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By Jacques Gillen

Henri La Fontaine, undated
This portrait shows the Belgian politician, feminist and pacifist Henri La Fontaine. He was
awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1913.
Stern: Henri La Fontaine, black-and-white photograph, Brussels, n.d.; source: Mundaneum,
contributed by Jacques Gillen.
Courtesy of Mundaneum.

La Fontaine, Henri
(Lafontaine)
Belgian politician, feminist and pacifist
Born 22 April 1854 in Brussels, Belgium
Died 14 May 1943 in Brussels, Belgium

Summary

Although he was a Nobel Prize winner, the name of Henri La Fontaine has somewhat fallen
into obscurity. At the time of his Nobel Peace Prize award in 1913, however, he was a
fundamental figure in the pacifist movement. The prize was a reward for his activities at the
International Peace Bureau (IPB), of which he had been president since 1907, as well as his
major contribution to various associations working to promote peace.
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The Pacifist
Henri La Fontaine (1854-1943) was born in Brussels in 1854, to a wealthy and progressive
family. Whilst studying law at the Free University of Brussels, he developed a passion for
international law, which he saw as the best way to ensure peace in the world. After
graduating in 1877, he began a career as a lawyer in parallel to numerous other activities
centred around peace, equality and democracy. Over the course of his career, he was able to
promote these ideas within the Belgian senate, where he held a seat between 1895 and
1935; the League of Nations, where he represented Belgium in 1920 and 1921; and the
International Institute of Bibliography (IIB), or the Mundaneum, which he founded along with
Paul Otlet (1868-1944) in 1895, as well as in Masonic lodges. In these circles, Henri La
Fontaine vigorously defended the emancipation of women, the expansion of democracy and
access to knowledge for all, because he believed that peace could only be achieved in a
democratic, egalitarian society.

Henri La Fontaine ascribed to a pacifist orientation that upheld an approach based on law. He
believed that peace could only be guaranteed through the codification of international law,
obligatory recourse to international arbitration, the creation of a League of Nations and the
establishment of an International Court of Justice.

He became an active member of the pacifist movement in the early 1880s. At the time, he
was working to create a Belgian section of the International Arbitration and Peace
Association, which would be founded in 1889 under the name “Société Belge de l’Arbitrage et
de la Paix”. He subsequently became an important figure in Belgian and international
pacifism, in particular within the International Peace Bureau (IPB), where he served as
president from 1907 until his death in 1943, and the Inter-Parliamentary Union, whose
conferences he actively participated in after joining the Belgian senate in 1895.

On the home front, he worked to bring together Belgium’s pacifist societies, and in 1913, he
was able to organise the first National Peace Congress in Brussels as well as set up a
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Permanent Delegation of Belgian Peace Societies.

The Socialist
Henri La Fontaine was in regular contact with the Belgian Labour Party (BWP/POB) from the
time of its creation in 1885. His official affiliation, however, only dates back to 1894. Prior to
this, his position oscillated between progressive liberal, as expressed through his becoming a
member of the Liberal Association of Brussels in 1877, and socialist. The friendship he formed
with Émile Vandervelde (1866-1938), the socialist leader, was a determining factor in his final
orientation towards socialism.

Henri La Fontaine’s political career began in earnest in 1895 when he was elected to the
senate, where he would continue to hold a seat until 1935, with the exception of two
absences: one in 1898-1899, and the other in 1932-1935. He went on to serve as secretary
and first vice president of the senate, and took part in the debates regarding the fight for
universal suffrage, education, working conditions and international issues. On his arrival, he
became a member of the Foreign Affairs Committee, and later served as its vice president
and then president. As a prominent figure in the pacifist movement who was aware of the
internationalist dimension of the socialist movement, he also encouraged the Workers’ Party
of Belgium to open up to pacifist movements despite their differences.

He was active in the International Socialist Bureau, established at the headquarters of the
POB. Before the First World War, he took part in the extraordinary meetings on the
international situation, which studied a possible agreement to prevent the war. Henri La
Fontaine wrote the resolution decreeing that in the case of the outbreak of war, the duty of
the working class is to use all means to stop it quickly. As a delegate of the International
Socialist Bureau, he also represented Belgium, with Émile Vandervelde, at the first Allied
conference held in London in February 1915.

