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Bertha von Suttner and the First Peace 
Conference in !e Hague4

At the time of the peace conference Bertha von Suttner 
was president of the Austrian peace movement as well as vice-
president of the international peace o!ce in Bern. Her vision 
on peace had been deeply in"uenced by the works of the 
well-known academics of her time: Herbert Spencer, Charles 
Darwin and Henry #omas Buckle. Her favourite was the latter, 
since Buckle argued that the world was becoming increasingly 
harmonious due to the power of human intelligence and the 
invention of new technologies. For many years, she had been 
travelling through Europe to encourage the ideals of peace and 
meet prominent peace activists from all over the world. Some 
of them had become intimate friends and participated in her 
Hague salon. Among these were the Polish expert on modern 
warfare, Johann von Bloch, and the British journalist William 
#omas Stead who also participated in her Hague salon. 
Writing about Von Suttner automatically entails writing about 
these friends too and her diary contains many fascinating 
details.

On 16 May, she and her husband arrived in #e Hague 
where they stayed in the Grand Central Hotel, to be close to 
the o!cial Peace Conference and to meet and speak with the 
delegates personally. Later, as the heat became oppressive in 
the city, they moved to the seaside hotel !e Kurhaus. As a 
celebrated writer and a leading $gure in the peace movement, 
Von Suttner could not be ignored. Indeed, she was invited to 
several o!cial ceremonies and events, including the opening 
of the Conference at the Dutch Royal Palace. In her diary, she 
noted: ‘I am the only woman who has access to the palace. 
I am very grateful for this, because it feels as a reward after 
all those years of hard $ghting’.5 However, Von Suttner must 
have realised that the conference, with twenty-six countries 
participating and launched by the Russian tsar, would face 
innumerable di!culties. #e aim of the conference was 
highly ambitious; the ultimate goal was the founding of ‘a 
real and durable peace’. Some months before, Von Suttner 
had interviewed the Russian Minister of Foreign A%airs. #is 
interview was published in her diary and makes clear the great 
divergence of opinion between Von Suttner and the minister 
regarding the ultimate aim of the conference:

‘We do not dare hope’, said the earl Murawie% 
[Minister of Foreign A%airs] ‘that the $nal aim 
will be reached at this conference…’

‘It would already be satisfactory’, so I interrupted 
him, ‘if the countries would agree that they 
would not start a war the coming twenty, let’s 
say, ten years’. 

‘Twenty years, ten years! Vous allez trop vite, 
madame. We will already be very glad if we agree 
on a period of three years’.6

 

Russia had formulated the aim of the conference more 

Towards the end of the nineteenth century, Europe was 
experiencing an escalation in the arms race as never 

before. Military budgets were rising year after year and 
concern was growing internationally. In 1899, as the result of a 
Russian initiative, a large-scale international peace conference 
was organised in #e Hague, in an attempt to slow down this 
militarisation. During the event, hopeful peace activists from 
all over the world assembled in the Dutch political capital to 
see whether the conference would achieve its aim to preserve 
peace. One of these activists was the renowned Austrian 
author of the anti-war novel Die Wa"en Nieder, Bertha von 
Suttner (b.1843). She was at the centre of an international 
group of paci$st friends, who eagerly followed developments 
in the peace talks at her Hague salon. Von Suttner published 
her Tagebuchblätter, her diary on her stay in #e Hague, just 
after the conference as a record of those promising summer 
days of 1899.1 

Another female peace activist present at the time 
of the conference was the Dutch Bertha Waszklewicz-van 
Schilfgaarde (b.1850). Although not a direct member of Von 
Suttner’s salon circle, they had some mutual friends, like the 
English journalist William #omas Stead, a valued contact 
for them both. Waszklewicz promoted the peace conference 
from the very start. She was as optimistic as Von Suttner was 
and later wrote the preface to the Dutch translation of Von 
Suttner’s diary.2 In the Dutch press, she was often compared 
with Bertha von Suttner, but how similar were they actually? 
To answer the question this article $rstly delineates Bertha von 
Suttner’s salon, her standpoint on peace as well as that of her 
friends. #en, in the second part of this article, the focus will 
shift to Bertha Waszklewicz, her peace ideals and the special 
problems facing her in the Netherlands. 

