saw no strategic gain which could 

validate a war against the huge Russian army. On 30 August 1898, Germany made another 

strategic retreat from its flawed Weltpolitik when it gave into to Britain on German claims to 

Delagoa Bay in present-day Mozambique, which would have allowed it to support the Boers 

in their upcoming confrontation with Britain. For now, Germany stayed out of Britain’s 

imperial waters. But in the long run, this only made clearer where the real German threat to 

world order lay: in Europe.
26

 

 

 

3. The ‘peace through law’ movement 

 

The great revolutions of the late 18
th

 century had taught political leaders all over the Western 

world the power of public opinion. The restoration of the old regimes which was attempted at 

Vienna could not turn back the clock on this. In the context of rising nationalist feelings, 

public opinion gained an increasing impact over foreign policy during the 19
th

 century. This 

was especially true in countries with parliamentary regimes such as Britain, France and the 
                                                           
25
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United States. The rise of public opinion went along with the formation of organised pressure 

groups in civil society. The first organised movement to score a major success in foreign 

policy was that for the abolition of the slave trade.
27

 The peace movement which was formed 

after 1815 took courage from this success. 

 The 19
th

-century peace movement drew from two historical traditions. First, early 

Christianity had been radically pacifist but by the 3
rd

 and 4
th

 centuries, when Christian faith 

won acceptance in the Roman Empire, pacifism had to give way for a more pragmatic attitude 

that found its expression in the just war doctrine. Radical pacifism was pushed to the margins 

of the Church, where it would remain to lurk. After the Reformation, it found a new 

constituency among some protestant groups, in particular among nonconformist 

denominations in England and America, such as the Quakers.
28

  

 Second, from the Late Middle Ages, a tradition of peace plans emerged in European 

literature. Writers ranging from Jean Dubois (c. 1305) over the Duke of Sully (Maximilien de 

Béthune, 1559-1641), Emeric de Crucé (c. 1590-1648), Godfried Wilhelm Leibniz (1646-

1716), William Penn (1644-1718) and Saint-Pierre (Charles-Irénée Castel, 1658-1743) to 

Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) and Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832) laid out schemes to stabilise 

peace and ban war.
29

 Many of these plans proposed a combination of the peaceful settlement 
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of disputes through arbitration with a regular diplomatic congress and a form of collective 

security.
30

 

 The organised peace movement emerged in the wake of the Napoleonic Wars in 

Europe and of the American-British War of 1812-1814 in the United States. It was born from 

the reaction against the atrocities and devastations these wars had brought. In 1815, three 

local peace societies were formed in New York, Massachusetts and Ohio. In 1827-1828, they 

were consolidated by William Ladd (1778-1841) into the American Peace Society. The 

London Peace Society was formed in 1816. In the 1820s and 1830s, peace societies were also 

founded in Europe and later even in Japan, but for the whole of the 19
th

 century, the 

movement had its centre of gravity in Britain and the United States. It were also the British 

and American societies which took the initiative to convene the first international 

conferences. After a first convention in London in 1843, where only a token representation 

from outside Britain and the United States attended, a series of annual conferences followed 

on the continent between 1848 and 1851 with more substantial delegations from Europe. 

 The Anglo-American peace movement had its roots in the radical pacifism of 

nonconformist protestant churches. But from its very beginning, it fell subject to debates 

between radicals who rejected all war and moderate reformers who proposed a programme to 

reduce the frequency and devastation of war. As the movement turned more secular, the latter 

gained the upper hand and began to set the agenda. A new fault line appeared between those 

who proposed a programme of social justice and the so called free-traders such as the British 

politician and businessman Richard Cobden (1804-1865) who considered freedom of trade the 

ultimate guarantee for peace. All in all, the movement remained an elitist affair. Through the 

presence of several politicians on its ranks, it had some political influence.
31
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 The Crimean War and the American Civil War (1861-1865) caused a deep crisis in the 

peace movement as its leaders were torn between pacifism and support for their side. After 

the war, the movement quickly revived. While the split between radicals and reformers 

deepened, the former were pushed to the margins. All over the Anglo-American world and, to 

a lesser extent, continental Europe, peace societies proliferated at the local and national level. 

Some were dedicated to a specific goal while others targeted specific groups such as workmen 

or women. The demographic basis of the movement expanded, although it did not become a 

mass movement yet. The efforts at international organisation, which had ceded with the 

Crimean War, revived. Again, the Americans showed most initiative. Major achievements 

included the annual Universal Peace Conferences from 1889 onwards and the establishment at 

Bern in 1892 of the International Peace Bureau which was to coordinate the activities of the 

movement and to which more than 100 peace societies acceded. In 1889, William Randal 

Cremer and the Frenchman Frédéric Passy (1822-1912) founded the Inter-Parliamentary 

Conference, later renamed the Inter-Parliamentary Union. Its main purpose was to allow for 

coordinated action for peace in the legislative assemblies of different countries. It added 

political cloud to the peace movement, as did the adherence of major industrialists such as 

Andrew Carnegie, Alfred Nobel (1833-1896) and John D. Rockefeller (1839-1937).
32

 

From the 1860s forward, the reformist peace movement gained new traction and 

influence from its alliance with the emerging discipline of international law. During the 

second half of the 19
th

 century, international law became an established academic discipline. 

Since the late 17
th

 century, the law of nations had been taught at several universities in 

combination with natural law. Now, independent chairs in international law were established 

– as in Oxford in 1859 and in Cambridge in 1866 – and international law became an 

autonomous subject on the law curriculum. In 1868, the Dutch Tobias Asser (1838-1913), the 

Belgian Gustave Rolin-Jacquemyns (1835-1902) and the British John Westlake (1828-1913) 

founded the Revue de droit international et de législation comparée. More than just an 

academic journal on international and comparative law, the journal was meant as a platform 

for liberal reform through national legislation and for the humanisation of international law 

through the formation of an international public opinion.
33

 In 1873, at the initiative of Rolin-

Jacquemyns, the ‘Institut de Droit International’ was founded at Ghent. The Institute was 

designed as an international academic association of leading specialists in international law. 
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In founding the Institute, Rolin-Jacquemyns had parted ways with a group of American peace 

activists and international lawyers who aspired at convening a new international peace 

conference which would decide on a code of international law and establish a permanent, 

international peace organisation and who wanted to found a more activist association. This 

group had founded the International Code Committee to rally support for this in the United 

States and had sent the lawyer David Dudley Field (1805-1894) to Europe to sound out 

feelings there. This American, activist initiative led to the foundation of the Association for 

the Reform and Codification of the Law of Nations, which in 1897 was re-baptised into the 

International Law Association.
34

 

 Many peace activists and international lawyers shared a faith in the progress of 

humanity and civilisation, which sprang from liberal economic and political philosophy, 

social Darwinism or a combination of both. On the legal side, there was also the tradition of 

Friedrich Carl von Savigny (1779-1861) and the German Historical School with their ideas 

about law as the gradual articulation of the Volksgeist, the common spirit of the nation. The 

faith in progress by human endeavour had replaced the original faith in God’s plan for 

mankind as the source of optimism and voluntarism within the peace movement.
35

 Some 

international lawyers also shared in the deep distrust towards state agents and institutions in 

the pursuit of peace and justice which was common to many peace activists. For these 

international lawyers, such as Rolin-Jacquemyns, the way forward was one of increasing 

control over States’ policies by an international civil society and international public opinion. 

