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Chapter 2: Sherlock Holmes and the Mystery of Jus Cogens – An In �Depth 
Exploration

When most readers think of Sherlock Holmes, they picture a brilliant detective with a magnifying glass, a 

deerstalker hat, and a pipe that never seems to be in use. Yet beneath the familiar tropes lies a world where the 

boundaries of law, morality, and human behavior intertwine. Chapter 2: Sherlock Holmes and the Mystery of Jus 

Cogensis not merely a continuation of a thrilling narrative; it is a portal into the complex realm of international legal

principles, specifically the concept of jus cogens. In this article we will unpack the chapter’s storyline, examine its

legal underpinnings, and consider how Doyle’s work continues to resonate with modern audiences and legal

scholars alike.
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Overview of Chapter 2

Set against the fog �laden streets of London, the second chapter of the novel introduces a perplexing case that

intertwines a murder investigation with a clandestine dispute over an ancient treaty. Sherlock Holmes is summoned

by a desperate lawyer who believes that the victim’s death is linked to a forgotten clause in a 19th �century treaty

that modern nations still recognize as binding. The investigation takes Holmes and Dr. John Watson through a

labyrinth of archives, clandestine societies, and the very heart of London’s legal institutions.

What makes this chapter stand out is its seamless integration of the detective genre with a sophisticated discussion

of jus cogens—norms from which no derogation is permitted. While Doyle’s narrative style remains accessible, the

chapter invites readers to reflect on how legal doctrines shape human conduct, even when those doctrines are

obscured by time and political intrigue.

Background: Arthur Conan Doyle and the Emergence of Jus Cogens

Arthur Conan Doyle, best known for creating Sherlock Holmes, was also a man of keen intellectual curiosity. Born

in 1859, Doyle had a background in medicine and a fascination with philosophy, science, and the law. These

interests informed his writing, allowing him to weave complex ideas into engaging stories. By the early 1900s, the

concept of jus cogens—an evolving body of international law—was gaining traction among scholars and diplomats.

What is Jus Cogens?



Jus cogens, Latin for “compelling law,” refers to fundamental principles that are universally accepted and

non �derogable. These include prohibitions against genocide, slavery, torture, and aggression. The idea that certain

norms are binding on all states regardless of treaties or domestic law emerged in the aftermath of World War I and

became enshrined in the 1945 San Francisco Treaty and later the 1949 Geneva Conventions.

Doyle’s Legal Awareness

While Doyle did not explicitly write about jus cogens, his fascination with legal ethics and moral philosophy is

evident in many of his works. His portrayal of Holmes as a man who balances logic with a strong sense of justice

mirrors the tension between legal formalism and moral imperatives that jus cogens embodies.

Plot Summary and Key Scenes

The narrative unfolds in a series of meticulously crafted scenes, each contributing to the overarching mystery and

legal intrigue.

1.  The Initial Consultation – Holmes is called by a lawyer, Mr. Langley, who suspects that a murder victim, Mr. 

Edward Harrington, was targeted because of his knowledge of a secret treaty clause that could undermine a 

powerful alliance.

2.  The Investigation Begins – Holmes and Watson visit the crime scene, discovering a hidden ledger that hints 

at a clandestine organization.

3.  Archive Exploration – They access the British National Archives, uncovering a 19th �century treaty between 

Britain and a small European state, containing a clause that prohibits the use of certain weapons.

4.  The Conspiracy Unveiled – Holmes learns that a secret society, “The Custodians,” is attempting to enforce 

the treaty’s clause by eliminating those who threaten its integrity.

5.  The Final Confrontation – Holmes confronts the mastermind, revealing that the murder was a prelude to a 

larger plan to destabilize the treaty’s enforcement.

Throughout these scenes, Doyle masterfully blends detective work with legal exposition, ensuring readers remain

engaged while absorbing the nuances of international law.

Understanding Jus Cogens in the Context of the Story

The chapter’s central legal concept—the jus cogens clause—serves as the pivot around which the mystery

revolves. By exploring this concept, readers gain insight into why the treaty’s clause is so significant.

Why Jus Cogens Matters in the Narrative

In the story, the treaty’s clause prohibits the use of a certain weapon that was historically employed in conflicts. This

prohibition is considered a jus cogens norm, meaning it is non �derogable. The murder victim’s knowledge of the

clause could potentially expose a violation by a powerful state, making him a target.

