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Introduction 

“The Paquete Habana, 175 U.S. 677 (1900)” is a landmark case in the maritime law 

jurisprudence of the United States Supreme Court. This legal precedent, born from the 

aftermath of the Spanish-American War, has left a lasting imprint on the principles of 

international law, emphasizing respect for established customs even during times of armed 

conflict. The case revolves around the seizure and subsequent condemnation of two fishing 

vessels, the Paquete Habana and the Lola, by the United States government. It sets the stage 

for a profound examination of maritime law, international law, and the intricate interplay 

between them. 

The year 1898 marked a turning point in history when the United States engaged in a 

brief but transformative conflict with Spain. Amidst this tumultuous backdrop, the U.S. 

government commandeered the aforementioned fishing vessels as prize of war, asserting that 

the vessels were liable to capture because of their Spanish ownership. This legal action gave 

rise to a critical question: did international law exempt peaceful, non-combatant property from 

seizure during war? The Supreme Court’s deliberation on this matter in “The Paquete Habana” 

would echo through the annals of jurisprudence, shaping the future of maritime law, 

international relations, and the protection of individual rights. 

This research paper seeks to delve into the intricate details of the case, offering a 

comprehensive analysis of the legal arguments presented, the Supreme Court’s decision, and 

the ramifications of that decision on international law. Furthermore, it explores the historical 

and contemporary relevance of “The Paquete Habana,” examining its enduring impact on 

maritime law, international legal conventions, and the conduct of nations during wartime. As 

we venture deeper into the case, we will unveil the intricate web of principles, precedents, and 

customs that underpin the case’s significance, demonstrating that even in the heat of battle, 

established international norms can guide the course of justice and safeguard the rights of 

innocent parties. 
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“The Paquete Habana” stands as a testament to the delicate balance between asserting 

national interests during times of war and upholding the rule of law in the realm of international 

relations. It is a reminder that, even in the midst of conflict, nations are bound by conventions 

and traditions that strive to protect the rights of those uninvolved in hostilities. 

Background 

The late 19th century was a period of significant political and military turmoil, 

culminating in the outbreak of the Spanish-American War in 1898. This conflict had far-

reaching consequences, including the legal dispute that would come to be known as “The 

Paquete Habana.” 

1. The Spanish-American War (1898):  

The Spanish-American War, which erupted in the wake of the explosion of the USS 

Maine in Havana Harbor, marked a pivotal moment in history. The United States 

declared war on Spain, with hostilities primarily taking place in the Caribbean and the 

Pacific. This war was notable for its brevity, lasting only a few months, but its impact 

was profound. By the end of the conflict, the United States had emerged victorious, 

gaining control of territories that included Puerto Rico, the Philippines, and Guam. 

2. Prize Law and Seizure of Vessels:  

During times of war, it was common practice for nations to seize enemy vessels as 

“prizes of war.” This practice, rooted in international maritime law, allowed nations to 

capture and repurpose enemy ships as a means of weakening their adversary’s military 

and economic capabilities. The seizure and condemnation of ships as prizes of war were 

governed by specific rules and principles. 

3. The Paquete Habana and the Lola:  

In the midst of the Spanish-American War, the United States government seized two 

fishing vessels, the Paquete Habana and the Lola, both of which were owned by Spanish 

nationals. The U.S. government contended that these vessels were liable to capture as 

prizes of war due to their Spanish ownership, despite their peaceful and non-combatant 

nature. 
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4. Legal Challenge:  

The case of The Paquete Habana began when the owners of the two vessels contested 

their seizure in U.S. courts. They argued that, according to established international law 

and customs, peaceful, non-combatant property should be exempt from seizure during 

war. The case eventually reached the United States Supreme Court. 

5. Supreme Court’s Deliberation:  

The Supreme Court, in a landmark decision, grappled with the question of whether 

international law exempted such peaceful property from seizure during times of 

conflict. The Court’s judgment in 1900 would have far-reaching consequences, 

affirming the importance of international legal norms even during war and shaping the 

conduct of nations in armed conflicts. 

Case Analysis 

Legal Arguments Presented: 

• Ownership and Non-Combatant Nature: The crux of the case hinged on whether the 

vessels, owned by Spanish nationals, could be considered non-combatant and exempt 

from seizure during wartime. The owners argued that international law and customary 

practice protected peaceful property from capture. 

• Customary International Law: The claimants asserted that long-standing customary 

international law protected innocent, non-combatant property from seizure during war, 

based on the principle that war should only harm combatants and their military assets. 

• Presumption of Continuity: It was contended that the principle of presumption of 

continuity should apply, meaning that vessels not actively engaged in hostile activities 

should be presumed to maintain their non-combatant character even during times of 

war. 

Supreme Court’s Decision: 

 In a unanimous decision, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in favor of the claimants. The 
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Court held that international law and customs exempted peaceful, non-combatant property 

from seizure during times of war. The vessels, being used for fishing and not for hostile 

purposes, were protected by these principles. The Court emphasized that the law of nations, 

rooted in custom and practice, should be respected even during armed conflicts, unless 

explicitly modified by Congress. This decision reaffirmed the importance of adhering to 

established international norms. 

 The Court’s judgment highlighted the principles of humanity and fairness, advocating 

for the protection of individual rights and the avoidance of unnecessary harm to innocent 

parties during war. 

Impact on International Law: 

 “The Paquete Habana” has had a significant and enduring impact on international law. 

It established a precedent that recognized the importance of respecting customary international 

law and principles even during wartime. The case has been cited in subsequent legal decisions 

and has influenced the development of international law related to the conduct of nations during 

armed conflicts. 

 It underscores the delicate balance between asserting national interests during war and 

upholding the rule of law in international relations, emphasizing that established norms and 

conventions should guide the course of justice. 