These ideas went along with pleas for international organisation, codification and ultimately 

federation as well as a strong interest in the development of private international law. But this 

‘Kantian’ perspective on international law and order was certainly not shared by all 

international lawyers. Most preferred to work within the confines of the reality of their field, 

which was that of the regulation of horizontal relations between sovereign States. This was 

particularly true for these lawyers who gained direct influence over foreign policy, as in the 
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United States where in the 1890s and the early 20
th

 century, many leading diplomats, 

including all Secretaries of State, were lawyers.
36

 

 There were five different points on the agenda of the ‘peace through law’ movement: 

1) the establishment of an international league of States which would impose collective 

security, 2) the codification of international law and 3) in particular the laws of war with the 

purpose of humanising warfare, 4) disarmament through binding international agreements and 

5) the peaceful settlement of disputes, mainly through arbitration, as an alternative for war. 

The first point only found broad support in continental Europe, among those international 

lawyers and other pacifists who wanted to replace the framework of national States by a 

European federation. The last one, and in particular the fight for arbitration, became the spear 

point of the movement’s thrust by the end of the century. 

 The idea of a federation, league or permanent congress of princes or States which 

would ensure a form a collective security was a focal point of many of the peace plans which 

were written between the 15
th

 and early 18
th

 centuries, such as those of Sully, Crucé, Penn and 

Saint-Pierre. In continental Europe, the idea developed into the dream of a true European 

federation, of European unification. This idea was time and again put forward by leading 

peace activists such as Henri de Saint-Simon (1760-1825), Victor Hugo (1802-1885) and 

Charles Lemonnier (1860-1930), but it met with little or no support on the side of Britain and 

the United States. Nevertheless, the European federalists were successful in having the 

Universal Peace Conferences of the early 1890s call for the establishment of a ‘United States 

of Europe’. Also, more vague ideas about a league of nations were sometimes restated by 

individual publicists.
37

 In the Anglo-American world, the old scheme for a permanent 

congress found its most famous and influential expression in William Ladd’s Essay on a 

Congress of Nations (1840). Whereas in many of the older peace plans, the congress of 

nations combined powers of adjudication with those of collective security and sometimes 

even legislation, Ladd proposed to distinguish a congress which would develop international 

law through treaties and compacts from a court which would arbitrate disputes. Thereby, he 

mirrored the constitutional doctrine of the division of powers at the international level. But 

Ladd’s congress was not the governing body of a political federation. It was a real diplomatic 
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congress. Ladd was most concerned with showing that his congress would not jeopardise the 

sovereignty of States.
38

 In later years, the Anglo-American peace activists would often oppose 

the priority continental Europeans gave to their dream of European federation, as they judged 

this an impediment for immediate, more realistic measures for peace.
39

 

 One such measure, which held a lot of support on both sides of the Atlantic, was the 

codification of international law. Jeremy Bentham and his student James Mill (1773-1836) 

had given powerful voice to this idea.
40

 It was adopted by Ladd and the American Peace 

Society. As the century progressed and the impact of international lawyers grew, the idea 

moved to the foreground. The ambition to codify international law was an inspiration to both 

the founders of the Institute of International Law as of the Association for the Reform and 

Codification of the Law of Nations. Whereas no ‘official’ draft codifications emerged from 

these institutions, drafts had already come forward from leading individual members of both 

associations, Johann Caspar Bluntschli (1808-1881) of the Institute and David Dudley Field 

of the Association.
41

 The greatest successes in relation to codification were, however, 

achieved in relation to two specific fields: private international law and the laws of war (jus in 

bello). In 1893, the first Conference on Private International Law convened at The Hague at 

the instigation of Tobias Asser. In concordance with some other international lawyers, among 

whom Fyodor F. Martens (1845-1909) from Russia, Asser had succeeded in convincing his 

and other governments to convene and attend the conference. The first conference was 

followed by a second one in 1894 and a third one in 1900. In 1951, the Conferences were 

institutionalised into a permanent organisation which still exists. Numerous conventions on 

private international law were produced at the Hague Conferences.
42
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 The effort to humanise war through developing and codifying the laws of war won a 

place on the agenda of the peace movement only with time and reluctance, as it clashed with 

the ideal of the total rejection of war. But the new levels of horror and devastation in the wars 

of the 1850s and 1860s, made possible by new weaponry, catapulted it to the forefront of the 

emerging movement for peace through law. The Swiss businessman Henry Dunant (1828-

1910) and his International Committee of the Red Cross (1863) were instrumental in raising 

awareness among public opinion for the need to humanise war. It was in relation to this 

subject that the peace movement first met with cooperation on government side. In April 

1863, the American President Abraham Lincoln (1809-1865) promulgated a code of 

regulations for the conduct of the Union armies in the Civil War, often named for its author, 

Francis Lieber (1798-1872).
43

 After 1870, several European countries followed suit with their 

own national code, which was in most cases based on the Lieber Code.
44

 At the international 

level, a first important step was taken at Geneva in 1864, where 12 European States adopted 

the Convention for the Amelioration of the Condition of the Wounded and Sick in Armed 

Forces in the Field.
45

 At a conference called by Tsar Alexander II (1818-1881) at Saint-

Petersburg in 1868, a convention banning the use of explosive bullets was signed by 19 

powers, including Persia and the Ottoman Empire.
46

 The massive violations of the Geneva 

Conventions and the new levels of horror during the Franco-Prussian War mobilised the 

‘peace through law’ movement for a new push on the subject of the humanisation of war. In 

August 1874, a diplomatic conference met at Brussels to discuss a project for a general code 

on the laws and customs of war. Again, the initiative came from the Russian Tsar Alexander 

II. The 15 European States present adopted the draft but it was never ratified.
47

 

 Disarmament and arbitration were the two points which ranked the highest on the 

agenda of the ‘peace through law’ movement in the later years of the 19
th

 century. Already in 
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1816, the Russian Tsar Alexander I (1777-1825) had made a proposal to the British for a 

mutual reduction of their armed forces. Calls for agreement on the limitation or reduction of 

armaments were made by the peace movement from the 1840s onward. Over the years, 

leading pacifists would put forward motions to promote disarmament in the parliament of 

their respective countries, sometimes in coalition with leading politicians such as William 

Gladstone (1809-1898) as in the case of Richard Cobden. In the years after the Crimean War 

and in the context of rising tensions among the great powers, different leaders such as 

Gladstone and the French Emperor Napoleon III (1808-1873) put out feelers to their foreign 

counterparts to test the waters for an international agreement on arms limitations. But nothing 

came from it. Nevertheless, the point remained on the agenda of the international peace 

movement and its international law branch. Time and again, the Universal Peace Conferences 

and the Inter-Parliamentary Union adopted resolutions on disarmament. During the 1890s, the 

rise of army and navy expenditures of the European great powers, Japan and, albeit more 

moderately until Theodore Roosevelt (1858-1919) became president in 1901, the United 

States, made disarmament a more pressing while at the same time less realistic project. 

