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Europe’s Infrastructure Transition: Economy, War, Nature. By Per 

Högselius, Arne Kaijser, and Erik van der Vleuten (New York, 

Palgrave Macmillan, 2016) 454 pp. $90.00 cloth $29.95 paper

On May 6, 1994, Queen Elizabeth II of England and 

President François Mitterrand of France ceremonially 

inaugurated the Channel Tunnel—a highly expensive assemblage of 

underground and underwater passages and steel railroad tracks that 

promised to afford a new and deeper level of connectivity between the 

island nation of Great Britain and the continent of Europe. Barely twenty 

years later, in a referendum held on June 23, 2016, a majority of British 

voters determined that at least some aspects of this greater connectivity 

were not so desirable, voting to withdraw from the European Union. [End 

Page 547]

This ambitious and wide-ranging survey of the development and use of 

European infrastructures from c. 1850 to 2000 takes as a central concern 

the tensions between their perceived promise for increasing wealth and 

for enhancing peaceful interchange among peoples and nations and the 

more complex ways in which these technological systems have actually 

been deployed. Topics discussed include the ways in which railroads, 

telegraphs, and other transport and communication technologies helped to 

shrink space and time and the actions taken by governments to channel 

and constrain this connectivity through such means as constructing border 

fences and reconfiguring railroad lines to run through only a few border-

control points. East Germany even deployed devices to derail trains 

exiting the country without permission of authorities. The authors also 

address the evolution of infrastructure systems and the logistics of war; 

the relationships between basic infrastructure and system building in 

various industries (for example, communications infrastructure and the 

financial industry, coal gas manufacture, and the chemical industry); 

efforts to map and intensify the use of land, water, air, and 

electromagnetic resources; and initiatives to preserve natural ecosystems 

through urban green belts, linked systems of nature preserves, and other 

strategies.

In disciplinary terms, the book builds upon a strain of history of 

technology scholarship developed by Thomas P. Hughes (to whom the 

volume is dedicated) and others that is concerned with the “study . . . of 

large technical systems and their interaction with society” (xxiii). As 

such, the historical account is highly attentive to the social and political, 
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“meteorological knowledge system” starting in the nineteenth century 

(313).

The book features findings from a range of disciplines, including 

geography, business history, economic history, planning history, and 

social studies of science and technology, though sometimes in a 

superficial manner lacking in analytical bite. As a case in point, a 

promising geographical discussion of financial flows and stock exchanges 

would have benefited from a more systematic discussion of the 

relationships between specific financial and infrastructural developments. 

Moreover, a bibliographic essay would have afforded the means for a 

deeper engagement with the subjects discussed.

That said, this book is an impressive example of how scholarship that 

engages with a wide range of disciplines can present a richly textured 

account of how the world in which we all live, for good or for ill, came to 

be the way it is. [End Page 548]
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