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SPECIAL SECTION

Getting a Seat at the Table:
The Origins of Universal Participation
and Modern Multilateral Conferences
Martha Finnemore and Michelle Jurkovich
Inclusive participation by all states is now taken for granted in many global
governance efforts, but this was not always the normal practice. Nineteenthcentury multilateralism, embedded in a world of “great powers,” actively rejected broad participation, valuing small numbers, hierarchy, and status in
coordinating action. Construction of broader participation norms in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was a joint project that owes much
to innovations in the Americas and regional norms developed within that
group as it organized meetings among the American states. Central to these
norms was sovereign equality that, in the American context, entailed universal participation of all American states and voting on a one state–one vote
basis at conferences. This article traces the spread of these norms from the
Americas to the Hague Conferences of 1899 and 1907, and highlights the varied sources for many of our contemporary multilateral practices in these early
events. KEYWORDS: universal participation, multilateralism, Global South, norm
diffusion, multilateral conferences, Hague Conferences, norms, sovereign
equality, Latin America, international law.

UNIVERSAL PARTICIPATION IS TAKEN FOR GRANTED NOW IN MANY AREAS OF
global governance. Some issues, notably finance, still overtly limit participation (think Group of 8 or Group of 20) and of course regional efforts at
governance are common, but the procedures for most major multilateral governing efforts are organized around universal participation. Every state gets
a seat at the table. The fact that the United Nations is a frequent sponsor of
big governance efforts certainly contributes to this outcome. The UN, after
all, aims at universal membership (with a few notable exceptions). Excluding
interested states from participation is difficult and requires good reasons coupled with effort.
Yet universal participation was not always the norm in global affairs.
Prior to the twentieth century, management and governance of the international system was conducted by the “great powers”—an elite club that controlled its own membership, made its own rules, and imposed those rules on
others. The status of “great power” was clearly understood by states in the
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system and was justified with a normative claim of “great power responsibility.” Other states knew who “the powers” were and, while they might not
have liked their rules, they recognized the status and shared expectations that
great powers would call the shots on many matters of shared concern from
redrawing international borders to managing piracy.1
The Hague Conferences of 1899 and, particularly, 1907 mark an important inflection point in the evolution of expectations about participation and
shared governance. International conferences had been growing in number
and frequency since the 1863 Geneva Conference (which produced the first
Geneva Convention in 1864), but participation in these was often idiosyncratic, relying on whims of the organizer. Congresses following Vienna were
called only when one of the great powers saw fit to do so. Participation in the
1899 Hague Conference was idiosyncratic in just this fashion, but for the
1907 conference, participation was greatly expanded. In contrast to the
twenty-six states participating in 1899, forty-four states took part in the 1907
conference.2 Of particular significance was the fact that while the number of
European delegates remained roughly the same between the first and second
Hague Conferences, participation from the Global South (particularly Latin
America) expanded dramatically. Only the United States and Mexico were
represented at the first Hague Conference, but all Latin American states were
invited to the second Hague Conference, with a total of nineteen American
states ultimately attending.3
Expanded participation in 1907 was notable for several reasons. First, it
was not essential for any functional reason. Unlike the International Sanitary
Conferences, for example, where even small states could be breeding grounds
for disease,4 small states did not obviously contribute a lot to the arms control
and arbitration topics that were front and center on the Hague agenda. Second, after 1907, the universal participation norm took root. In 1899, no one
had much missed the Latin American and other smaller states. After 1907,
broad participation became the norm at major meetings. The change is all the
more remarkable because it was with the Hague Conferences that voting
became standard procedure for European states. Previous major European
congresses and conferences had taken the form of diplomatic gatherings to
exchange views.5 Invitations to the Hague meetings, by contrast, were issued
with clear statements that there would be decisions by voting, and that each
state would receive only one vote. We now take for granted this format for
large multilateral meetings where all states participate and decisions are made
by voting one state–one vote, but there is nothing obvious or necessary about
this template for global politics. The Hague Conferences also departed from
past European practice by establishing expectations for regular, recurring
meetings (at least after 1907); by experimenting with departures from unanimous decision rules; by creating a “preparatory committee” to manage business between meetings; and by relying on parliamentary procedural tools,
such as plenaries and committees, to organize its work.