Leading politicians of different countries voiced their support, either to appease public 

opinion or to lessen the pressure on government finances, or both. But at the same time, the 

armaments were defended as the ultimate deterrent against war.
48

 Among the public, the call 

for disarmament won wide support, among others through the writings of Bertha von Suttner 

(1843-1914), the Austrian author of the hugely successful novel Die Waffen Nieder (1889)
49

 

and the British journalist William Stead (1849-1912).
50

 

 For the international peace movement, disarmament and arbitration went hand in hand. 

It was generally held that disarmament was unrealistic as long as there was no successful 

method found to prevent wars. For this, the ‘peace through law’ movement turned to 

arbitration. Arbitration as a means of international dispute settlement has deep roots in the 

international legal practice and theory of Europe and the West. Many of the peace plans from 

early-modern literature proposed arbitration, but its actual use dwindled during the 17
th

 and 

especially 18
th

 centuries. In 1794, the Jay Treaty between Britain and the United States 

provided for an arbitral tribunal to settle outstanding disputes between the signatories.
51

 The 
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Peace of Ghent of 1814 between the same powers also established arbitral commissions.
52

 

Over the 19
th

 century, arbitration was increasingly used. But the breakthrough of arbitration as 

the instrument of choice of international lawyers and pacifists came with the successful 

Alabama Arbitration in 1872. The previous year, at the Treaty of Washington, London and 

Washington had decided to refer the disputes between the two countries arising from 

Confederate privateering activities during the Civil War to an arbitral panel.
53

 This was a 

major concession on the part of Britain, which it made to ward off any risk of war with the 

United States in the immediate wake of France’s collapse against Prussia.
54

 But whatever the 

political motives behind the Alabama Arbitration, it caused an upsurge of enthusiasm for 

arbitration among the American and British peace activists and through their endeavours 

would dominate the agenda of the international peace movement for the next four decades.
55

 

Jurists set to work to develop fixed rules of procedure and to debate the possibility of a 

general obligation for States to settle their disputes by arbitration. In 1875, the Institute of 

International Law adopted a code for arbitral procedure.
56

 In 1898, the American lawyer John 

Bassett Moore (1860-1947) published his massive work on the history of international 

arbitration.
57

  

The peace movement mobilised to gather support for the expansion of international 

arbitration. Already in 1871, the International Workmen’s Peace Association called for the 

establishment of an international court. Other than an ad hoc arbitral panel, this would be a 

real court with a bench of permanent judges. In 1880, the organisation changed its name into 
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International Arbitration League. National arbitration leagues emerged in different countries. 

Both British and American peace activists succeeded in passing resolutions in their respective 

parliaments calling for the international arbitration of international disputes (1873). All over 

continental Europe, campaigns for arbitration to put pressure on parliaments and governments 

were set up. The movement increasingly focused on pressuring for bilateral or general 

arbitration treaties that stipulated a general obligation – with exemptions or not – for States to 

submit their disputes to an arbitral panel. For the moment, this cast the idea of a permanent 

world court somewhat in the shadows.
58

 

The arbitration movement received the biggest support from the United States, where 

the ‘peace through law’ movement obtained substantial influence in government circles in the 

1890s. In 1889, the First Pan-American Conference adopted an arbitration treaty, exempting 

however all matters which referred to the national independence from the obligation to refer 

to arbitration. In the 1890s, the United States engaged in several arbitrations with Britain, 

such as in the Bearing Sea Case (1893) and the Venezuela-British Guiana Case (1896). After 

a fight of many years, in 1893, William Randal Cremer with the support of the Gladstone 

administration succeeded in having a resolution passed in the British House of Commons 

calling for a general arbitration treaty with the US. The ensuing failure of the Olney-

Pauncefote Treaty to pass ratification in the American Senate (1897) did nothing to dissuade 

the international peace movement from the cause of arbitration.
59

 

 

 

4. The Tsar’s Rescript and the First Hague Peace Conference (1898-1899) 

 

When Tsar Nicholas II had his Minister of Foreign Affairs, Count Michael Mouravieff (1845-

1900) hand over a circular to the representatives of the foreign powers in Saint Petersburg on 

24 August 1898, he surprised and disconcerted the world of diplomacy but found a ready 

audience among peace activists.
60

 The Tsar’s rescript invited the nations to a conference to 

discuss disarmament. The peace movement reacted with enthusiasm. In Britain and the United 
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States, which just came out of its war against Spain, mass meetings – the so-called ‘peace 

crusades’ – were held. William Stead and others lent their powerful voices to rally support 

behind the Tsar’s initiative.
61

  

The governments of the world felt their hands forced to give a positive reaction in the 

open to appease public opinion, but with almost the sole exception of the United States, true 

reactions went from lukewarm to stark negative. Two countries in particular were opposed: 

Germany, which was committed to its naval programme and France, which was angered by 

the fact that it had been taken by surprise by its ally and which did see an agreement on 

disarmament as acquiescence with the status quo and the surrender of its desire for revenge 

against Germany. But above all, the governments of the world were puzzled at the initiative 

from the young Tsar, whose country had by far the biggest army and was heavily investing in 

its navy.
62

  

 With his initiative, Nicholas II adhered to a family tradition, threading the footsteps of 

his forebears Alexander I and Alexander II. It was also said that he was influenced by the 

work of the Polish banker Jan Bloch (1836-1902), who in his massive work on modern 

technology and war had painted a horrendous picture of future war.
63

 But the powers were 

mostly questioning the strategic motives of the Russian government behind the invitation. 

 The Tsar’s initiative fitted the new Russian strategy to prioritise its strategic interest in 

Asia over Europe. A reduction of armaments or a moratorium in the armaments race on land 

would give Russia the much needed financial space to continue its infrastructure programme – 

among others for Siberia – and, possibly, its naval expansion. Moreover, Saint Petersburg 

hoped that the conference would drive a wedge between Britain and Germany which had 

common strategic interests in stopping Russian progress in China. Just two weeks before 

Mouravieff distributed the rescript, the Spanish-American War had ended in complete 

American victory. On 18 August, Britain had issued a stern warning to Russia over China. 
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Saint Petersburg was now fearful of an American-British-German combination to stop its 

expansion in China.
64

 

 The Tsar’s initiative did not retain the attention of world leaders for long. In the weeks 

to follow, it became quickly overshadowed by greater concerns. The Fashoda Incident – 

named after a place in Sudan where British and French troops met and faced one another for 

weeks – almost led to war between Britain and France. Meanwhile, some great powers, 

including Russia, went through with strengthening their armies and navies. Against lukewarm 

reactions of most European powers, Mouravieff began to backtrack on the Tsar’s initiative. 

