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ideas and practices of fossil fuels

Abstract

This special issue focuses on the concept of petroculture and its
relationship with energy history and energy humanities. The contri-
butions explore many facets of oil, including far-reaching impacts
of petroleum on identities and practices as well as the role of
economic, geopolitical and cultural factors in maintaining the use
of fossil fuels despite efforts to transition to renewable energy
systems. Our aim is to bridge petrocultural studies and energy
history, exploring diverse geographical perspectives and histor-
ical contexts. We believe that further integration of these fields
can help strengthen understanding of how petrocultures resist
attempts to decrease the use of oil across modern societies.
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INTRODUCTION

A growing awareness of the consequences of our
energy system in terms of climate change and
other forms of environmental degradation has
informed new research fields, aiming to make
sense of our current state as well as understand
how to mitigate negative effects. One such field
of research has been labelled petroculture stud-
ies. Petroculture is a cross-disciplinary concept
that brings together researchers from environ-
mental and energy humanities working to unpack
and make visible how oil pervades modern lives
on all levels.

Our goal in this special issue is to strengthen
the relationship between petroculture studies
and energy history. Our contributions include
case studies that both draw from the past in
some way and point to the embeddedness of
energy in cultural and narrative contexts, thus
connecting history with ecocritical research. We
find it especially important to look at how pet-
rocultures have permeated the past century in
light of the under-representation of oil in con-
temporary climate politics; even though carbon
emissions from fossil fuels have caused the cli-
mate crisis, oil is rarely mentioned explicitly in
climate change adaptation and mitigation strate-
gies. How can we understand this contradiction?
And how can the notion of petroculture aid us
in this endeavour?

The inaugural issue of JEHRHE identified sev-
eral key shifts in the development of energy his-
tory as a field. The first one was the shift from
studying the history of individual energy sectors
to examining the wider systems that energy is
a component of. Second, there was a change
of focus from systems and sectors in their
mature state and function to analysing transi-
tions. Third, energy historians have shown an
increasing interest in energy use and consump-
tion, in addition to extraction and production.
Petroculture is a concept and research field that
connects to all of these movements in differ-
ent ways, making it a fruitful concept for energy
historians to engage with.

With regard to the first movement, while pet-
roculture research is concerned with specific
sectors and has often been studied through the
central (extractive) sites of these sectors (or at
least the research field as such emerged around
these sites), the concept invites us to identify
something beyond this, a more pervasive system,
or culture.! By focusing on such cultures rather
than more narrowly defined structures, petro-
culture research moves beyond merely identi-
fying the components and material conditions
that make petroleum use possible. The con-
cept draws our attention to the meanings and
symbols that uphold this culture, beyond the
political economy of sites of resource extraction.
Connecting petroleum use to cultural practices
places emphasis on longevity and ties into iden-
tities and practices that are shaped by petro-
leum in distinct ways, as we can see from the
contributions to this special issue.

As regards the second point, petrocultures
research is linked with the growing interest in
(energy) transitions of recent years. The climate
crisis has made evident the need to shift away
from the burning of fossil fuels and triggered
an immense interest in past energy transitions.2
However, so far petroculture studies have
focused more on processes that have solidi-
fied energy systems and thus hindered the tran-
sition away from fossil fuel use, showing less
interest in examining processes by which spe-
cific fossil resources have been abandoned. For
example, works like Matthew Huber’s Lifeblood
and Stephanie LeMenager’s Living Oil retrace
the omnipresence of oil in cultural imaginations
and practices in North America, reflecting the
profound importance of oil for the rise of the
US geopolitical dominance and national myths.

1 The Petrocultures Research Group at the University
of Alberta is the prime example. See Sheena Wilson, Adam
Carlson, Imre Szeman, Petrocultures: Oil, Politics, Culture
(Montreal: McGill-Queen's Press-MQUP, 2017).

2  Arthur Rempel, Joyeeta Gupta, “Equitable, Effective,
and Feasible Approaches for a Prospective Fossil Fuel
Transition”, WIREs Climate Change, vol. 13, n°® 2, 2022;
Richard York, Shannon Elizabeth Bell, “Energy Transitions or
Additions? Why a Transition from Fossil Fuels Requires More
Than the Growth of Renewable Energy”, Energy Research &
Social Science, vol. 51, 2019, 40-43.
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Less research has been directed towards places
and periods where oil is ‘new’, or where the
dependence on oil is questioned on various
grounds.

The perseverance and pervasiveness of oil is also
a theme that runs through many of the articles
in this issue, making clear that these obstacles
in the transition to renewable energy sources
have been created as well as maintained over
time, and can depend on economic, geopolit-
ical and cultural factors. This is an important

that it is nevertheless important to acknowledge
both the practical conveniences and the cultural
meanings that petroleum products have provided
throughout the world. Without this recognition, it
is nearly impossible to understand the obstacles
to the current energy transition and the success
with which fossil fuel companies have been able
to capitalise on cultural narratives and material
conditions.

STATE OF THE ART AND CONTRIBUTION

but often neglected theme in climate politics. Despite its centrality in shaping contemporary 8
In fact, although fossil fuels are at the heart of societies, oil is surprisingly absent from histori-
the climate problem, some energy issues have cal research, with some exceptions for specific
historically been absent in climate negotiations.®? studies of energy history.5 Instead, humanities
By separating the rhetoric around carbon emis- research on oil and oil history have primarily
sions from clear statements about the fossil fuel taken place within other disciplines, including the
that causes most of them, the perceived link relatively new interdisciplinary fields of environ-
between climate change and the role of cil in  mental and energy humanities.é
everyday life has been obscured. Our goal is to
use the concept of petroculture to engage with  Petroculture was established as a research field 9
historically situated and on-the-ground prac- in North America in the 2010s, through books
tices that have been responsible for the iner- such as Living Oil (2014) and Petrocultures (2017).7
tia of fossil fuel systems, both in the past and While these studies named the field as a new
today. We suggest that this approach can help research area, its roots go further back. The first
us understand current energy problems and the study of so-called petrofiction was published
huge transformations we face as a global com- in 1992, in the form of a book review by Amitav
munity.4 Gosh, titled Petrofiction: the oil encounter and

the novel.
Considering the third point, from the perspec-
tive of the consumer, the use of specific energy Aiming to unpack the relationship between oil, 10

sources is far from a free choice and therefore
the transition away from one energy source
towards another cannot be thought of as the
responsibility of the individual. However, we argue

3 Stefan C. Aykut, Monica Castro, “The End of Fossil
Fuels? Understanding the Partial Climatisation of Global
Energy Debates” in Stefan C. Aykut, Jean Foyer and Edouard
Morena (eds.), Globalizing the Climate: COP21 and the
Climatisation of Global Debates (London: Routledge, 2017),
173-193.

4  For a different approach to reaffirming the connection
between oil and climate change see for example: Peter
C. Frumhoff, Richard Heede, Naomi Oreskes, “The Climate
Responsibilities of Industrial Carbon Producers”, Climatic
Change, vol. 132, n° 2, 2015, 157-71; Marco Grasso, “Oily pol-
itics: A critical assessment of the oil and gas industry’s
contribution to climate change”, Energy Research & Social
Science, vol. 50, 2019, 106-15.

politics and culture, petroculture research has
not been primarily historic. To a degree, stud-
ies of petroculture have even been conducted
in opposition to a certain form of history writ-
ing, exemplified by Daniel Yergin’s US- and

5 The overview and argument in this section is previously
outlined in Jens Millkrantz, Anna Aberg, Kristoffer Ekberg,
Susanna Lidstrom, “Petrokultur och energihistoria”, Scandia,
vol. 88, n°1, 2022 (in Swedish).

6 Katie Ritson, “Review Essay. Energy in Crisis: New
Perspectives on Petrocultures”, Ecozon@: European Journal
of Literature, Culture and Environment, vol. 14, no 1, 2023.
7  Stephanie LeMenager, Living Oil : Petroleum Culture in
the American Century (New York: Oxford University Press,
2014); Sheena Wilson et al., Petrocultures: Oil, Politics,
Culture (cf. note 1).

8 Amitav Gosh, “Petrofiction: the oil encounter and the
novel”, The New Republic, 1992, 29-34.
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production hyphen centred global oil history
from 1990.92 Petroculture research has taken a
different approach to cultures surrounding the
use of fossil fuels, focusing more on everyday
and individual habits than on grand national
narratives spun around a few select individuals.
However, despite this focus on use, petroculture
research has still to a significant degree focused
on countries or regions where oil is extracted.

In its opposition to empirical political and eco-
nomic history writing such as Yergin’s, we sug-
gest that the petroculture research field has
lost, or never acquired, a firm footing in his-
torical research. Through temporal concepts
such as permanence and pervasiveness and by
exposing the longevity and emergence of specific
oil cultures, we aim to show that petroculture
research can benefit from a deeper engagement
with historical analyses. Such approaches, we
believe, can usefully complement other more
prevalent perspectives in contemporary studies
of the practices and cultures surrounding the
use of fossil fuels. In this way, the special issue
aims to further connections between studies
of petroculture and energy history research in
multiple ways, focusing on intertwining historical
and ecocritical perspectives. Specifically, what
the contributions to the special issue together
intend to accomplish in relation to petroculture
research is twofold:

First, petroculture research has focused on sup-
posed centres of petroleum, in other words the
places or regions of extraction. This special issue
interrogates what happens when petroculture is
seen as something that appears in all parts of
the lifespan of oil, including prospecting, trans-
porting, storing, burning and consuming. In these
articles, petroculture is diversified geographically
and exists both as world-system and in local
practices and imaginations.

Second, petroculture research today primarily
engages with contemporary society. The special
issue views petroculture as changing over time,

9 Daniel Yergin, The Prize : The Epic Quest for Oil, Money,
and Power (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1991).

and as historically situated and specified. In this
way, not only oil extraction and exportation are
historically grounded, but also the ensuing cul-
tural behaviours, narratives and expectations.
By historicising oil cultures in this way, we aim
to shed light on some of the difficulties, often
unacknowledged or down-played, associated
with moving away from the use of oil and tran-
sition to other forms of energy that are associ-
ated with different social and cultural behaviours
and expectations.

ENERGY HISTORY, ECOCRITICISM AND
PETROCULTURE

The basic assumption within petroculture
research is that oil is not only an energy source:
oil is part of our lives in a fundamental way,
permeating our cultures, economies, politics
and material lives. In order to make this man-
ifest it is crucial to acknowledge that oil is not
a mere thing or object but, as Huber argues,
a “socioecological relation” encompassing both
material and social aspects.1® Meanwhile, eco-
critical theory has pointed to the way oil has
been obscured in social ideology as well as cul-
tural expressions, despite the fact that in most
societies, ideas and visions of a good life presup-
pose the burning of fossil fuels in some form.1

Petroculture is therefore not merely a descrip-
tion of the properties of a given society, but also
a theoretical and methodological perspective
that aims to unveil the embeddedness of oil in
everyday life.12 The contributions to this special
issue use different concepts and methods to
make oil visible in this sense. In “The ubiquity

10 Matthew T. Huber, Lifeblood: Oil, Freedom, and the
Forces of Capital (Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press,
2013), 4.

11 See, i.e. Patricia Yaeger, “Editor's column. Literature in
the Ages of Wood, Tallow, Coal, Whale Oil, Gasoline, Atomic
Power, and Other Energy Sources”, PMLA/Publications of the
Modern Language Association of America, vol. 126, n° 2, 2011.
12 Christopher F. Jones, “Petromyopia: Oil and the Energy
Humanities”, Humanities, vol. 5, n° 2, 2019, 36; Cara Dagget,
The Birth of Energy: Fossil Fuels, Thermodynamics, and the
Politics of Work (Durham: Duke University Press, 2019);
Huber, Matt, “Teaching Energy Geography? It’s Complicated”,
Journal of Geography in Higher Education, vol. 40, n° 1, 2016.

14

15
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of Royal Dutch Shell in Netherlands as a case
of banal petroculture,” Geert Buelens adapts
Michael Billig’s concept of “banal nationalism” to
highlight a form of “banal petroculture” he sees
as underlying and permeating Dutch politics and
culture for a century or more. A prominent part
of Dutch society since 1890, Buelens shows how
Shell has managed to weave a narrative around
itself that has informed a view of the multina-
tional company as a force of good, despite mul-
tiple scandals indicating the opposite, allowing
it to “hide in plain sight” and escape scrutiny as
well as criticism, until only recently. Buelens’s
combined narrative and historical analysis shows
the interplay between nationalist pride, accus-
tomisation and elitism in extending and main-
taining a corporate petroculture, which becomes
nationally embedded, but at the same time invis-
ible.

In other contexts, oil connects to grand national
narratives in a more explicit way. Christos
Karampatsos, Spyros Tzokas and Giorgos
Velegrakis show the complexity of national oil
narratives in their study of the Greek hydro-
carbon discourse and its development over the
past 150 years. While Greek hydrocarbon explo-
ration has mostly failed over this time, a strong
discourse of possibility, including descriptions
of hydrocarbons as “subterranean treasures”
and “deposits of hope” has surfaced periodi-
cally, largely in relation to national and inter-
national turbulence in terms of war and crisis.
Karampatsos et al. demonstrate how this dis-
course is driven by a mixture of popularised
petroleum geology and tacit geopolitical calcu-
lation, forming a particular Greek petrocultural
expression. By looking at the historical contexts
and developments of such naturalised national
narratives of oil, we gain a deeper understanding
of how the connections between oil and nation
go beyond a “whig history” of oil.

