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Prologue and
Introduction

Transnational Networks and the
Shaping of Contemporary Europe

ERIK VAN DER VLEUTEN 
AND 

ARNE KAIJSER

PROLOGUE

In 1986, two of the most colorful and strong-willed politicians in
post-war Europe, Margaret Thatcher and François Mitterand, signed
a bilateral treaty about the construction of a tunnel under the English
Channel. In 1994, the fifty-km-long connection was formally inaugu-
rated and train traffic under the Channel began. Britain was tied di-
rectly to Europe for the first time since the end of the last glaciation.
John Neerhout, Jr., chief executive of the project, proudly portrayed
the Tunnel as “one of the great technological accomplishments
and civilization milestones of this era” and as a “symbol of European
unity.”1 The European Commission, the executive body of the Euro-
pean Union, contends that the Channel Tunnel “signals to the citizens
of the European Union that European integration is progressing” and
illustrates how Trans-European Networks constitute “a key instru-
ment for economic, social and territorial cohesion.”2 For this reason,
the Union’s founding document, the Maastricht Treaty (1992), obliges
the Commission to promote such Trans-European Networks for trans-
port, communication and energy supply.3

However, there are other, less triumphant sides to the Channel
Tunnel story. Neerhout reminds us that the tunnel had “one of the

1
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longest gestation periods in history.” Reformulated, the Channel tun-
nel was a failure, a missing link or ‘non-link’ in Europe for more than
a century. To contemporaries, the non-link between the world’s lead-
ing commercial powers, only thirty kilometers apart but practically
separated by a long and sometimes dangerous journey, seemed an
anachronism in the progress of civilization. The first tunnel proposal
dates from 1750, and joint Anglo-French preparations in the early
1800s fell victim to the Napoleonic wars. In the early 1880s, drilling
had started on both sides of the Channel when flooding problems and
British military protests halted the project. General Wolseley ex-
pressed the military concern: “no matter what fortifications and de-
fences . . . there would always be the peril of some Continental enemy
seizing the Tunnel exit by surprise, and all the commercial advantage
. . . could not outweigh such a risk.”4 A more recent attempt in the
mid-1970s was opposed not by the military but by British trade
unions, arguing that the project primarily benefited the well to do.
Labour Prime Minister Harold Wilson needed union support for a
new economic policy, and sacrificed the tunnel project.

When the missing link in the European transport network was
finally built a decade later, the stakes were not primarily “European.”
Both Thatcher and Mitterand used the tunnel project to reverse eco-
nomic decline that marked England and northwestern France in the
mid-1980s. Still today it is unclear what its European character entails.
While the European Commission appropriates it to promote Trans-
European Networks, Eurosceptics completely disconnect the tunnel
from the emerging European Union: “if one were to judge by the Com-
mission’s report . . . cross-border transport and free movement of
goods in Europe could not exist without the E.U. Needless to say, gov-
ernments are capable of freely cooperating . . . without needing to sur-
render their powers to an unelected, supranational authority.”5

While enabling rapid passenger and freight traffic, the tunnel also
produced some unexpected uses. French mass transit workers on
strike blocked the tunnel in 1995 to put pressure on their government,
which has the legal obligation to keep the tunnel open. So did French
dockers in 1998, protesting against job losses following abolishment
of duty-free sales. Two years later, anti-riot police were in place when
French farmers tried to block the tunnel, but blocking the Paris-Calais
motorway proved just as effective.

Furthermore, unanticipated flows through the tunnel appeared.
In March 2001, nine Romanian Gypsies, including a 3-year-old girl
and two pregnant women, risked their lives by hiding under a Euro-
star train in a freight compartment. In February that year, an Iraqi
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refugee died and another broke both legs after jumping 20 feet from
a bridge onto a moving train heading for Britain. Between November
2001 and November 2002, no less than 1,733 asylum seekers were
taken off trains at the British side. British government and European
Commission pressures on France and the Eurotunnel company resulted
in double-skin fences, over a hundred guards, heartbeat-monitoring
equipment inside the tunnel, and the closing of a Red Cross asylum
camp on the French side. Notably, the European Commission inter-
preted the French failure to stop refugee flows as a breach in Euro-
pean rules concerning the free movement of goods, as it led to the
slowdown and canceling of freight services.6 In the name of Europe,
some kinds of trans-border flows are supported at high cost, while
others are vigorously prevented.