Little has been known until now about Waszklewicz’s 
ideas and activities, no biographies had been published about 
her, in stark contrast to the number of detailed books on Von 
Suttner.3 Furthermore, in current literature on women and 
world peace, women’s contributions to #e Hague Conference 
are described only super$cially. #e available literature 
focusses mainly on the $rst international Women’s Peace 
Conference in the Netherlands in 1915, and the founding of 
the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom 
in 1919. #e leaders of this League had close links with the 
Women’s Rights Movement, the $ght for the emancipation of 
women occurring simultaneously with the struggle for peace. 
#is article will make clear that even before the outbreak of 
the First World War female peace activists like von Suttner and 
Waszklewicz were publicly raising their voices. At that time, 
their common and most urgent mission was to make a success 
of the conference in #e Hague. Von Suttner also believed that 
the cause of women could pro$t from the realisation of their 
goals for peace and was certainly in favour of gender equality. 
Waszklewicz placed greater emphasis on certain tasks women 
in particular should ful$l. Not, however, as radical su%ragists, 
but as peace-loving mothers who could exercise a strong moral 
in"uence on their children in the home. 
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an abundance of statistical data, he sketched the horrors of 
a new military con"ict: a new war would be bloodier, more 
destructive and expensive than ever before. Von Suttner 
comments: ‘it was not a series of sermons (...) neither did he 
try to impress his audience with eloquent words; it could have 
been a rigorous scienti$c discourse’.12 

Von Suttner’s circle of friends also included some 
journalists. One of them, the German journalist, bookseller 
and publisher, Alfred Hermann Fried, she had already known 
for many years. Fried, who after having read Die Wa"en Nieder 
dedicated the rest of his life to the peace movement, had 
founded the Deutsche Friedengesellschaf and was the publisher 
of the German peace journal Die Wa"en Nieder. At #e Hague, 
he reported on the conference for several German newspapers, 
among them the Berliner Zeitung. According to Von Suttner, 
Fried was a passionate peace $ghter, a man ‘ganz Feuer und 
Flamme’. However, he stayed only brie"y, leaving #e Hague 
in the $rst week of June. Von Suttner was not surprised that 
he left so soon since he had no access to the o!cial debates. 
#e secrecy of the whole event – the debates took place behind 
closed doors – irritated her from the start of the conference. 

#e English journalist William #omas Stead, editor of 
the international monthly Review of Reviews, was, like Fried, an 
ardent peace activist. Even before the start of the conference, 
he had made a tour around Europe to speak with several 
leading European politicians to $nd out if they were willing 
to back the peace initiative of the Russian tsar.13 He had even 
organised an international ‘crusade for peace’ to St. Petersburg 
to o%er the tsar letters of approval from all over the world. A 
‘wonderful person’, so Von Suttner described him in her diary 
and, as usual, she noted his appearance too: ‘he is a man with 
an apostolic head, a grey beard and a friendly face’.14 Stead 
was a hectic journalist too, a man who breezed into the salon 
only now and then. Yet he was the one who provided the peace 
activists with important news on the conference, information 
passed to him by befriended delegates: 

‘So there you are again’, I called out. 

‘You forget me completely! I expected that 
especially you, with your excellent connections 
with the delegates, would inform me...’

‘I will not disappoint you; just today I have 
important and joyful news for you.’

I took my notebook and started to write... 15

#e good news was that several plans were initiated at 
the conference to found a permanent court of arbitration. 
#erefore, there was reason for celebration. Finally, Von 
Suttner writes, there were ‘positive, practical and clear plans’. 