Through their discourse analysis, Karampatsos
et al. also argue that Greek hydrocarbons “dis-
played their ability to produce material effects
despite their physical absence” The role of geol-
ogy is central in this process; petroleum geol-
ogists use their expertise to publicly formulate

the potentiality of oil, while simultaneously and
tacitly connecting their practice to wider state
imperatives as well as historical context. The
authors thus highlight an important but under-
studied subject within petroculture studies: sci-
ence. Although the presence and creations of
knowledge and infrastructures are central to
the pervasiveness of oil in our societies, which
is also highlighted by petroculture studies, the
role of science and scientists in creating social
spaces for oil is understudied, thus making the
science of oil a black box. Opening this black
box can further deepen our understanding of
the societal pervasiveness of oil in the form of,
for example, printing chemistry, as pointed out
by Furuseth, or in the field of economic theory,
as touched upon by GroB et.al.13

Another way of uncovering this normal state of
oil is through genealogical methods where the
“contingent processes that have brought [pet-
roculture] into being” are analysed from a his-
torical perspective.14 This approach is taken
by Giulia Champion in “Pervasive extractiv-
ism: petroculture and sedimented histories in
Sandrine Bessora’s Petroleum”. Champion reads
Bessora’s novel “as a re-telling of Gabonese his-
tory” centred on extractivism and colonialism,
demonstrating a genealogy that connects con-
temporary petroculture in Gabon to an extractive
history that includes slavery, logging and mining.
Placing petroleum extraction at the centre of
a combined historical and ecocritical analysis,
Champion uses Bessora’s novel to identify how
“world-systemic history connects colonial pasts
with extractive presents” - Gabonese petrocul-
ture is seen as inextricably bound up with colo-
nial and imperial practices in ways that have
“erased the country’s past”. Drawing on the nov-
el’s mythical associations, Champion suggests
that Bessora provides a historiographical alter-
native that allows a view of how Gabon’s future
could be shaped differently.

13 See also current research by Christopher F. Jones.
14 Mitchell Dean, Critical and Effective Histories: Foucault’s
Methods and Historical Sociology (London: Routledge, 1994).

18
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19 A central strategy for visibilising the pervasive- Although flowing and therefore elusive, oil is not 21

ness of oil is to use myth and literary genre
to tap into emotional and cultural meanings of
oil. In Bessora’s novel, the merging between the
Medea figure and the West African Mami Wata
character becomes a way to explore the some-
times obscure character of oil, as well as to
show new ways forward. Karl-Emil Rosenbaek
shows similar strategies used in contemporary
Danish literature. However, in a Danish context,
where extraction happens offshore and the pos-
sible apocalyptic consequences of oil use still
looms as a spectre rather than a harsh real-
ity, the Gothic instead becomes a lens through
which we are able to see and understand oil as
horror. As Rosenbaek points out, by using myth
and gothic fiction to make the often obscured
maritime petroleumscape visible, the two novels
he studies show that “the world-ecological real-
ity of oil... is opaque and ominous - yet strangely
alluring”, and thus paradoxically succeed in cre-
ating a more realistic description than realism
would allow.

20 Another way to engage with the veiled and

embedded character of oil is to combine his-
torical research into the materialities of oil with
narrative studies in order to unpack the semi-
otic side of oil, and the sway it holds over many
societies. By moving beyond the actors and elites
most deeply and visibly engaged in petro-industry,
focus can instead shift to the everydayness of oil
and how oil in contemporary society has become
“equated with life itself”15 In Sissel Furuseth’s
analysis of the reception of Upton Sinclair’s novel
Oil! in Scandinavia in the 1920s, the petro-mate-
rialities that occupy the centre of Sinclair’s novel
are analysed through a narrative filter provided by
contemporary book reviews and associated news-
paper articles. Through this approach, Furuseth
is able to show not only how the perception of
oil and its materialities were interpreted across
national, political and cultural borders, but also
how petroculture and news media are historically
interrelated as cultural practices - or, to put it
differently, how news media is an important part
and form of petroculture history.

15 Huber, Lifeblood, xii (cf. note 9).

only distant or hidden in everyday life; in some
instances, our dependence on oil is highly visi-
ble and recast as sublime objects of modern life.
In his study of the Trans-Alaska Pipeline System
(TAPS), Philip Wright shows how this massive
structure not only “transformed the young polity
of Alaska into a petrostate”, but also provided a
site of contestation as environmental issues rose
to the fore during the second half of the twenti-
eth century. As Wright shows, the meaning and
importance of TAPS have changed over time in
relation to the stages of maturity of the project
and the way associated revenues have trans-
formed Alaskan society. By the early 215t C., the
dependence on oil seems almost impossible to
escape for this region, despite the growing alarm
of climate change. Wright importantly points out
that while the capture of Alaska by oil interests
is and was significant, it was not hegemonic in
the sense that it removed all opposition, which
urges us as researchers not to become trapped in
generalising conceptualisations of petrocultures.
Nonetheless, similar processes of “petrofication”
both in economical but also cultural terms are
crucial for understanding the pervasiveness of oil.

As argued in the beginning of this text, petro-
culture relates to key questions within energy
history, for example the role of oil in energy
transitions. This role is perhaps most visible in
the contribution by Robert GroB, Odinn Melsted
and Nicolas Chachereau which analyses how a
European petroculture was created, or at least
reinforced, through the European Refinery
Expansion Program, and how the Marshall plan
following WWII aided in the transition to oil. Their
article expands the knowledge on how geopolit-
ical concerns and specific infrastructures have
made the world dependent on oil infrastructure,
but in contrast to more sweeping arguments of
oil (and US) dominance it shows the contingent
and partial process, structured along power-re-
lations, whereby oil was introduced. They further
direct our attention not only to the infrastruc-
tures of refineries but also to how consumer
demand and specific oil-dependent technologies,
such as the internal combustion engine, fur-
ther expanded the role of the already favoured

22
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oil industry, particularly in relation to coal. This
system-wide transformation shows how encom-
passing the current transition, this time away
from oil, will actually be.

As Furuseth notes in her article, there has been a
tendency within petroculture research to focus on
the ‘ills’ of petroleum and to identify the villains of
the climate and fossil fuel story, often in the form
of the global oil industrial complex. This results
partly from the fact that petroculture research
emerged during - and in response to - the inten-
sified discussion of climate politics as well as the
boom of oil extraction in North America in the
wake of the 2008 economic crisis. In addition,
oil has been used as a geopolitical and imperial
tool, and as such has been part of the develop-
ment of unequal power structures over time. As
pointed out in an earlier special issue in JEHRHE,
the relations between the oil industry and global
governance need to be unpacked.’® The same is
true for the “role of energy systems in the colo-
nial and post-colonial world and conversely, the
way in which colonialism and imperialism (formal
or informal) have impacted on the structures of
the energy industry”17 Several of the contribu-
tions to this issue contribute to this endeavour.

However, while negative political and environ-
mental consequences of oil continue to be an
important rationale for the study of petrocul-
tures and fossil fuels, it is also important to
note that its pervasiveness does not only stem
from the intentional accumulation strategies of
private as well as state-owned companies. To
understand the pervasiveness of oil, we need

16 Marta Musso, Guillemette Crouzet, “Energy Imperialism?
Introduction to the Special Issue”, Journal of Energy History/
Revue d’Histoire de I’Energie, n°3, 2020.Url : energyhistory.
eu/en/node/205. Such efforts are beginning to emerge not
least in relation to environmental governance (accessed
08/06/2023). See for example: Ann-Kristin Bergquist, Thomas
David, “Beyond Planetary Limits! The International Chamber
of Commerce, the United Nations, and the Invention of
Sustainable Development”, Business History Review, 2023,
1-31; Ben Huf, Glenda Sluga, Sabine Selchow, “Business
and the Planetary History of International Environmental
Governance in the 1970s”, Contemporary European History,
vol. 31, n°4, 2022, 553-569.

17 Musso and Crouzet, “Energy Imperialism?” (cf. note 15).

to understand the way that oil has become part
and parcel of our lives and activities, offering
comfort, efficiency, political argumentation and
economic development. Several of the contri-
butions to this special issue show both support
for and opposition against oil use from all parts
of the political spectrum and under different
economic regimes. Further, the ways in which
actors argue for and against oil in for example
Alaska, the Netherlands, Norway, Greece, and the
US (with material consequences in the Marshall
plan) paint a picture of how oil has been seen
as a tool to do good by many actors on differ-
ent political levels. In this sense, oil has similar
qualities to other sources of high energy concen-
tration, as it can provide a feeling and sensation
of endless possibility - a possibility that in turn
is reliant on historical examples. The articles
in this issue provide a range of such examples,
including Furuseth’s analysis of newspapers as
not only a source material for semiotic analysis
of a historical petroculture, but at the same time
“themselves artifacts of high-energy culture” that
allowed for a new scale and frequency of infor-
mation dissemination. In Wright’s contribution,
oil changes shape from hero to villain over time
and in the eyes of different actors across the
political spectrum.

As these examples foreground, if we look at pet-
rocultures only through the lens of contemporary
society rather than from the view of histori-
cal circumstances, we will miss out on a more
complex analysis of the allure of oil. Thus, rather
than seeing oil solely as a geopolitical tool in
the hands of the current hegemon (the US for
most parts of the last century), it is therefore
important to acknowledge the agency and voices
of actors in their local regions and places. This
agency is furthermore not only visible in political
power but in the ways oil is and gets embedded
with specific meaning.

CONCLUSION: PETROCULTURE AS A WAY TO
SEE BEYOND EMISSIONS

As Aykut and Castro argue, recognition of how
and why fossil fuels inform contemporary societ-
ies were for a long time absent in negotiations of

25
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climate change mitigation and adaptation - the
need to phase out the use of oil and coal were
mentioned for the first time at COP26, taking
place in Glasgow in 2021.18 The climate policy dis-
course has made oil invisible, and thereby delim-
ited its function and relevance to emissions and
providing a rationale for keeping the possibility
open for a continued use of fossil fuels. This
omission in the discourse of climate change fur-
ther enables the fantasy that fossil fuels and
their emissions are distinct and clearly separa-
ble entities, which underlies concepts such as
“net-zero”, “climate compensation” and technol-
ogies like “direct air capture” (DAC) and “carbon
capture and sequestration” (CCS).1

Taken out of historical and cultural context,
carbon emissions represent a superficial view
of oil use. Lowering emissions are thus a similarly
superficial, and inefficient, way of approach-
ing the undoing of pervasive but diversified

18 Aykut, Castro, “The End of Fossil Fuels?” (cf. note 3);
Harro van Asselt Harro, “Breaking a Taboo: Fossil Fuels at
COP26”, EJIL:Talk, 26/11/ 2021. Url: https://www.ejiltalk.org/
breaking-a-taboo-fossil-fuels-at-cop26/.

19 Wim Carton, “Carbon Unicorns and Fossil Futures.
Whose Emission Reduction Pathways Is the Ipcc
Performing?”, in J. P. Sapinski, Holly Jean Buck and Andreas
Malm (eds.), Has It Come to This? The Promises and Perils
of Geoengineering on the Brink (New Brunswick, Camden:
Rutgers University Press, 2020).

petrocultures, each with historically and cultur-
ally situated roots and reasons for persevering.
By revealing oil in all its facets - as scientific,
horrific, alluring, gendered, colonial, multina-
tional, embedded in landscape, material, polit-
ical, and so on — petroculture studies help to
make apparent reasons for the lack of prog-
ress in attempts to transition away from oil.
Recognising how oil has been made invisible in
multiple places and times, and for different rea-
sons, makes it possible to understand why oil
has become in some ways, paradoxically, invis-
ible in contemporary climate politics.

Thus, bringing together energy history and pet-
roculture studies contributes to ongoing dis-
cussions on climate and energy by placing fossil
fuels in their historical and cultural context,
revealing the meanings and practices that make
the current energy system so pervasive (and at
times appealing).

28
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INTRODUCTION

In the essay “How to Know about Oil” Imre
Szeman demonstrates the benefits of studying
oil along different paths — historically, aestheti-
cally, and politically — to advance critical thinking
on energy transition. By juxtaposing academic
texts, art-exhibits and political debates Szeman
encourages humanities scholars to explore var-
ious representations of oil in multiple cultural
contexts so that we can fully understand what
a modern society might become without oil.1
In a similar vein Stephanie LeMenager analyses
petroleum across different genres and media,
tracking the energy source and its infrastruc-
tures as they are depicted and materialised in
novels, films, museums, marketing campaigns,
and landscape architecture. While Szeman’s
epistemic approach to oil is of great importance
for petroculture studies as it allows for trian-
gulation of perspectives and scholarly conver-
sations across disciplines, LeMenager’s method
in Living Oil is particularly productive due to
the “thickness” she adds to the picture. Weaving
together diachrony and synchrony, narrative and
aesthetics, LeMenager lets oil media come to life
in several dimensions. One example of such a
multi-layered portrait is her critical reflections
on Upton Sinclair’s Oil! (1927) analysed along
with urban planning reports and pro-oil prop-
aganda booklets from the 1920s as well as Paul
Thomas Anderson’s film adaptation There Will
Be Blood from 2007. LeMenager describes her
narrative-critical method as a variant of “com-
modity regionalism?”, arguing that “regions are
vital intellectual frameworks for thinking about
energy”.2 In the case of Oill the regional context
is California, first and foremost.

The regional approach to oil and petromedia
has inspired my own research on Norwegian

1 Imre Szeman, “How to Know about Qil: Energy
Epistemologies and Political Futures”, Journal of
Canadian Studies/Revue d’études canadiennes, vol. 47,
n° 3, 2013, 163.