Promises were made that the conference would not cover political issues and would limit 

itself to an exchange of views among experts. Within Russian government circles, the views 

shifted from a moratorium on the number of armaments – the real original goal – to an 

agreement to ban technical innovations for a certain period of time.
65

  

 By October, it was clear that the Russian government had landed itself into an 

embarrassing situation. At this point, Fyodor Martens, professor of international law and one 

of the foremost members of the Institute of International Law as well as long-time advisor 

with the Russian Foreign Ministry, proposed to expand the programme of the conference to 

the codification of the law of war and to arbitration, thus transforming the disarmament 

conference into a broad peace conference. When the Russian government issued a second 

diplomatic circular on the conference on 11 January 1899, it contained an 8-points 

programme: 1 point on a general moratorium for armaments, 3 on the prohibition of certain 

types of arms, 3 on the laws of war on land and sea, and 1 on the peaceful settlement of 

disputes. The memorandum of Martens from October 1898 was included. The new circular 

closed with the remark that the Tsar found it best not to convene the conference in the capital 

of a great power. By thus ruling out Saint Petersburg, the anticipated venue, the Russian 

government wanted to spare itself new embarrassment in case the conference failed.
66

 

 During the weeks to follow, the Russian government decided to request the Dutch 

government to host the conference at The Hague. The decision to rule out the great powers 

brought Belgium, Denmark, the Netherlands and Switzerland into the picture. The 

Netherlands became the likely choice by a process of elimination. Denmark let it be known 
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that it was not interested. The Belgian government, notwithstanding the eagerness of King 

Leopold, opposed the idea because of the problems it anticipated with the Holy See which 

might not be invited. Finally, Switzerland was ruled out by Count Sergei Witte (1849-1915), 

the Tsar’s all powerful Minister of Finance, because of the recent murder on the Austrian 

Empress Elisabeth (1837-1898) – Sissi – at Geneva. On the other side, The Hague had much 

to recommend itself. It was considered a quiet, discrete and pleasant venue, easily reachable. 

Also, the Tsar had family ties to the Dutch royal family. When the Dutch government was 

sounded out, the request was granted and Queen Wilhelmina put her palace Huis ten Bosch at 

the disposal of the conference. It is likely that the fact that Martens had attended Asser’s 

private international law conferences at The Hague played a role, since Martens held great 

influence on the preparations at Saint Petersburg.
67

 

 The First Peace Conference convened at The Hague from 18 May to 29 July 1899. 

Delegates from 25 governments representing 26 countries – Russia representing Montenegro 

– attended. Apart from the European powers these included China, Japan, the Ottoman 

Empire, Persia, Siam and the United States, with Mexico as the only Latin-American country 

invited. Martens, although he had to cede place of honour to the head of the Russian 

delegation, in fact dominated the presidency of the conference and was successful at 

organising the conference along the threefold division of disarmament, laws of war and 

dispute settlement he had first proposed in his memorandum of October 1898.
68

 

 The conference met with great expectations from the peace movement and few 

illusions from the governments. In the latter light, the conference can be evaluated as an 

unexpected success. Its successes lay in the issues which had least significance for the 

constant struggle for security and power, but most for the agenda of the ‘peace through law’ 

movement. The lawyers who dominated the conference – such as Martens, Léon Bourgeois 

(1851-1925), Louis Renault (1843-1918), sir Julian Pauncefote (1828-1902), Tobias Asser 

and Frederick Holls (1857-1903) – grasped the opportunity Martens had created and set 

important steps in the realisation of the ‘peace through law’ agenda. In a sense, the peace 

movement had been allowed to highjack the conference which had been first initiated for 

reasons of high power politics because these reasons had dissipated. 

                                                           
67

 Eyffinger, Peace Palace, 17-8; idem, The 1899 Peace Conference, 40 and 77-88. 

68
 Pustagarov, Our Martens, 167-74; also see James Brown Scott (ed.), The Proceedings of the Hague Peace 

Conferences. Translation of the Official Texts prepared in the Division of International Law of the Carnegie 

Endowment for International Peace (New York, 1920) vol. 1, 9-21. 



25 
 

 The conference achieved little in relation to disarmament, except for three declarations 

on the use of specific weaponry. The second subcommittee on the codification of the laws of 

war produced a general Convention with Respect the Laws and Customs of War on Land and a 

convention to adapt the Geneva Convention to maritime warfare. The third subcommittee 

produced a convention on the peaceful settlement of disputes. The idea to make arbitration, or 

another form of peaceful dispute settlement, obligatory had proved to be unattainable. The 

major material result from the convention was the foundation of a Permanent Court of 

Arbitration. The name was in fact a misnomer as the new institution held, at the very best, the 

middle between a court and an ad hoc tribunal. It was a list of potential arbitrators from which 

parties to a dispute could choose. There would be, however, a permanent registry and the 

convention contained elements of a general arbitration procedure. The Court’s seat was to be 

at The Hague.
69

 

 

 

5. Andrew Carnegie and the Temple of Peace (1899-1907) 

 

With the foundation of the Permanent Court of Arbitration, a step has been set in the 

achievement of one of the main programme points of the ‘peace through law’ movement. In 

the eyes of many in the movement, it had the potential of becoming an important and visible 

step towards enduring peace. The choice for The Hague as seat for the Court gave the city a 

permanent link to the ‘peace through law’ movement. It was, in fact, the birth of The Hague 

as ‘the legal capital of the world’. 
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 It now fell to the Dutch authorities to find housing for the Court. After a grander 

scheme was rejected, the court was housed in a fairly modest building on the Prinsengracht. 

Even before that decision was taken, at least one member of the Court, Martens, had given 

voice to the idea of finding a sponsor for a more impressive court building. From the 

beginning, thoughts centred on Andrew Carnegie. At the end of 1899, Martens made the 

suggestion for a donation by Carnegie towards a building for the Permanent Court to William 

Stead, who was preparing a publication in answer to the American steel magnate’s 

announcement that he would start with his long-cherished plan of giving his huge fortune 

away.
70

 Martens apparently thought the suggestion would reach the ears of the American 

philanthropist, but when he understood it had not, he repeated the suggestion to the American 

ambassador in Berlin, Andrew White (1832-1918), the head of the United States delegation at 

the Peace Conference. On 18 June 1900, White wrote a letter to Carnegie in which he 

expounded the idea. He suggested a donation to cover for a building which would house the 

Permanent Court, future international tribunals, a library and the archives of the Court and 

would serve as a venue for new conferences. Thus the idea of a ‘Palace of Peace’ was born. 

Carnegie replied in his usual way, non-committal and inquisitive, but invited White to his 

summer abode, his castle at Skibo in his native Scotland.
71

 

 The period around 1900 was a veritable turning point in the life of Andrew Carnegie. 