INTRODUCTION

The Channel Tunnel story illustrates two important points this book
wants to make. First, transnational links and networks have been po-
litical and economic priorities for centuries. Ever since the Enlighten-
ment, politicians, philosophers and engineers have discussed how
transport, communication and energy networks may integrate peo-
ples and countries across natural or political borders.7 Governments,
engineers and militaries in the British, German, Ottoman and Soviet
empires, and the Third Reich, as well as individual nation states ac-
tively built or promoted network technologies to create and strengthen
their polities, economies, and societies. And preceding the European
Union, international bodies such as the League of Nations, the United
Nations Economic Committee for Europe (UNECE), and the Organi-
zation for European Cooperation and Development (OECD), cooper-
ating with business and engineering communities, pushed transnational
networks to integrate countries into one coherent, prosperous and
peaceful Europe, literally by tying them physically together.

This widespread appreciation of the society-shaping role of mate-
rial networks, unfortunately, contrasts sharply with the scarce atten-
tion historians have devoted to the issue. As we shall discuss below,
historians have repeatedly observed the pivotal power of network
technologies in the shaping of contemporary Europe, but largely failed
to actually analyze complex network developments and their entangle-
ments with broader historical changes. This book wants to spotlight
exactly these processes as important themes for historical inquiry.

Second, the tunnel example illustrates that network developments
and associated historical changes were not straightforward processes,
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but were characterized by ambiguities and tensions. Negotiations
often failed—the tunnel was a non-link for over two centuries. There
were alternatives, such as improving ferry services or building a
bridge. When the tunnel was finally constructed, it involved skilful
political maneuvering and aligning the agendas of the European Com-
munities, national and local players. Even after its completion, there
were tensions regarding the very interpretation of the tunnel as a
“European” or a bilateral project. Its uses (and thus its broader histor-
ical meaning) were still in the making: the ideology of free circulation
of people, goods and information contrasted sharply with a struggle
to attract some traffic flows while discouraging others. The Channel
Tunnel also proves that transnational connections were created be-
fore the European Union started pushing for such links in the early
1990s.

These ambiguities and tensions are not surprising. Historians of
technology have amply demonstrated that technical change is not a
straightforward, rational process that in turn drives societal change.
Rather, these processes are messy, negotiated, often contested, and in-
tertwined with hopes and agendas of many historical actors, negotia-
tions, and conflict-ridden economic or political contexts. Technical
change is indeed “full of contradictions, laden with human folly, saved
by occasional benign deeds, and rich with unintended consequences,”
as Thomas P. Hughes suggests.8 Such tensions and ambiguities should
be included in any historical narrative on the networking of Europe;
simplistic accounts of a linear, increasingly integrative network ex-
pansion producing a progressively integrating Europe, often held by
politicians and engineers themselves, should be dismissed. The chap-
ters in this book, therefore, discuss hope as well as conflict, transna-
tional linking as well as non-linking, de-linking and re-linking—which
for instance happened on a massive scale in the Cold War and the
post-1989 era.

The task of analyzing the intertwinement of network development
and the shaping of contemporary Europe in the 19th and 20th cen-
turies is obviously daunting. This book wants to explore this theme
both empirically and conceptually. In this introduction we shall
briefly outline our research focus, the literatures we speak to, the stud-
ies in this book, and the way in which they add up.

RESEARCH FOCUS AND KEY TERMS

We decided to limit this explorative volume in two important ways.
First, the studies in this book focus particularly on transnational link-
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ing and delinking processes, that is, network building in Europe that
crossed national boundaries or had a transnational meaning. We did
consider the other option: to approach the material shaping of Eu-
rope by comparing national experiences, to bring out Europe’s feature
as a mosaique of nationally different experiences.9 However, we chose
to transcend such rather worn-out national framing of historiogra-
phy, and instead bring into vogue the hitherto neglected role of net-
works in shaping transnational polities, economies or societies.10 The
idea of such a transnational history is, of course, not to exclude
the national (or the global for that matter), but rather to link the in-
ternational to the national.11 We propose that transnational linking
and delinking processes were important arena’s for shaping transna-
tional polities, economies and societies, and also for negotiating rela-
tionships between the international, national, and subnational.