2 Stephanie LeMenager, Living Oil: Petroleum Culture
in the American Century (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2014), 10.

contemporary petroculture as well.3 However,
the relationship between region, nation, and
world is a complex one when it comes to energy
regimes. As | suspect Upton Sinclair’s novel to
reflect that complexity in ways not yet exhausted
in research, especially not regarding how Oil! res-
onated internationally in the late 1920s, | want
to explore that path further, looking for ways of
knowing oil that can handle multiple spatial and
temporal scales. In terms of setting, Sinclair’s
novel is both regional and transnational, given
that the story depicts the political awakening of
the young protagonist Bunny Ross whose father
is a mighty oil tycoon in Southern California in
the years before, under, and after World War I.
The closing plot is partly set in Europe in the
early 1920s while oil itself is portrayed as “inti-
mately American”, indeed the “quintessence
of Americanness”, as Peter Hitchcock puts it.4
Frederick Buell relates the novel’s energetic
style and exuberant portrayal of oil drilling to
modernity and the era of “American exception-
alism”5 Over the last couple of decades Oil! has
been revisited on several occasions to illustrate
how the previous century — often labelled as
the American century — came to be associated
with petromodernity. Sinclair’s novel has also
been analysed in tandem with Saudi Arabian
Abdelrahman Munif’s petro-quintet Cities of Salt
(1984-1989) as an early example of petrofiction.s
The genre concept “petrofiction” was coined in
1992 by Indian writer Amitav Ghosh in a book
essay on Munif’s work.?

3  Sissel Furuseth, “Bilen som gkokritisk utfordring:
Carl Frode Tiller og Henrik Nor-Hansen diagnostiserer
norsk petroleumskultur”, Edda, vol. 108, n° 2, 2021, 128—
141; Sissel Furuseth et al., “Climate Change in Literature,
Television and Film from Norway”, Ecozon@, vol. 11, n° 2,
2020, 8-16.

4  Peter Hitchcock, “Oil in an American Imaginary”,
New Formations, n° 69, 2010, 89.

5 Frederick Buell, “A Short History of Oil Cultures: Or,
the Marriage of Catastrophe and Exuberance”, Journal
of American Studies, vol. 46, n° 2, 2012, 286.

6 Hitchcock, “Oil in an American Imaginary”,
89-91 (cf. note 4); Rob Nixon, Slow Violence and the
Environmentalism of the Poor (Harvard University Press,
2011), 87; Graeme Macdonald, “Oil and World Literature”,
American Book Review, vol. 33, n° 3, 2012, 7.

7  Amitav Ghosh, “Petrofiction”, New Republic, 2 March
1992, 29-34.
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The Scandinavian reception of Oil! has not yet
been explored, but in the heyday of international
socialism Upton Sinclair was a global phenom-
enon and translations of Oil! were published in
Scandinavia shortly after — and even parallel to
— the American original: Olja in Stockholm 1926,
Olie in Copenhagen 1928, and Oljen in Oslo 1928-
1929, translated by Eugen Alban, Elise Koppel,
and Gunnar Larsen, respectively. This transat-
lantic transfer of petrofiction has so far been
overlooked in petroculture studies as well as in
studies of the history of the book and its recep-
tion, although Oil! is briefly mentioned by Carl L.
Anderson in his general study of the reception of
American books in Sweden.2 | will not provide an
analysis of the translations as such but rather a
“thick reception study”, which means that book
reviews of Oill serve as an entry to explore more
general attitudes to oil in 1920s Scandinavia. For
reasons of space, | will be focusing on the crit-
ical reception of Oill in Sweden and Norway in
the years 1926-1929. At that time, Sweden was
about to develop a proud car industry, whereas
Norway’s economy was largely based on fisher-
ies and shipping. Both countries had long tradi-
tions of forestry, and the wood-processing and
pulp and paper industries were growing in the
two nations, which were until 1905 joined under
a common monarch and foreign policy. Due to
the spirit of international brotherhood in the
1920s socialist press it is hard to draw a distinct
line between Swedish and Norwegian newspa-
pers and print cultures, even from the point of
view of the young patriotic nation state Norway.
At the beginning of the 20t C., rich access to
hydropower speeded up industry developments
in both Sweden and Norway. Whaling and oil
from sperm whale had been a lucrative business
for the westerly seafaring nation for some time,
but it was not until the 1970s that Norway got its
own extractive petroleum industry in the North
Sea. Facing east, the Swedish entrepreneurs
Robert and Ludvig Nobel had invested in oil wells
in Baku as early as the 1870s — a business the
Nobel family withdrew from after the Russian
revolution and the subsequent nationalisation

8 Carl L. Anderson, The Swedish Acceptance of American
Literature (Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell, 1957), 67.

of oil industry.? It is with this context in mind |
find it worthwhile inquiring into how Sinclair’s
Oil! resonated in Swedish and Norwegian readers
a century ago and how petroleum — and energy
in general — surfaced in the newspapers.

This article adds new knowledge to the cultural
historiography of oil, following three interre-
lated lines of reasoning: firstly, on a theoretical
level it offers meta-reflections on the sources
and methodologies used in petroculture studies,
arguing that newspapers have excess capacity
as research material. My major argument is that
the interwar era’s print culture and petroculture
should be analysed as two sides of the same
story. Since newspapers are themselves arte-
facts of high-energy culture, being composed
of paper and ink, printed in large circulations,
and often transported over long distances, they
cannot be approached as mere containers of
information. Material, form, and content inform
each other. Secondly, on the empirical level the
article provides new knowledge about the crit-
ical reception of Oill in Scandinavia, including
the energy discourses surrounding the press
mediated book reviews of the late 1920s. The
synchronic cross-section of a particular histor-
ical moment makes it possible to give a deeper
understanding of oil’s everyday presence in a
region that at this point in history played a rela-
tively modest role in the global energy war. Finally,
based on the theoretical and empirical lines of
my argument, the article contests a common
claim among petroculture scholars: that oil is
culturally invisible. Imre Szeman has argued that
we are only at the beginning of knowing the real
social impact of oil and that until recently oil
has “never been named, and its conceptual, as
well as social and historical, significance never
explained”.1® However, as | will show in this arti-
cle there was a widespread feeling in the 1920s
that oil was everywhere and that the omnipres-
ence of oil implicated a new cultural order.

9 Cf. The Branobel History Website, CBHS. Url: https://
www.branobelhistory.com/ (accessed 11/03/2023);
Brita Asbrink, Ludvig Nobel: “Petroleum har en lysande
framtid!»: En historia om eldfdngd olja och revolution i
Baku (Stockholm: Wahlstrém & Widstrand, 2001).

10 Szeman, “How to Know about Qil”, 162 (cf. note 1).
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INTO THE ARCHIVES

The assumption that oil has been almost cul-
turally invisible has been the starting point for
many publications in contemporary petrocul-
ture studies. Oil is something most people “take
for granted”, Alan Stoekl writes in the foreword
to Oil Culture.’ At the same time he suggests
that the most effective way to grant oil the vis-
ibility it deserves without simply “turning the
current situation on its head and seeing oil as
the be-all and end-all of culture in general” is
to write oil’s history.12 My article is a contribu-
tion to such a history. For this purpose, | have
found digitised newspaper archives particularly
useful. A quick search for “Upton Sinclair” in the
Chronicling America database, narrowed down to
1927, retrieves among other things a newspaper
column on the global fuel situation written by H.
G. Wells: “Evidently people want ideas about oil”,
the British science fiction writer notes.’® Wells
has observed that many people on both sides
of the Atlantic are engrossed by Upton Sinclair’s
Oill, taking it as a sign of how coal and oil have
become more than incidental commodities:
“We may now be on the road to very profound
changes in our dealings with oil and coal”, he
continues. In 1927 Wells envisions a situation of
commodity scarcity, and for Great Britain’s part
he predicts retrocession from world leadership
unless his country subsidises and nationalises
its coal supply. War had accelerated energy tran-
sition. In that situation Oil!l was a symptom, a
sign of the era, according to Wells. He believes
that people read the novel to make sense of the
insistent global commodity.

| embarked on this project curious about to what
extent non-anglophone readers were engrossed
by Oil! Was the novel known to Scandinavian
readers and critics in the 1920s? This question
was quickly answered and confirmed by archive

11 Allan Stoekl, “Foreword”, in Ross Barrett and Daniel
Worden (eds.), Oil Culture (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 2014), xi.

12 1Ibid., xii.

13 H. G. [Herbert George] Wells, “Fuel Getting is Serious
Problem of World Today”, The Sunday Star, Part 2, 30
October 1927, 1.

searches at the national libraries of Sweden
and Norway. What was initially meant to be tar-
geted search for a closed set of book reviews
soon became the base and the focal point for
a broader search strategy. Mapping the use of
olj* (“oil” and its inflections) and petroleum* in
Swedish and Norwegian newspaper archives |
have become attentive to the strong presence
and visibility of oil in 1920s media. Although | am
aware of that the digitised newspaper archives
at the national libraries of Sweden and Norway
are not fully complete, and therefore potentially
biased, it is important to acknowledge that the
era we are dealing with is a peak-press era as
well as a peak-oil era. The mere quantity of
newspapers is to some extent making up for
the omissions in the archive. On the other hand,
the following argument is not based or depend-
ent on a quantitative study of distribution and
frequencies of ‘oil’ as concept, but rather a
discourse analysis of how oil is represented,
framed, and interpreted in a typical selection
of newspaper texts: book reviews, news reports,
and advertisements. My approach is inspired
by print culture studies, reception theory, new
historicism, modern periodical studies, and the
nodal principle of comparative literary histori-
ography.14 The article explores how literary and
non-literary representations of oil can serve as
— to use Stephen Greenblatt’s words — “each
other’s thick description”1s The ideal of writing
thick histories has been central for print culture
studies the last couple of decades.1®¢ Regarding
the concept of print culture, | follow Laurel
Brake’s inclusive nomenclature to “maximise
links and overlaps among the periodical, news-
paper and book”17 Conjoining different press
mediated narratives, moving in and out of O/l

14 Cf. Hans Robert Jauss, Toward an Aesthetic of
Reception, and Mario J. Valdés, “Comparative Literary
History, Theory and Practice: John Neubauer’s
Contribution”, Arcadia, vol. 38, n° 2, 2003, 394-398.

15 Stephen Greenblatt, “The Touch of the Real”,
Representations, vol. 59, n° 1, 1997, 22.

16 Cf. Ann Ardis, Patrick Collier, “Introduction”, in Ann
Ardis and Patrick Collier (eds.), Transatlantic Print Culture,
1880-1940: Emerging Media, Emerging Modernisms
(Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2008), 7.

17 Laurel Brake, “On Print Culture: The State We’re In”,
Journal of Victorian Culture, vol. 6, n° 1, 2001, 135.
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is a method to come closer to the ideas and
practices of oil in the 1920s. Symptomatically,
the press is vital even for the plot development
in the novel.

PRINT CULTURE AND PETROMEDIA

In Upton Sinclair’s Oil! media frenzy is explicitly
thematised and a topic for satire throughout the
novel. The dynamics of the press seems to be
particularly attractive for the narrator as it fuels
the plot at crucial moments, as when the young
university student Bunny Ross and his fellow
comrades are launching the radical newspaper
“The Investigator” to reveal the truth about US
continued activities in Russia after World War I:
“At last it was printed; there lay the sheets, fresh
from the press, soft and damp, like locusts newly
emerged from the chrysalis”18 The reader senses
the oil-heir’s fascination for the material and
literally aesthetic aspects of news production.
The irony is that “The Investigator”, this idealist
organ for socialist thoughts, becomes an object
for speculation immediately after the Dean has
confiscated the unsold copies.

[...] enough had been distributed to set the
campus ablaze. “Have you read it?” “Have you
got a copy?” — that was all anybody heard that
day. The price of “The Investigator” leaped to
one dollar, and before night-fall some had sold
for two or three times that price.

One reason was that a copy had reached
the Angel City “Evening Booster,” most popular
of newspapers, printed in green, five editions
per day.1?

8 The domino effect is a fact, and a row of newspa-

pers with generic titles such as “Evening Roarer”
and “Evening Howler” follow up to uncover the
“Bolshevik propaganda” at the Southern Pacific
University. The scoop of the day is that “Son of
Oil Magnate Backs Soviets!”20 This is just one
example of how the press dynamics interfere

18 Upton Sinclair, Oil! (New York: Penguin Books, 2007),
280.
19
20

Ibid., 281-282.
Ibid., 282.

with the plot in Ojl!, in this case initiated by
the protagonist himself. More often in the novel,
newspapers are depicted as channels of infor-
mation bringing the rest of the world to the US.
The news crossing the big oceans, interrupting
the Californian idyll, are basically reports from
the geopolitical drama that is both affecting and
affected by American oil business.

Upton Sinclair’s story of how big oil bought
politicians who could best serve their capital-
ist interests was to a great extent based on
reports and material revealed through the press.
Crucial for the plot development in Oil! is not
only how president Wilson in 1917 proclaimed
American entrance into World War I; Sinclair’s
critique of a society driven by oil logic is first of
all fuelled by the so-called Teapot Dome scan-
dal in which members of Harding’s government,
as Peter Hitchcock summarises, “were bribed to
lease, without competitive bidding, oil-rich land
in Wyoming and California to oil entrepreneurs
like Edward L. Doheny (a model for Ross) and
Harry F. Sinclair (no relation to Upton)”.21 The
American edition of Oil! starts with a disclaimer,
where readers are warned - or assured — that
“the cards have been shuffled”, which means that
names, places, episodes, and details of char-
acter should not be identified with real names,
events, etc., except that the last three presi-
dents of the United States appear as recognisa-
ble personalities in the novel. There is no secret
that the politics of Woodrow Wilson (president
1913-1921), Warren G. Harding (1921-1923), and
Calvin Coolidge (1923-1929) affect the story in
different ways.