A very special person and a frequent visitor of Von 
Suttner’s salon was the Dutch painter, Jan ten Kate. His 
paintings, exhibited during the conference in the Building of 
Arts and Sciences at #e Hague, illustrated the horrors of war: 
the bloody massacre, dying soldiers, human misery. During 
the vernissage Von Suttner perceived her good old friend Von 
Bloch and suddenly, seeing him together with Ten Kate, she 
found herself distracted from the paintings by the remarkable 
contrast between the two men.16 Von Bloch, the man of the 
‘real’ anti-war movement who fought against war with data and 
facts, and Ten Kate who, with his shocking paintings, showed 
the world what would happen if war broke out. Nevertheless 
they were both $ghting for the same goals. 

precisely just before the 
talks started: the purpose 
was the limitation of the 
use of new weapons and 
the introduction of rules of 
war law. Von Suttner, who 
was much more interested 
in ius contra bellum than 
ius ad bellum, must have 
been disappointed.7 

However, her diary makes 
clear that, despite these 
setbacks, during the $rst 
days of the conference 
she remained optimistic. 
International newspapers 
were interviewing her 
almost daily and she had 
access to all sorts of o!cial 
ceremonies. In one such 

ceremony, she was introduced to the nineteen-year-old Dutch 
Queen Wilhelmina. Although the queen did not particularly 
sympathise with the peace movement,

 
she expressed herself in 

polite, diplomatic terms.
 
In Von Suttner’s diary we read: 

#e young queen, with a friendly smile, asks me 
if this was my $rst visit to #e Hague and if I 
like it there. Answering her question I said that 
my stay in Holland makes me feel very happy 
because of the elevated aim of the conference. 
#e young queen then nodded and said that she 
was of the opinion that we all share this feeling.8 

On the other hand, within the Dutch Ministry of War Von 
Suttner had a great admirer. He approached her with the 
words: ‘May I introduce myself: my name is Kramer, Secretary 
of the Department of War and I’d like to say that I secretly share 
the ideal you so warmly stand up for in your novel (...) I am 
looking forward to seeing its realisation coming closer’.9 

It is understandable that Von Suttner, after such 
amiable encounters, became convinced that interest in the 
peace movement was growing, also among politicians. ‘Who 
had ever expected this?’ she asked herself in her diary. ‘But 
the miracle has happened’, she writes, as if the peace activists 
had already triumphed.10 Indeed, in #e Hague Von Suttner 
was surrounded by people who shared similar hopes and 
expectations. #ey would gather almost daily in her salon to 
discuss the results of the conference. One regular visitor of Von 
Suttner’s salon was Johann von Bloch, a specialist in the $eld of 
‘modern’ weapons and author of Die Zukunft der Krieg.

 
When 

he entered her salon it was as if they had already been friends 
for years: 

I only knew the author of the monumental work 
Der Krieg by his letters and works. Yet, when 
he entered our salon (...) we welcomed him 
like an old friend. He is about sixty years old, 
has a short, grey beard, a gentle and content 
appearance, good manners, and he is a natural, 
very interesting speaker.11 

Von Bloch gave several lectures on modern warfare during 
the weeks he stayed in #e Hague. He was, according to Von 
Suttner, a talented and successful orator. In detail and with 

Bertha Von Suttner 
Credit: Public domain
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Bertha Waszklewicz, Women and Peace

Shortly after her stay in #e Hague Von Suttner 
published her Tagebuchblätter and the Dutch peace activist 
Bertha Waszklewicz-van Schilfgaarde was asked to write the 
preface in the Dutch translation of this book (Den Haag en de 
Vredesconferentie). Waszklewicz was not as internationally 
famous as Von Suttner,  but she was de$nitely a well-known 
activist in the Netherlands. In this section her main peace 
ideas and activities will be sketched, as well as the problems 
facing her in the Netherlands.

Waszklewicz did not have to travel to the city of peace, 
as #e Hague was called those days; she lived in the centre 
of the city, was married to a former colonial o!cial and had 
founded her own peace organisation just before the start 
of the peace conference.24 Her speeches and articles in the 
Dutch press – all preserved in her personal archive – show a 
special interest in international law.25 #is should not come as 
a surprise since she lived in a country that had been inspired 
for centuries by the philosophy of law. #e Netherlands was 
renowned for its legal specialists ( for example, Cornelis van 
Vollenhoven), promising law studies (Leiden University) 
and, not to forget, was the country of historical but still well-
remembered pioneers of international thinking (Erasmus, 
Hugo Grotius). Personally, Waszklewicz had been inspired 
most by a famous peace activist from France, Frédéric Passy. In 
1867 he had set up a league, a ‘society of arbitration’, to prevent 
the outbreak of war between France and Prussia.26 Just before 
the peace conference in #e Hague he had sent the Dutch 
queen a remarkable letter that impressed Waszklewicz with its 
candour: ‘If I was a queen’, he had written to Her Majesty, ‘it 
would be an honour for me to connect this precious stone (a 
court of arbitration) to my throne’.

