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Abstract 

This article introduces a special issue exploring the ways in which diverse political, 
economic, military, and technical actors in both camps perceived the techno-economic 
integration and disintegration of Europe during and after the First World War. How to 
deal with the severing of ties forged over the previous decades? How to go about re-
establishing new ties, and with whom? To what extent did wartime reflection and 
experience relating to these issues shape post-war responses? Research focusing on 
war aims and peace negotiations shows that in terms of international cooperation and 
the organization of Europe, these years were neither the polar opposite nor a simple 
pause of pre-1914 integration. Our aim is to use specific case studies to document how 
this disintegration unfolded or was contained, as well as to examine why and how new 
integration was implemented during the war and subsequently called into question 
when peace returned, before often re-emerging in Europeanist movements and expert 
networks linked to state foreign policy after Locarno. We will especially focus on 
transport (rail and road) and patents, two of the most hotly debated issues on both 
sides, albeit asymmetrically. 
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European disintegration and integration during the First World War revisited  

 

The level of “internationalization and delicate interdependence of our credit-built 
finance and industry” is so extensive that any war between European countries would 
be irrational—attacking the other would amount to hurting oneself.1 As a result, 
preparing war in order to gain or protect a state’s wealth would be no more than an 
“optical illusion”.2 Such was the central and performative argument put forward by the 
British observer Norman Angell around 1910 in the hopes of convincing his fellows 
from Great Britain and Germany to keep the arms race under control.3 In the same 
vein, the American professor of political science Paul Reinsch warned in 1911: “We 
must realize our interdependence in practical affairs. (…) The incentive to war will 
become weaker and weaker as the bonds of community between nations increase, 
such as are provided by communication agencies, by economic and industrial ties, or 
by scientific cooperation. How intolerably painful will be the ruthless interruption of all 
such relations and activities!”.4 In his view, the effects of a war would soon be so 
insufferable that no state would dare initiate one, or alternatively such relations would 
have to be excluded from the scope of war. Claiming to be part of a “new 
internationalism”—one that was less sentimental than rational or “practical”5—they 
both argued that the economic integration of Europe, if referred to as such, was the 
best guarantee of peace. However, war ultimately broke out, and became synonymous 
with disintegration. Was integration itself the illusion? If not, how should this disjunction 
between integration and peace be understood? And how was disintegration handled 
by the actors involved? This introduction to the special issue “European disintegration 
and integration during the First World War revisited” seeks to answer these three 
questions. In this special issue, we also raise a fourth and central question, namely the 
occurrence of integration processes during the war itself. 

For many years now, economic historians have highlighted the economic integration 
that characterized Europe at the turn of the nineteenth century, against a backdrop of 
globalization. They have described a largely liberalized market in which raw materials, 
goods, and capital circulated intensively.6 They have shown that this first level of 
integration was complemented by a second, one where ownership of the means of 
production was internationalized, notably through the development of multinational 
companies, and where workers were mobile.7 In the absence of an economic and 
monetary union, which marks the third and final stage in theories of economic 
integration, these historians have nonetheless underscored the experience of the Latin 
Monetary Union, and have described the decentralized mechanics behind the 
establishment of a gold standard, whose benefits for trade offset the rising customs 

 
1 Angell, Norman, Europe’s Optical Illusion (London: Simpkin, Marshall, Hamilton, Kent & co, 

1909), p. 26. 
2 Idem. 
3 A writer, Sir Norman Angell (1872-1967) later became a British Politician. In 1933, he was 

awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. 
4 Reinsch, Paul, Public International Unions: their Work and Organization. A Study in 

International Administrative Law, Boston and London, Ginn and Company, 1911, p. 7. 
5 Idem, p. 1-2.  
6 See the pioneering book by Pollard, Sidney, The Integration of the European Economy Since 

1815, London, George Allen & Unwin, 1981. See also : Craig, Lee A. and Fischer, Douglas, The 
Integration of the European Economy, 1850-1913, Basingstoke, Macmillan, 1997. 

7 Strikwerda, Carl, ‘The Troubled Origins of European Economic Integration: International Iron 
and Steel and Labour Migration in the Era of World War I’, American Historical Review, xcviii (1993), 
1106–42. 



tariffs that emerged from the 1870s onwards.8 More recently, they have taken a closer 
look at the international conventions and organizations that, beginning in the 1860s, 
established the technical and legal rules governing the transnational communication 
and transport infrastructures, which made this traffic possible in Europe and beyond.9 
For all these reasons, and because European societies were at the heart of these 
processes, it seems appropriate to speak of Europe’s techno-economic integration as 
part of pre-war globalization.10 

From an economic point of view, the recent reconstruction of sophisticated quantitative 
indices demonstrates that this integration was quite profound, but neither linear nor 
homogeneous.11 The integration index, as calculated from the 1880s to the 1910s, 
varies in time and space. The average level reached in the 1880s represented a high 
point, after which the share of trade with non-European countries (the United States, 
of course, but also colonies and protectorates) increased, with the average index for 
European integration decreasing as a result. 

Nevertheless, in absolute terms, intra-European trade increased significantly over the 
period, and depending on the country represented between 32% (United Kingdom, 
1880; 1913: 33%) and 88% (Switzerland, 1880; 1913: 74%) of total trade in relative 
terms. The variation from one country to another is therefore relatively marked. 
According to this index, Portugal and the UK were among the least integrated countries 
in the European market over the period. Conversely, France and the Netherlands were 
the most integrated. In short, European countries were well integrated within both 
European and global markets, albeit to varying degrees.  

