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SYMPOSIUM ON ART, AESTHETICS, AND INTERNATIONAL JUSTICE

THE PEACE PALACE: BUILDING (OF) THE INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY
Tanja Aalberts’, and Sofia Stolk™

These things also require their material forms, their easily recognizable visible symbols, their homes. . . .
[With the Peace Palace,| international justice between nations has moved into a splendid home. The proud
building is standing now, visible, and tangible: Temple, symbol and workplace. At least the spirit of peace is
no longer homeless.!

At the festivities around the opening of the Peace Palace in August 1913, Bertha von Suttner—1905 Nobel
peace prize winner and eatly advocate for an international court for arbitraion—emphasized the importance
of a home for international justice as a temple, a symbol, and a workplace. In line with Suttner’s observation,
this essay argues that the Peace Palace is more than just a venue where international law is practiced: it provided
a material home for the international community and thereby helped to sing this “imagined community””? into exis-
tence. By studying the historical context of the establishment of the Peace Palace, we draw attention to the impor-
tance of the building as well as the gifts that it received from states in imagining and enacting the international
community. Moreover, we discuss how two paradoxes underpinning the ideal of the international community
also transferred into its material referent: the tensions between unity and individuality and between universalism
and exclusion.

As the residence of the Permanent Court of Arbitration and the International Court of Justice, the Peace Palace
is one of the most prominent stages of international law and a visible symbol of the international community of
(allegedly) equal sovereign states; the magisterial scenery to the practice of the international community to promote
the goals of international justice and create a peaceful international order. The stage is a powerful metaphor to
imagine how international law is more than a body of rules; it is also a theatrical performance.® As a performance,
international law is not just a key practice “of” and “by” the international community, but helps to bring that very
entity into being:* “It is only as performed that [the] international [community] becomes visualisable and, thereby,
imaginable and, thereby, real.”’> The stage itself is a key element in this process.
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In this contribution, we consider how the Peace Palace functions as an invitation to imagine and enact the inter-
national community, specifically through its construction and through the gifts that states donated to the new
Courthouse. The ritualized practice of gift-giving is crucial in this regard, as a political act to build alliances,
here an international community.® As a specific type of performance, tituals at once materialize an abstraction
into an embodied presence (in flesh and stone) and present that abstraction as something sacred.” We suggest
that both aspects are at work in (the construction of) the Peace Palace: both the building and the gifts it received
contributed to the constitution of this emergent international community by making it simultaneously visualizable,
imaginable, real, and sacred.

The Conception of the International Community

The idea of an international community first emerged in the form of collective speech acts at the Hague Peace
conferences.® During the first Hague Peace Conference in 1899, Belgian delegate Chevalier Descamps mentioned
the importance of an international court of arbitration “for the welfare of the nations and for the progress of
humanity.””” The proposed court would reflect the ideal of universalism that was embraced by the emerging intet-
national community during these conferences, but also had to shape this international community through its
practice. However, the international community that was imagined during the Hague Conferences is marked
by at least two paradoxes.

First, from the outset, the international community was conceptualized as a collective of nations with common
aspirations as well as individual interests. At the Second Hague Conference in 1907, Mr. Nelidow, first delegate
from Russia and president of the conference, called on “every friend of civilization” to “bravely take up the work”
to make real “the ideal of a universal peace and a brotherhood of peoples” and the “welfare of humanity.” Similatly,
Descamps in his speech in 1899 had spoken of “the fraternal approach of the nations and the stability of general
peace.” This conception of the international community rests on a communitarian vision that emphasizes the fra-
ternity between sovereign nations—an international community of stafes—in contrast to a cosmopolitan view of the
international community as a unified entity with a collective goal. Nelidow indeed warned against overzealous
ambitions because there are limits to the joint actions of states, which are “living beings as truly as are the indi-
viduals who compose them.”!” These expressions illustrate the balancing act between states’ desite to form a com-
munity to serve humanity and their wish to atfirm their independence and unique identity.