Second, we suggest that the complex shaping of European soci-
eties was recorded in material networks, which, due to their obduracy
and life span, continued to structure European society building with
all its contradictions. “Networking Europe” thus refers to processes
of simultaneous transnational network and society building in Europe.
However, the current state of research does not permit us to address
this interaction in all its many facets. Presently we focus upon pro-
cesses of transnational network building and selected political, eco-
nomic and cultural contexts. Future research will have to elaborate
also long-term interactions between networks and a wider variety of
historical changes on a European scale, as others have begun to do for
cities and nation states.12

Having narrowed down our research focus, we should point out
that our key terms “Europe” and “networks” are not unproblematic.
The term “Europe” itself is unstable and contested. Its meaning varies
by historical period, nationality, and academic discipline, to mention
just a few factors.13 Even natural geography does not offer a way out;
the geographical definition of Europe’s natural borders, particularly
to the East, has varied through time and by political paradigm. Be-
sides, network technologies were often designed exactly to overcome
such natural obstacles as mountain ranges or sea straits, turning bor-
ders into passages.

For an exploratory volume like this, it seems unwise to apriori
limit the concept of Europe. Instead we shall employ the concept of
Europe in a flexible and practical manner, and allow the authors in
this book to give meaning to the concept. Some address networks de-
scribed by historical actors as “European.” For others, following
transnational networks leads them to regions within Europe, or into
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Africa, Asia, and across the Atlantic. To make sure that we avoid the
old pitfall of tacitly equating “Europe” with “Western Europe,” we
explicitly invited contributions on southwestern, southeastern and
northeastern parts of Europe, where borders indeed prove flexible
and negotiable.

The term “network,” finally, has several meanings and competi-
tors. We are interested here in human-made, materially integrated
structures that cross national boundaries, perhaps best defined by ex-
amples like transnational road, rail, telephone, or electricity supply
networks. The term networks, originating in lace making and subse-
quently used to describe the structure of skin tissue, has been used to
describe such structures since the 18th and 19th centuries.14 However,
current network society studies have substantially narrowed the con-
cept by an additional connotation of horizontal, non-hierarchical
structures, inspired by the image of the Internet. Alternative terms like
“infrastructures” and “large technical systems” have likewise been
used in broader and narrower senses. Large technical systems, the pre-
ferred term in the history of technology since the 1980s, sometimes
refer to all kinds of network technologies in a given society; several
authors, however, add the extra requirement of centralized manage-
ment or control.15 The term infrastructure, finally, originates in the
late 19th century and denotes the underpinnings (embankments, cut-
tings, bridges) of railways (which belonged to the “superstructure”).
Only in the 1940s did it gain the meaning of transport and communi-
cation structures underlying modern societies, which was subse-
quently broadened to all sorts of “basic facilities” including schools,
health care, and dwellings. For some authors, the term came to carry
connotations of a natural monopoly requiring public ownership, mak-
ing it highly value-laden and contested when the boundary between
public and private sectors was renegotiated in the 1980s and 1990s.16

For the purposes of this volume, we shall use terms like networks,
large technical systems or infrastructures interchangeably to denote all
those human-made material links in which we are interested, without
apiori limitations on shape (hierarchical, horizontal, web-like), man-
agement (centralized or distributed), or financing (public or private).17

BRIDGING EUROPEAN AND TECHNOLOGICAL HISTORY

Spotlighting and exploring the theme of transnational networks and
the shaping of Europe, this book speaks to two literatures in particu-
lar: The historiography of Europe, and the specialist historiography of
network technologies.18

6 Networking Europe
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The historiography of Europe is overwhelmingly large and di-
verse, so our conclusions must be tentative.19 Still, there seems to be a
pattern: Historians often do observe the pivotal role of transnational
networks, but fail to follow up this observation with actual narrative
and analysis. “The transport revolution played a major part not only
in the economic but in the political history of Europe,” notes one of
the first truly multidisciplinary handbooks on European history, a di-
verse field that claims to study the history of Europe as something
more than the sum of histories of individual states.20 These networks
supposedly spurred the standardization of time and the demise of
local cultures and markets. Broadening this observation, a currently
much-cited handbook observes that inland communications were cru-
cial to the industrial revolution, while locomotives, gasworks, and dy-
namos were symbols of expanding European prowess and power in
the 19th century. Post-war North Sea oil and gas discoveries reduced
European dependence on foreign imports; high-speed trains, auto-
bahns, Alpine and Channel tunnels, and large bridges closed “missing
links in a unified network.”21 Still, such 1500-page handbooks spent
only a few pages to back up these grandiose claims, primarily men-
tioning main inventions and dates. Exactly how networks developed,
and how this development process intertwined with European history
at large, is not explored, but assumed.