This European techno-economic integration was not synonymous with the 
disappearance of states and nations. On the contrary, state-building, the 
nationalization of societies, European integration, and globalization had evolved in a 
simultaneous—and even connected—fashion. According to Jörn Leonhard, this 
explains why Europe was characterized by common developments across the 
continent, starting with the strengthening of the state as the entity responsible for 
citizens, administration, and daily life. Over the course of Europe’s long nineteenth 
century, the nation, the nation-state, and nationalism became central points of 
reference for the affirmation of the state externally, and for political order and social 
organization internally.12 Leonhard implicitly confirms Sebastian Conrad’s argument. 
The historian argues that the German nation in particular was shaped by the 
globalization that followed the 1880s. According to this approach, sharp national 
distinctions were a result of worldwide entanglements and the ambition to construct an 

 
8 On the Latin Monetary Union see Thiemeyer, Guido, Internationalisierung und Diplomatie. 

Währungspolitische Kooperation im europäischen Staatensystem 1865–1900, Studien zur 
Internationalen Geschichte, Munich, Oldenbourg, 2009. On the gold-standard see Eichengreen, Barry 
J., Vom Goldstandard zum Euro. Die Geschichte des internationalen Währungssystems, Berlin, 
Wagenbach, 2000. 

9 KAISER, Wolfram, SCHOT, Johan, Writing the Rules for Europe. Experts, Cartels, and 
International Organizations. Making Europe: Technology and Transformations, 1850-2000, 
Houndmills/Basingstoke, Hampshire, Palgrave Macmillan, 2014. 

10 Kouli, Yaman and Laborie, Léonard, Politics and Policies of European Economic Integration, 
1850–1914 (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2022). 

11 Kouli Y. and König J., Measuring European Economic Integration 1880–1913 – A New 
Approach. 
https://www.dice.hhu.de/fileadmin/redaktion/Fakultaeten/Wirtschaftswissenschaftliche_Fakultaet/DICE
/Discussion_Paper/374__Kouli_Ko__nig.pdf (06 June 2023). 

12 Leonhard, Jörn, Die Büchse der Pandora: Geschichte des Ersten Weltkriegs, 6th edn. 
(München: C.H. Beck, 2014), pp. ? 



individual, distinguishable regime. More generally, he emphasizes that globalization 
and the knowledge on the development in other countries did not lead to 
homogenization, but to comparability, which in turn affected national regulations.13 
Intergovernmental cooperation as organized at the time, sector by sector, reflected this 
complex process, which in the end did not erase borders, but co-produced them. The 
effects of borders were increasingly the result of concerted action. Except in rare cases 
(such as navigation on the Rhine)14, there was no question of pooling sovereignty. The 
cause of international arbitration represented the cutting edge of an essentially 
administrative form of governmental internationalism15, while in diplomatic terms, the 
Concert of Europe was limited to occasional meetings between major powers on 
subjects that had garnered initial and unanimous agreement for inclusion in the 
agenda.16 On the other hand, European integration—which was certainly not referred 
to as such, but which was perceived and understood by some contemporaries as a set 
of technical-economic interdependencies determined by and determining power 
relations—remained largely “hidden” for populations, who apprehended reality 
primarily through the prism of the small homeland, the state, and/or the nation.17 Above 
all, it was not a long-term political objective in itself, instead deriving from a series of 
private initiatives and political decisions that were linked but not coordinated.18 Finally, 
it was accompanied by cultural hierarchies and multiple, long-lasting internal 
divisions.19 To take just one example, when Spain and Russia deliberately chose a 
different rail gauge from the one used in the rest of Europe, it was not just their 
immediate neighbours they were refusing to link up with—even if that was their 
priority—but a wider transnational traffic area. 

Under these conditions, integration and cooperation could not automatically preserve 
peace, all while keeping in mind that war was not inevitable. Angell himself was well 
aware of that, and advocated for a transnational reform movement to curb the arms 
race, while Reinsch made a plea for states to prioritize cooperation over competition.20 
Growing diplomatic tensions led to a weakening of ties in the early 1910s, particularly 
in the financial sector. In 1913, for example, the French bank Société Générale 
resigned itself to ceasing short-term investments in Germany, as well as repatriating 

 
13 Conrad, S., Globalisation and the nation in imperial Germany (Cambridge (Mass.), Cambridge 

University Press, 2010), p. 27-76. With regard to old-age pensions C. Conrad, ‘Die Entstehung des 
modernen Ruhestands’, Geschichte und Gesellschaft 14 (1988), 417–47.  

14 Thiemeyer, G. and Tölle, I., ‘Supranationalität im 19. Jahrhundert? Das Beispiel der 
Zentralkommission für die Rheinschifffahrt und des Octroivertrages 1804–1851’, Journal of European 
Integration History 17 (2011), 177–96. 

15 Herren: Herren, M., ‘Governmental Internationalism and the Beginning of a New World Order 
in the Late Nineteenth Century’, in M. H. Geyer and J. Paulmann (eds.), The mechanics of 
internationalism. Culture, society, and politics from the 1840s to the First World War, Studies of the 
German Historical Institute London (London et al.: German Historical Institute; Oxford University Press, 
2001), pp. 121–44; Herren, M., Geschichte der internationalen Organisation, Geschichte kompakt 
(Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 2009).; Maartje Abbenhuis, The Hague Conferences 
and International Politics, 1898–1915 (London, 2018). 