Not only in the academic but also in the literary world 
of the Netherlands the popularity of international thinking 
was remarkable. One of Waszklewicz’s favourite writers – her 
‘Buckle’ –  was Louis Couperus who, in 1895, had published his 
novel World Peace. Even though it was $ction, Waszklewicz 
took the book very seriously.27 She read his story about a peace-
loving king of an imaginary country where a new era dawned: 
where visions of disarmament and arbitration circulated 
overall. In this $ctional country, all children, from the moment 
they drank their $rst milk, were inspired by ideas of peace. 
A noble spirit reigned; the bloody history of humankind was 
$nally over.28 

In 1898 Waszklewicz, deeply concerned about the 
ongoing arms race and rising military budgets in the real 
world, founded her own organisation, the ‘Dutch Female 
League for International Disarmament’. In the same year she 
delivered her $rst anti-war speech.29 #e title of this speech 
was signi$cant: ‘International Disarmament: a Women’s a%air 
and a Women’s’ interest.30 Women, she explained, had an 
excellent opportunity to teach their children what to do when 
a quarrel broke out: to solve it not by $ghting but by talking 
and thus make peace-loving human beings of their sons (the 
future politicians!). Waszklewicz’s view on the important role 
of women in the $ght against war and military aggression was 
inspired by the arguments of the French writer, Jules Bois. In a 
letter he wrote to her in which he referred to the paci$st ideals 
of Immanuel Kant, he wrote:

Vous savez que Kant ne croyait pas à la possibilité 

Finally there was Benjamin Trueblood, the classical 
scholar and chair of the American Peace Movement. Von 
Suttner characterised Trueblood as a man of $rm conviction, 
with a sense of humour; he was sometimes even ‘the darling’ 
of the evening.17 His paci$st ideas were deeply in"uenced 
by Immanuel Kant. Like Kant, Trueblood was an advocate 
of a league of peace, a union of free countries with just one 
extremely important task: to prevent the outbreak of large-
scale international con"icts. Trueblood hoped that the peace 
conference would become a permanent organisation; a union 
that in the near future could ful$l this task.

However, to some Von Suttner’s ideals were an 
anathema. #e socialists in particular were dismissive of her 
ideas of peace and her interest in a conference that totally 
neglected the problem of class struggle. #ey therefore 
organised an alternative meeting and invited ‘everyone who 
is indignant about the nonchalant way the peace ideal was 
debated and treated these days’.18 Von Suttner’s irritated 
reaction was: 

All the real peace apostles, so also Von Bloch, 
Stead, Dr. Trueblood and me, had reason to be 
concerned about the invitation. War and peace 
are not class problems. #e state of war we are 
now living in and the state of peace that is to 
come, are general phases of civilisation that have 
an impact on all social classes.19 

#e simple fact that Von Suttner was a woman would 
sometimes cause problems for her too. She was, for example, 
not invited to an o!cial dinner organised by the French 
delegate Léon Bourgeois, since only men were welcome. 
#erefore, it was Arthur, her husband, who received an 
invitation instead. However, Von Suttner did not complain 
and noted pragmatically in her diary that ‘you ought not to 
overestimate the utility of such meetings’.20 #e peace problem 
was de$nitely much more important, in her opinion, than that 
of gender. In one of her articles, titled ‘World Peace from the 
Point of View of a Woman’, she did argue that women could 
bene$t from the peace movement. If the stated goals were 
realised, humanity would arrive at a higher moral level than 
ever before. Violence and suppression would give way to 
peace and freedom, and class and gender inequalities would 
disappear.21

Yet, during the weeks of the conference it became clear 
that her ideals would remain unful$lled. #e delegates failed 
to make agreements on the limitation of arms or the founding 
of an obligatory international arbitration system. In addition, 
although Von Suttner was convinced that history was on her 
side, she and her friends were sometimes slightly dispirited. 
When the weather also worsened, becoming windy and cold, 
she really became disheartened: ‘there is reason to be unhappy 
(...). All hearts are cold. #ey are as cold as the icy air that 
comes in through the booming window. I shiver’.22 