These examples aptly illustrate a widespread tendency to uncriti-
cally invoke networks as exogenous forces of transnationalism and
interconnectedness. The assumption is that “modern means of com-
munication greatly facilitated mutual perceptions and contacts” in Eu-
rope and beyond; they made Europe “connected” and directly or
indirectly “fueled processes all over Europe such as industrialization,
democratization, or the establishment of cultural institutions.”22

The same patterns are visible in several closely related fields of
study. In the specialized discipline of European integration history,
too, there are “solid grounds for pointing out that ‘integration’ is not
a set of treaties or organizational frameworks but the degree to which
politics, economies and societies of nation states were enmeshed, or
integrated, at a more fundamental level” such as transport and com-
munication networks. However, so far this observation has not been
followed up by systematic research.23 In globalization and world his-
tory, finally, it is quite revealing that different datings of global inte-
gration tend to assume the integrative power of, respectively, 17th
century shipping networks, 19th century telegraph and railroad net-
works, 20th century radio and television networks, or today’s devel-
opment of the Internet.24 The task of critically examining transnational
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network developments and their role in European (and global) his-
tory is long overdue.25

The development of networks and their entanglement with wider
changes merits more investigation in specialized disciplines, in partic-
ular economic history and the history of technology, and to a lesser
degree business history and historical geography. Here, the problem is
a different one. “Of all the industries developed by Europeans in the
century before 1914, none had a more dramatic, yet lasting effect on
the growth of a world economy than European improvements in
transport and communications,” notes the Fontana Economic His-
tory of Europe. However, “information on land transport has to be
sought in the histories of individual countries.”26 Indeed, economic
histories of Europe typically offer a full chapter on transport infra-
structures, but these merely juxtapose national transport network de-
velopments. The majestic Cambridge Economic History of Europe
spends only a short and disappointing chapter on transcontinentals.27

Specialized monographs on transport history feature a similar na-
tional comparison format.28 So does econometric and institutional
economic work on the history of transport, while a long tradition of
artifact-centered transport history focuses upon (mostly British) sub-
national cases.29 According to Merger, Carreras and Giuntini, until
very recently transnational analysis was prevented by obstacles as
widespread perceptions of networks as tools for nation building, na-
tional sources and languages, the predominance of national funding,
and the lack of historiographies of international organizations in-
volved in transnational linking.30

A similar observation can be made for the history of technology.
To be sure, this field has produced many fine insights on the inter-
twinement of networks and societal change that inform the studies in
this book. Since the 1980s, Thomas P. Hughes and others have criti-
cized a traditional focus upon artifacts (the machine, the light bulb, the
car, the locomotive, the telephone, the computer) that characterized
multivolume reference works.31 They started to investigate the larger
“systems” of which such artifacts are integrated parts, and developed
a vocabulary to analyze how historical actors shaped “large technical
systems” (LTS) in perpetual interaction with the wider environment.32

Such LTS-research, notes the economic historian Louis Galambos,
“humanized” infrastructure studies as carried out in economic his-
tory.33 However, with regard to its geographical focus LTS-research
too suffers from a (sub)national bias; there are a number of cross-na-
tional comparisons, but transnational networks are largely neglected.34

8 Networking Europe
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Exploring processes of transnational system building and their en-
tanglement with the shaping of Europe, this book aims to bridge the
gap between the historiography of Europe and the historiography of
network technologies. It is one of the results of a large pan-European
research collaboration of historians of technology called Tensions of
Europe: technology and the making of 20th century Europe. In a first
explorative phase, many themes were investigated, ranging from urban
history to colonialism and from business to consumption; one of these
themes addressed the networking of Europe, and the present volume
is its final product.35 A second phase of more systematic inquiry has
recently begun.36

GEOPOLITICS AND IDENTITIES IN THE AGE OF RAILS
AND TELEGRAPHS

Parts I, II and III of this book present different case studies of transna-
tional network building throughout Europe and beyond. Individually,
these chapters identify important research themes that may inspire
further inquiry. Moreover, they also constitute the bricks of a broader
narrative on transnational networks and the shaping of contemporary
Europe. We shall here outline such a broad narrative, which we pres-
ent as a point of departure for further discussion, contestation, and
inquiry.