In the Norwegian version of Oil! the preface has
become a postface; the disclaimer is moved from
front to back, placed as an afterword ending
the second part of the novel. This means that
Scandinavian readers were shorn of crucial
context when they started reading Oljen. Note
that there was a six-months delay between
the launching of the first and the second part.
However, the Teapot Dome scandal was well

21 Hitchcock, “Oil in an American Imaginary”, 93 (cf.
note 4).

10
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covered even in Scandinavian newspapers, and
the Norwegian readers were prepared for Upton
Sinclair’s political satire also in other ways. In
1925 the Norwegian historian and geographer
Anton Mohr had published Kampen om oljen, a
book launched in English in 1926 as The Oil War,
in which the history and geopolitical impact of
oil were discussed at length. Mohr’s book, which
includes individual chapters on Standard Oil,
Royal Dutch Shell, and different national oil oper-
ations before and during World War |, was pub-
lished by Aschehoug, the same publishing house
that three years later launched Sinclair’s Oil! in
Norwegian. Aschehoug was also responsible for
the influential journal Samtiden, in which several
thought-provoking articles on oil were published
in the 1920s. In one of these, historian and politi-
cian Jakob Friis stated that there is hardly a word
more frequently used in the newspapers nowa-
days than “olje” (‘oil’).22 That a new type of fuel
appears as more salient than previously domi-
nant energy forms is probably characteristic for
any kind of energy transition, and Friis was not
alone feeling that oil was everywhere at the time.
Among his references are Francis Delaisi’s Le
Pétrole (1921) and Louis Fischer’s Oil Imperialism
(1927) in addition to Anton Mohr’s book.

Important to consider when studying pervasive
petrocultures is how Ojl! was first published seri-
ally in the newspaper the Daily Worker — from
June 15t to September 4%, 1926 - before being
published as a book on March 25%, 1927.23 Even
translations of Oil! appeared in serialised form
before they were launched as books, which
explains why the first part of the Swedish trans-
lation was available as early as December 1926.
Quickly, Oil! ran to three editions.24 Scandinavian
newspapers had for several years published
serialised and translated versions of works by
Sinclair, such as The Jungle (orig. 1906) and King

22 Jakob Friis, “Oljekrigen: et blad av dagens interna-
sjonale politikk”, Samtiden, vol. 39, 1928, 210. The article
is dated December 1927.

23 Rabindra Nath Mookerjee, Art for Social Justice: The
Major Novels of Upton Sinclair (Metuchen, New Jersey:
Scarecrow Press, 1988), 77.

24 Anderson, The Swedish Acceptance of American
Literature, 67 (cf. note 8).

Coal (1917), but also non-fiction, such as Letters
to Judd, an American Workingman (1925), was
particularly popular in the socialist press. Some
newspapers were deeply devoted and printed
Sinclair quotes almost daily, often without any
comments, as a word for the day. Regarding the
book version of Oil!, both the Swedish and the
Norwegian translation were published in two
parts, thus preserving some of the original seri-
ality. But the fact that the Swedish version was
launched with two separate titles — Olja (1926)
and Bunny Ross (1927) — confused some of the
reviewers, as we soon will see.

In general, it is fair to say that publishing and
dissemination of literature through newspapers
was made possible by fossil fuels. As Vaclav Smil
points out, fossil-fuelled societies have, from their
very conception, “produced, stored, distributed,
and used incomparably larger amounts of infor-
mation than their predecessors”.25 Already in the
mid-nineteenth century, the first steam-driven
rotary presses were put to use. Newspapers kept
their footing as the true mass-media of early 20t
C. even after regular radio broadcasts started in
the 1920s. In Scandinavia, the numbers of news-
papers peaked in the 1920s and 1930s. The inter-
war period was a golden age for the press in both
Sweden and Norway.2¢é Every single town had at
least three papers representing different political
parties and organisations. This meant that the
need of printer’s ink increased as well. In 1927
the journal of the Norwegian typographer’s trade,
Typografiske meddelelser, informed their readers
of the high quality of petroleum-based American
soot-colour which was preferable to the German
pit coal-based soot-colour.27 The shift of energy
regimes affected the very chemistry of printing
technology.

25 Vaclav Smil, Energy and Civilization: A History
(Cambridge and London: The MIT Press, 2018), 333.

26 Rune Ottosen (ed.), Norsk presses historie 1660—
2010, vol. 2, Presse, parti og publikum 1880-1945 (Oslo:
Universitetsforlaget, 2010), 26-28; Einar @stgaard (ed.),
Pressen i Norden: en bok om pressen i de nordiske land,
dens historie og dens oppgaver i dag (Oslo: Gyldendal,
1978), 19; Karl Erik Gustafsson, Per Rydén, A History of
the Press in Sweden (Gothenburg: Nordicom, 2010), 177.
27 “Fra trykkfarvenes fremstilling”, Typografiske med-
delelser, vol. 52, n° 42, 1927, 344.
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OIL IN THE NEWSPAPERS

If we look at the content and the visual appear-
ance of a random newspaper from the 1920s
diverse proofs of an emerging petroculture
unfold. On the front page, the name of the paper
might be encircled by advertisements for petrol,
cars, tyres, or maybe a local garage. Further down
on the page there would be a news piece report-
ing on the tense energy situation in the world or
corruption scandals in the US oil industry. There
might be letters to the editor inveighing against
reckless driving along the local country road. In
the 1920s newspapers reported frequently on
fatal car and motorbike accidents, sometimes
with kids involved. Aeroplane accidents were
also in the headlines.

On the other hand, newspapers reported enthu-
siastically on new air routes that finally made it
possible to bring post from Oslo to Berlin within
one day. Oil was thematised both directly, as
an energy source potentially replacing coal, and
indirectly, as when new technical inventions and
ways of traveling were the focus of attention.
Aviation progressed in these years. In May 1927
Charles Lindberg made his historic transatlantic
flight from New York City to Paris. Less success-
ful were the polar explorers who disappeared in
the Arctic in their quest to be the first to reach
the North Pole by plane. Several news items
from November and December 1928 reported
on a four-days car race from Milan to Oslo via
Malm®, organised by a Milan automobile club
to honour the polar hero Roald Amundsen who
died on a rescue mission in the Arctic earlier the
same year when seeking missing members from
Umberto Nobile’s crew.28 Newspapers followed
these events from day to day.

Despite efforts to normalise driving in the late
1920s, cars were still a contested means of
transport. Newspapers reported about cyclists
forced off the road and horses scared to death
by roaring cars. Muscle power was still in the
game. Horsepower was often highlighted to

28 “Billgp fra Milano til Oslo”, Kongsvinger Arbeiderblad,
29 November 1928, 1.

describe the historical moment of energy tran-
sition. For example, on the 2™ of January 1926,
the Stockholm paper Dagens Nyheter published
an illustrated article about how automobiles had
taken over Stockholm at the expense of horses.
Whereas in 1905 there were one car per 14 horses
there were now one horse per 11 cars.2? Driving
cars was obviously not only for the elites any-
more, but neither was it a necessity for everyone.

It was in August 1926 that newspapers begun
reporting about ‘the Swedish car’ (“Svenska
bilen”) as the recently established Volvo com-
pany in Gothenburg had declared its intention
to produce a thousand cars to be ready for the
coming spring-season.3° In the following months,
Scandinavian newspapers wrote frequently
about the progressing production and the pos-
sibilities for getting a car at a fair price. In 1927
advertisements for “Den Svenska bilen Volvo
1927” (the Swedish car Volvo 1927) — an open
model on exhibition — could be seen in a number
of Swedish newspapers. The ad as such is quite
modest, with a simple drawing of the front grill of
the car as the only visual element, but the verbal
designation ‘the Swedish car’ conveys a powerful
message, signalling both national pride and an
admission that up till then the large-scale car
industry had been anything but Swedish. Cars
were mostly American, French, Italian, German,
and British. Now the situation was about to
change. In 1926 cars and driving were hot topics
in the Swedish newspapers, more than in the
Norwegian press, and sometimes car references
seeped into the book reviews.

FROM THE SCANDINAVIAN CRITICAL
RECEPTION OF OIL!

When book reviewers draw analogies between
literary practice and industrial car production
it is not necessarily in praise of the author. Yet
the parallel may underline the value of effec-
tivity — both aesthetically and in terms of work

29 “Hiastens svara kamp mot automobilismen inom
huvudstaden”, Dagens Nyheter, 2 January 1926, 9.

30 “Svenska bilen ferdig i var”, Dagens Nyheter, 24
August 1926, 1.
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ethic. When the Swedish translation of Oill was
launched right before Christmas in 1926 the
reviewer in the Stockholm paper Arbetaren put
it this way: ‘I would not be surprised if Upton
Sinclair writes his books as regularly as Henry
Ford makes his cars’31 The reviewer’s initial
scepticism towards American culture in general,
perceived as shallow and detached from reality,
evaporates as he must admit that Sinclair’s Oil!
is simply captivating (“betagande”). The reviewer
is particularly impressed by Sinclair’s skills in
describing the pace of work. The reader can see
and hear it all: the American working speed and
the competition that never lets people rest or
reflect over their conditions.

The reviewer in Aftonbladet is focusing on the
self-made man who has worked hard to become
an oil-king, and he is fascinated by how all
the stages and aspects of oil production are
described in Sinclair’s novel, convinced that
the writer has done thorough research.32 The
reviewer seems to be unaware that the novel has
a second part yet to be published and asks for
a more distinct plot with a marked culmination.
In Olja it is as if Ariadne’s thread is leading the
reader back to where it started. Aftonbladet’s
reviewer is also a little puzzled by Sinclair’s por-
trayal of the oil magnate, as he sees him as a
sympathetic and nice guy, and wonders if even
the “red” writer Upton Sinclair might have been
infected by the patriotic feelings that swept over
the USA at the time when the country entered
the war.

In the Good Templar Society paper Reformatorn,
the reviewer states from the very beginning that
the witches’ dance around oil - the modern
world’s most important product — has inspired
Upton Sinclair to write this extraordinary por-
trayal of the American society.33 At this time,
July 1927, the second part of Oill was rendered
in Swedish with the title Bunny Ross, which
underlines the shift of focus from the oil tycoon

31 R.C, “En ny bok av Sinclair”, Arbetaren, 23 December
1926, 4.
32 Markus, “En roman om olja”, Aftonbladet, 5 January
1927, 8.
33 E.J-n., “Frén bokhyllan”, Reformatorn, 16 July 1927, 7.

J. Arnold Ross Sr. to his socialist minded son
Bunny, but Reformatorn’s reviewer thinks the
publisher should have used the same title given
the fact that Olja and Bunny Ross are two parts
of the same novel. Contrary to the reviewer in
Aftonbladet, the critic in Reformatorn under-
lines that Sinclair sympathises with “the red
ones” (“de roda”) in the social struggle, but
even here the reviewer is struck by how the
books seem to express an unmistakable admi-
ration for the power and initiative of the oil mag-
nates. Reformatorn’s reviewer points out how
the scandal described in the latter part of Bunny
Ross is a real scandal thoroughly covered by
Swedish newspapers a few years ago. Although
not specifying any name, the reviewer is most
likely hinting at the 1924 reports of the Teapot
Dome scandal in which the Harding administra-
tion was involved.

One of the questions | hoped to find answers to
by looking into the newspaper archives was to
what extent Scandinavian reviewers in the 1920s
were interested in oil as substance and energy
source, or if Sinclair’s supposedly political mes-
sage overshadowed this material aspect. True,
both conservative and socialist critics made
sure to remind their readers of Sinclair’s polit-
ical stance, but many of them also focused on
the materiality and agency of oil itself. The anon-
ymous reviewer in Lister, a local newspaper from
the south coast of Norway, took notice of the
powerful connection between form and content
in Sinclair’s novel: it felt as if the calm surface
was about to burst any time, in the same way
as oil would blast the most secure towers, gush
forward, ignite, and destroy everything. It was as
if the agency of the substance (“stoffets handl-
ekraft”) had provided Sinclair with his artistic
means.34

In Norway, Upton Sinclair’s Oljen seemed to be
a positive surprise for many conservative crit-
ics who had been sceptical towards Sinclair to
begin with. One example of such a reluctant
acceptance of Sinclair’s talent can be found in

34 Anonymous, “Upton Sinclair: ‘Oljen’”, Lister, 21
November 1928, 2.
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Norges Handels og Sjefartstidene (The Norwegian
Journal of Commerce and Shipping) on the 23 of
November 1928. The reviewer sets off in an iron-
ical and slightly patronising tone, suggesting that
there is something hypocritical about a social-
ist writer living like a millionaire in Pasadena,
California. The reviewer finds Sinclair’s societal
critique too harsh but appreciates his latest
novel as a fascinating portrait of the world’s
greatest industry nation. The oil industry itself
— the ambitious tycoon, the many aspects of
drilling, and even destruction of idyllic nature -
is ‘brilliantly painted’ (“glimrende malt”).35

The strongest emphasis on oil as protagonist
could be read in the conservative Oslo news-
paper Aftenposten on the 12t of December 1928.
The reviewer appreciates that Sinclair is less of
an agitator in Oil! than he was in The Jungle, and
he admits (somewhat ironically) that while read-
ing he almost forgot that the goal of the book
is social revolution, which (from his conserva-
tive position) is in the novel’s favour. The main
character in Sinclair’s ‘monstrous opus’ (“uhyre
opus”) is no mortal individual, the reviewer
explains, ‘but a precious industry product and
a source of income for millions of Yankees - the
oil, American oil. We are offered an in-depth
course on the nature of oil, its birthplace and
dominion, its whims and achievements, from
cradle to grave, so to speak’3é Grouped around
this ‘omnipotent agent’ — oil, that is — are the
minor characters: the human beings.

This lack of interest in people is something that
other reviewers find problematic about the novel,
but learned scholarly critics, such as Dagbladets
reviewer Dr. A. H. Winsnes, can explain to his
readers that Sinclair’s novel is typical for the US
revival of the great social novel in the naturalist
style of Emile Zola, and in this tradition portrayal
of character is less important than the social and
economic macrostructures shaping human life.
The novel is broad and compact, he admits, but
still full of speed and stinging satire giving life

35 T, “Nye bgker”, Norges Handels og Sjefartstidende,
23 November 1928, 6.
36 Ejlert Bjerke, “Oljen”, Aftenposten, 12 December 1928, 8.

to the story. Even Winsnes is impressed by the
dimensions of Sinclair’s enterprise: the whole
saga of oil brought to life through the story about
a single deposit, its discovery, extraction, and its
impact on individual lives as well as on society
and geopolitics.37

In Kongsvinger Arbeiderblad, half the front 24

page of the November 29" issue is covered by a
rich book review of Oljen written by the editor
Johannes Stubberud himself, who is particularly
concerned about the unfair and dangerous work-
ing conditions for the oil workers as described
in the novel.38 Aesthetically, Stubberud is a bit
worried that Sinclair’s political message might
have been overshadowed by the ironic idyll in
the first part of Oil/, but he can assure his fellow
partisans that Sinclair returns to his former self
in the second part. The editor knows well what
is coming as he has read the Swedish trans-
lation already. Making the effort to explain the
differences between the Norwegian and the
Swedish editions as well as comparing them
with the English original, Stubberud comes for-
ward as a true expert on Sinclair’s writings. That
a local Labour Party paper, produced in a small
Norwegian town close to the Swedish border,
spent considerable space comparing differ-
ent editions of an American novel might appear
exotic from today’s point of view, but it says
a lot of Sinclair’s international standing in the
interwar era.