Legal Implications of the Clause

•  Non �Derogability – The clause cannot be overridden by any treaty or agreement.

•  Universal Applicability – All states, regardless of their participation in the treaty, are bound by the prohibition.

•  Enforcement Mechanisms – The clause can be enforced through international tribunals and domestic courts.

Holmes’s Role as a Legal Interpreter

Holmes’s analytical mind allows him to interpret the treaty’s language, uncover hidden clauses, and deduce the

motives of those involved. His ability to connect legal theory with empirical evidence underscores the importance of

interdisciplinary thinking in solving complex problems.



Character Dynamics and Their Legal Significance

Beyond the plot, the characters in this chapter embody various facets of legal and moral philosophy.

Sherlock Holmes

Holmes represents the analytical mind that seeks truth beyond surface appearances. His meticulous approach

mirrors the rigorous analysis required in international law. Holmes’s insistence on evidence over assumption is a

reminder that justice must be grounded in facts.

Dr. John Watson

Watson’s role is dual: he is both a loyal friend and a moral compass. He often questions Holmes’s methods,

ensuring that the pursuit of truth does not become a moral compromise. Watson’s perspective highlights the ethical

dimension of legal practice.

Mr. Langley (The Lawyer)

Langley embodies the legal professional who balances client advocacy with broader legal principles. His insistence

on protecting the treaty’s integrity reflects the duty of lawyers to uphold the rule of law.

The Custodians (Secret Society)

They personify the tension between state power and universal norms. Their attempts to enforce the jus cogens

clause by violent means illustrate the dangers of extrajudicial enforcement and the necessity of legal channels.

Themes: Law, Morality, and the Human Psyche

Several overarching themes permeate the chapter, each adding depth to the narrative and offering readers points

of reflection.

Law as a Moral Compass

The chapter portrays law not merely as a set of rules but as a moral framework that guides societies. The jus

cogens clause, by being universally binding, serves as a moral anchor against which state actions are measured.

Ethics vs. Expediency

The Custodians’ willingness to use violence to enforce the treaty raises questions about whether ends justify

means. This debate echoes real �world dilemmas faced by governments when dealing with humanitarian crises.

The Role of Knowledge

Mr. Harrington’s knowledge of the treaty’s clause illustrates how information can be both a tool and a weapon.

Knowledge empowers individuals but also makes them vulnerable when it threatens entrenched interests.

Human Psychology in the Face of Uncertainty

Holmes’s psychological profiling of suspects demonstrates how fear, greed, and ambition can drive individuals to

commit crimes. Doyle’s exploration of these motives offers readers insight into the human condition.

Modern Relevance: How the Chapter Informs Contemporary International 
Law

Although written over a century ago, the chapter remains relevant for scholars and practitioners in international law.

Its themes and narrative structure provide a lens through which modern legal challenges can be examined.



Case Studies and Precedents

Modern tribunals, such as the International Criminal Court, often rely on jus cogens principles to prosecute crimes.

The chapter’s depiction of a treaty clause that cannot be overridden mirrors the court’s reliance on universal norms.

Legal Education and Interdisciplinary Learning

Law schools can use this narrative as a teaching tool to illustrate how legal doctrines intersect with history, politics,

and ethics. By studying the chapter, students learn to analyze statutes, treaties, and case law in a holistic manner.

Policy Implications

Policymakers can draw lessons about the importance of enforcing jus cogens norms. The chapter underscores that

unilateral enforcement—whether by state or non �state actors—can backfire and undermine the legitimacy of legal

systems.

Public Awareness and the Rule of Law

Literature that explores international legal concepts can raise public awareness about the significance of universal

norms. By engaging readers with an entertaining story, the chapter helps demystify complex legal ideas.

Conclusion

Chapter 2 of Sherlock Holmes and the Mystery of Jus Cogens is more than a detective story; it is a sophisticated

exploration of how universal legal principles shape human behavior and societal order. Doyle’s narrative skillfully

intertwines the thrill of a murder investigation with a deep dive into the concept of jus cogens, offering readers a

unique perspective on the intersection of law, morality, and psychology.

Through meticulous analysis, engaging characters, and an evocative setting, the chapter invites us to reflect on the

enduring power of universal norms and the necessity of upholding them. Whether you are a fan of Sherlock

Holmes, a legal scholar, or simply a curious reader, this chapter offers valuable insights that resonate across time

and disciplines.
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