Nelidow’s reference to the “friends of civilization” points to the second paradox. While the discursive construc-
tion of the international community during the Peace Conferences largely rested on an idea of equality, the com-
munity was not equally open to every state. It is a specific and exclusive notion of “international community” that
cherished conventional ideas of colonialism and excluded “uncivilized” nations. The universal aspirations that
were to be embodied by the Peace Palace represented a set of values held by a selective elite composed of mainly
Western diplomats and academics.!! This exclusive notion of universalism also materialized in the absence of col-
onized states and in the visualizations of universal justice in the Palace’s decorations and gifts, which we will
address below.
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Once articulated in diplomatic discourse, it was clear—as Bertha von Suttner also indicated—that this emergent
international community needed a home.

Materializing the International Community (1): A Proper Home

The original home of the newly founded Permanent Court of Arbitration—at a relatively modest building at the
Prinsegracht 71 in The Hague—did not quite match the aspirations of an international community. These pre-
mises not only would be “clearly insufficient and inconvenient” if arbitration would become a general international
practice, but also “are in singular contrast to the hopes entertained by those who founded the Hague Tribunal.”’!?
Those aspirations required something of more stature, a proper, “splendid” home of “stately and of noble
materials,” as “a pledge and sign of a better future for the wotld.”!3

From the very beginning, the Palace was envisaged to be more than just the stage of international law: it would
be a home, a symbol, a temple. This reference to the Palace as a temple was not accidental. “Temple of Peace” was
the name preferred by Andrew Carnegie, the American steel magnate and philanthropist whose donation of US
$1.5 million was the foundation for the construction of the Peace Palace.!* The notion of a temple connotes the
idea of a public home, where persons can find refuge under the protection of a bigger and abstract ideal.!> It was
envisaged to become a “place of pilgtimage for thinking men [sic] from all civilized nations.”'® Ultimately a more
secular name was chosen, but the reference to the palace as a “temple” prominently featured in the speeches during
the opening of the building and also on its current website.!”

Moreover, not only the judges would be served by the proposed plans. The noble but abstract aspirations had to
be visualized so as to be imaginable and, thereby, real for humanity itself: The “people of the various nations [need]
an ontward and visible sign of the Court, which would make its actual, tangible existence known to the ends of the
earth.”!8 As for the states themselves, it ““shall forever call the attention of the nations to the Tribunal, suggesting
to them its constant use and rebuking them, silently but most effectively, if they do not use it.”! In other words, the
edifice addresses individual states as part of a bigger collective, appealing to the ideal of unity while recognizing
states’ autonomy.

More than just the scenery, the Peace Palace then can be conceived as a ritualized performance that not only
materializes but also sacralizes the internationalist ideals and the international community. Again, the reference to a
temple is an apt one. To build a temple is to create a place where the gods can reside on earth: a physical site where
the community of believers can connect to abstract powers, as part of a ritual that solidifies the abstract.
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While there is much to be said about the practical and political complications that occurred during the design
and construction phase of the Palace itself,?” we turn to another ritualized performance that consolidated the ideal
as well as the paradoxical nature of the international community: that of giving gifts to the Palace.

Materializing the International Community (2): Gifts to the Palace

During the Second Peace Conference, French delegate Baron d” Estournelles suggested that all participating
states should express their support both materially and symbolically. The state representatives received this request
positively and the Conference officially expressed this vow:

that each Government signatory to the Hague Convention may contribute to the erection of the Peace
Palace by sending, upon agreement with the architect, materials for construction and decoration, and
objects of art representing the purest specimens of its national production, in order that this Palace, the
expression of universal good-will and hope, be constructed of the very substance of all countries.?!

In this way, the Palace and its decorations would be a symbol of cooperation and universal values, as well as the
participants’ material commitment to the project.??