Von Suttner left #e Hague on 7 July. On the day of 
departure, she was cheered by the warm farewell: ‘many friends 
accompanied us to the station. #e train compartment was full 
of goodbye bouquets. Goodbye, lovely city with your parks and 
dunes!’ She added that, hopefully, as a court of arbitration was 
founded there, #e Hague would become a place of pilgrimage 
for future generations.23 
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was even a bit old fashioned, commented Netscher, who had 
minutely studied her appearance which he considered rather 
more reminiscent of ladies in the Louis XIV period than of 
her own day. A compelling picture of Waszklewicz illustrates 
Netscher’s view: here you see a classically and elegantly dressed 
woman with an un"inching gaze.35 Others praised Waszklewicz 
for the very reason that she was not a radical feminist. #e 
more she distanced herself from those ‘godless’ ladies, it was 
said, the more successful her $ght for peace would be.36 Yet 
Waszklewicz herself was certainly not a traditional housewife. 
After she had set up her own peace organisation, she devoted 
almost all her time to it, travelling, lecturing and visiting peace 
conferences abroad. #is was the reason the journalist Karel 
Wybrands, a well-known anti-feminist, attacked her in a very 
personal way. He wrote: 

Do you know who I feel deeply for, every time 
we read that Mrs. Waszklewicz-Van Schilfgaarde 
opened a meeting or delivered a speech again? 
Mr. Waszklewicz-van Schilfgaarde! #e poor 
man. We can be sure there are holes in his socks, 
the beef is too raw, his children are not clean 
(…) But maybe Mrs. W.v.S also abolished having 
children…37

Waszklewicz was indeed childless and, as a peace activist not 
living a conventional life, was clearly an easy target for critics 
such as Wybrands. 

At the same time, Waszklewicz had to cope with 
criticism from Dutch Protestants who suspected her of Catholic 
sympathies. Waszklewicz, who would indeed eventually opt 
for Catholicism and become a staunch member of the Catholic 
Church in later years, was already in 1898 directing her ideas 
to Catholic women in particular. #e $ght for peace was a 
moral, a religious task, she argued: was it not the Catholic 
Church that mediated in the Spanish-American war?38 #is 
evoked an immediate reaction from Protestants. #ey retorted 
that the head of the Catholic Church was not as peace loving 
as Waszklewicz wanted people to believe and paci$sm and 
religion had to be separated. Although Waszklewicz defended 
herself by stating that she was absolutely ‘neutral’ with respect 
to religion, that her organisation represented ‘all colours’, the 
damage had been done. A Dutch commentator compared her 
with Von Suttner, who had never based, so he said, her ideas on 
religious arguments, and made no secret of which of the two he 
respected most:

I presume Mrs. Waszklewicz is a Catholic. I 
heard she had once been a Protestant before she 
had become a Catholic. If so, a renegade. So be 
extra careful!

I don’t know if Von Suttner was a Catholic. But 
we know her as a tireless, enthusiastic $ghter 
against war, a woman with character and with 
unique courage, perseverance and energy.39 

So the ‘incident’ with the Protestants, as Waszklewicz preferred 
to call it, undermined her reputation as a peace activist and 
she would continue to meet opposition from them in the 
following months. But it seems she even managed to o%end 
the Catholics when she published an article in the Dutch press 
praising the growing support of people in the predominantly 
Catholic province of Noord-Brabant. In her article she said 
that this support was very special because this part of the 

d’établir cette universelle concorde sur les bases 
indestructibles de l’individuelle harmonie. 
Il ne croyait pas à une grande perfectabilité 
de l’homme. Mais il n’avait pas songé à la 
collaboration de la femme. Ce fait bouleverse 
tout, nous promet le “mirâcle social” en quelque 
sorte; c’est à dire, une évolution de notre petite 
humanité vers une humanité plus grande parce 
qu’elle sera plus complète.31