At the age of about 65, Carnegie decided to sell his steel company and started on a path that 

changed him from the biggest industrialist in history to the greatest philanthropist. Andrew 

Carnegie had been born in Dunferline, Scotland in 1835. His father, who was a handloom 

weaver, decided to escape the abject poverty of the region and moved the family to 

Allegheny, just outside Pittsburgh in Pennsylvania in 1848. The 13-year old Andrew was put 

to work, first as a bobbin boy and then as a telegraph messenger boy. The education he 

received came from sneaking into the local theatre and reading through the 400-books library 

of a local notable who opened it to young labourers. In 1853, he moved to the Pennsylvania 

Railroad Company and in 1855 made his first personal investment. In the next few decades, 

he would turn himself in the quintessential embodiment of the American dream, surfing on 

the waves of industrialisation and railroad construction. By the 1880s, Carnegie was the 

biggest steel magnate in the United States and one of the richest men on earth. 
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 Carnegie’s ambitions were, however, not restricted to his business success or the 

social promotion that came along with it and which the upstart from Dunferline so much 

craved. Carnegie, who needed no more than a few hours a day to run his business empire, did 

not only invest a lot of time in his social standing, but also aspired to become a writer. 

Publishing numerous travel stories, speeches, pamphlets and contributions to periodicals, he 

became a well-known and influential publicist and opinion-maker.
72

  

 In the North American Review of 1889, Carnegie published his views on the purpose 

of wealth. His Gospel of Wealth, as it became known, was to prove the road map for his later 

life. In this article, Carnegie set out a vision on society that was heavily influenced by Herbert 

Spencer (1820-1903), the British popular philosopher who was the guru of social Darwinism 

and coined the words ‘survival of the fittest’. Spencer gave Carnegie a rational, non-religious 

underpinning for his beliefs in human progress, at the same time putting himself as 

entrepreneur at its spearhead. Spencer’s ideology of social evolution was one of growing 

specialisation and social differentiation. To him, industrialisation was the ultimate 

accomplishment of mankind.
73

 In his Gospel of Wealth, Carnegie adopted Spencer’s ideas to 

the fullest in his assessment of the causes of growing social inequality. In his as in Spencer’s 

view, specialisation and competition did not only allow the most talented and industrious 

people to become wealthy, but it also made them the engines of human progress. The 

direction of progress was determined by natural laws, but endeavours of individuals actually 

made it happen. The laws of specialisation and competition explained why some people’s 

contributions were greater than those of others, and why the talents of the entrepreneur for 

organisation and management were the most valuable. Human progress was best attained by 

allowing entrepreneurs to gain control of as much of business as they could manage. That 

they accumulated great wealth in the process was the inevitable counterpart of this. Having 

explained and morally justified the accumulation of wealth, Carnegie turned to the question 

what should be done with this wealth. In a later pamphlet (1906), Carnegie would underscore 

that great fortunes were not only built by individual skill, but that the industrialists like 

himself had the community, and natural evolution, to thank. None of the great industrialists of 

the United States would have made it if demography had not served them. Therefore, the great 
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capitalists were rather trustees of their fortune, which truly came from the community. The 

capitalist should return his fortune to the community. According to Carnegie, it was a 

daunting task to do so in a way which assured the money was put to good purpose. It needed 

the very same talents of organisation and management to spend a fortune wisely that had 

allowed accumulating it in the first instance. This was the true meaning behind Carnegie’s 

much repeated dictum that ‘it requires the exercise of not less ability than that which acquired 

the wealth to use it so as to be really beneficial to the community’. For this reason, it should 

be left to the successful entrepreneurs themselves to spend it to good purpose. Carnegie thus 

opposed taxing fortunes. He did, however, defend an inheritance task, as ‘the man who dies 

leaving behind him millions of available wealth, which was his to administer during life, will 

pass away “unwept, unhonoured and unsung”’.
74

 

 In 1901, Carnegie succeeded in selling his company. His part of the proceedings 

amounted to $ 226 million or some $ 120 billion today, making him effectively the richest 

man in the world.
75

 Carnegie, who had already made important donations for many years, 

now could devote himself entirely to walking the path of the ‘Gospel of Wealth’. Over the rest 

of his life, he would donate no less than $ 350 million, leaving the remaining $ 20 million 

after having provided for his wife Louise Whitfield (1857-1946) and daughter Margaret 

(1897-1990) to the Carnegie Corporation, his default fund for good causes.
76

 His donations 

were of a great variety, from public libraries (over 2,500) over church organs, theatre and 

music halls, swimming pools, the simplification of spelling to universities and colleges in the 

United States and Britain, and the great cause of peace. To his philanthropy, Carnegie applied 

two maxims, which both derived from the principle on which he built his fortune: having 

others work towards his goals. The first maxim implied that Carnegie, in making a donation, 

would set a clear purpose but then leave the management of the donation to others and not 

interfere any more. The second was that the beneficiary of the donation would also contribute 

towards the achievement of the goal. Carnegie would donate money to local authorities to 

build a public library only if they would invest money for the books and the upkeep. As 

Carnegie liked to say himself, he rather forced people to give than he gave himself.
77
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 When White approached Carnegie in the spring of 1900 about a donation towards a 

palace of peace at The Hague, Carnegie had already been involved with the cause of peace for 

some time. Carnegie’s interest in the peace, and more particular the ‘peace through law’ 

movement had been awakened at the time of the Alabama Case when his business had 

suffered from the instability the conflict with Britain brought.
78

 In 1887, Carnegie, at the 

request of Cremer, endeavoured for a delegation of British Members of Parliaments to be 

received by President Grover Cleveland (1837-1908) to discuss arbitration. Carnegie’s efforts 

were successful and on 31 October the delegation was received, with Carnegie present.
79

 In 

1898, Carnegie virulently turned against President William McKinley (1843-1901) on the 

Spanish-American War and the annexation of the Philippines, which brought him on a 

collision course with the Republican Party to which he adhered. By the time White forwarded 

Martens’ suggestion, Carnegie had been making small annual contributions to several 

religious and secular peace societies for years, but had not yet truly stepped forward in the 

movement as he would do from 1903 onwards. Nor had he made a big donation for fear his 

money would corrupt the cause or might not be put to effective purpose.
80

  

 After having made his suggestion by letter to Carnegie in June 1900, White had been 

unable to pursue the topic as he did not make it to Skibo that summer. In August 1901, 

Frederick Holls, who had been secretary to the American delegation at the Peace Conference 

and was now a member of the Permanent Court, visited the Carnegies at Skibo. To the subject 

of a ‘Temple of Peace’, Carnegie replied that the idea was premature and that it would be 

presumptuous for a private person as himself to take the initiative. Holls also made the 

suggestion for a library of international law for the Court. According to him, Carnegie was 

willing to donate $ 250,000 towards this end. When White visited Skibo in September, the 

subject was not brought any further. Meanwhile, Holls, emboldened by his conversation at 

Skibo, set out feelers about a donation towards ‘a building and a library’ in Dutch government 

circles without mentioning Carnegie’s name. After having received a report about these talks 

in April 1902, Carnegie decided that he would visit The Hague incognito. When did this not 

prove possible, he sent William Stead. Stead’s two visits in July and September 1902 to The 

Hague did not yet allay Carnegie’s two major worries. Firstly, he did not want to take the 
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initiative towards the Dutch government as this would be presumptuous. This had the 

potential of a stalemate, as it seemed unlikely that the Dutch government would approach 