16 “European economic integration had produced no agency stronger than the Concert, nor 
much demand for one”; Stevenson, 2012, p. 843. 

17 Misa, T. J. and Schot, J., ‘Introduction. Inventing Europe. Technology and the hidden 
integration of Europe’, History & Technology 21 (2005), 1–19. 

18 Carl Strikwerda, « Response to "Economic Integration and the European International System 

in the Era of World War I" », The American Historical Review, vol. 98/4, 1993, p. 1138-1142, p. 1141. 
19 François Chaubet, Histoire intellectuelle de l’Europe (XIXe-XXe siècles) (Paris: PUF, 2020), 

p. 41-67. 
20 Angell, p. 113-115; Reinsch, p. 10-11. 



funds and cutting ties with its Austrian partners in Central Europe and the Balkans.21 It 
was against this backdrop that the political elites brought to power by the ruling 
classes—Christopher Clark’s somnambulists, seen by Georges-Henri Soutou as 
tightrope walkers22—plunged European societies into a long and total industrial war. 
This conjunction of economic integration and political cataclysm has naturally given 
rise to a multitude of interpretations.23 All of them, however, agree in describing the 
outbreak of war as the end of integration. In fact, what had initially seemed to unite 
was now used to aggress or repel. Infrastructure became crucial for transporting troops 
and equipment, or for remote control and command, while the market was also 
transformed into a weapon via the blockade.24 Today, the First World War is commonly 
seen as a blow to the age-old process of techno-economic integration, followed by a 
second one twenty years later. This is so much so the case that the period between 
1914 and 1950 is presented as one of “disintegration”.25 Moreover, the short twentieth 
century from 1914 to 1989 is seen as an uncertain struggle between disintegration and 
reintegration, ultimately won by the second with the fall of the Iron Curtain and the end 
of the USSR.26 

Questioning (dis)integration during the war 
The historiography has questioned the decisive break represented by the Second 
World War by bringing greater nuance to the continuities and ruptures at work from the 
1920s to the 1950s in terms of projects and practices, as well as institutional and 
personal trajectories relating to the organization and government of Europe27, including 
recently in the context of Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy28, notably with respect to 
technical cooperation.29 However, this effort has only been sketched out for the First 

 
21 Bonin, Hubert, « La Société générale confrontée à la Première Guerre mondiale », dans 

Fabien Cardoni (dir.), Les banques françaises et la Grande Guerre, Paris, Comité pour l’histoire 
économique et financière de la France-Igpde, 2016, p. 75-104. 

22 Clark, C. M., The Sleepwalkers: How Europe Went to War in 1914 (London: Penguin, 2014); 
Soutou, G.-H., La grande illusion. Comment la France a perdu la paix, 1914-1920 (Paris: Tallandier, 
2016). 

23 For a review of these interpretations: William Mulligan and Jack S. Levy, « Rethinking Power 
Politics in an Interdependent World, 1871–1914 », Journal of Interdisciplinary History, XLIX:4 (Spring, 
2019), 611–640. The authors distinguish four main interpretations, to which they add a fifth: the 
separation between administrative internationalism and high politics; the lesser economic integration of 
the countries of Eastern Europe and the Balkans, which would have lowered the cost of a war for them; 
interdependence was, on the contrary, an aggravating factor, either by giving rise to trade conflicts, 
fanning imperial rivalries or pointing out vulnerabilities in the adversary, not to mention the losers of 
globalization arguing for more nationalist policies ; Finally, their interpretation is that interdependence 
stabilized the international system for a time, before destabilizing it by encouraging certain powers to 
using force (Austria-Hungary, Russia), because they were less able to take advantage of the new 
conditions for exercising and building power. 

24 Forcade Olivier, « Le blocus en 1914-1918. Histoire et historiographie », Les Cahiers Sirice, 
2021/1 (N° 26), p. 5-21. 

25 See for instance BROADBERRY, S.N., O’ROURKE, K.H. (dir.), The Cambridge Economic 
History of Modern Europe, vol. 2 : 1870 to the Present, chapter 6 - War and disintegration, 1914–1950. 
New York, Cambridge University Press, 2010. 

26 Carl Strikwerda, op. cit., 1128. 
27 « Continuity and Change in European Cooperation during the Twentieth Century », Special 

issue, Contemporary European History, vol. 27, n° 2, 2018. 
28 Georges-Henri Soutou : Europa ! Les projets européens de l’Allemagne nazie et de l’Italie 

fasciste, Paris, Tallandier, 2021.  
29 Valentine Aldebert, Christian Henrich-Franke, Léonard Laborie, Sabrina Proschmann, Guido 

Thiemeyer (eds.), Conflict in Cooperation: Crossborder Infrastructures in Europe facing the Second 
World War, Baden-Baden, Nomos, coll. Historische Dimensionen Europäischer Integration, 2022. 