Until the 19th century, roads and waterways were the chief tech-
nologies of transnational interconnection. The French philosopher
Claude Henri de Saint-Simon saw roads and artificial waterways
as important means for integrating Europe. On the occasion of the
Vienna Congress (1814) he pleaded for the establishment of a “Euro-
pean Parliament” to end Europe’s “normal condition” of war be-
tween competing states; among other tasks, this parliament should
take on matters of common European interests such as large trans-
border waterway projects.37

Saint-Simon’s European parliament did not materialize in the
19th century, but transnational networks did. Traditional road and
navigation networks were greatly expanded, and entirely new types of
networks appeared. By the 1830s and 1840s, contemporaries were
particularly excited by the prospects of railways and electric telegra-
phy, providing the ultimate means to eliminate distance. While some
found this “annihilation of time and space” highly disconcerting,
these technologies increasingly carried hopes of an integrated, pros-
perous Europe and a peaceful world. “Railways have more relation to
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the religious spirit than we think,” concluded Saint-Simon’s pupil and
future French minister Michel Chevalier in the 1830s; “never has
there existed an instrument of such power to link together scattered
peoples.”38

Part I of this book investigates cases of transnational railway and
telegraph building from the mid-19th century. The picture that emerges
from these and other studies is that the 19th century states, and private
companies allied with states, were the main players. Some international
organizations were founded, like the International Telegraph Union
(1865), but although their role has to be further investigated, it seems
to be of a rather secondary nature: They repaired coordination prob-
lems that the vivid activity of states and companies produced.

Transnational network building in this period, accordingly, aimed
at securing national and commercial interests rather than creating an
integrated Europe per se. Several historians have shown how British
companies, in tight cooperation with the British state, constructed
global shipping and telegraph networks to integrate the British Empire
and secure British economic and military interests worldwide. Other
powerful states like the United States, France, Germany and Russia
also engaged in massive network building for political, economic and
military reasons. The Siberian railway, serving Russian expansion into
Asia, and the Baghdad railway, intended to facilitate German-Aus-
trian expansionism towards South-Eastern Europe and beyond, are
good examples.39

Small states, too, engaged in the game of trans-border network
building to mould domestic and international relations. While studies
of the big powers reveal the role of networks in global geopolitics,
consideration of smaller states shows particularly how the material
and political maps of Europe were redrawn. In Northern Europe,
Denmark exploited its military insignificance to become a node in in-
ternational telegraphy as the Great Nordic Telegraph Company’s wires
connected Britain, Scandinavia, and Russia, China and Japan, connect-
ing East and West, but bypassing Germany. On the Iberian Peninsula,
Spain and Portugal were negotiating a position in the British-domi-
nated telegraph network. On the Channel coast, the Belgian and
Dutch states competed for trade flows by connecting their main ports
(Antwerp and Amsterdam) by rail to Germany’s industrial Ruhr area
in the 1840s. And to attract new traffic flows following the opening
of the Suez Canal (1869), Italy and Greece upgraded their harbors
and international railway connections, while the Austrian, Swiss and
French governments built expensive passages through the Alps.40

10 Networking Europe
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Studying such processes, this book begins in the southeastern cor-
ner of Europe. Here a first complication of the study of transnational
networks is revealed: The history of the Balkans, Aristotle Tympas
and Irene Anastasiadou argue, highlights that national borders them-
selves are not necessarily stable and should not be taken for granted.
If you “scratch the sign of a railway station,” the opening quote aptly
observes, “we frequently find underneath two or three names written
in foreign languages, which remind us of other epochs, of different
borders.” The Greek wish to “connect to Europe” as embedded in rail-
road plans and discussions, reveals how railway thinking and building
reflected and affected military and economic fortunes and failures as
well as changing political borders. In this process, the southeastern
border of Europe itself was negotiated—railways played an important
role in quarrels on the Greek-Turkish border. They follow up the
story throughout the interwar years, the Cold War, and today’s E.U.
expansion, revealing how railway thinking related to changing geopo-
litical paradigms.