Carnegie on its own initiative. Secondly, in line with his general maxims of philanthropy, he 

wanted the Dutch government to take responsibility for the choice of a site and the building 

process itself. That responsibility had to lay with the government and not with the local 

authorities at The Hague. This demand had everything to do with Carnegie’s bad experiences 

with local authorities and their alleged propensity to controversy and prevarication. In the 

summer, White stepped back into the picture. Whereas Holls and Stead were working for a 

smaller building for the Permanent Court and a general library on international law – the total 

sum of $ 350,000 was now mentioned, 100,000 for the court building and 250,000 for the 

library – White returned to the grander scheme of a Temple of Peace, a symbol of peace, a 

home for the Court and for future courts as well as a venue for new conferences. In his letter 

of 5 August 1902, White likened this to the temple of Janus, but one which would have its 

doors opened in times of peace and closed in times of war. For this a sum of $ 1 to 2 million 

would be needed.
81

 

 It was this plan which appealed to Carnegie. After Roosevelt referred the Venezuelan 

Debt Crisis to the Permanent Court on 26 December 1902, Carnegie was finally on board. 

After a meeting with the Dutch ambassador to the United States and several letters confirming 

the acceptance of Carnegie’s conditions by the Dutch government, on 22 April 1903, 

Carnegie ordered his bank to pay out a draft by the Dutch government for $ 1,5 million. In 

this way, he cleverly left it to the initiative of the Dutch government to collect the money.
82

 In 

the fall of 1903, the deed for the constitution of a foundation (‘stichting’), which would be 

responsible for the building of the Peace Palace and would be supervised by a board 

consisting of Dutch cabinet ministers, was drawn up. There was a hick up when Carnegie 

refused to sign the first draft which mentioned that the endowment would also be used 

towards the maintenance of the building. Carnegie feared that this would allow the member 

States to the Court to wriggle underneath their financial obligations. Only after this 
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interpretation of the words maintenance was expressly excluded,
83

 could the Carnegie 

Foundation be established. The deed mentioned that the Foundation would be responsible for 

‘the erection and maintenance of a building and a library for the use of the Permanent Court 

of Arbitration;’ the sum, however, was substantial enough to build a grand Peace Palace – or 

Temple, as Carnegie preferred it.
84

 

 The choice of a site and the planning phase of the building became a veritable Calvary 

for the Carnegie Foundation. As one plan after another was wrecked by differences of opinion 

or local sensitivities, it took the Board to March 1905 to reach a final decision on the site for 

the building. At the end of 1904, Martens went as far as making a hardly veiled threat to the 

Dutch Foreign Minister that the member States might consider a move away from the 

Netherlands.
85

 The Foundation organised an international contest for the design of the 

building, as Andrew Carnegie had suggested. Out of numerous contestants, the French 

architect Louis-Marie Cordonnier (1854-1940) was chosen. Doubts about the technical 

abilities and the availability on the site of the architect as well as a change of the building 

plans by the Board of Directors delayed the process again.
86

 

 In 1906, a discussion arose between Andrew Carnegie and the Board of Directors of 

the Carnegie Foundation. The problems started when Van Karnebeek sent a letter to David 

Jayne Hill (1850-1932), the American ambassador at The Hague. In it he returned to the plan 

to create the very best library on international law at the Palace of Peace, making it the 

principal centre of the study of the field in the world. For this, a sum of $ 500,000 was 

needed. He asked Hill to approach Carnegie for an additional donation. Carnegie reacted 

furiously. He claimed that the idea of such a library was new to him. The most that could be 

done was to establish ‘a collection of books bearing upon Peace, Arbitration and International 

Law (…) in one of the rooms’. For this, any surplus left over after the building was complete 

could be used.
87

 Carnegie now delved deeper into the subject, and found to his shock that the 
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plans as they stood were, he claimed, for ‘the union of Temple of Peace and a library, or 

rather library and Temple of Peace.’ The Court itself was have too little space in the, in his 

view, far too grand building. He urged the board to return to the original purpose for which 

the money was given, a Temple of Peace which would house the Court and future 

international courts and institutions.
88

 After the Board of Directors had pointed out to 

Carnegie that the deed of the foundations itself mentioned ‘a Courthouse and Library for the 

Court of Arbitration,’ Carnegie relaxed a bit. He stated that he had not, as was his custom, 

burdened himself with all details in the past and had not read all the papers and letters 

himself, but that in any case the only mentioning of a library he could remember was the 

suggestion by Holls for a donation of $ 25,000 to $ 50,000 for a collection for the Permanent 

Court – thus having apparently erased Holls’ suggestion for a grand library from his memory. 

But having read all the pieces now, he could understand how the Board came to its 

interpretation. Here Carnegie hit the nail. Indeed, the confusion on what kind of library – a 

smaller collection for the use of the court or a general library on international law – was 

envisioned stemmed from the first conversations on the Carnegie gift Holls had conducted at 

Skibo and in The Hague back in 1901. These talks had involved a plan wherein the library 

had held a much bigger place than in White’s plan for a ‘Temple of Peace’ which Carnegie 

had embraced at the end of 1902. As Carnegie had neglected to make any statement of what 

kind of library he envisioned at the time of his donation, the two different schemes had been 

allowed to simmer, each on its own side of the Atlantic. In any case, Carnegie would not 

make an additional donation. He ended by saying that he found the Temple of Peace ‘a 

structure too holy to be connected with anything else’, but in the end, he left matters to the 

Board as he always did.
89

 After a meeting with Hill, Carnegie relented further, stating that he 

now understood the purpose of the library as a necessary complement to the Court better. He 

reiterated that any surplus of the donation could be used towards a library. He did not repeat 

his view from his earlier letters that this would be a ‘suitable room’ and no more.
90

 Thus the 

discussion ended, leaving the Board free to pursue its plans. The episode is telling for 

Carnegie’s view on the building. To him this was to house the Court, future courts and 

conferences, but most of all it was to be the symbol of ‘peace through law’, even a kind of 

centre of a secular cult of peace. Part of his unease had to do with his standard policy only to 

donate money for buildings and not for their upkeep or – as in case of public libraries – for 
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books. But Carnegie was also obviously concerned that the existing plans, which allotted half 

the building to the library and left a relatively small part to the Permanent Court, indicated a 

lack of belief in the future of the Court.
91

 

 The delays in the planning phase of the building did not prevent that all was ready for 

laying the foundational stone of the Peace Palace during the Second Hague Peace Conference 

in 1907. This time, the initiative for the conference came from the peace movement, in 

particular its American branch. In the years between the two conferences, tensions between 

the great powers escalated. The French retreat at Fashoda, the Boer War (1899-1902), 

Russia’s unexpected defeat against Japan (1904-1905) and Germany’s ascent as an economic 

and military power combined with its aggressive diplomacy made Britain shift its strategic 

stance. Not only did it further enhance its own strength by new reforms of the army and the 

navy, by new armament programmes – such as the launching of the Dreadnought class of 

battleships – and by sharing out more responsibility of imperial defence to the white settler 

colonies. But Britain also finally acknowledged that in a future war it would have to fight 