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In this article we trace the origins of broad participation norms in
global governance and other procedural innovations in multilateralism to
inter-American politics in the nineteenth century. States in the Americas
had been meeting for several decades prior to the Hague Conferences and
had developed norms and understandings about how to manage these broad
inclusive meetings. Central to these changes was the norm of sovereign
equality, a concept developed in Europe and embedded in public international law, but which also had particular resonance among the postcolonial
states of the Americas.6 Sovereign equality was the logical basis for universal participation at these Pan-American conferences. It was also the
basis for one state–one vote, a practice established with the invitation to the
first International Conference of American States (ICAS) in 1888. Transplanted to the Americas, the sovereign equality norm took on new meaning
and created new diplomatic practices in advance of adoption of such practices back in Europe.

International Conferences Prior to 1899
Interstate meetings and diplomatic engagement are certainly as old as the
interstate system, but the form such meetings take and expectations about
them have changed dramatically. The whole notion that state representatives
would sit down together simultaneously at a table and negotiate is, itself, relatively recent. Landmark agreements like the Peace of Westphalia were negotiated remotely, through serial written communications.7 The Congress of
Vienna in 1814–1815 was unusual in bringing the principals together for joint
face-to-face discussions, but other features of the congress “form” were quite
different from what would be expected in multilateral meetings today.8 Participation was limited to the great powers. The parliamentary and bureaucratic
structure of contemporary meetings was also largely absent. The congresses
were diplomatic gatherings at which views were exchanged and, when possible, collective decisions made. After Vienna, congresses were held episodically, whenever one of the great powers felt the need, and toward the end of
the century congresses occasionally expanded participation but there was
never any expectation of broad participation. Indeed, quite the opposite. The
congresses emphasized status and hierarchy, not equality, among sovereigns.
Over the course of the nineteenth century, the form of such meetings
changed and the menu of possible forms broadened. Participation expanded,
regular and repeated meetings became the norm, and voting was introduced,
along with other parliamentary procedures such as committees and formal
agendas. These changes came from two sources. One was functional meetings, often convened by civil society. The 1863 Geneva Conference on laws
of war and the war wounded was organized—not by great powers or by any
state at all—by a civil society group, the Geneva Society for Public Welfare.9
Participation at meetings was self-selected: if a state signed on to the Geneva
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Convention(s), it was automatically invited to future meetings to discuss revisions to the conventions.10
The more far-reaching changes in multilateral conferences and governance norms were pioneered among the states of Latin America. States in the
Americas began meeting in 1826 at the Congress of Panama under the leadership and initiative of Simón Bolívar for the purpose of forming a confederation and providing mutual defense against attacks (particularly by
Spain).11 This initial congress, unlike the Concert of Europe, was inclusive,
with invitations extended to nearly all independent American states regardless
of relative wealth or power.12 While only four countries eventually attended
the 1826 congress, this set an important precedent for participation expectations at future inter-American conferences where inclusive invitation and participation continued to be the norm.13
A series of wars and revolutions hobbled these efforts at multilateral
coordination, but the practice of interstate meetings in the Americas was
revived in the 1880s. Interested in promoting commerce in the region, US
secretary of state James G. Blaine called for a meeting of American states in
1888 to discuss commercial matters and arbitration for settlement of disputes.14 Following the American tradition, all states in the hemisphere were
invited, and virtually all attended.15 Equally important to the other American
states, who very much feared US domination of the meeting, Blaine made
clear that participation in the meeting was to be based on an understanding of
sovereign equality: “The Delegates can show to the world an honorable,
peaceful conference of seventeen independent American Powers, in which all
shall meet together on terms of absolute equality; a conference in which there
can be no attempt to coerce a single delegate against his own conception of
the interest of his own nation.”16
The invitation to the 1888–1889 International Conference of American
States specified that voting would be used at the meeting and, in keeping with
this equality norm, that each state (not each delegate) would have one vote.17
Debates over whether unanimity would be required for all decisions or
whether majorities could carry the day were formally decided in favor of the
latter. According to rules established at the first ICAS conference and followed at subsequent conferences, resolutions could be approved by a majority of the delegations. In practice, however, states put a premium on achieving unanimity.18
Other familiar features of modern multilateralism were also pioneered at
the early inter-American meetings. A nascent secretariat was established.