World War.30 The reversed order of priority between the First and Second World Wars 
is easy to understand. It was after the Second World War, and not the First, that the 
policies of European construction began, from which the European Union and other 
European institutions of today directly descended. As for the First World War, it is 
precisely its global character that has been the focus of most recent studies, as a 
counterpoint to a Eurocentric approach. As Laurence Badel has argued, this 
decentralization should not obscure, however, the fact that Europe was the epicentre 
of the conflict, and that it remained central to the peace negotiated in 1919.31 It is also 
clear that in this Europe, the years of war between 1914 and 1918—or 1923 to adopt 
a broader chronology in line with the intra- and international armed conflicts that 
survived the armistice on the Western Front32—were neither the polar opposite nor a 
simple pause of pre-1914 integration. A pause would mean that nothing would have 
happened, that everything would simply have been suspended, pending a return to 
normality. Of course that is not what occurred. Cutting established links, to put it bluntly, 
involved decisions and actions on the ground, which generated controversy and 
circumvention. As for the return to “normal”, it implied a great deal of effort, even during 
the war itself, and appeared to be highly ambiguous most of the time.33 A polar 
opposite, on the other hand, would mean that the war was merely the flip side of 
integration, marked exclusively by severed ties and disintegration. Patrick Fridenson 
and Pierre-Cyrille Hautcœur conclude their reflection on the role of war in the main 
processes that have marked contemporary Europe with the following thought: “The 
First World War remains without doubt, in its multiple effects, the most important event 
of the twentieth century, at least on a European scale”.34 Curiously, they do not mention 
economic integration among these processes, but they rightly point out that “the 
coordination organized” by public authorities in conjunction with business during the 
war “was extended to the international level in each of the two camps, relying in 
particular on new experts in international crisis management (food, raw materials, 
maritime transport)”.35 They also point to certain post-war extensions in this area. This 
was what led David Stevenson to write, in a seminal article published in 2012, that “the 
wartime experience helped to shape later integration initiatives during the interwar 
years and even beyond”.36 

 
30 For a broader reflection on the two World Wars and the transnationalisation of European 

societies see Barbara Lambauer, Christian Wenkel (Hg.), “Entstehung und Entwicklung transnationaler 
Kommunikationsräume in Europa zu Kriegszeiten, 1914-1945”, Comparativ, 2018/1. 

31 Badel, Laurence, « Reconstruire le monde en 1919 : la fausse « mondialisation » des relations 
internationales », in Hautcoeur, Pierre-Cyrille et al. (dir.), La rupture ? La Grande Guerre, l’Europe et le 
XXe siècle (Paris: IGPDE, 2021). Disponible sur Internet : <http://books.openedition.org/igpde/15187>. 
DOI : https://doi.org/10.4000/books.igpde.15187. 

32 Gerwarth, Robert, and Erez Manela, eds. Empires at War 1911–1923. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2014. 

33 See the excellent study of Isabella Löhr, « Le droit d’auteur et la Première Guerre mondiale : 
un exemple de coopération transnationale européenne », Le Mouvement social, 2013/3, n°244, p. 67-
80 and from the same author: “Transnational Cooperation in Wartime: The International Protection of 
Intellectual Property Rights during the First World War”, in C. Dejung & N. Petersson (eds.), The 
Foundations of Worldwide Economic Integration: Power, Institutions, and Global Markets, 1850–1930 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), pp. 205-227. 

34 Hautcoeur, Pierre-Cyrille et Fridenson, Patrick, « Retour vers le futur de la Grande Guerre : 
pourquoi ? » in Hautcoeur, Pierre-Cyrille et al. (dir.), La rupture ? La Grande Guerre, l’Europe et le XXe 
siècle (Paris : IGPDE, 2021), paragraph 23. Disponible sur Internet : 
<http://books.openedition.org/igpde/15145>. DOI : https://doi.org/10.4000/books.igpde.15145. 

35 Idem, paragraph 13. 
36 STEVENSON, David, « The First World War and European Integration », The International 

History Review, vol. 34, no 4, 2012, p. 841-863, p. 841. DOI : 10.1080/07075332.2012.690202 



Let us return to this article in detail. Synthesizing research on the war aims and 
economic diplomacy of the belligerents, it first shows that prospects for Central 
European economic association or union—which had been debated in Germany in an 
informal and limited manner before the war in the face of emerging American power—
hardly disappeared, and instead suddenly took on substance with the conflict.37 They 
became a tactical tool deemed important by many political leaders for ensuring 
Germany’s continental domination via networks and exchanges. From August 1914 to 
the final months of the war, German leaders discussed uniting Belgium with the Reich 
on a long-term basis, without annexing it in its entirety. Under these plans, the Belgian 
state would retain a semblance of existence, but would be vassalized under skilfully 
imposed railway, fiscal, monetary, and customs policy. The same applied to the Polish 
and Baltic lands conquered from Russia. But the latter were particularly important in 
terms of relations with the Austro-Hungarian ally. Following the conquest of these 
territories in the summer of 1915, Chancellor Bethmann-Hollweg himself, who had long 
been very hesitant on the subject, officially proposed, in Vienna in November 1915, to 
strengthen relations with Austria-Hungary, notably through the establishment of an 
economic union or at least a customs policy, thereby creating a bloc to which 
subjugated, neutral, and perhaps even enemy states (once defeated) could join. The 
topic of an integrated Mitteleuropa was very much in the public eye at the time.38 In 
return, Austria-Hungary would have received most of Polish lands. Internal opposition 
toward giving priority to European markets at the expense of global outlets—and the 
prejudices of an Austro-Hungarian Dual Monarchy with its complex governance along 
with the hazards of war—prevented the discussions between experts from leading to 
an agreement. In the spring of 1916, Germany’s Polish policy changed, with the aim of 
turning Poland into a controlled buffer state through expanded infrastructure 
connections and a customs association. However, developments on the various fronts 
and changes in political personnel made these balances highly unstable. Beginning in 
the summer of 1917, Germany’s Polish policy changed again. The renewed 
negotiations with Austria-Hungary once again turned Poland into a bargaining chip: the 
country would be entrusted to the Dual Monarchy, but plans for its techno-economic 
integration with Germany were not abandoned. The project for economic union 
between the two Empires remained on the table. Revised both upwards—with free 
internal trade, a common external customs policy, and the pooling of customs 
revenues, but without the creation of common institutions—as well as downwards—
with simple tariff reduction agreements and trade facilitation by harmonising legal and 
regulatory frameworks—it was negotiated right up to the very last months of the war, 
but never came to fruition.  

