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International Law in Historical Perspective
Vols. I and II

By J. H. W. VERZIJL [A. W. SIJTHOFF, LEYDEN, 1968-1969, Vol. I
pp. xii, 576; Vol. II pp. xi, 608]

These two volumes comprise the first parts of a series in which the
author intends to cover the field of international law. It goes without
saying that it is an ambitious undertaking, and its completion will
be all the greater achievement in view of the fact that the author
has tackled the task in English, and not in his native language.

To an extent it is both a difficult and an unsatisfactory undertaking
to review two volumes \vithout being able to estimate the work as
a whole. However, certain features are noticeable. Obviously enough
the title to the book is borne out by its historical flavour, though much
of the historical material is taken from the first part of the present
century, a period of which the author has a personal recollection. From
this point of view the book is an interesting commentary upon the
development of international law since 1900.

The weakness of this approach stems primarily from the original
concept of the book. It was to have been solely a collection of
Professor \'erzijI's many papers written in English, and of those
composed in other languages that were to be specially translated
for this compendium. The concept was changed to the extent that the
author undertook the task of making the papers into a more systematic
exposition of the different aspects of the law and relations between
nations. Nevertheless, the disadvantages of the original plan still
remain, prinCipally that nlost of. the original writings date fronl before
the Second World War, and are not readily assimilated to a logically
satisfying whole. for exanlple, in a section devoted to the "Dismem
berment of the British Enlpire", an "Epilogue" has been added to
attempt to make nlore conte111porarily relevant an article written in
1936.

The topics which these hvo volumes emphasize provide an interest
ing reflection on ho\v the elllphasis in writings and research have
changed, and on the different aspects of international la\v which
were then regarded as of "fundamental" importance. A good deal of
Volume I is taken up \vith Sovereignty and the rights and duties of
States, \vhile Volume II concentrates on the international personality
of a large number of mainly historical anachronisms. On the other
hand, the sources of international law and the underlying issue of the
basis of international obligation are cursorily dealt with or skated over
in the first chapter of Volume I.

What these two volumes do provide, and what the completed work
will provide to a greater extent, is a clear demonstration of the histori-



BOOK REVIEWS 221

cal continuity of intemationallaw. The present reviewer is very con
scious of a lack of awareness on the part of students of events that
took place before they began taking notice of the world scene in the
pages of the newspapers. It is a failing that one can also find in
oneself. Professor Verzijrs work is a salutary reminder of such short
comings. Not only is the work a tribute to the industry and scholar
ship of its author, but it will remain as a valuable reference to the
progress of intemationallaw in the first half of the twentieth century.
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