Then we move on to the southwestern tip of Europe. Ana Paula
Silva and Maria Paula Diogo connect Portugal’s domestic, foreign and
telecommunications policies with the telegraphic piercing of Europe’s
sea borders with Africa and the Atlantic, and the associated negotia-
tion of international relations. The Portuguese government allowed
its traditional ally, Britain, to use Portuguese islands and colonies for
establishing land-based relay stations, which were critical nodes in the
growing British submarine telegraph cable network. In return Portu-
gal, itself lacking the financial and technological resources, obtained
telegraphic integration of its Empire and welcome revenues from in-
ternational telegraph traffic. Things got complicated, however, when
French, Italian, German and American companies and governments
joined the play. When the game got rough in the years around the
First World War, the power asymmetries between the parties involved
became increasingly clear.

In addition to these studies of networks and geopolitics, Judith
Schueler examines how transnational links intertwined with processes
of identity formation. Schueler takes an anthropological approach to
reveal the multiple meanings of Switzerland’s famous alpine passage—
the Gotthard rail tunnel. Since its opening in 1882, the Gotthard
tunnel—financed by the German, Italian and Swiss governments—
became a vital passage for North-South traffic. But the tunnel also be-
came a hallmark of heroic engineering and dangerous labor and a
crucial junction in the Swiss military defense system. Above all, it
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intertwined with the role of the Gotthard Massive as a key symbol of
collective Swiss identity. Transnational network building and national
identity formation, it seems, may entangle in curious ways.

ELECTRICITY AND COMPETING VISIONS OF
A UNITED EUROPE

States, large and small, remained key actors in building transnational
networks in the 20th century. However, in the first half of this century
new players and visions entered the game. The First World War trig-
gered political visions of a United Europe, and again new and exciting
network technologies were seen as possible carriers of this process. By
the 1930s, engineers discussed how transborder motorway, air trans-
port, and telephone and above all electric power networks could tie
European nations together on a pan-continental scale. Their initia-
tives gained some degree of political support, and certainly inspired
many post-Second World War efforts for a material integration of Eu-
rope. The chapters in Part II critically examine transnational network
thinking up to 1945.

To start with, Alexander Gall analyses the ideological make-up of
technological visions of a United Europe in the interwar years. He ex-
amines the so-called Atlantropa project, which aimed at modifying ge-
ography on a particularly ambitious scale: Africa and Europe were to
be forged together into the new continent Atlantropa, to counter the in-
creasing economic and military power of Asia and the United States of
America. A 35-km dam across the Strait of Gibraltar would materially
tie Africa to Europe. An extensive electric power grid, fed by the new
dam’s hydropower plants (which had a projected capacity equaling
that of all European power plants combined in 1930) would tie Euro-
pean countries together and extend into North Africa as well. Gall
identifies several streams of thought that combined in this vision. First,
it was inspired by nascent ideas of European political integration as
a means to counter threats to the Old World’s global dominance, ar-
ticulated in particular by Count Richard Coudenhove-Kalergi’s Pan-
European Union (1923). Second, contrary to the Pan-European Union,
the Atlantropa project also drew on the new technocracy movement,
which doubted the political road towards European integration and
proposed a material one instead. Finally, the world crisis contributed a
perception of infrastructural works as giant unemployment relief proj-
ects. The project was not realized, but its fusion of ideas was typical for
the period and would inspire postwar European integration efforts.

12 Networking Europe
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Before that happened, however, the notion of an infrastructural
shaping of Europe was given a morbid twist in Nazi Germany. Hel-
mut Maier shows how in the wake of the 1930s technological en-
thusiasm, Nazi engineers, economists and politicians developed a
conception of large-territory technology—Grossraumtechnik—to tie
together their version of a New Europe, Neuropa. During the Second
World War, several transborder power, highway, and broad-gauge
railway systems were built, although Nazi policy was never univocal:
For instance, competing concerns on nature conservation gravely
complicated and delayed efforts to build a Reich power grid. More-
over, the actual design and use of such networks indicate that these
networks primarily served to extract energy, raw materials and labor
from the annexed countries to support the German war economy.
Zooming in on the infamous case of Auschwitz, Maier shows how
transnational rail and electricity networks, the German war economy,
and the lager system of concentrations camps and its associated ex-
termination facilities became intertwined.

EUROPE CONNECTED, DISCONNECTED,
AND RECONNECTED

After the Second World War, transnational network building contin-
ued to reflect and affect wider historical change. The chapters in Part
III examine how renewed visions of integrating Europe through tech-
nology clashed with Cold War tensions, regional and national self-
interest, and the complexities of the post-1989 reforms.