Kant indeed was of the opinion that human nature was 
certainly not peace loving but inclined to belligerence. 
#erefore a system of peace had to be created systematically; it 
would be a long and slow process. However, Bois believed that 
Kant had missed an important element: the process could be 
speeded up if women collaborated and made humanity more 
‘complete’. Waszklewicz reasoned more or less the same way. 
Up until 1870, when the French-Prussian war broke out, women 
had been passive; they had wept on the battle$elds and nursed 
soldiers, but had not raised their voices against war. However, 
since then something had changed, women no longer mutely 
accepted the misery of war and wanted a better future for 
their children. Following Bois’ arguments and her con$dence 
of what women, as mothers, could achieve, she wrote: ‘We are 
half of humanity so that other half must give in’.32 Nevertheless, 
the $ght for peace, for a world based on international law, was 
not to be as simple as Waszklewicz anticipated. Not only the 
socialists but also radical peace activists and their adherents 
in the Netherlands argued against her. Moreover, she was 
criticised as not being a ‘true feminist’. Another objection was 
her sympathy towards Catholics.

Most critical were the so-called ‘Tolstoians’ or ‘Christian 
Anarchists’. #ey rejected her pragmatic (juridical) approach 
and accepted nothing but radical paci$stic ideas and pleas 
for total abolishment of armies. As principled paci$sts, they 
were not impressed by the peace conference in #e Hague 
and they distrusted the motives of the participants. What the 
politicians and diplomats had in mind, so they said, was not 
peace but only more power and so more armies and soldiers. 
#is was naturally in complete contradiction to Waszklewicz’s 
high expectations of the conference and she reacted in the 
press by personally attacking their hero Leo Tolstoy. Just the 
appearance of the famous Russian writer made clear, she wrote, 
that this was a man with ‘hollow ideas’ and ‘unreal illusions’. 
What the world needed was not make-believe ‘fantasy’ but, 
so she repeated, a reliable ‘foundation of law’.33 She distanced 
herself from the Tolstoians even more by stating that national 
disarmament was not a necessity in a world based on such a 
solid (legal) foundation. Her own country, she believed, had the 
right to use military means, both in its defence and in colonial 
wars. Waszklewicz obviously reasoned from the viewpoint of 
her own country’s (colonial) power and so did not reject Dutch 
military activities in faraway Atjeh.34 

Waszklewicz was also criticised because of her 
traditional opinions with respect to feminism. Living in 
Victorian times, she did not question the role of women 
as housewives and mothers. She saw their main task to be 
in the home, close to their children, and to promote there, 
in that private world, the idea of peace and arbitration. In a 
biographical sketch of Waszklewicz by the Dutch writer Frans 
Netscher, it was said that it was a pity that she was not really 
a ‘modern woman’ and that, in spite of her paci$st activities, 
she did not support the more radical feminists of her time. She 
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peace movement were the same and it seemed that especially 
Stead was of great importance for them both in the run up 
to, and during, the peace conference. All this explains why 
Waszklewicz was invited to introduce the Dutch translation 
of Von Suttner’s Tagebuchblätter: they were close.45 But there 
were certainly also clear di%erences between the two peace 
activists.

Firstly, they had di%erent ideals and their activism was 
of contrasting duration. After all, Waszklewicz was a peace 
activist for just a very short period. Her activities started 
in 1898, when she was already forty-eight, and ended not 
long afterwards, in 1901, when she left the peace league she 
had founded. Von Suttner, who was also in her forties when 
she, as a writer, started her peace activities, remained loyal 
to the peace movement until the end of her life (1914). Her 
view on peace di%ered principally from Waszklewicz’s: peace 
was de$nitely more for her than just a set of rules and the 
realisation of a court of arbitration. She certainly did not deny 
the importance of such a court after it was initiated by the 
peace conference in #e Hague, but in her view it was only a 
$rst step in the direction of a more peaceful world. In contrast, 

Netherlands was not very modern, intimating that it was a bit 
backward.40 Subsequently she had to defend herself against 
those Catholics who felt o%ended.