Gift-giving is an ancient and ritualized practice of diplomacy. Just like offerings traditionally functioned to
strengthen the bond between believers and their god(s),? in their secularized form gifts help to build political
alliances and communities.>* Gifts in particular help to “transcend the opposition between the individual and
the collective, making individuals part of a larger, concrete [or abstract] entity.”?> Moreover, Roy Rappaport
notes that abstract commitments have to be materialized if they are to be taken setiously,?® quoting the Sierra
Leonean phrase that “words must be made heavy.”

Further, as a secularized form of religious offerings or sacrifices, gift-giving can be conceived as a ritualized act
of “con-tribution.” As such, it contains a material component as well as the act of giving in common with others
and a tribute to the emerging community. Thus, the collection of gifts constitutes a “we of co-presence,”?’
physically evidences the alignment of the nations, united in the pursuit of the ideal of universal peace.

There is yet another side to gift-giving: it also is a way to present oneself. Moreover, what is given can be con-
sidered symbolic of the nature of the relationship it fosters.?® The gifts reflect commitment to the universal peace
ideal, but they also emphasize sovereignty and nationalism and the wish of states to render material their individual
role and influence.?? Consider for example the Russian gift: a monumental jasper vase of more than three thou-
sand kilograms. The vase is a rich exhibition of Russian craftsmanship and power, represented by the bronze
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double-headed eagle of the House of Romanov. Aside from this exposition of national identity, the gift identified
Russia’s belonging to “civilized Europe,” signaled by its French and Latin inscriptions.®”

Finally, the practice of gift-giving at the Palace also reflects the circumscribed conception of this emergent intet-
national community, echoing the exclusive version of the “Family of Nations” of the nineteenth century. As much
as the Peace Palace called for international cooperation and community, it also represented the romantic ideal of
civilized nations on a universal mission to save humanity. While there are contributions from the colonies, they are
only present as colonized objects. For example, the Dutch government considered wood from the Dutch East
Indies a fine demonstration of what their colony had to offer®'—thus demonstrating their colonial power.
Moreover, while explicit references to Christian imagery were not allowed in light of universalist aspirations—a
recurring theme in the board meetings of the Carnegie Foundation at that time?>—gifts such as the stained-glass
windows and some paintings suggest that this aspirational “universalism” largely stemmed from a Eurocentric
Christian heritage. For instance, the prominent windows in the Great Hall of Justice evoke “overt Christian imag-
ery” with their depiction of lambs, lions, and doves on the final panel.?> More generally, the Peace Palace is “littered
with symbols of Christian and humanist virtue,” for example through the many allegorical statues and paintings.>*
Moreover, those allegorical figures oftentimes are characterized by white skin and distinctly European
appearances.”

Thus, the paradoxically exclusive notion of the “international community” materializes in the presence as well as
the absence of certain gifts and symbols. The most prominent non-Western contribution is, arguably, the Japanese
tapestries in what is now called the Japanese room. The tapestries are a striking combination of Japanese and
French weaving techniques and were applauded by the Carnegie Foundation as one of the most beautiful
gifts.?°
onstrating the cultural capital to qualify at once as a member of the society of civilized states and as an independent
nation-state with its own unique genius.”%’

In Marco Duranti’s words, “Japan proved itself well aware of the aesthetic dimensions of this game, dem-

Conclusion

As an abstract notion, the international community is brought into existence through discourse, international
practices, and ritualized performances. In this contribution, we explored the Peace Palace and the gifts it received
to advance our understanding of how the international community is visualized, imagined, and materialized. The
Peace Palace itself, and its gifts, are crucial to the ritualistic act that wakes the international community. They
embody a vision of an international community that reflects a collective aspiration as well as a presentation of
autonomy.
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Buildings always reflect the ideals and stylistic preferences of a specific group of people at a specific point in
time. As such, the Peace Palace is a historical artifact whose role and meaning cannot be set apart from its historical
context. The ideals behind international arbitration and the conceptualization the international community might
have changed over time, but the building preserved some of the original aspirations and conflicts—which are at
least partly still affecting today’s imaginary of international law and the international community.
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