One important new network builder setting out to forge ties be-
tween all countries of Europe was the United Nations Economic Com-
mittee for Europe (UNECE, 1947). In the words of Gunnar Myrdal,
its first executive secretary, this organization stood for “strengthening
the links between countries on both sides of the divide, which must be
preserved and strengthened if we want to build a sounder Europe and
a peaceful world.”41 The UNECE worked hard to integrate motor-
way, railway, and electricity networks. The negotiation and design of
an all-European motorway network, the so-called E-road network,
counts as one of its largest successes. Analyzing this particular case,
however, Pär Blomkvist reveals the pivotal role of another organiza-
tion. The International Road Federation (IRF) was created by oil, rub-
ber, road and car industries in the USA in 1948, and actively lobbied
for road planning in postwar Europe. It had a dual strategy: Its Euro-
pean office managed to get the E-road plan on the agenda of the

Erik van der Vleuten and Arne Kaijser 13

ch00_intro_4712  9/19/06  9:32 AM  Page 13



UNECE. Simultaneously, the IRF set up national branches in Sweden
and many other countries to affect national road planning, thus pro-
moting E-road planning from above as well as from below.

This strategy meant, implicitly, that motorway building became
biased towards the more resourceful countries in Western Europe.
The UNECE vision to integrate all of Europe was further challenged
by the emergence of highly successful “subregional organizations”
which, Myrdal regretted, “bypassed” UNECE work.42 These include
broad organizations like the OEEC, EEC and COMECON, but also
specialized network organizations. While many existing links across
the Iron Curtain were delinked, these subregional organizations built
transnational networks on opposite sides of the Iron Curtain, produc-
ing a “Western” and “Eastern” European space. Of course some con-
nections remained, and some new ones were even built, but these
might be highly contested: NATO’s in vain protest regarding the West-
ern European purchase of Russian gas in the 1970s is a case in point.

Specialized network organizations focusing their activity on
Western Europe included the Conference of European Ministers of
Transport (ECMT, 1953), the Conference of European Post and
Telecommunications (CEPT, 1957), and the Union for the Coordina-
tion of Production and Transport of Electricity (UCPTE, 1951). While
such organizations stimulated a Western European material integra-
tion, their role was not unambiguous. Léonard Laborie shows how
the high politics of European integration time and again failed in the
realm of telecommunications. Rather than the desired supranational
body, the CEPT became an organization in which national post and
telecom managers cooperated, without surrendering any autonomy
to higher authorities or to politicians. National telephone networks
were interconnected, but slower and weaker than in the United States
for example; national networks remained the gravity points of the
system.

Geert Verbong makes a similar point for transnational electricity
flows between the Dutch, Belgian and German networks. A Western
European power grid linked Northern Scandinavia to Southern Italy
by 1965, and the largest coordinating organization, UCPTE, strove to
run electricity supply “as if there were no borders.”43 In practice,
however, such borders remained crucial in the system’s construction
and functioning. Except for emergency cases, autonomy resided
with state-owned and private electric utilities. These prioritized self-
sufficiency in their own national or provincial supply areas, and only
used the UCPTE grid incidentally for supplementary and emergency
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supply. As a result, transnational electricity flows remained marginal
compared to national or even provincial flows until the current era of
liberalization.

In Eastern Europe, new “subregional” transnational networks
emerged as well. For instance, the COMECON set up the Central Dis-
patching Organization of the Interconnected Power System (CDO,
1962) to facilitate Soviet electricity exports to COMECON member
states. We conclude part III still further East. Per Högselius examines
how after the Second World War the former Baltic States Estonia,
Latvia and Lithuania were integrated politically, economically, and
materially into the Soviet Union. Railway and telegraph lines dating
from the Tsarist times were already centered on Moscow and needed
little revision. Transnational telephone lines, by contrast, had been
built in the 1930s to connect the Baltic countries Westward and
Northward to Finland. They were cut and replaced by new connec-
tions to Moscow, which remained an obligatory passage point for in-
ternational calls until the 1980s. In the realm of electric power, the
Baltic region was tied into the Soviet empire via the Soviet system’s
Northwestern Ring, including also Kaliningrad and Belorussia. Huge
new power stations, such as the infamous Ignalina nuclear power
plant and several shale-oil power plants were situated in the Baltic re-
gion to provide the bulk of electricity consumed in the Northwestern
Soviet Union.