During the first ICAS conference, delegates voted to create the International
Union of American Republics, which would be represented in Washington,
DC, by a bureau (known formally as the Commercial Bureau of the American
Republics).19 Established in 1890 “for the prompt collection and distribution
of commercial information,”20 this body expanded in 1902 with the creation
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of a governing board that met monthly.21 This governing board provided a
forum in which to exchange information between ICAS meetings.22 The governing board even had a dedicated meeting place, a “palace” given to the
ICAS for this purpose by Andrew Carnegie who was a delegate to the 1889
meeting.23 Importantly, every independent state in the region was invited to
participate in these meetings and to participate in the ongoing work of the
governing board, not just the wealthier and more powerful American states.24
While no concrete decisions were made about subsequent meetings at the
first ICAS conference, many delegates clearly assumed there would be followon work and subsequent meetings. The creation of the bureau suggests as
much. In fact, the bureau was set up to test states’ enthusiasm for the meetings. It had a ten-year lease on life. If no state withdrew, the bureau could
begin another ten-year term. Not only did no state withdraw, but membership
became universal in that first decade.25 At the second ICAS conference in
Mexico City in 1902, delegates unanimously called for a third Pan-American conference with the expectation of more to follow.26
Thus, even prior to the 1899 Hague Conference, states in the Americas
had experience in inclusive interstate gatherings and had developed norms
and procedures for conducting them. Fundamental to these was the norm of
universal participation. Latin American participants and commentators are
clear about the normative logic and necessity for this: universal participation
was a logical corollary to sovereign equality, in the inter-American understanding. Sovereigns, recognizing no higher authority, are juridically equal
under international law. They could not be bound without their consent, ergo
all needed to participate in any rule-making enterprise. The normative framework for these assumptions and this argument was explicitly legal and, as
shown below, it was the structure of law that provided tools for managing
expanding multilateralism. The ICAS model of multilateralism contained
other innovations that later appeared at the Hague Conferences, notably voting, which was a part of the ICAS procedure from the beginning. Invitations
sent in 1888 for the first ICAS conference stated clearly that “no State shall
be entitled to more than one vote.”27 Hague participants built on these
changes and transplanted them into a European context, but the practices
themselves had deep roots in the Americas.

Globalizing the New Template for Multilateral Conferences
These innovative modes of multilateralism spread beyond the Americas when
European states began meeting to discuss disarmament at the end of the nineteenth century. The first of these Hague Conferences, in 1899, more nearly
resembled the old European congress pattern. The meeting was called by one
of the great powers, Russia, for reasons of its own: it was concerned that it
could not keep up with the arms buildups going on in Germany and Britain.
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The decision rule for issuing invitations was idiosyncratic: states with diplomatic presence in Saint Petersburg were invited.28 Twenty-six countries participated: twenty from Europe, four from Asia (China, Japan, Siam, and Persia), and two from the Americas (the United States and Mexico).29 Thus,
while participation was much broader than the Concert of Europe, it still
excluded many states. Interestingly, voting was expected at the conference—
hardly a regular feature of the Concert—and the invitation letter to the 1899
conference specified that “each Power, whatever may be the number of its
Delegates, will have only one vote.”30 Unanimity was the decision rule.31 No
bureau or secretariat-like body was constituted, however, and no provisions
were made for repeated meetings.32
It was at the 1907 Hague Conference, however, where the modes of multilateralism developed in the Americas took hold. The United States, as the
largest American state but by no means a great power at the time, was not
surprisingly a major conduit for these ideas. Yet the United States was drawing on ideas developed by and with its southern neighbors and was supported
by Latin Americans in crucial ways at the conference.