Germany. In 1904, Britain forged the Entente Cordiale with France, which was in fact an 

agreement to lay strategic tensions between the power to rest by recognising one another’s 

rights over respectively Egypt and Morocco. In 1906, Anglo-French military staff talks 

started. A year later, an agreement with Russia was made over Persia. Thus the Triple Entente 

was born. The fault lines for a future war were now clear, regardless of simmering tensions 

over imperial issues between Britain and Russia. The European system had lost much of the 

flexibility that allowed statesmen to step back from the chasm of war. Now that there was 

little room for gains in terms of allies, the armaments race took off at full speed. After its 

victory over Spain in 1898, the United States of America had quickly moved to the centre of 

world diplomacy. The naval build up under President Roosevelt made the economic giant into 

a military one. Roosevelt’s successful mediation in the Japanese-Russian War confirmed 

America’s position as a first rate power. Since the Alabama Case, fears for a new American-

British war had receded and a strategic partnership, with the American navy liberating the 

British navy of concerns at its backdoor, factually emerged between London and 

Washington.
92
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 Against this backdrop, the pressure of the peace movement for new steps, and for a 

new peace conference, rose. The push that tipped the scales came from the United States. In 

America, the ‘peace through law’ movement was particularly strong and influential in 

government circles. Notwithstanding the defeat of the 1897 Arbitration Treaty with Britain in 

the Senate, arbitration remained high on the political agenda. Roosevelt made use of it in 

several tense situations. Since the Alabama Case, arbitration had proved itself a good 

instrument to manage tactical discussions in the strategic partnership with Britain or in the 

hegemonic relationship with Latin-American countries.  

 In 1903, the American Peace Society petitioned Congress to authorise the President to 

convene an international peace conference. A year later, at the invitation of the American 

Congress, the Inter-Parliamentary Union held its annual meeting at Saint Louis. During a 

meeting with Roosevelt at the White House, Roosevelt was presented by the Union with a 

request to convene an international peace conference. Roosevelt acted upon it and had his 

Secretary of State, John Hay (1838-1905), issue a circular to the nations of the world (21 

October 1904).
93

 After his mediation of the Peace of Portsmouth of 5 September 1905 

between Japan and Russia, Roosevelt graciously handed over the initiative to the Tsar. During 

the negotiations about the programme, Britain and the United States worked towards having 

disarmament on the agenda. In the face of German resistance against a round of disarmament 

talks, it was agreed that it would not be on the agenda but that if a country made a proposition 

on it, it could be briefly debated but that nothing would come from it.
94

 

 The Second Hague Peace Conference, which gathered at the Binnenhof in The Hague 

in June 1907, was attended by delegations from 44 nations, the newcomers being almost all 

Latin-American countries.
95

 The conference did not achieve anything in relation to 

disarmament – except for a resolution on the desirability of a reduction which was carried in 

the absence of the German delegation. Its greatest successes lay in the field of the codification 

of the laws of war – in particular in relation to maritime warfare and neutrality – and in the 

acceptance of the Calvo-Drago doctrine which excludes the use of force for the recovery of 
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contract debt.
96

 The Final Act of the Conference endorsed the principle of obligatory 

arbitration for the settlement of international disputes. Even if, in the face of resistance by 

chiefly Germany but also Belgium, the idea could not be carried into effect in the new 

Convention for the Pacific Settlement of International Disputes of 18 October 1907, at least it 

had gained far more acceptance in the 8 years which had lapsed since the First Hague 

Conference.
97

 The conference came close to establishing a Permanent Court of Arbitral 

Justice, next to the existing Permanent Court of Arbitration. This would be a real permanent 

court with a fixed bench of trained lawyers. The project was not carried because of 

disagreement over the representation of the smaller powers on the bench and its formal 

acceptance was relayed to the time that this problem would be solved. The new court was to 

have its seat at The Hague.
98

 The establishment of the International Prize Court, although the 

relevant convention was carried by a majority of the nations present, in the end failed for 

much the same reason.
99

 

 The greatest merit of the Second Hague Conference, apart from the important steps 

taken in the codification of the laws of war, was that it had taken place and thus affirmed the 

place of the ‘peace through law’ idea on the scene of great power diplomacy. That place was a 

marginal one, even more so than in 1899, but the peace movement could draw hope from the 

fact that progress was still possible and that strong support came from the rising power on the 

other side of the Atlantic.
100
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6. Epilogue 

 

It is tantalising to think of the opening of the Peace Palace as the moment of highest 

accomplishment in Andrew Carnegie’s strife of peace, if not his entire life. Indeed, in his 

speech, Foreign Minister Marees van Swinderen went as far as stating that Carnegie must be 

the happiest man present.
101

 This seemed to be more than an instance of self-gratification on 

the part of a representative of The Hague’s elite, as Carnegie’s wife Louise voiced much the 

same feeling about her husband in her diary.
102

 Indeed, Carnegie felt most elated by the warm 

reception and the attention bestowed upon him and was most proud of the accomplishment 

towards peace at The Hague. But his visit to The Hague only gave him momentary elation 

before he hasted back to the other, more important battlefields of the relentless crusade for 

peace he had tasked himself with over the last ten years. 

 Since 1903, Carnegie had moved himself to the forefront of the fight for peace in the 

United States. Whereas he became an active member of the institutionalised peace movement, 

his main endeavour was to use his cloud to personally lobby American and other world 

leaders. For all his believes in ‘peace through law’, Carnegie thought progress was best made 

in the corridors of power, to which he had or forced access. In his crusade of peace, Carnegie 

showed great stamina, which was constantly fuelled by his inbred optimism and his Darwinist 

belief that peace was the next step to be set in mankind’s evolution. Carnegie was also a man 

not accustomed to taking no for an answer. To him political influence and ultimately peace 

were commodities that could be bought.  

 Over the years, Carnegie did not limit himself to lobbying American presidents – often 

in the most patronising ways – but also regularly tried to influence the politics of his native 

Britain. He was a firm believer in American-British cooperation, which he saw as a first step 
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towards his cherished League of Peace, a kind of permanent alliance of great powers with 

would uphold peace through a system of collective security.
103

 He also believed that the 

Anglo-American league could naturally be extended to Germany, as he considered the 

Germans the closest of kin to the English-speaking peoples. In both 1907 and 1913, Carnegie 

set himself upon a self-appointed mission to visit the German Emperor and try to bring him to 

the side of peace. His two visits ended with nothing, except that Carnegie felt gratified by the 

attention bestowed upon him by the Emperor and was confirmed in his positive impressions 

of the Emperor as a peace-loving man. As late as 1914, he expressed in his autobiography the 

hope that Wilhelm II, after having secured internal peace in Germany, would prove himself 

the peace-maker of the world.
104

 

 Carnegie committed himself to the main points of the ‘peace through law’ movement, 

disarmament and arbitration. In the years before the Second Hague Peace Conference, he 

repeatedly intervened with President Roosevelt and the new Secretary of State, Elihu Root 

(1845-1937), the Founding President of the American Society of International Law, about the 

programme of the Conference. Carnegie was even present at The Hague as a private citizen 

during part of the Conference. Carnegie gave great vocal and political support to the fight for 

arbitration in the United States. President Roosevelt and William Taft (1857-1930) thanked 

the generous support of Carnegie for their re-election for a great part on their stance on 

arbitration and their attempts to make new arbitration treaties and pass them through the 

Senate. Even the Democrat Woodrow Wilson, after becoming president in 1913, could count 

on praise and support from Carnegie in this. Carnegie donated money for the buildings of the 

headquarters of the Pan-American Union and the Central-American Court, his two other 

‘Temples of Peace’.  