My overall impression is that the book reviewers 25

in the late 1920s Scandinavia were fascinated
by Upton Sinclair’s ambitious novel. Socialist
newspapers were quite panegyric in their evalu-
ations; the conservatives commended the novel
more reluctantly. Both Swedish and Norwegian
reviewers emphasised the value of being enlight-
ened by the book and the way Oil! gave them
a deeper understanding of the workings of oil.
While some critics expressed fascination about
oil as substance and economic force, others

37 A. H.[Andreas Hofgaard] Winsnes, “Upton Sinclairs
‘Oljen”, Dagbladet, 24 November 1928, 7.

38 J. S. [Johannes Stubberud], “Upton Sinclair: Oljen”,
Kongsvinger Arbeiderblad, 29 November 1928, 1.
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were worried about the risks oil workers were
exposed to, but no one was particularly con-
cerned about oil’s environmental harm. First and
foremost, in 1926-1929 petroleum oil seemed to
signify hope in a global economy threatened by
crisis. The news articles surrounding the book
reviews testify to this interpretation.

OIL AS WORLD LITERATURE

In the wake of World War |, there was a lot of
concern regarding secure energy supplies and
the price of fuel. In 1920 a group of men from
shipping and finance in Norway started the
limited liability company Norsk Breendselsolje
A/S (lit. Norwegian furnace oil corporation) to
make sure that petroleum oil was effectively
distributed to industry and consumers across
the country at a reasonable price. Anglo-Persian
Oil Co. became the largest shareholder, with a
fifty percent block of shares, and committed to
deliver oil to the Norwegian distribution compa-
ny.32 As Gudbrand Askvig, the managing director
of the newly established Norsk Braendelsolje A/S,
stated to an equally newly established journal
for oil-heating technology, Oljefyring (1920), the
oil issue is as much a question about trans-
port as it is about production.4® As long as the
price of coal was as high as it was after the war,
the Norwegian shipowners envisioned a future
where oil-fuelled ships would be more profita-
ble than coal-fuelled ships, especially for neutral
states. Within a few years, Norsk Breendelsolje
A/S built distribution sites for fuel oil, diesel,
and petrol along the coast of Norway. Historians
of economics and trade have highlighted the
Norwegian company Norsk Braendselsolje A/S
as one example of how countries and business
stood up against cartels in the interwar era.41
Thus, the geopolitical events described in Oil!

39 Eivind Thon, Oljens eventyr: En historikk for Norsk
Brezendselolje A/S (Oslo: Emil Moestue, 1950), 114.

40 “Oljefyringen og oljesituationen. En uttalelse av Norsk
Braendselsolje A/S i ‘Tidsskrift for Oljefyringsteknik’,
Norges Handels og Sjefartstidende, 15 October 1920, 6.

41 Pal Thonstad Sandvik, Espen Storli, “The quest for a
non-competitive market: Standard oil, the international
oil industry and the Scandinavian states, 1890-19397,
Scandinavian Economic History Review, vol. 68, n° 3, 2020.

resonate well with events in Scandinavia in the
early 1920s. The region’s involvement in interna-
tional affairs and global trade was — and still is
— largely defined by its critical position between
East and West.

In the 1920s corporate oil industry was estab- 27

lished and oil imperialism beginning to spread.
In a critical comment to Amitav Ghosh’s essay
on petrofiction, Graeme Macdonald emphasises
that oil literature, like oil itself, “has significant
global transportation routes, value changes, and
multiple and uniform forms”.42 He is accordingly
sceptical about the notion of the Great American
Oil Novel, or other national oil literatures, for
that matter.

Oil literature is simultaneously global and
domestic. As a world resource, however une-
venly distributed, oil, like world literature, has
an unequal movement and an uneven develop-
ment because of the hierarchy of nation-states
in the world system that consume and produce
it in varying levels. This conflict inserts itself into
petroliterature, whose world provenance pre-
sents a geocultural challenge for anyone inter-
ested in tracking and connecting the wide range
of the oil imaginary. Its multinational structures,
routes, and determinations ensure petrofiction’s
contemporary identification as a subgenre of
literature more productive under the rubric of
“world literature” than it is under that of any
national literary corpus.43

After reading the close of Oill — where actors in 28

the emergent US oil dynasties of the early 20%"
C. consider the need to expand their business
internationally — Macdonald has become aware
of a transnational line of petrofictions spanning
the last hundred years. In many ways my analy-
sis of the critical reception of Oil! in Scandinavia
supports Macdonald’s observations.

In 1929 Johan Falkberget — himself a socialist 29

writer known for his historical novels set in the
copper mining community at Rgros in eastern

42 Macdonald, “Oil and World Literature”, 7 (cf. note 6).
43 lbid., 31 (cf. note 6).
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Norway — envisioned how future generations
might blow off the dust of Upton Sinclair’s Oil!
because he senses that the novel is ahead of its
time. In the future socially engaged, naturalist,
and so-called tendentious literature would no
longer be disdained, Falkberget believed. The next
century would probably have quality standards
making it easier to approve of literature working
in the service of life (“i livets tjeneste”).44 Oil!
is the kind of novel not written in vain because
Sinclair’s ‘operating knife’ — Falkberget’s meta-
phor for efficient words making a real difference
in the world — will make society healthy in the
long-run. In a similar vein Johannes Stubberud
stated that due to their loyalty towards reality
Oljen and Bunny Ross (cf. the Swedish forking of
the novel) must be described as pearls of world
literature (“perler i verdenslitteraturen”).4s

Unlike Falkberget, Johannes Stubberud takes
for granted that Upton Sinclair is canonised
already, and to some extent he was, at least
in socialist circles of print culture. At that time
there were continuous speculations in the press
about whether Sinclair would receive the Nobel
prize in literature or not. In 1932 a substantial
group of authors and scientists from more than
fifty countries, among them Bernhard Shaw and
Albert Einstein, campaigned for Sinclair to be
rewarded the Nobel prize. The syndicalist paper
Alarm expressed some scepticism on that matter,
not because Sinclair did not deserve the prize —
quite the contrary; with a large number of books
translated to 34 different languages worldwide
he should have received the prize long time ago
— but because they did not find it likely that a
bourgeois minded Swedish Academy would dare
to reward a rebel and social writer like Upton
Sinclair the Nobel prize of the year.46

Sure enough, Sinclair was never rewarded the
Nobel prize, and in the second half of the 20t
C. few critics showed much interest in Upton
Sinclair’s literary output. Christopher Taylor has

44 Johan Falkberget, ““Oljen. Et mektig verk — og en
glimrende oversettelse”, 1ste Mai, 26 February 1929, 6.
45 J. S., “Upton Sinclair: Oljen”, 1 (cf. note 38).

46 Carl 0. Tangen, “Far Upton Sinclair Nobelprisen”,
Alarm, 6 February 1932, 3.

tried to explain why Sinclair’s novels have been
almost disappearing from academic discourse
despite the writer’s enormous influence during
his lifetime.47 One important reason is that many
theoretically learned critics found his novels
too didactic and lacking the kind of ambigu-
ity often emphasised when quality and canon
are at issue, but as Taylor rhetorically asks: why
should a popular didactic tradition deriving from
ancient exempla be excluded from the acade-
my?48 Regarding Oill, Taylor finds the novel much
more complex than some critics tend to think.

REAPPROPRIATING THE PAST

In the history of literature there are several
examples of how new developments in taste
and literary form can reopen access to forgotten
literature. However, as noted by German literary
historian Hans Robert Jauss, such “renaissances”
will not return automatically; “a literary past can
return only when a new reception draws it back
into the present, whether an altered aesthetic
attitude willfully reaches back to reappropriate
the past, or an unexpected light falls back on
forgotten literature from the new moment of lit-
erary evolution, allowing something to be found
that one previously could not have sought in
it”.4e Although Oil! from the very beginning was
embraced by readers worldwide, and is far from
a difficult read in the way Jauss’ examples from
the romantic and modernistic eras are difficult,
| argue that the historical dynamics described
above very well apply to Oil! For many readers in
the 1920s Upton Sinclair was contaminated by
communist ideas, but for intellectuals today this
is not necessarily a problem. Much research in
the field of petroculture studies is characterised
by a revival of critical theory based on Marxist
ideas. But more important for the revival of Oil!
today is probably the lifelike realism that makes
it possible to extract different messages from

47 Christopher Taylor, ““‘Inescapably Propaganda’:
Re-Classifying Upton Sinclair outside the Naturalist
Tradition”, Studies in American Naturalism, vol. 2, n° 2,
2007, 166.

48 |bid., 176.

49 Hans Robert Jauss, Toward an Aesthetic of Reception
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1982), 35.
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the novel. The very naturalism of Oil! and its loy-
alty to historical facts make it easy to connect
the novel with perspectives in today’s energy
humanities and petroculture studies. The mate-
rialist turn in the humanities may have made us
more attentive to oil as substance, and the tense
geopolitical situation of today makes the novel’s
“war of oil” painfully current again.

In Living Oil Stephanie LeMenager pointed out
that Sinclair’s novel is “a type of peak oil fic-
tion, since it was written as a warning against
global petromodernity from around the moment
of peak oil discovery in the United States”, and
she remarked that the novel “strives to imagine
curtailing petromodern development in a manner
complementary to the fictional post-petrol
futures offered by twenty-first-century peak oil-
ers”.50 The striking parallel between the 1920s
and the 2000s is expressed by the nostalgia
for oil typical for peak oil discourse both then
and now. Loosely based on Sinclair’s novel, Paul
Thomas Anderson’s 2007 film adaptation There
Will Be Blood might have contributed to this
aesthetics of petronostalgia today. Anderson’s
film seems to have inspired the Norwegian TV
series Lykkeland (State of Happiness) as well
(first season screened by NRK 2018), which
means that Sinclair’s work has become rele-
vant for a Scandinavian audience indirectly by
the way of contemporary screen cultures. For
instance, in the first season of Lykkeland, the
viewers are exposed to the same fascination for
oil-soaked men as highlighted in Anderson’s film.
As LeMenager has demonstrated, this kind of
image was already a crucial ingredient in promo-
tion material issued by Edward L. Doheny’s Pan
American Petroleum and Transport Company:
the booklet Mexican Petroleum (1922).51 The
gusher and the platform worker covered in oil in
the Norwegian TV series Lykkeland is similarly an
image of promise and future wealth.52 However,
in none of these examples — Mexican Petroleum,
Oil!, There Will Be Blood, or Lykkeland — does the

50 LeMenager, Living Oil, 70 (cf. note 2).

51 |Ibid., 95-96 (cf. note 2).

52 Petter Neess, Pal Jackman, Lykkeland, Season 1, Ep.
2, 2018, 43:12.

environmental costs of oil seem to be an issue.
In Norwegian journalist Simen Saetre’s travelogue
Petromania, Bunny Ross is briefly referred to as
a moral voice warning oil-wealthy nations like
Norway about the temptation of grandeur.53 The
concept of petro-guilt has even in 21t C. stud-
ies on Norwegian petromedia been synonymous
with wealth-guilt.54 Only recently have human-
ities scholars in Scandinavia started taking the
environmental aspects of petromedia seriously.

The influence from North American petroculture
studies has been crucial for this environmental
turn, and particularly eye-opening is LeMenager’s
attentiveness to how modern production of
books, newspapers, and other media are phys-
ically and chemically dependent on oil. Reflecting
on the petro-aesthetics of Upton Sinclair’s novel
she writes: “A mixture of petroleum-based resins
and oils make up the ink that creates the words
on the page of my edition of Oill, words that
direct my imagination and activate my senses. |
literally enter an immersive, virtual environment
through petroleum language.”ss As | have tried to
show in this article, the petroleum language that
many readers take for granted today was highly
perceptible in the booming 1920s print culture.
Over the last hundred years we have sensed and
perceived the world through petroleum media.
LeMenager describes oil itself as “a medium
that fundamentally supports all modern media
forms concerned with what counts as culture -
from film to recorded music, novels, magazines,
photographs, sports, and the wikis, blogs, and
videography of the Internet”5é The last point is
important to acknowledge in a study making
extensive use of digitised newspaper archives.

In this article | have considered the material-
ity of the historical sources because — as Maria
DiCenzo has emphasised for modern periodical

53 Simen Saetre, Petromania: En reise gjennom verdens
rikeste oljeland for G finne ut hva pengene gjor med oss
(Oslo: J.M. Stenersens forlag, 2009), 20.

54 Ellen Rees, “Privilege, Innocence, and ‘Petro-Guilt’
in Maria Sgdahl’s Limbo”, Scandinavian Studies, vol. 88,
n°1, 2016, 44—-59.