It was an American, Theodore Roosevelt, who initially called for a second Hague Conference to continue the work of the first.33 As mentioned
above, the expectation of recurring, even regular, conferences was part of the
Pan-American normative system. It was not, however, part of the European
states’ normative system and the initial reaction to Roosevelt’s suggestion
was ruffled feathers in Russia. The Hague meetings were understood (by
Russia, at least) to be Russian meetings. For another state to call for a meeting was to impinge on Russian great power prerogatives. A compromise was
quickly found when Roosevelt graciously stepped aside and allowed the Russians to call the meeting.34
Latin American states had shown great interest in the activities of the
1899 Hague Conference, particularly its work to construct a mechanism for
arbitration of disputes. Arbitration had long been a topic of interest in the
Americas going back to the early–nineteenth-century gatherings and had been
a central issue at the ICAS conference in 1889.35 At the second ICAS meeting in 1902, the American republics formally adhered to and recognized as
“Public International American Law” the three conventions signed at The
Hague in 1899, and they authorized the United States and Mexico (the two
American states that had already signed because they attended) to negotiate
with the other original signatories for recognition of this adherence to the
conventions.36 This legal move provided the opening to get them invited to
the next Hague Conference.
Elihu Root, who became Theodore Roosevelt’s secretary of state in
1905, took a particular interest in improving relations in the hemisphere.
Early in his tenure he made an extended trip through the region, the first US
secretary of state to do so, and was attentive to discussions at the 1906 ICAS
conference in Rio de Janeiro. Root also had a strong interest in arbitration. A
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distinguished lawyer, he had been an active member in the arbitration movement in the United States for many years and made furthering the cause of
arbitration, both in the hemisphere and at The Hague, a priority.37 Securing
invitations for other states in the Americas to participate at the next Hague
meeting would both demonstrate US goodwill and provide additional support
(in the form of votes) for expanded arbitration provisions.
The one obstacle to Root’s plan was that the Russians, having agreed to
convene a second conference, chose dates that conflicted with the third ICAS
conference that was scheduled to be held in Rio in 1906. Root intervened
with the Russian ambassador in Washington, DC, and succeeded in getting
the Hague meeting pushed back.38 The next task was to get the Latin American states invited to the 1907 conference. Adherence to the 1899 Hague
treaties provided the “hook” by which Root could push this move.
Procedures for treaty adherence were well understood in international
law, but these Hague Conventions made no provision for accession to (i.e.,
joining) the particular group that had drawn up the treaty (though Article 60
of the first Hague Convention provided a road map for adherence to the convention, just not accession). This is not surprising since the group had made
no specific provisions for ongoing meetings. Now that additional meetings
were planned, some procedure was needed whereby adhering states could
become part of the club. Root proposed, and the Russians agreed, on a course
of action to allow additional states to accede to the Hague group—representatives from the 1899 conference would sign a new protocol admitting
them.39 Thus, there was a motivated actor using ambiguities in the structure
of legal rules to achieve preferred policy ends. Of course, expanded participation by these additional states was not welcomed universally. Critics
claimed the inclusion of “lesser powers” would crowd the conference and
stall any progress. The New York Times noted that a “problem to consider”
was that “one-third of the voting power is controlled by sixteen small obscure
republics” mostly from South America, “which only a schoolboy could locate
without consulting his atlas.”40 Despite this, eighteen Latin American states
attended the 1907 Hague Conference.41
Expanded participation created procedural challenges, however. The
most obvious challenge was to put increased pressure on the unanimity decision rule. Formally, unanimity was the rule at both Hague Conferences. Unanimity was, again, a logical corollary to sovereignty: if states are sovereign,
they cannot be bound against their will. Unanimity, or at least some form of
consensus, might be a reasonable aspiration in a small gathering like the Concert of Europe. But as the number of sovereigns rose to twenty-six and then
forty-four, the degree of difficulty increased and so, too, did frustration with
the entire process.