During and after the dramatic events of 1989, transnational net-
works again constituted key arenas for shaping transnational al-
liances. The European Union prioritized East-West links and currently
promotes Trans European Networks to link up the new EU countries
in what is today called Central Eastern Europe. The CDO countries
disconnected from the Russian power grid and relinked to the UCPTE
grid. But in the Baltic, Högselius shows, the coevolution of networks
and politics was less clear-cut. The Baltic independence movement of
the late 1980s had chosen electrical independence from Russia and
connection to the West as one of its key themes. Environmentalism,
especially opposition to nuclear power and to dirty shale oil plants,
was part of this rhetoric. However, when the Baltic States achieved
independence, nationalistic considerations took over. The large power
plants as well as power exports to Russia now represented important
economic assets that were not easily discarded. Much to the surprise
of Western politicians and environmentalists, the previous Baltic in-
terests in “clean Western power” vanished. Environmentalism turned
out to be little more than a tool for political independence.
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REFLECTIONS ON INFRASTRUCTURES

The case studies in this book thus allow the articulation of this first
and tentative narrative on transnational networks and the shaping of
Europe. They suggest that transnational network building indeed was
intimately tied up with broader historical changes, albeit not in a sim-
ple and straightforward way that many engineers and politicians
envisioned. The individual chapters also reveal that the important his-
tory of linking polities, economies, and societies was accompanied by
a history of non-linking, de-linking, and re-linking.

In the last chapter, Erik van der Vleuten complements the em-
pirical observations in this book with a conceptual exploration of
the entanglement of network technologies and societal change. He
searches the research field of Large Technical Systems for concepts,
perspectives, and approaches and that may inspire further inquiry of
the networking of Europe. As we briefly observed above, this histor-
ical and sociological specialization on network technologies has
much to say about the intertwinement of network development and
societal change on national and subnational levels. The chapter sys-
tematically maps relevant insights and references. However, it argues
that much conceptual work, too, still needs to be done to mobilize
and modify LTS insights for the task at hand. By way of example,
it discusses how LTS insights can be used to develop a concept of
“Europe’s system builders,” the purpose of which is to spotlight
the important ideological, sociotechnical, and contested character of
simultaneous transnational network and society building in 19th and
20th century Europe.

EPILOGUE

A journalist visiting Riga, Latvia in 2003 found that the Riga inter-
national airport was recently enlarged and rebuilt: It looked like
modern airports anywhere in the rich world. The departure board an-
nounced flights westward, to foreign cities like Copenhagen, Frank-
furt, Stockholm, Brussels, Warsaw and Prague. Riga’s main railway
station, by contrast, was still firmly rooted in the past, even though it
had been handsomely renovated. The few long-distance trains headed
for Moscow and St. Petersburg in Russia, Odessa and Lviv in Ukraine,
and Gomel in Belarus. No direct trains ran from Riga to Tallinn or
Vilnius, the capitals of the neighbouring Baltic countries. The Soviet
legacy is clearly evident in the railway system, while the flexible avia-
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tion system has been adapted quickly to new political and economic
possibilities.44

Network technologies, then, may reflect the present or the past;
they express historical continuity and change. And, as the narrative
presented above suggests, quite often they were carriers of such change
themselves. This is an important insight in an age where politicians,
engineers, and business representatives all over Europe see the “net-
working of the continent” as a major challenge. The European Union
enlargement of 2004 has spurred lots of plans and projects to increase
the capacity and standards of transnational infrastructures. But the
shaping of networks and its associated societal implications are not
univocal: Critics contend that Central Eastern European countries
should rather be connected mutually than to the West; environmen-
talist groups mobilize opposition to new transnational highway and
railway projects throughout Europe. Some Western European engi-
neers and politicians call for more pipelines to secure Russian natural
gas exports to Western Europe; others are horrified, fearing a new en-
ergy dependence. Transnational network building, in short, is as alive
and contested as ever.

The challenge for historians is to trace how such complexities
played out in the shaping of contemporary Europe. This very ambi-
tious and difficult task involves appreciation of the complex entan-
glement of network technologies and societal change, as well as
a nuanced understanding of European history; in short, a dialogue
between the historiography of Europe and the historiography of
(network) technology. Certainly, this would help avoid narratives that
falsely portray the Networking of Europe as a linear, politically or
technologically inevitable success story of ever-increasing integration.
Above all, we find the networking of Europe a topic far too important
to be excluded from the European history canon.
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