Stevenson’s article then points out that in return, Allied countries led by France sought 
to strengthen their ties in wartime and to maintain them in peacetime, with a view to 
weakening enemy nations and avoiding long-term dependence on them. In fact, 
France became more closely linked than ever to the English and American markets, 
which, according to Stéphane Becuwe and Bertrand Blancheton, supplied 60% of its 

 
 

38 The idea of a “Mitteleuropa” already existed during the 19th century, when European 
economists wondered how Europe’s position could be ensured in a world where players like the Russian 
Empire and the USA emerged; see Kouli, Yaman, From a “Ring of Friends” to a “Ring of Fire” – The 
Failed Dream of Middle Europe, in: Studia Europejskie. Studies in European Affairs 22.4 (2018), S. 97–
107. 



total imports over the period.39 But France did not exert the same ascendancy in its 
block as Germany did in its own. The various projects that emerged remained largely 
unproductive. The resolutions of the economic conference held in Paris in June 1916 
provided for reinforcing the blockade during the conflict, as well as post-conflict 
discriminatory measures in favour of invaded countries (priority access during 
reconstruction to certain resources and equipment) and against the Central Powers 
(exclusion from the most-favoured-nation clause, joint efforts to reduce dependence 
on their production). They were only ratified by France and Great Britain. The latter 
repented when the United States entered the war the following year, and remained 
opposed to any extension of economic warfare in peacetime. Despite being limited to 
the control of raw materials, these measures did not survive the end of the conflict. 
While an original experiment in international administration was born—through bodies 
such as the International Supply Commission, the Executive Commission for Wheat 
and in late 1917 the Allied Maritime Council—the proposals put forward upon the return 
of peace by the French Minister of Trade Etienne Clémentel to perpetuate this 
cooperation between the Allies failed to materialize.40 With the victories on the Western 
Front, the Minister’s advisor, Henri Hauser, began pushing again in the summer of 
1918 for a broader “Westeuropa” project, an economic union in response to the 
Germanic Mitteleuropa.41 The French government approached the U.S. government, 
but the armistice changed the situation, convincing the U.S. government to pursue a 
policy of international commercial non-discrimination and non-interference in U.S. 
trade relations. Despite the views of the “London Group” (the informal network of state 
representatives), such Executive Committees were abolished at the end of the conflict, 
out of political concern for a return to the previous state, in which sovereignty was not 
shared.42 However, the idea of economic and financial cooperation did not disappear. 
The financial crisis led private financial players to call for concerted and coordinated 
intervention by states. The League of Nations was all the more fertile ground for this, 
as the men of the London Group now held key positions within it. In 1920, the Geneva-
based institution organized a conference, and set up a new structure to address these 
issues. 

The same kind of (dis)continuity was present in the Interallied Sanitary Commission, 
which remained little-known until Anne Rasmussen’s work on the topic.43 Set up in 
1916, its aim was to form a common front against the diseases whose spread was 
facilitated by the war, and which could determine the outcome of the conflict. The 
Commission moved into the premises of the Office International d’Hygiène Publique 
(OIHP), created in 1907 in Paris. It expanded exchanges between scientists and 
helped create a new form of transnational disease regulation, which would be directly 

 
39 BECUWE, Stéphane, BLANCHETON, Bertrand, « Le commerce extérieur français et la 

grande guerre : ruptures et continuités », Guerres mondiales et conflits contemporains, n° 266, 2017/2, 
p. 79-98. DOI: 10.3917/gmcc.266.0079. 

40 Reinalda, Bob, Routledge History of International Organizations: From 1815 to the Present 
Day (London : Routledge, 2009), p. 243. 

41 On Hauser : Georges-Henri Soutou, « Henri Hauser et la Première Guerre mondiale », in 
Marin Séverine-Antigone, Soutou Georges-Henri (dir.), Henri Hauser (1866-1946): humaniste, historien, 
républicain (Paris, Presses Paris Sorbonne, 2006), p. 147-184. 

42 On this point and the following: DECORZANT Yann, « La Société des Nations et l’apparition 
d’un nouveau réseau d’expertise économique et financière (1914-1923) », Critique internationale, 
2011/3 (n° 52), p. 35-50. DOI : 10.3917/crii.052.0035. 

43 RASMUSSEN, Anne, « Documenter la santé en guerre : l’Internationale sanitaire interalliée, 
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implemented in the aftermath of the war when the OIHP resumed its activities, as well 
as in the Hygiene Committee of the League of Nations upon its creation somewhat 
later.  