55 LeMenager, Living Oil, 70-71 (cf. note 2).

56 Ibid., 6 (cf. note 2).
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studies in general — the “remediation of print
artifacts in digitized form has underscored the
need to understand the production, circulation,
and uses of material forms, including paper
itself as well as print media as objects”57 Or as
Carolyn Elerding puts it: “Computational culture
shares oil’s black-boxed ontology”.58 Referring to
Raymond Williams’ notion of “structure of feel-
ing”, Elerding makes the point that petroculture
and the digital “are linked by a vast and robust
structure of feeling rooted in techno-science
and related progressive narratives, as well as
by a close material relationship based on the
world of code’s reliance upon electricity com-
monly derived from carbon combustion®5® In
Norway and Sweden servers and datacentres
are basically driven by hydropower, but this
fact does not eliminate the dilemmas related
to energy demand for research infrastructure.
In January 2023 the National Library of Norway
warned their users that public grants would no
longer cover energy costs and other expenses,
which meant that the library might be forced to
remove 100 000 books from the digital bookshelf.

CONCLUSION

In the generous digitised archives oil and energy
appear in many forms. Trying to understand the
emerging petroculture in 1920s Scandinavia | have
quarried newspaper-mediated critical reception
of Upton Sinclair’s Oil! in Sweden and Norway
from the years 1926-1929 paying attention to
both book reviews and their broader press con-
text. Print culture in general plays a crucial role
in synchronising the world in the early 20* C. My
analyses of the Swedish and Norwegian criti-
cal reception of Sinclair’s Oil! in the late 1920s
has been based on a hypothesis that study-
ing this instance of unmistakable petrofiction
travelling from the pioneer US petroculture to
a less explicit, less known, and late-blooming

57 Maria DiCenzo, “Remediating the Past: Doing
‘Periodical Studies’ in the Digital Era”, ESC: English
Studies in Canada, vol. 41, n° 1, 2015, 27.

58 Carolyn Elerding, “The Materiality of the Digital:
Petro-Enlightenment and the Aesthetics of Invisibility”,
Postmodern Culture, vol. 26, n° 2, 2016.

59 |bid.

Scandinavian petroculture might add valuable
knowledge about the cultural negotiations taking
place when an old energy regime is challenged by
a new one. By combining a goal-oriented search
for book reviews that necessarily are about oil in
one way or another with analyses of news texts
in close proximity to the reviews it has been pos-
sible to come closer to Scandinavian readers in
their specific 1920s energy contexts. On the one
hand, my method has ensured explicit reflec-
tions on oil as energy source and world com-
modity, for example that Oi/! seems to have been
a welcome opportunity for Scandinavian review-
ers in the late 1920s to deal with the strangeness
of oil and getting accustomed to the coming of
a pervasive American petroculture. On the other
hand, the method has been flexible enough to
allow for surprises on the way and to direct the
attention to various local manifestations of oil.

Energy historians have long been well informed
of how World War | became a catalyst for energy
transition in the 1920s. Still petroculture schol-
ars refer to the invisibility of oil as a historic
fact. | suspect that the notion of invisibility can
be explained by a tendency to abstraction in
certain academic traditions. What open digit-
ised newspaper archives can offer is to trans-
port the 215t C. readers back in time so that we
can come closer to the energy transition taking
place in the interwar era. My main motivation
for including fiction as source text together with
nonfiction accounts is that literature may let us,
as Heidi Scott puts it, “arrive at an emotion-
ally and philosophically more robust synthesis
of energy history than the social and natural
sciences, relying upon objective accounts and
statistics, are able to provide”® However, it does
not stop at that. When Graeme Macdonald in “Oil
and World Literature” emphasises that questions
of oil’s visibility and configuration in national
literary histories need to be reconceptualised
both geographically and generically, | read this
as an invitation to include even newspapers in
the genre mix. Note that Upton Sinclair was him-
self a writer and an investigative journalist who

60 Heidi C. M. Scott, Fuel: An Ecocritical History
(London: Bloomsbury, 2018), 23.
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combined imagination with detachment and nar- that touch the farther regions of intellect and
rative with data. As a muckraker his ambition  will”.61 A century later the petroculture scholar’s
was “to weave the scattered strands of empirical experiment in letting literary and non-literary
reality which tickle the eyes and ears and nose representations of oil serve as each other’s thick
into coherent and comprehensible causal stories  description is motivated by a similar ambition.

61 Jason Maloy, “Political Realism as Anti-Scholastic
Practice: Methodological Lessons from Muckraking

Journalism”, Political Research Quarterly, vol. 73, n° 1,
2020, 32.
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INTRODUCTION

The first report of the Technical Oil Committee
of the Organisation of European Economic
Cooperation (OEEC) from 1956, referred to oil
as the “life-blood of industry, agriculture, and
transport.”® Without oil, “the economic life of
countries, technical progress and indeed the
promotion of prosperity of the individual would
be seriously retarded.”2

These statements might seem unsurprising
given the obvious centrality of oil to our cur-
rent ways of life. In 1956, however, the report of
the Technical Oil Committee captured a major
ongoing change in Western Europe. Oil had been
produced commercially in Imperial Russia, the
U.S. as well as Central and Eastern Europe from
the mid-19% C. Yet the timing and the scale of
the breakthrough of oil differed substantially
from place to place.® While the U.S. embraced
mass motorization and oil use in the interwar
years, Western Europeans remained reluctant.
This changed after 1945. Within only a decade,
oil was adopted across the energy spectrum and
pervaded more and more aspects of modern life.

How and why did oil become so pervasive in
post-WW!II Europe? This article elaborates on
the role of oil in the reconstruction of Western
Europe. We seek to examine what kind of role the
European Recovery Program (ERP), also known
as the Marshall Plan, and the OEEC played for
the postwar “oiling” of Europe. To understand
the rise of oil, it is important to recognize that
oil does not flow by itself. Crude oil and petro-
leum products could only pervade modern life
because their flow was enabled by the construc-
tion of petroleum infrastructures, the organiza-
tion of reliable crude oil supplies, and consumers
of energy adopting petroleum-based technolo-
gies. Announced in June 1947 by US-Secretary

1 Organisation for European Economic Co-Operation
(OEEC), Report of the Oil Committee to Be Published in 1956
(Paris: OEEC, 1956), 3.

2  Ibid.

3 For an overview, see Chapters 3-6 in Daniel Yergin, The
Prize: The Epic Quest for Oil, Money, and Power (New York:
Simon and Schuster, 1991).

of State George C. Marshall, the ERP only con-
cerned Western Europe, as the USSR refused
to participate and forced Central and Eastern
European satellite states to follow suit. At the
initiative of France and the U.K., 16 other nation
states then formed the so-called Committee
of European Economic Co-operation (CEEC) in
July 1947,4 succeeded by the OEEC in early 1948.

The overarching mission of the ERP was to func-
tionally interlock infrastructure systems across
national borders,5 selectively expand key indus-
tries,® and integrate national economies into a
transatlantic trading area. It was expected that
economic growth would impede electoral suc-
cess of Communist parties in Western Europe,
and thus contain Soviet influence.?” To achieve
these goals, substantial attention was given to
the refinery industry to provide both fuel that
would boost outputs of agriculture, indus-
tries, and transport systems, and inexpensive
raw materials for the chemical and construc-
tion industries.8 In that sense, the growth of

4 Founding members of the CEEC were the United
Kingdom, Austria, Belgium, Denmark, France, Greece,
Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, Netherlands, Norway,
Portugal, Sweden, Switzerland, and Turkey, see: Committee
of European Economic Co-Operation (CEEC), Volume |,
General Report (London: His Majesty’s Stationary Office,
1947), 1.

5  Frank Schipper, “Changing the Face of Europe: European
Road Mobility During the Marshall Plan Years”, The Journal of
Transport History, vol. 28, n°2, 2007, 211-228; Frank Schipper,
Johan Schot, “Infrastructural Europeanism, or the Project of
Building Europe on Infrastructures: An Introduction,” History
and Technology, vol. 27, n°3, 2011, 245-264; Vincent Lagendijk,
Electrifying Europe: The Power of Europe in the Construction
of Electricity Networks (Amsterdam: Aksant, 2008).

6 Matthias Schmelzer, “The Growth Paradigm: History,
Hegemony, and the Contested Making of Economic
Growthmanship,” Ecological Economics, vol. 118, 2015, 262-
271; Matthieu Leimgruber, Matthias Schmelzer, “From
the Marshall Plan to Global Governance: Historical
Transformations of the OEEC/OECD, 1948 to Present”, in
Matthieu Leimgruber and Matthias Schmelzer, The OECD
and the International Political Economy Since 1948 (Cham:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2017), 23-6.

7  Alan S. Milward, The Reconstruction of Western Europe,
1945-51 (London: Methuen and Co., 1984); Michael J. Hogan,
The Marshall Plan: America, Britain and the Reconstruction
of Western Europe, 1947-1952 (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1989).

8 Robert GroB3 et al., “How the European Recovery
Program (ERP) Drove France’s Petroleum Dependency,

4
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oil consumption in Western Europe, i.e. in the
ERP-countries, went hand in hand with the
U.S. becoming “an empire by invitation”, as Geir
Lundestad argues.? It is thus unsurprising that
the quoted OEEC’s oil report of 1956, when it
spoke of oil as “lifeblood”, echoed earlier asser-
tions in the U.S.19 In contrast to the trajectory of
the OEEC countries, Central and Eastern Europe
remained predominantly coal-based.

This article is grounded in the research litera-
ture on the Marshall Plan and oil. Drawing on
Ethan Kapstein’s and David Painter’s pioneering
historical work on the place of oil in the post-
war diplomacy of the U.S., and in the Marshall
Plan more specifically,’2 we examine the ERP’s
Refinery Expansion Program as a window of
opportunity for transfers of capital, technology,
knowledge and raw materials across the Atlantic.
Furthermore, taking inspiration from Painter’s
call for “further work comparing and contrast-
ing each participating country’s experience over
time”13 we highlight the uneven importance of
the ERP, depending on national circumstances.

Additionally, the analysis builds on work by
Henning Tlrk and Rudiger Graf, who examine
OEEC activities in the field of energy through

1948-1975,” Environmental Innovation and Societal
Transitions, vol. 42, 2022, 268-284.

9 Geir Lundestad, “Empire by Invitation? The United
States and Western Europe, 1945-1952" Journal of Peace
Research, vol. 23, n°3, 1986, 263-277.

10 Matthew T. Huber, Lifeblood: Oil, Freedom, and the
Forces of Capital (Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press,
2013), 3, 42 and 47.

11 Jan Kovanda, Tomas Hak, “Historical Perspectives of
Material Use in Czechoslovakia in 1855-2007", Ecological
Indicators, vol. 11, n°5, 2011, 1375-1384; Fridolin Krausmann
et al., “The Metabolic Transition of a Planned Economy:
Material Flows in the USSR and the Russian Federation
1900 to 2010,” Ecological Economics, n°124, 2016, 76-85.

12 David S. Painter, “Oil and the Marshall Plan”, The
Business History Review, vol. 58, n°3, 1984, 359-83; David S.
Painter, Oil and the American Century: The Political Economy
of U.S. Foreign Oil Policy, 1941-1954 (Baltimore: The Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1986); David S. Painter, “The
Marshall Plan and Oil,” Cold War History, vol. 9, n°2, 2009,
159-175; Ethan B. Kapstein, The Insecure Alliance: Energy
Crisis and Western Politics since 1944 (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1990).

13 Painter, “The Marshall Plan and 0il”, 170 (cf. note 12).

the lens of the oil price crises of the 1970s. The
authors conclude that the OEEC failed in their
mission to navigate Western Europe through
these crises, as the committees in charge were
dissolved following the first oil price crisis and
its agenda transferred to the International
Energy Agency.14 Their assessment is similar to
that of Alan Milward, who saw the OEEC as pri-
marily concerned with holding regular meetings
and collecting vast amounts of data.’® However,
as Mathieu Leimgruber and Mathias Schmelzer
argue, such a conclusion might hold true “in
light of early American plans for European inte-
gration, [but] it ignores crucial soft-power func-
tions that came to characterize OEEC (and then
OECD) work.”1¢ According to Leimgruber and
Schmelzer, the most important soft power tool
within the OEEC was an institutionalized, mutual
peer review, in which delegates presented and
defended national plans, ultimately agreeing on
a common understanding of the problem and
approaches to solving it. Those who deviated
were not sanctioned politically or financially, but
they had to justify themselves socially.1” Based
on an examination of archival materials and
OEEC publications, we point to the OEEC’s and
particularly its Technical Oil Committee’s hitherto
underestimated role in shaping postwar petro-
leum relations.18

As we find it necessary to look beyond interna-
tional organizations and diplomacy to under-
stand the rise of oil, we relate this history to

14 Henning Turk, “The Oil Crisis of 1973 as a Challenge
to Multilateral Energy Cooperation Among Western
Industrialized Countries”, Historical Social Research/
Historische Sozialforschung, vol. 39, n°4, 2014, 209-230;
Rudiger Graf, Oil and Sovereignty: Petro-Knowledge and
Energy Policy in the United States and Western Europe in
the 1970s (New York: Berghahn Books, 2018).

15 Milward, The Reconstruction, 145, 158 (cf. note 7).

16 Leimgruber, Schmelzer, “From the Marshall Plan to
Global Governance”, 29 (cf. note 6).

17 Schmelzer, The Hegemony of Growth: The OECD and
the Making of the Economic Growth Paradigm (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2016), 64-65.