In spite of all the criticism, Waszklewicz nevertheless 
succeeded in making her organisation a great success. In fact, 
it soon overshadowed the existing Dutch peace organisation, 
the ‘General Dutch Peace League’.41 A possible explanation for 
this success was that, almost simultaneously to the founding 
of the women’s league, the conference plans of the Russian tsar 
circulated in the Netherlands. Apart from all (national) reasons 
the tsar launched this plan, the call for paci$sm was suddenly 
in the air and Waszklewicz’s organisation pro$ted from this. 
Besides, Waszklewicz also had some in"uential contacts. 
One of these was William #omas Stead – as has been seen 
a close friend of Von Suttner too – who enlisted her for his 
own activities on the continent. #us she became the head of 
a Dutch committee that was to support Stead’s ‘crusade for 
peace’, an international tour to back the proposal of the tsar 
by sending him letters of approval. #e man who signed this 
letter and joined the Dutch committee was Waszklewicz’s 
beloved writer Louis Couperus. But many others added their 
signatures, among them academics and local leaders (mayors) 
as well as several representatives of political and religious 
groups: Catholics, Protestants, Liberals and Socialists. #is 
event was unique in a society in the grip of ‘pillarization’, which 
made broad alliances almost impossible.42

So Waszklewicz’s star was rising, the result of 
international events but also of her own activities and personal 
initiative. She had dared to enter the public sphere, write articles 
in newspapers, debate with politicians and deliver public 
speeches. However, criticism of her continued too: it was said 
that her activities were directed only to the elite. For example, 
the letter of support for the Russian tsar was sent round to the 
mayor, the doctor and the vicar, people with a certain social 
status, not to the common man.43 Besides, Waszklewicz’s friend 
Stead, who was anything but a conventional journalist, did not 
have a good reputation in the Netherlands. #us Waszklewicz’s 
name was connected to a man with – as the highly conservative 
Hollandia wrote   ‘bad manners’ and ‘a questionable honesty’. 
Sometimes Waszklewicz herself would also be the target of 
criticism and, from reports in the Dutch press of the time, we 
learn that although fearful of public debates, at the same time, 
she would exude such self-con$dence that no room was left 
for critical reactions from her audience. People did not doubt 
her good intentions but she de$nitely was not, it was said, a 
talented, inspiring speaker.44 

Yet because she was the president of the Women’s 
League and Stead’s Dutch peace committee as well, she was 
honoured, as was Bertha von Suttner, with invitations for 
dinners and soirées. Besides, she was on good terms with 
the Russian delegate and president of the international 
conference, Baron de Staal. #anks to him a copy of the letter 
to the tsar was put on the wall of the conference building, the 
royal palace, Huis ten Bosch, so that all politicians could read 
it (the original was sent to St. Petersburg).

The Two Berthas Compared

Waszklewicz and Von Suttner were both connected to 
the $rst peace conference in #e Hague. #ey shared ideals 
and expectations, they both dreamed about a better, more 
harmonious world, sometimes even their contacts in the 

Bertha Waszklewicz 
Credit: Public Domain
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Maybe this was the reason she wrote that she was willing to 
write the preface of the diary but that she would actually have 
preferred to connect her name to ‘any attempt’ to make peace 
a reality. #is would seem to imply that, to her, Von Suttner was 
de$nitely not more important than any other peace activist. 
Was this comment perhaps a sign of envy or just an innocent 
remark in her introduction to Von Suttner’s book? Von Suttner, 
who was sometimes excluded from peace meetings herself, 
seemed to have been less interested in the politics of invitation 
as long as the ideal of peace was promoted.48 After all, gender 
issues would spontaneously disappear in a world based on 
peace (see her article ‘World Peace from the Point of View of 
a Woman’). In daily life too, Von Suttner showed herself more 
relaxed with men, as her descriptions of pleasant intercourse 
with the (male) visitors of her salon (Von Bloch, Fried, Stead, 
Ten Kate, Trueblood), also makes clear.

In the end Waszklewicz’s role even became undermined 
by the gender problem. She decided not to continue her 
activities as president of the peace league after its fusion with 
the mixed General Dutch Peace League in 1901 and the loss of 
its exclusively female character. She simply ‘did not want to be 
a member of an organisation in which men showed inferior 
opinions towards women, opinions with which the new 
century had broken’.49 One wonders if Von Suttner, had she 
lived in the Netherlands, would have made the same decision.
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