“Between 1914 and 1918 both sides had pioneered new arrangements for international 
co-operation”44, concluded Stevenson, for whom these reflections and experiences fed 
into institutionalized cooperation and Europeanist movements in the ensuing years. In 
this sense, the reflections and movements in favour of European unification, whether 
through the market or cartels, did not develop in the 1920s simply to ward off war, 
American domination, and the limitations of the League of Nations; they were broadly 
driven by the experiments and reflections initiated during the conflict, even if these had 
national or even nationalistic interests with hegemonic aims, and remained for the most 
part without a future immediately after the armistice. 

This special issue raises the question of how “integration” was understood during the 
war and its aftermath by a diverse set of actors, primarily political and economic, but 
of course military and technical as well. How should the severing of ties forged in 
previous decades be handled? Why, how, and with whom to re-establish new ties? To 
what extent did reflections and experiences on these issues during the war influence 
the responses to them afterwards? While the background is well known thanks to the 
research cited above, our aim is to document, on the basis of specific case studies, 
how disintegration unfolded and was contained where necessary, as well as why and 
how new integration was conceived and implemented during the war, and 
subsequently called into question when peace returned, before often re-emerging in 
Europeanist movements and expert networks linked to state foreign policy after 
Locarno.45 We will pay special attention to transport (rail and road) and patents, two of 
the most widely discussed issues on both sides, albeit asymmetrically. The Central 
Powers were primarily concerned with rail transport in order to overcome the challenge 
of strengthening overland trade, while the Allies were more concerned with maritime 
transport and patents, which in the case of the latter opened up the question of 
controlling and marketing technical innovation, a field in which German interests were 
particularly active before the war. 

Taking into account variations across the spaces, actors, and fields concerned enables 
us to provide nuanced answers to the questions surrounding instances of 
disintegration and integration, in line with the historiographical approach developed by 
a “transnational generation” of researchers attentive to experiences shared across or 
within national borders.46 

A continent “disintegrated” by war 
“[…] the links between the different parts of Europe, so painstakingly established over 
the years, were ruthlessly broken”, writes historian Sidney Pollard in his classic work 
on the economic integration of Europe since 1815.47 The disintegration of transnational 
socio-technical systems under the effect of the exogenous shock represented by this 
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first total war is a historical phenomenon in its own right, with its own causes, 
consequences and correlations. But what concepts should be used to describe and 
understand it? It would be useful to reflect on the disconnection of infrastructures, the 
disruption of supply and value chains, the disappearance or dormancy of the joint 
institutions where formal and informal rules were negotiated, the shrinking networks of 
those who led them, and conversely on the increasing visibility, as a result of the crisis, 
of a hitherto concealed integration. 

On 11 July 1914, less than three weeks before the outbreak of hostilities, the French, 
German, and Austrian telephone administrations reached an agreement to set up a 
direct line between Paris and Vienna via the German network.48 Of course, the war 
interrupted this instance of administrative solidarity and technical connection. Cross-
border communications between belligerents were cut off, and the meetings scheduled 
for the following months were gradually postponed. The railway situation was a 
testament both to the integration that had prevailed and the cutting of ties due to the 
conflict. Although the military successfully prevented the building of a line connecting 
the French and German parts of Lorraine, which had been split in two by the 
demarcation of the border after 1871, the networks of the two countries were 
sufficiently linked such that almost one in seven French railcars was in enemy territory 
when war was declared, resulting in 54,000 being lost in the process. Conversely, 
German, Austrian, and Belgian railcars were seized on French territory. The balance, 
however, was a loss of 37,000 railcars, which would prove to be a serious blow to the 
French war effort. 

With transport and communication lines cut or targeted, and trade with enemy powers 
banned (decree of 27 September 1914 in France), the flow of people, goods, and 
capital collapsed. International trade contracted sharply. For all countries, there were 
significant disruptions to transnational supply chains, exacerbated by blockades. 
Depending on the situation, this led to shortages as well as adaptation or replacement 
strategies, with unforeseen consequences. The case of sugar is instructive. In 1902, 
the main producing countries, including Great Britain, France, and Germany, signed a 
convention in Brussels with the dual aim of avoiding overproduction and liberalising 
world trade.49 At the time, this was a unique example of international economic 
regulation.50 The war broke this pact. Due to a lack of production, France practically 
disappeared from the market. In Germany, poor harvests and the difficulty of obtaining 
supplies from abroad led the authorities to resort to other products to obtain alcohol, 
which was increasingly needed for the manufacture of fuel and explosives: potatoes 
were “mobilised”. But the 1916 harvest was half that of 1915. This combination of 
factors led to dramatic food shortages, social unrest, deaths (estimated at between 
400,000 and 700,000) and a new relationship between the state and its citizens.51 
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The article by Nicolas Chachereau and Gabriel Galvez-Béhar in this issue shows that 
in the field of patents, the number of applications fell, especially from foreigners. States 
decided to free themselves of the convention that bound them, without formally 
denouncing it. Faced with the imperatives of total war, the regulations in force were 
suspended. It was no longer possible for a German to apply for a patent in France, and 
vice versa (although this was much rarer). Above all, countries infringed international 
law by no longer recognising the value of patents that had already been granted, with 
some being cancelled, and others seized for exploitation by nationals of the country 
concerned. 