His idea of socialism is set out in a brochure entitled Le Collectivisme, which he published in
1897. He believed that the means of production belonged to everyone and expressed support
for removing the intermediaries between producers and consumers. He also favoured close
collaboration between manual and intellectual workers. His convictions would lead him to
take an active role in the developments of the Maison du Peuple in Brussels and the
operation of several cooperatives.

The First World War and the League of Nations
At the outbreak of the First World War, Henri La Fontaine did not give up the struggle for
peace, and went into exile, first in London in September 1914, then in the United States of
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America in April 1915, in order to continue his propaganda work and attempt to unite
pacifists. Until the end of 1918, he worked on plans for the post-war period and the
reconstruction of Belgium. He was convinced that Belgium should play a bigger role in
international politics, because of the damage caused by the war and the violation of its
neutrality. He further developed his ideas on the world after the war and insisted that all
nations should be represented at the peace congress that would end the conflict and
determine the conditions of peace.

It was in the United States in 1916 that he published his major work, The Great Solution.
Magnissima Charta. The Existing Elements of a Constitution of the United States of the World
– a constitutional text intended to form the basis for the establishment of a global state
responsible for ensuring peace around the world. In that book, Henri La Fontaine explained
the need for a federal organization of the nations and for international courts that could use
armed force to avoid the use of violence in case of international disagreements or to enforce
their judgments.

At the end of the war, Henri La Fontaine was chosen as a technical advisor for the Peace
Conference held in Paris in 1919. The conference resolved to create the League of Nations, at
the assembly of which he was a Belgian representative in 1920 and 1921. During his time at
the League of Nations, Henri La Fontaine focused mainly on two issues: the status of the
International Court of Justice and international intellectual cooperation.

Although the League of Nations was the realization of the hopes of many pacifists, Henri La
Fontaine was soon warning of the risk that continuing international tensions and the
economic and financial crisis would culminate in a new conflict. He stressed the need to
establish a new world order and advocated the introduction of an international jurisdiction to
which states would be obliged to turn in case of conflict, with order assured by an
international public force. In the 1930s, disappointed by the League of Nations’ inability to
guarantee peace and by the rise of nationalism, Henri La Fontaine directed his message at
the masses, whom he saw as the sole remaining hope. He continued to campaign until the
end of his life for the establishment of an international code of law that would guarantee
human rights and maintain world peace. His dreams were destroyed once again by the
outbreak of the Second World War, the end of which he would not live to see.

Peace through Knowledge
Henri La Fontaine thought that different peoples’ ignorance of each other was an obstacle to
sustainable peace. This idea underpinned the projects he developed with Paul Otlet in the
spheres of bibliography, documentation and access to information. In 1895, the two men
created the IIB, whose activities and developments gave rise to the Mundaneum. The IIB’s
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first mission was to establish the Universal Bibliographic Repertory, which was intended to
bring together the bibliographical details of every publication in the world.

Paul Otlet and Henri La Fontaine later expanded their scope to cover not just books, but also
other sources of information. Within the IIB, they created specialised sections that worked on
a particular medium (e.g. the press, or posters) and collected countless documents. This
expansion also resulted in the creation of the Union of International Associations in 1907 and
the International Museum in 1910. These institutions were brought together at the Palais du
Cinquantenaire in Brussels under the name of the “Palais Mondial” or “Mundaneum”, which
was destined to be an international centre dedicated to sharing knowledge.

In 1934, the Belgian government decided to close the Mundaneum. However, it survived and,
after moving several times within Brussels, was moved to Mons, where it has been housed
since 1993.

Jacques Gillen, Mundaneum

Selected Bibliography
Abs, Robert: Fontaine (Henri-Marie La), in: Académie royale des sciences, des lettres
et des beaux-arts de Belgique (ed.): Biographie nationale, vol. XXXVIII, Brussels 1973
Établissements Émile Bruylant, pp. 213-222.

Gillen, Jacques: Henri La Fontaine, Prix Nobel de la paix en 1913. Un Belge épris
de justice, Brussels, 2013: Racine.

Hasquin, Hervé / Lecocq, Suzanne / Lefebvre, Daniel: Henri La Fontaine, prix Nobel
de la paix 1854-1943: tracé(s) d'une vie, Mons, 2002: Mundaneum.

Lubelski-Bernard, Nadine: La Fontaine, Henri Marie, in: Josephson, Harold (ed.):
Biographical dictionary of modern peace leaders, Westport 1985 Greenwood Press, pp.
538-539.