18 Leimgruber, Schmelzer, “From the Marshall Plan to
Global Governance”, 29 (cf. note 6). See also: Schmelzer,
“The Growth Paradigm?” 262-271 (cf. note 6); Leimgruber,
Schmelzer, “From the Marshall Plan to Global Governance”,
23-26 (cf. note 6).
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energy and environmental history. Proponents
of the concept of the Anthropocene have used
the term Great Acceleration to denote the sharp
increase of human activity and environmental
impact after 19451 that are linked to a pro-
nounced growth of petroleum product consump-
tion.20 As Richard Lane argues in this context,
the Great Acceleration was not just a self-rein-
forcing process driven by cheap oil, but accom-
panied by government agencies, which planned
for the management of scarce resources.2! Ted
Steinberg thinks along similar lines when he asks
about the relationship between capitalism and
the Great Acceleration.22 Qur analysis adds to

have infused, affirmed, and sustained the mate-
rial armatures of the oil economy and helped to
produce the particular modes of everyday life
that have developed around oil use”25 There are
two major elements in such definitions. First the
attention paid to symbolic practices, which the
field of petrocultures has for the most part stud-
ied through cultural forms recognized as such,
e.g., novels, music, films or magazines. Secondly,
scholars in this field simultaneously emphasize
how pervasive oil has become; how entangled
with petroleum “we”, “as modern humans”, and

“our definition of life”, have become.26

these debates. It focuses on the intertwining of We draw on both of these elements to vary- 9
the economic growth paradigm - a central con- ing degrees. The pervasiveness and the merging
cern of the OEEC23 — with the growing consump- of the paradigm of economic growth and oil is
tion of petroleum products into a common value at the heart of this article: we investigate the
system. This distinct form of petroculture was making of the stable configurations of petroleum
shared over the years by thousands of bureau- supply, distribution and consumption that gave
crats all over Western Europe and accompa- oil a crucial role in economic and everyday life.
nied the transition of energy systems in Western When we speak of a (European) pervasive petro-
Europe from coal to oil.24 culture, our focus is mainly on those processes
that allowed oil to become part of many social
Conceptually, this article provides a case study practices. In our study, however, we limit the
for the historical origins of pervasive petrocul- analysis on petroleum as fuel, as petrochemicals
ture under examination in this special issue. played only a subordinated role until the 1960s.
Scholars studying petroculture in its historical Nonetheless, it must be said that the conditions
and contemporary forms typically define it as  for their later growth were also created with the
the “representations and symbolic practices that refinery upgrade.
19 Will Steffen et al., “The Anthropocene: Conceptual and ~ The idea of oil as “lifeblood”, as used in the OEEC 10

Historical Perspectives”, Phil. Trans. R. Soc. A, n°369, 2011,
842-867, here 849-853.

20 Pfister, “The “1950s Syndrome” and the Transition From a
Slow-Going to a Rapid Loss of Global Sustainability”, in Frank
Uekdtter (ed.), The Turning Points in Environmental History
(Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2010), 90-117.

21 Richard Lane, “The American Anthropocene: Economic
Scarcity and Growth During the Great Acceleration,”
Geoforum, vol. 99, 2019, 11-21.

22 Ted Steinberg, “Can Karl Polanyi Explain the
Anthropocene? The Commodification of Nature and the
Great Acceleration,” Geographical Review, vol. 109, n°2, 2019,
265-270.

23 Schmelzer, The Hegemony of Growth (cf. note 17).

24 0Odinn Melsted, Irene Pallua, “The Historical Transition
from Coal to Hydrocarbons: Previous Explanations and
the Need for an Integrative Perspective,” Canadian
Journal of History, vol. 53, n°3, 2018, 395-422; Marten
Boon, Multinational Business and Transnational Regions: A
Transnational Business History of Energy Transition in the
Rhine Region, 1945-1973 (New York: Routledge, 2018).

report quoted above, is one such representation.
This is where we add to the definition of petro-
culture, in that we suggest that a specific, local-
ized “petroculture” emerged in the OEEC, or at
least in its technical oil committee, which also

25 Ross Barrett, Daniel Worden, “Introduction”, in Ross
Barrett and Daniel Worden (eds.), Oil Culture (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 2014), xxiv. See also Imre
Szeman, On Petrocultures: Globalization, Culture, and
Energy (West Virginia University Press, 2019); Wilson Sheena,
Szeman Imre, Carlson Adam, “On Petroculture: Or, Why We
Need to Understand Oil to Understand Everything Else”,
in Sheena Wilson, Adam Carlson and Imre Szeman (eds.),
Petrocultures: Oil, Politics, Culture (McGill-Queen's Press-
MQUP, 2017), 3-19.

26 Stephanie LeMenager, Living Oil: Petroleum Culture in
the American Century (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014),
7. See also Huber, Lifeblood (cf. note 10).
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contributed to giving oil such a dominant role. The
emphasis on the ubiquity of petroleum in modern
life and culture might give the impression that
it determines all social and cultural relations, an
agency possibly deriving from its physical prop-
erties. This is not our intention. On the contrary,
we stress that the historical processes behind
the rise of oil cannot be grasped by looking at
the material aspects alone, but have to include
the construction and reinforcement of relation-
ships to petroleum that are inextricably technical,
economic, political and cultural.

To explore these multiple dimensions, this arti-
cle examines three entangled processes, which
correspond with the three main chapters. The
first process (Section 2) deals with the ERP as
a means of modernization of the relatively small
and outdated refining infrastructure. We elabo-
rate on ERP funding that allowed for imports of
large quantities of crude oil and refined prod-
ucts, and also examine how Western Europe
was integrated into the global crude oil trade.
The second process (Section 3) was political and
cultural. Here we examine the coordinating role
of the OEEC’s Technical Oil Committee when
faced with bottlenecks and the Suez Crisis, as
well as, conversely, with a projected excess of
refining capacity in the 1960s. The rationale of
the ERP and the OEEC’s technical committees
was to promote economic growth by reducing
operation costs based on novel energy carriers
that provided larger amounts of energy for the
same expenditure. The third process (Section 4)
is concerned with the long lasting effects of the
ascent of oil on the energy economy. Here we
extend the perspective to the choices of energy
consumers, as incumbent coal was largely — but
not entirely — substituted with oil-based alterna-
tives for transportation, residential and industrial
uses. Thereby, existing petroleum dependencies
were reinforced and new ones created, as petro-
leum pervaded into the energy sectors that had
previously been dominated by coal.

In doing so, we consciously focus on the ERP and
OEEC as forces that coordinated the postwar
growth of oil. This does not mean that we are
unaware of the many other actors involved in an

oil-based energy system, such as the oil industry,
car manufacturers, policymakers or the military.
A detailed analysis of those actors, however, is
beyond the scope of this article. Our argumen-
tation highlights the role of the ERP and OEEC
in expanding oil infrastructures and institutions
to promote and coordinate this expansion.

PERVASIVENESS THROUGH INFRASTRUCTURES:
ENERGY INDUSTRIES AND THE ERP

We shall begin with the big picture. From the
mid-19%™ C. to the late 1940s, Western European
oil consumption grew continuously, but over-
all remained a relatively minor energy source.
Even in the 1930s, when automobiles became
more common, petroleum products only sup-
plied about 10 % of total energy consump-
tion.27 With hardly any major crude oil fields
in Western Europe, most oil was imported as
refined products. There were a few refineries
that were built in the 1930s, and the refinery
industry was concentrated in Austria, Italy, the
Netherlands, France, and the U.K. The latter
three countries primarily processed crude oil
from the colonies in North Africa, the Middle
East and Asia.28 In 1938, roughly 60 % of petro-
leum products were imported.2? This number

27 Astrid Kander et al., Power to the People: Energy in
Europe over the Last Five Centuries (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2013), 256-257.

28 Walter M. Iber., Die sowjetische Mineral6lverwaltung in
Osterreich. Zur Vorgeschichte der OMV 1945-1955 (Innsbruck:
Studienverlag, 2011); Carola Hein, “Oil Spaces: The Global
Petroleumscape in the Rotterdam/the Hague Area”, Journal
of Urban History, vol. 44, n°5, 2018, 887-929; Carola Hein,
“’Old Refineries Rarely Die’: Port City Refineries as Key Nodes
in The Global Petroleumscape”, Canadian Journal of History,
vol. 53, n°3, 2018, 450-479; Daniele Pozzi, “The Natural
Gas Industry in Italy Since Autarky Until Eni’s Hegemony
(1935-1965)” in Alain Beltran (ed.), A Comparative History
of National Oil Companies (Brussels: Peter Lang, 2010),
233-263; Alexander Melamid, “Geographical Distribution of
Petroleum Refining Capacities: A Study of the European
Refining Program”, Economic Geography, vol. 31, n°2, 1955,
168-178; Marie Williams, “Choices in Oil Refining: The Case
of Bp 1900-60", Business History, vol. 26, n°3, 1984, 307-328.
29 E. Groen, “The Significance of the Marshall Plan for the
Petroleum Industry”, in Third World Petroleum Congress, The
Hague 1951, Proceedings. Section X: Economics and Statistics,
Documentation, Education and Training, Legislation, (Leiden:
E. J. Brill, 1951), 58-96, here 61-62.
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increased to 76 % in 1947, due to effects of WWII,
such as destroyed refineries, storage tanks and
rail tank cars, whose repair was hampered by the
ubiquitous lack of steel, iron and tin.2® Overall,
coal remained the main fuel of Europe until the
1940s. In the 1920s and 1930s, coal is estimated
to have supplied around 92 and 89 % of total
primary energy consumption in England and
Germany respectively. While those were coun-
tries with substantial domestic reserves, coal
also accounted for 79 % in France in the 1920s
and 73% in the 1930s.31

Consumption of Primary Energy
in the O.E.E.C. Area

Other Forms

m Hydropower

m Nuclear Energy

= Oil

Natural Gas

million tons of coal equivalent

m Lignite

m Coal

1948 1949 1950 1951 1952 1953 1954 1955 1956 1957 1958

Figure 1: Inland Consumption of Primary Energy in the OEEC
Area, 1948-1958. Source: OEEC, Towards A New Energy
Pattern in Europe. Report Prepared by the Energy Advisory
Commission Under the Chairmanship of Austin Robinson
(Paris: OECD, 1960), Table 2.

The pre-eminence of coal, the restricted role of
oil products, and the fact that they were mostly
imported: this all changed progressively after
1947. Indeed, between 1948 and 1958, the con-
sumption of oil products more than tripled, from
58 to 203 million tons of coal equivalent (mtce),
whereas hard coal and lignite consumption only
increased slightly from 443 to 509 million mtce
but decreased thereafter (see Figure 1). At the
same time, Western European oil refinery capac-
ities grew ninefold, from 41.2 to 380.3 million t,
and almost doubled in the following five years,
thereby enabling the expansion of petroleum
consumption.32

30 Painter, “Marshall Plan and Qil”, 160 (cf. note 12).

31 National statistics available at Energy History. Url:
www.energyhistory.org.

32 Willem Molle, Egbert Wever, Oil Refineries and
Petrochemical Industries in Western Europe: Buoyant Past,
Uncertain Future (Aldershot, Brookfield: Gower, 1984), 56,
165-169.

Direct Impacts of the ERP

When evaluating the effects of the ERP, it is
important to distinguish direct and indirect
effects, as Painter and Kapstein suggest. The
direct influence of the ERP consisted in financ-
ing the import of petroleum products. To enable
the economic growth envisioned in the first
report issued by the CEEC in September 1947,
the so-called “Paris Report” various challenges
had to be addressed. Those concerned both the
supply of essential goods (e.g. raw materials, pro-
duction equipment) and the “dollar deficit” of
the participating countries, in other words the
negative balance of exchange with the U.S.33 Fuel
was crucial to economic growth, but the pro-
duction of coal suffered from wartime destruc-
tion and a lack of labour force, while the Cold
War hampered trade with Central and Eastern
European coal exporters.34 The CEEC projected
that coal outputs would recover their 1938 level
by 1950, and slightly increase the following year.3s
However, it was clear that this recovery would
not be sufficient to meet the projected growth in
demand. Imports of coal would be needed as well
as greater use of oil. The Paris Report estimated
that oil requirements would grow 59 % by 1951
(68.7 million t) compared to 1947 (434 million t),
and 106 % compared to 1938 (33.3 million t).36

The U.S. authorities deemed the goals laid out
in the Paris Report too optimistic. In addition,
they feared ERP shipments would cause short-
ages in the U.S.37 According to Kapstein, the

33 CEEC, Volume I, General Report, 6-8 (cf. note 4).

34 On the coal crisis, see e.g., Kapstein, The Insecure
Alliance, 19-46 (cf. note 12); Robert GroB3, “Kalorien,
Kilowatt und Kreditprogramme. Das European Recovery
Program (ERP) als Wendepunkt sozionaturaler Verhéltnisse
in Osterreich?” in Ernst Langthaler and Robert GroB
(eds.), Zeitgeschichte, Special Issue Zeitgeschichte und
Umweltgeschichte, vol. 50, n°2, 193-215.

35 Committee of European Economic Co-Operation
(CEEC), Volume I, Technical Reports (London: His Majesty’s
Stationary Office, 1947), 111.

36 Ibid., 138-139.

37 Thomas Robertson, “Conservation after World War II:
The Truman Administration, Foreign Aid, and “The “Greatest
Good™”, in Karl Boyd Brooks (ed.), The Environmental Legacy
of Harry S. Truman (Kirksville, Mo.: Truman State University
Press, 2009), 32-47, here 35. National Archives at College
Park, MD. Krug J. A., National Resources and Foreign Aid
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U.S. had become a net importer of oil for the
first time in 1947.38 Nevertheless, oil ended up
constituting one of the major subsidies of the
ERP. Concerns of domestic shortage and rising
prices for end users at home were taken up in
the Foreign Assistance Act of 1948 by stipulat-
ing that crude oil and petroleum products had
to originate “to the maximum extent practi-
cable” from sources outside the US. As large
Middle East oil fields were developed, short-
ages were off the table. However, the same
clause helped to protect the profit margins
of the US oil companies, especially of smaller
domestic producers, against imports of cheap
crude oil from the Middle East.3® As Kapstein
argues, the U.S. pursued a “hemispheric policy”.
Europe would be supplied from the Eastern
Hemisphere (e.g. the Middle East), and the U.S.
from the American continent.4? In the end, the
ERP directly financed about a quarter of the
oil imported in OEEC countries between April
1948 and December 1951.41 This amounted to
1.2 billion dollars, about 10 % of total ERP aid;
less than, for instance, food/feed/fertilizers or
machines and vehicles, but more than for coal.42

Indirect influences of the ERP

The ERP also influenced patterns of oil con-
sumption in Western Europe in indirect ways,
by helping to build oil infrastructure, in particu-
lar refineries. Indeed, the countries of the CEEC/

Report, October 9, 1947, p. 5, in: Krug Committee File, Record
Group 59, Historical Collection Relating to the Formulation
of the European Recovery Program 1947-1950; National
Archives at College Park, College Park, MD. Paris Report:
Appraisal of Paris Report and Justification of Magnitude of
Aid Recommended, Record Group 59, Historical Collection
Relating to the Formulation of the European Recovery
Program 1947-1950.