Jacek Jędryszczak’s contribution reminds us that the German, Austrian, and Russian 
rail networks were little or not at all interconnected before the war. This lack of 
connection was most present in the Polish and Baltic areas, which were divided across 
the three empires. Although industrial circles in German Upper Silesia were keen to 
see the creation of cross-border lines to the east, which would have enabled them to 
import raw materials from Ukraine, the German military paid no attention to this before 
the outbreak of hostilities. The situation changed with the outbreak of war, and even 
more so in 1915 when the retreating Russian army adopted a scorched-earth policy. 
The German army now needed to transport large numbers of men and equipment, and 
its fundamental aim was to control the territory. This strategic imperative came up 
against hesitations about priorities and differences of opinion with civilians. The railway 
network inherited by the new Poland was very much affected by these uncertainties. 

Michal Ďurčo examines the break-up of the Austro-Hungarian Empire and the 
construction of the Czechoslovak state at ground level, through the prism of roads. He 
points out that the eastern part of this state, what is present-day Slovakia, was the 
scene until August 1919 of discontinuous but violent clashes between Czechoslovak 
authorities and Hungarian forces after the armistice of November 1918. The transport 
network was both severely tested and confirmed in its strategic role for the new state. 

Measuring and describing the disintegration is not, however, the sole aim of this special 
issue, which also seeks to provide a counterpoint via the dynamics of integration at 
work during the war, and how they were prolonged or interrupted afterwards, 
particularly in Central and Eastern Europe. 

A continent home to antagonistic projects for techno-economic integration with 
political aims 
In the highly uncertain environment of war, those involved knew how to circumvent 
laws and dead-ends in order to at least partially re-establish interrupted contacts. 
Switzerland served as an ideal trading platform. French companies sent their fabrics, 
perfumes, and pharmaceutical products by parcel post to local Swiss retailers, where 
the end customers from the central empires would purchase them.52 In September 
1917 alone, more than 14,000 parcels of cotton and wool bound for Switzerland were 
seized in France. Sometimes, the routes were even more complex. Thousands of 
parcels originating in France and destined for German companies arrived in Chile via 
Switzerland or Scandinavia. Neutral states were generally tolerant and allowed goods 
to circulate; this was complicated but all the same possible.  

However, these flows were marginal compared with pre-war volumes. The situation 
sparked integration projects within each camp, whether to secure supplies and outlets 
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in the short term, or to build a transnational controlled space in the medium or long 
term. The conflict exerted pressure to integrate through unprecedented logistical 
challenges, giving rise to projects, debates, and tensions. As Phil Johnstone and 
Caitriona McLeish have summarized: “It seems counter-intuitive at first, given the most 
obvious consequence of war is division between nations. Yet, to meet the challenges 
of maintaining the delivery of sociotechnical systems for the functions of war, certain 
countries were brought closer together in order to deal with various logistical 
challenges. WWI intensified the rule to coordinate internationally”.53 

As we have seen, it was on the side of the Central Powers that thinking began the 
earliest. The war did not eliminate the circulation of foreign experts, but it limited their 
horizons to the space of allied countries, and placed them under the ever more 
attentive control of state authorities—at least with respect to the Ottoman Empire.54 
Plans for organising a Mitteleuropa of variable geometry always gave pride of place to 
the development of connected infrastructure, railways in particular. It was in Central 
and Eastern Europe that the clearest changes occurred. There is little historiography 
on this subject, and this special issue uses two examples to begin filling the gap. If we 
consider the case of Poland, a country reborn in the aftermath of the war, there is 
nothing obvious about the notions of integration associated with the pre-war period, 
and of disintegration associated with the war. Before the war, the territories that would 
later form Poland were a border area marked by cuts between the German and 
Russian rail networks. With the outbreak of war, the situation changed. There was 
destruction, but the military occupation and hegemonic German plans for integration 
without annexation meant that in November 1918, the network was better integrated 
across this area than before the war, because it had been brought up to European 
standards. As for the post-war period, at a time when nationalist tensions between 
Germany and Poland led people to believe that the break would be total, an agreement 
that was particularly favourable to trade allowed people and goods from Germany to 
transit via the Danzig corridor to East Prussia via train. Journey times between Berlin 
and Königsberg returned to pre-war levels in 1925, and fell steadily thereafter. 

All means of transport, not just rail, were concerned. While this also applies to the 
development of civil aviation in the wake of military aviation, Michal Ďurčo’s article 
focuses on roads. This ancient infrastructure offers an even clearer view of the shift 
from one political configuration to another. While the destruction of the Austrian and 
Ottoman empires led to the appearance of thousands of kilometres of new borders, 
with profoundly destabilising effects on the economic fabric55, the successor states 
immediately embarked on proactive infrastructure-building policies in accordance with 
their national vision and international alliances. Disintegration was almost immediately 
followed by new integration. As soon as the Austro-Hungarian Empire was dissolved, 
roads were built in Slovakia to strengthen the links between Czech and Slovak lands, 
with the dual aim of providing military security and building the new Czechoslovak 
state. Running east-west, they run perpendicular to those inherited from the Kingdom 
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of Hungary, which pointed south towards Budapest. Links were being broken, others 
were being created. Later, the opportunity to build new roads reserved for cars 
(motorways) would lead certain actors to reproduce this pattern, while placing it in a 
European perspective: a motorway linking the country’s two poles could also be a 
founding link in an axis between Eastern and Western Europe. 