Precedents and International Law 

1. Influence on Subsequent Legal Decisions: 

“The Paquete Habana” has had a substantial influence on subsequent legal decisions, 

both in the United States and in the broader context of international law. The case’s 

recognition of the importance of established customs and international law during 

wartime has resonated in various legal contexts. 

2. Customary International Law: 

The case reaffirms the significance of customary international law. It highlights the 

enduring nature of customs and practices in the international arena and their continued 
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relevance even in the midst of armed conflicts. This principle of customary international 

law has been cited in other cases and discussions surrounding the conduct of nations 

during war. 

3. Protection of Non-Combatant Property: 

“The Paquete Habana” established the principle that non-combatant property, such as 

peaceful fishing vessels, should be protected during times of war. This precedent has 

been invoked in cases and discussions related to the treatment of property and civilians 

in conflict zones. It serves as a reminder that established customs and practices should 

guide the treatment of non-military assets during hostilities. 

4. Humanitarian Principles: 

The case underscores humanitarian principles in international law. It aligns with the 

idea that the law of nations should prioritize the protection of individual rights and 

minimize unnecessary harm to civilians and non-combatant entities during wartime. 

This perspective has resonated in discussions about the conduct of states in armed 

conflicts and the principles of jus in bello. 

5. Presumption of Continuity: 

The concept of the presumption of continuity, as articulated in the case, has been cited 

in other legal discussions. It represents a principle that applies in various contexts, 

emphasizing that entities not actively engaged in hostilities should be presumed to 

maintain their non-combatant character even during times of war. 

6. Impact on Customary International Law Development: 

“The Paquete Habana” played a role in shaping the development of customary 

international law. It contributed to the evolution of customary practices and norms 

related to the treatment of non-combatant property in armed conflicts. 

Historical and Contemporary Relevance 

• Historical Significance: 
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“The Paquete Habana” holds historical significance as it emerged from the Spanish-

American War, a pivotal moment in U.S. history that reshaped the nation’s role on the 

global stage. The case provides insights into the legal and ethical considerations of that 

era. 

• Precedent for International Law: 

The case set a precedent for the importance of adhering to established international law 

and customs, even during times of war. This principle of respecting international norms 

is as relevant today as it was in 1900. 

• Humanitarian Principles: 

The case emphasizes humanitarian principles in international law, advocating for the 

protection of individual rights and the minimization of harm to non-combatant entities 

during wartime. These principles remain essential in contemporary discussions about 

the conduct of nations in armed conflicts. 

• Customary International Law: 

“The Paquete Habana” contributed to the development of customary international law. 

It serves as a reminder that customs and practices continue to guide the behavior of 

nations in the international arena, providing a foundation for contemporary legal 

decisions and diplomatic negotiations. 

• Protection of Non-Combatant Property: 

The case’s recognition of the protection of non-combatant property remains relevant in 

contemporary international law. It informs discussions about the treatment of civilian 

assets, including infrastructure, cultural heritage, and economic resources, in conflict 

zones. 

• Influence on Legal Decisions: 

 “The Paquete Habana” has influenced subsequent legal decisions in the United States 

and abroad, highlighting its ongoing relevance as a legal precedent. It has been cited in 
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cases related to the treatment of property during times of conflict. 

• Contemporary Armed Conflicts: 

The case’s principles have been invoked in contemporary conflicts to argue for the 

protection of non-combatant property and the adherence to established international 

norms, particularly in conflicts where the boundaries of customary international law are 

tested. 

• Diplomatic Relations: 

The case has implications for diplomatic relations, as it underscores the importance of 

adhering to international law and conventions, thereby contributing to the maintenance 

of peaceful and cooperative relations among nations. 

Conclusion 

 The Paquete Habana, 175 U.S. 677 (1900)” is a pivotal legal case that has left an 

indelible mark on the realms of maritime law and international law. Emerging from the crucible 

of the Spanish-American War, it offers invaluable insights into the principles that underpin the 

treatment of non-combatant property during times of conflict. As this research paper has 

detailed, the case holds historical, legal, and ethical significance that resonates both in its era 

and in the contemporary context. 

At its core, “The Paquete Habana” underscores the enduring relevance of international 

law, emphasizing the importance of adhering to established customs and principles even amid 

the chaos of warfare. It serves as a beacon, guiding nations in their conduct during armed 

conflicts, and offering a reminder that humanitarian principles should govern the treatment of 

civilians and non-military assets. 

The case’s historical significance is unmistakable, emerging from a war that 

transformed the United States into a global power. It provides a snapshot of the legal and ethical 

considerations of that era and offers a template for understanding the role of law in shaping the 

course of history. 

As a precedent for international law, “The Paquete Habana” continues to resonate. Its 
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enduring influence is seen in its impact on subsequent legal decisions, the development of 

customary international law, and its relevance in contemporary discussions. The case 

contributes to the ongoing evolution of international norms related to the treatment of non-

combatant property and the protection of individual rights during times of war. 

In the 21st century, amid numerous conflicts and disputes worldwide, the case’s 

principles remain as pertinent as ever. It reminds us that nations must navigate the delicate 

balance between national interests and the rule of law, emphasizing the protection of non-

combatant entities as a crucial part of humanitarian principles. In an era marked by complex 

geopolitical challenges, “The Paquete Habana” serves as a touchstone for the conduct of states 

and their commitment to established international norms. 

In conclusion, “The Paquete Habana” is not merely a historical legal case; it is a living 

testament to the enduring importance of international law, the protection of non-combatant 

property, and the preservation of humanitarian principles during times of conflict. Its legacy 

will continue to guide the actions of nations and serve as a reminder that, even amid the chaos 

of war, established customs and conventions should remain steadfast in the pursuit of justice 

and the protection of individual rights. 
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