Again, creative agents devised and adapted rules to facilitate the work of
these conferences, allowing some kind of progress without alienating states.
One practice that emerged is what has been termed “quasi-unanimity.” Min-
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utes at The Hague reported outcomes such as a measure being “adopted
unanimously with the exception of two states (United States and Great
Britain) with one abstention (Portugal)” as was the case with one of the
explosive bullets proposals.42 On its face, this is nonsensical, but in the context of the conference, statements like this provided a valuable finesse of the
rules. Thus, while the Hague Conferences never formally abandoned unanimity, participants at times preferred to vote in ambiguous ways rather than
upend the entire conference.
A second solution was use of the voeu (plural voeux). A voeu is a recommendation (literally, a vow or wish) that states can collectively express,
often in the final acts of conferences, which require only a majority vote to be
approved.43 At The Hague, voeux were used only in conjunction with the
final acts of the conferences. Subsequently, their use expanded enormously
and they became essential to the operation of the League of Nations. Unanimity was also the formal decision rule in the League Assembly and, predictably, it quickly became unworkable. Voeux, which were originally
intended to be exceptional procedures, became part of the standard toolkit for
League work. The process by which this occurred neatly conforms to Diane
Vaughn’s concept of “normalization of deviance” whereby small calculated
deviations from standard rules, over time, become the new rule.44 The voeu
was initially used to respond to a thorny dilemma about electing nonpermanent members to the League Council, but quickly became widespread. “It is
slightly startling to see the almost casual way in which it was done,” according to one observer. “It is probable that few, if any, of the First Assembly’s
delegates quite realized the extent to which the unanimity requirement was
thus attenuated.”45
After the confusion about calling the second Hague Conference, regularizing and institutionalizing the Hague Conferences was also a priority for the
American states. Root instructed his delegates to support regular meetings
and the creation of machinery to set the program for these (indeed, the US
delegates introduced the measure) and cited the inter-American experience as
support: “Encouragement for such a course is to be found in the successful
working of a similar arrangement for international conferences of the American Republics.”46 Introduced as a voeu in the Final Act of the conference,
the US resolution called for the creation of a “preparatory committee” that
would
be charged by the governments with the duty of collecting the various propositions to be submitted to the conference, of investigating matters susceptible
of future international regulation, and of preparing a programme to be approved by the governments soon enough to permit its serious study in each
country. This committee shall also be charged with the duty of proposing a
mode of organization and procedure for the conference itself.47
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Many Midwives for Modern Multilateralism
Delegate lists, meeting forms, and voting procedures do not excite most students of global governance. These core structures are the wallpaper of modern multilateralism, features so embedded in contemporary practice that we
often take them for granted, yet they distribute power and determine outcomes in many ways. Conventional histories of international organization
usually trace its roots to the Concert of Europe and the Hague Conferences,
but to do so neglects these earlier innovations in the Americas that preceded
the Hague Conferences by a decade or more. Europeans, left to their own
devices, were not in a hurry to open the doors to broader participation at The
Hague. What made change possible was the active pressure for inclusion
from states in the Americas, coupled with creative entrepreneurship by Root
and his colleagues. Structures of international law and the increasingly
rational-legal character of multilateral gatherings facilitated the push for
change. Sovereign equality norms, initially promulgated in Europe, had taken
deep roots in the Americas and provided an important normative support for,
as well as a vocabulary for, broader participation. Legal practices of treaty
adherence and accession offered procedural tools that could be exploited to
this end. States of the Americas are certainly not the only sources of contemporary multilateral forms, such as global meetings at which every state has a
seat and a vote, but the construction of this outcome cannot be understood
without their contribution.
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