Over the years, Carnegie kept trying every alley to influence high power politics in the 

service of disarmament. One of his most visible schemes was to arm-wrestle former President 

Roosevelt in touring the courts and governments of Europe – with the main stop at Berlin – in 

1910 by first funding his hunting safari in Africa. Some elephants thus lost their lives in the 

war for peace. In 1910, Carnegie made his biggest financial contribution ($ 10 million) to the 

cause of peace by founding the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, of which Elihu 

Root became President and James Brown Scott (1866-1943) secretary. After the Endowment, 

which purpose was mainly academic, refused to serve Carnegie’s more activist approach 
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towards arbitration, Carnegie founded the Church Peace Union in 1914, with a donation of $ 2 

million.
105

 All in all, Carnegie donated $ 25 million to the cause of peace, or some $ 10 billion 

today.
106

 

 Carnegie’s personal crusade for peace is a reminder that in the years before the Great 

War, the strife for structural peace was high on the agenda of public opinion, public 

diplomacy and at times even diplomacy at large. In this fight, international law had moved 

centre-stage as it had become the instrument of choice of the reformist moderates to make 

incremental progress. As disarmament proved too difficult, arbitration became the preferred 

weapon of peace activists to stop war. The actions of a Russian tsar, a Russian international 

lawyer and an American industrialist focused the arbitration movement on The Hague. In the 

end, it was Woodrow Wilson, strong on his victory in the Great War, who allowed the great 

work of ‘peace through law’ to be retaken and to return to The Hague. In this light, the final 

words Carnegie wrote in his autobiography after having expressed his hopes for Wilhelm II 

are worth quoting: 

 

… 

As I read this to-day, what a change! The world convulsed by war as never before! 

Men slaying each other like wild beasts! I dare not relinquish hope. In recent days I 

see another ruler coming forward upon the world stage, who may prove himself the 

immortal one. The man who vindicated his country’s honor in the Panama Canal toll 

dispute is now President. He has the indomitable will of genius, and true hope which 

we are told, ‘Kings it makes gods, and meaner creatures king’. Nothing is impossible 

to genius! Watch President Wilson! He has Scotch blood in his veins.
107

 

 

But for Carnegie, it was too late. In 1915, after having relentlessly fought for the cause of 

peace for a decade, he finally gave up hope; his heart broke. He withdrew from public life and 
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withered away.
108

 When he died on 11 August 1919, the decision to found the League of 

Nations with a Permanent Court of International Justice had been made. In the years before 

1914, Carnegie and the peace movement had lost the battle in the corridors of power to 

influence the world of high diplomacy. But in fighting their ‘war for peace’, they had 

stumbled upon the path of international arbitration and adjudication, a path, that although it 

did not lead straight to lasting peace, promised to bring the goal closer, curve by curve. This 

was the path taken at The Hague, away from the halls of high power politics. It was a path 

that after 1919 proved not to be blocked and would curve on. In giving up hope in 1915, 

Carnegie had been, after all, ‘right for the moment, but wrong for the ages’.
109

 

 

 

7. Summary by way of conclusion 

 

The 19
th

-century international peace movement sprang from the reaction against the 

devastation and horror the Napoleonic Wars and the War of 1812 had wrought. It had its roots 

in Anglo-American nonconformist protestant circles, but quickly spread over the globe and 

became more pluralist and then secular. All through the century and beyond, British and 

American peace activists dominated the movement and set its agenda. During the later quarter 

of the century, the peace movement gained more political influence thanks to its alliance with 

the emerging discipline of international law. This was, again, particularly true for Britain, and 

most of all, the United States. Two major points stood out on the agenda of the ‘peace through 

law’ movement: disarmament and arbitration. 

 Whereas the movement could attain very little to nothing in relation to disarmament in 

the years before the Great War, the movement found allies in political circles to foster the 

cause of arbitration. In the United States, Britain and the Latin-American Republics, 

arbitration moved up the agenda of foreign policy makers and diplomats after the successful 

Alabama Award in 1872. The Alabama Case had shown arbitration to be an appropriate 

instrument to manage tactical disputes among States which wanted to avoid strategic clashes.  

 In 1899, the cause of ‘peace through law’ scored an unexpected success. The Hague 

Conference, which first had been called by the Russian government for reasons of high power 

politics, had – to a large extent thanks to the endeavours of the Russian international lawyer 
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Fyodor Martens – been highjacked for the ‘peace through law’ agenda when these reasons 

dissipated. One of the main outcomes was the establishment of the Permanent Court of 

Arbitration at The Hague. In 1903, the American industrialist turned philanthropist, Andrew 

Carnegie, made a lavish gift to build a ‘Temple of Peace’ for the Court at The Hague. It can 

be said, with the benefit of hindsight, that this set the destiny of The Hague as legal capital of 

the world in stone. 

 To Carnegie and many other peace activists, the foundation of the Permanent Court 

was an important step towards the banning of war and its replacement by arbitration and 

adjudication. As events would show, this was not to be. Over the following years, the peace 

movement proved unable to influence the world of high diplomacy and turn it away from its 

course of confrontation or from the armaments race. But at The Hague, a seed was planted 

which would survive the great conflagration of 1914-1918 and start to grow after 1919, the 

seed that carried the promise that international justice can be an alternative for war and that, 

sometimes, right would win over might. 

 

 

Theses 

 

1. The origins of The Hague’s position as ‘legal capital of the world’ are to be sought in 

the foundation of the Permanent Court of Arbitration in 1899 and Carnegie’s gift and not in 

any prior historic role of The Hague as a city of ‘peace and justice’. 

2. The First Hague Peace Conference and its results were the fortuitous outcome of the 

dissipation of the Russian government’s strategic reasons to call the conference 

(disarmament) and Professor Fyodor Martens’ move to change the original agenda into that of 

the ‘peace through law’ movement. The peace movement had been allowed to highjack the 

conference. 

3. Andrew Carnegie had not intended to donate money for a general library of 

international law. That such a library was created, is the happy outcome of the fact that two 

different views on the matter could coexist for three crucial years (1903-1906). This 

confusion can be explained but was also resolved by Carnegie’s consequential position not to 

meddle with the details of his donation. 

4. ‘The Hague, legal capital of the world’ embodies the 19
th

-century peace movement’s 

greatest success. It was made possible by the coming together of the movement’s aspirations 

with the foreign policy agenda of some countries, in particular the United States. 