Citation
Jacques Gillen: La Fontaine, Henri, in: 1914-1918-online. International Encyclopedia of the
First World War, ed. by Ute Daniel, Peter Gatrell, Oliver Janz, Heather Jones, Jennifer D.
Keene, Alan Kramer, and Bill Nasson, issued by Freie Universität Berlin, Berlin 2018-11-15.

https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/n7xhhhvv/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/n7xhhhvv/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/n7xhhhvv/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/n7xhhhvv/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/n7xhhhvv/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/3hif69wv/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/3hif69wv/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/3hif69wv/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/3hif69wv/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/npqaryki/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/npqaryki/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/npqaryki/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/npqaryki/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/lmjjwvph/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/lmjjwvph/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/lmjjwvph/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/lmjjwvph/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/lmjjwvph/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/


La Fontaine, Henri (1.0)

1914-1918-Online. International Encyclopedia of the First
World War 6/7 15th November 2018

DOI: 10.15463/ie1418.11314

External Links

Abs, Robert: Fontaine (Henri-Marie La), in: Biographie nationale, volume XXXVIII, Brussels
1973, pp. 213-221 (Académie royale des sciences, des lettres et des beaux-arts de
Belgique) (Article)

The 100th anniversary of a Nobel Peace Prize - Henri La Fontaine (1854-1943), Nobel
Peace Prize in 1913 (Google Arts & Culture) (Online Exhibition)

UIA's History (Union of International Associations) (Article)

Metadata
Regional Section(s)
Western Europe > Belgium

Thematic Section(s)
Media
Power
Pre-war

Subjects
Politics, law > Domestic policy > Suffrage
Politics, law > Law and legislation > International law
Politics, law > Political ideologies > Communism, socialism
Politics, law > Political ideologies > Pacifism
Politics, law > Post-war politics > League of Nations

Author Keywords
pacifism; international law; feminism; League of Nations; socialism; arbitration

GND Subject Headings
La Fontaine, Henri

LC Subject Headings

https://dx.doi.org/10.15463/ie1418.11314
http://www.academieroyale.be/Academie/documents/FichierPDFBiographieNationaleTome2096.pdf
http://www.academieroyale.be/Academie/documents/FichierPDFBiographieNationaleTome2096.pdf
http://www.academieroyale.be/Academie/documents/FichierPDFBiographieNationaleTome2096.pdf
https://artsandculture.google.com/exhibit/the-100th-anniversary-of-a-nobel-peace-prize/QQ99erZ-
https://artsandculture.google.com/exhibit/the-100th-anniversary-of-a-nobel-peace-prize/QQ99erZ-
https://uia.org/history
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/regions/western-europe/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/regions/belgium/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/themes/media/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/themes/power/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/themes/pre-war/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/politics__law
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/domestic_policy
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/suffrage
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/politics__law
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/law_and_legislation
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/international_law
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/politics__law
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/political_ideologies
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/communism__socialism
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/politics__law
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/political_ideologies
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/pacifism
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/politics__law
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/post-war_politics
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/league_of_nations
https://katalog.dnb.de/DE/list.html?key=them&key.GROUP=1&t=la+fontaine+henri+&sortD=-dat&sortA=bez&pr=0&v=plist&submit.x=32&submit.y=20
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/


La Fontaine, Henri (1.0)

1914-1918-Online. International Encyclopedia of the First
World War 7/7 15th November 2018

La Fontaine, Henri, 1854-1943

Rameau Subject Headings
La Fontaine, Henri (1854-1943)

Key Person(s)
Vandervelde, Emile; Otlet, Paul

Key Location(s)
Brussels; London; Palais du Cinquantenaire, Brussels

Title
La Fontaine, Henri

Author(s)
Jacques Gillen

Article Type
Encyclopedic Entry

Classification Group
Persons

http://catalog.loc.gov/vwebv/search?searchArg=la+fontaine+henri+18541943+&searchCode=SKEY%5E*&searchType=1&limitTo=none&fromYear=&toYear=&limitTo=LOCA%3Dall&limitTo=PLAC%3Dall&limitTo=TYPE%3Dall&limitTo=LANG%3Dall&recCount=25
http://www.sudoc.abes.fr//DB=2.1/SET=3/TTL=1/CMD?ACT=SRCHA&IKT=1016&SRT=RLV&TRM=la+fontaine+henri+18541943+
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/histperson/118803905/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/histperson/119510928/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/location/brussels/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/location/london/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/location/palais-du-cinquantenaire-brussels/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/contributor/jacques-gillen/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/