The integrating pressure of war also existed on the side of the Allied and associated 
powers. Transport infrastructure was clearly affected, rail in particular. The idea for a 
tunnel under the English Channel resurfaced in 1916.56 However, because the British 
War Office believed that such a structure would make the country more vulnerable, the 
project was postponed. After being assured by France and the United Kingdom that 
they could set foot in Albania after the victory, the Italians relaunched the project for a 
trans-Balkan railway line.57 Work began with the help of soldiers and prisoners of war. 
However, the return of peace brought work to a halt. At the same time, the British and 
Americans delivered tens of thousands of locomotives and railcars to the French in 
order to compensate for enemy seizures and destruction. This equipment remained in 
circulation in the French network after the war. 

Telecommunications infrastructure shares a fairly similar history.58 The U.S. Signal 
Corps was one of the first American contingents to land in Great Britain and France in 
the summer of 1917. It reinforced the existing telecommunication lines between the 
two countries and built a network on the continent from scratch using state-of-the-art 
equipment. This proved to be crucial for efficiently transporting much-needed men, 
equipment, and supplies from the Atlantic ports to the front. At the end of the war, the 
U.S. Signal Corps left behind its lines and a huge stockpile of supplies. The French 
network was now permanently linked to American industry, and the French 
administration that ran it could, with British support, embark on a project to strengthen 
cooperation in Europe, one that would improve international links while containing 
powerful German interests. The German administration and industry experimented 
with long-distance links with their Austrian and Ottoman allies during the war. On the 
strength of these achievements, they decided in the early 1920s to expand the national 
network in the hopes of keeping Germany at the centre of the map for European flows. 
The need for an agreement to restore and develop transcontinental telephone 
exchanges led to the reactivation of pre-war links between experts on both sides, who 
now carried with them the legacy of the conflict. These were the origins of the 
International Consultative Committee for Long Distance Telephony in Europe, which 
was initially set up without the Germans (1923), before opening up to them the 
following year. This organisation was an agent of integration, and was largely forged 
in and by the experience of war.59 
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The article by Nicolas Chachereau and Gabriel Galvez-Béhar completes this overview 
by touching on the little-known subject of wartime cooperation with respect to the 
regulation of industrial property. The first exchanges took place at the Allied Economic 
Conference in Paris in June 1916. While the negotiators envisaged a profound break 
with the pre-war international economic system, recommending the creation of a long-
term economic alliance that would marginalise German industrial and financial power 
in the field of trade, they simultaneously considered the achievement of objectives that 
had hitherto remained out of reach, or that were discussed only by a few isolated 
supporters. The increasing interventionism of public authorities in the economy made 
this possible, opening up the possibility of integration that was less market-oriented, 
more top-down and government-led. This was particularly true in the sensitive area of 
patents, where there was talk of more thoroughly unifying the legislation of Allied 
countries. The initiative was taken up again in the immediate post-war period by France 
through the project for an Interallied Patent Office, albeit in vain, as British reservations 
scuttled the idea. The fact remains that none of the member states of the Paris Union 
(1883) had left the organisation, and consequently, despite considerable uncertainty, 
the convention that had given rise to it remained in force, at least in theory. A study of 
its sister organisation, the Berne Union on Intellectual Property, clearly shows that the 
international office in Berne was sheltered by Swiss neutrality, and that national 
professional associations (of writers, publishers, and booksellers) worked hard during 
the war to ensure that this was the case.60 In practice, as in many other sectors 
organised through administrative unions, legal ties were closed at worst, but not 
completely severed. Under these conditions, the reorganisation plans put forward by 
the victors failed to make any headway, especially those of the French government, 
which sought a more directly political approach to international regulation. The 
resilience of the existing structure enabled the coalition of players that had secured it 
to return to the pre-war order, sometimes bypassing the provisions of peace treaties.61 
However, by shifting a number of parameters to foster greater capacity of action for 
public authorities, an expanded mobilisation of society, and enhanced supply security 
(energy, food, transport, and communications capacity), the war changed the 
relationship between states, in addition to as well as their techno-economic 
environment. A return to the status quo ante therefore involved erasing the impact of 
the war.62 

The disintegration of Europe as a result of war is a complex phenomenon, which calls 
for a nuanced approach. It should not obscure the integration that was underway or 
under discussion within the framework of military alliances. Even though most of the 
projects developed during the war failed due to a lack of agreement between the 
parties involved, and the plans for European integration subsequently had the primary 
objective of avoiding a repeat of the horror and destruction of the war, the war cannot 
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be seen as a pause or polar opposite of European integration, if only because the 
organisations and legislation in place before the war successfully survived the conflict. 
They emerged stronger from a potentially deadly cataclysm. In the end, perhaps the 
strongest mark left by the war on the techno-economic integration that preceded or 
was contemporary with it was its increasingly explicit or specific association with the 
future of Europe as a region of the world.63 In short, the prospect of integration 
refocused on Europe, where neither peace nor war could be conceived without it. 
Whether Europe was seen as an area of peace or of domination, its techno-economic 
integration would be more a question of security for its members than of a vaguer 
“volonté générale”, to use the expression typical of the nineteenth century.64 

With regard to European integration during the second half of the twentieth century, 
the German historian Werner Abelshauser has argued that European integration was 
pushed forward each time European security was at stake. The events that unfolded 
in the 1950s aptly confirm this argument.65 The articles in this publication show that the 
issue of security was already characteristic for integration-related discussions during 
the First World War. Both Mitteleuropa concepts and Allied planning emphasized 
integration efforts in order to safeguard against aggression from their respective 
neighbours. Integration became a matter of protection rather than just pragmatic 
functionality, as was the case in previous instances of infrastructure coordination. In 
light of this, the matter of security actually predated institutional European integration. 
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