38 Kapstein, The Insecure Alliance, 61 (cf. note 12).

39 Painter, “The Marshall Plan and 0il”, 165-167 (cf. note
12).

40 Kapstein, The Insecure Alliance, 68-70 (cf. note 12).

41 “ECA and MSA Relations with International Oil
Companies Concerning Petroleum Prices”, in Monopoly and
cartels (Washington: United States Government Printing
Office, 1952), 140, 150-152. When Painter writes that the ECA
financed “[o]ver half (56 per cent) of the oil supplied [...] by
US companies”, one needs to pay attention to the qualifier
“by US companies” (Painter, “The Marshall Plan and Oil”, 164
(cf. note 12)).

42 Painter, “The Marshall Plan and 0il”, 165 (cf. note 12).

OEEC aspired to build up refining capacities,
arguing that dollar expenditures per imported
energy unit would be lower if crude oil was
imported instead of petroleum products, which
would thus help to alleviate the dollar shortage.
The U.S. authorities were split on the question.
On the one hand, the lack of dollars meant that
U.S. producers might face difficulties export-
ing to Europe. Oil companies operating in the
Middle East would look to the U.S. as an outlet
for their cheap oil, potentially harming domestic
production. On the other hand, increased refin-
ing in Europe would harm the U.S. oil companies
by helping their European-owned competitors.43
Finally, the ECA drastically restricted the financ-
ing of refinery expansion in Western Europe.

The Paris Report of September 1947 had planned
for an investment of US $588.2 million in oil
equipment bought in dollars and a report on
refinery expansion adopted by the OEEC in
October 1949 estimated total expenditures
equivalent to US $1 billion.44 The sums fur-
nished by the ECA pale in comparison. Between
April 1948 and December 1951, the ECA pro-
vided only US $24 million to increase refining
capacity.4s After the official end of the ERP, the
Mutual Security Agency (MSA) replaced the ECA
and continued to release funds to previously
approved projects, bringing the total ERP-related
funding to a programmed US $36 million by April
1953, of which only US $23.7 million had actually
been spent by that time.46

Even though the ECA declined to finance
European refinery expansion, the ERP still played
an indirect role in this evolution. Painter points
out that several OEEC countries used their coun-
terpart funds to increase refining capacity. The
ERP “counterparts” were the equivalent in local
currency of the dollar value of the goods shipped
by the US government, paid by the importers and

43 Painter, “Oil and the Marshall Plan”, 372-375 (cf. note 12).
44 Groen, “The Significance of the Marshall Plan”, 80 (cf.
note 29).

45 Painter, “The Marshall Plan and 0il”, 168 (cf. note 12).
46 Mutual Security Agency (MSA), European Industrial
Projects: July 21, 1953 (Washington, D.C.: MSA Industry
Division, Statistics and Report Division, 1953), 14.
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Country ER.P .total Pe.tr.o aid total | Petro aid as % |Products ‘fls % E:f?n::i’es 2::!::2? Capacity (1?32 l}t/ )1949 —
(Millions US $) | (Millions US $) | of total ERP of petro aid (Millions US $) | average 1947 30 June 1950
France 24517 380,9 15,5 20,6 17,5 6255 5968 12025
U.K. 2838,1 33151 11,7 88,5 9,7 2800 3384 7787
Italy 13491 143,6 10,6 32,8 8,1 1007 1232 3372
Benelux 1427,6 124,9 8,7 30,7 1002 1438 4369
Sweden 118,5 67,2 56,7 82,0 51 525 608
Denmark 258,9 56,2 21,7 100,0 40 31 33
W. Ger. 1298,5 54,6 4,2 23,4 0,7 2042 658 2213
Norway 237,8 36,1 15,2 08,8 10
Greece 527,4 20,7 3,9 100,0
Ireland 147,4 13,3 9,0 100,0
Trieste 3541 8,7 2,5 1,2 125
Portugal 51,2 8,6 16,8 61,9 200 267 205
Austria 561,4 3,6 0,6 100,0 350 513
Turkey 155,5 5,0 3,2 100,0 10
Iceland 23,8 1,4 5,9 100,0
W. Europe 11801,0 1255,9 10,6 63,7 36,0 13407| 13853 31350

Table 1: ERP aid, paid shipments of crude oil and petroleum products under the framework of the ERP, ERP funding for
refineries and the evolution of refinery capacity. All data per country, 1948 to 1951. Sources: Painter, “The Marshall Plan
and 0Oil”, 166 (cf. note 12); Groen, “The Significance of the Marshall Plan”, 93 (cf. note 29); MSA, European Industrial Projects

(cf. note 46).

held at special accounts in the country’s cen-
tral bank.47 By April 1953, the use of counterpart
funds for refineries amounted to US $23 million,
about as much as ECA/MSA funding.42 Table 1
gives a detailed image of ERP aid, the share for
petro-aid (i.e. funding to import crude oil and
petroleum products), aid to enlarge refineries,
and finally refinery capacity development from
1948 to 1950.

France, the U.K., Italy, and the Benelux region
are similar in that they received the most ERP
aid and also recorded the highest petro-aid dis-
tributions, which were between 8 and 15 % of
total ERP aid received. Germany differs in that
regard; although it received large sums from
the ERP, the share of petro-aid was significantly
lower at 4.2 %. All of these countries already had
refining capacity in the interwar period. With the
exception of the U.K., ERP dollars were primarily
used to import crude oil. In the U.K., almost 90
% of imports were refined petroleum products.
Given that the U.K. drew considerable portions
from the Abadan and Haifa refineries, it is likely
that the British utilized the ERP to compensate
for their loss.4?

47 Armin Grinbacher, “Cold-War Economics: The Use of
Marshall Plan Counterpart Funds in Germany, 1948-1960",
Central European History, vol. 45, 2012, 697-716.

48 MSA, “European Industrial Projects” 14 (cf. note 46).
49 “Foreign Relations of the United States: Effects
of Closing Down the Iranian Oil Industry”, Office of the

In countries with little or no refining capacity, e.g.,
Sweden, Denmark, Iceland, Ireland, Turkey and
Greece, the share of refined petroleum product
imports approached 100 %. Austria represented
a special case. The country was in possession
of crude oil fields and refineries; however, these
were located in parts of the country occupied by
the Soviets, which considered Austria’s refineries
and oil fields to be their property until the state
treaty of 1955. The Soviets sold refined products
to both COMECON and Austrian customers and
considered profits as war reparations. Austria
therefore received a low share of petro-aid, as
45 % of deliveries consisted of so-called hard
petroleum products, e.g., petroleum coke used
to replace coal in steel production plants.5°

Four countries received ECA and MSA funding
to expand their refinery capacity. Eight refin-
eries in France accounted for 48 % of this aid
(17.5 million), two refineries in the U.K. for 27
% (9.7 million), four Italian refineries for 23 %
(84 million), and one refinery in West Germany
for 2 % (0.7 million). France benefited by far
the most from participation in the ERP. Of

Historian, history.state.gov, 11/07/ 1951. Url: https://history.
state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1951-54Iran/d39
(accessed 18/11/2022).

50 Walter M. lber, “Erddl statt Reparationen. Die
Sowjetische Mineraldlverwaltung (SMV) in Osterreich 1945-
1955,” Vierteljahrshefte fir Zeitgeschichte, vol. 57, n°4, 2009,
571-605.
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13 refineries, eight received ERP funds. Around
42 % of these funds went to refineries owned
by a French company (itself largely controlled
by the State), and around 23 % each to refin-
eries controlled by U.K. and U.S. companies.51
This was in stark contrast to the British refining
industry. In 1947, 13 refineries were in operation.
Two of them were supported by the ERP. One
was controlled by the Dutch Shell Refining &
Marketing Co., the other by the Anglo-lranian
Oil Co.52 While German refineries benefited less
from ERP funds, the Allied politics nevertheless
mattered to a great degree. In the “Bizone”, the
military administration of the US and the U.K.
implemented a scheme in August 1947 to mod-
ernize refineries near Hamburg and to convert
coal hydrogenation plants, that had been built
by the Nazi regime to produce synthetic fuel,
into oil refineries. This reconstruction of refining
capacity also explains how the ERP petro-aid for
Germany could finance mostly crude oil, rather
than refined products.52

France, which received the largest funds,
adapted the outdated infrastructure to market
needs. Motorization had led to a demand shift
from light products, e.g., kerosene for light-
ning and as aviation fuel, to heavier fractions,
such as gasoline and diesel. Technically, this
was made possible by new cracking processes,
which increased the proportion of middle distil-
lates. Until the 1930s, cracking was carried out
exclusively on the principle of distillation. In the
interwar period, catalytic cracking was brought
to industrial scale.54 The process allowed refin-
eries to yield higher octane ratings in motor

51 GroB et al., “How the ERP”, 268-284 (cf. note 8).

52 MSA, “European Industrial Projects”, 41 (cf. note 46).
53 Rainer Karlsch, Raymond G. Stokes, Faktor Ol: Die
Mineralélwirtschaft in Deutschland 1859-1974 (Munchen:
C.H. Beck, 2003), 251-252; Boon, Multinational Business and
Transnational Regions, 38-49 (cf. note 24).

54 Robert Ayres U., ke Ezekoye, “Competition and
Complementarity in Diffusion: The Case of Octane”, in
Nebojsa Naki¢enovi¢ and Arnulf Grubler (eds.), Diffusion of
Technologies and Social Behavior (Berlin: Springer, 1991) 433—
450, here 439; Molle Willem, Wever Egbert, “Oil Refineries
and Petrochemical Industries in Europe” GeoJournal, vol. 9,
n°4, 1984, 421-430.

gasoline and a broader product range.55 However,
catalytic cracking was used only in U.S. refin-
eries. By using ERP-funds, France installed cat-
alytic cracking in five refineries and became a
major exporter of refined petroleum products.
In 1952, 44 % went to Algeria and about a quar-
ter to Germany and Switzerland. Export shares
to Western Europe increased enormously after
Algeria’s independence in 1962 and with the
construction of transnational pipelines, while
imports of petroleum products from the U.S.
approached almost zero.5¢ In that sense, even
if the ERP refinery expansion program focused
only on a few countries, it affected Western
Europe more broadly in that it provided fuels
for the whole region.

INSTITUTIONAL PETROCULTURE: THE OEEC
TECHNICAL OIL COMMITTEE

This section deals with the OEEC as a “super-
structure” that enabled the multilateral coop-
eration on oil issues in the Western hemisphere
beyond the ERP years. First, the organizational
set up is discussed, followed by an analysis of
the role of the Technical Oil Committee (TOC) in
coordinating responses to bottlenecks.

The Organizational Structure of the Technical
Oil Committee

The OEEC council was made up of horizontal
and vertical committees. The horizontal com-
mittees dealt with political economy issues,
while the vertical committees were organized
around core resources and commodities, such
as iron and steel, machinery, textiles, chemical
products, non-ferrous metals, timber, pulp and
paper, food and agriculture, maritime and inland
transport, electricity, coal, and oil. Although their
activities were not associated with high level
European policy in the public perception, they
“formed the core of the OEEC’s economic coor-
dinating efforts”, as Leimgruber and Schmelzer
put it.57 Staffed with technicians, civil servants

55 Alexander Klose, Benjamin Steininger, Erdél: ein Atlas
der Petromoderne (Berlin: Matthes & Seitz, 2020), 214-220.
56 GroB et al., “How the ERP”, 268-284 (cf. note 8).

57 Leimgruber, Schmelzer, “From the Marshall Plan to
Global Governance”, 31 (cf. note 6).
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and industrialists, the Technical Committees
provided a platform for knowledge exchange,
the pan-European harmonization of national
outlooks and policies in the areas of industrial
development as well as coordinated transna-
tional resource trade and a common energy pol-
icy.58 After the ERP ended in 1952, the OEEC
intensified its coordinative activities, and served
as a specialized and largely autonomous inter-
mediary organization that operated at various
hierarchical levels without having to account for
their actions to the electorate, elected politi-
cians or representatives of the sector they reg-
ulated.5?

As one of the most influential transnational orga-
nizations of its time, the OEEC sought to spread
the paradigm of economic growth, and petro-
leum products were to be the fuel for this eco-
nomic growth. This linkage between economic
growth and a pervasive petroleum use consti-
tuted a specific “petroculture” in the sense of
an arrangement of representations and mean-
ings linked to oil in the TOC. In 1951, the OEEC
had for the first time agreed on explicit eco-
nomic growth targets. These were set at 5 %
GDP growth/year for a five-year period, whereby
the economy was expected to expand by a total
of 25 % by 1956. It was expected that only such
an expansion could ensure that the OEEC area
would not face economic difficulties after the
expiration of the financial assistance provided by
the ERP, and guarantee social progress.e® Sacha
Gueronik, Head of Technical Services at the OEEC
Secretariat, however, admitted that these figures
had to be viewed in a differentiated manner. It
could be assumed that industrial output would
grow by 30 to 35 % by 1956; agriculture, however,
only by 15 %.61 With respect to Western European
energy systems, the implemented growth para-
digm created a dilemma, as the continent simply
lacked the energy resources to fuel this growth.62

58 |bid., 32-33.

59 Id.

60 OECD Archive, Paris. OEEC, Oil Committee, “Minutes
of the 60*" Meeting”, 18 December 1951, 3.

61 Ibid., 4.

62 OEEC, Some Aspects of the European Energy Problem.
Suggestions for Collective Action (Paris: OEEC Report 1955), 14.

Thus, one of the core functions of the TOC was
to manage scarcity by means of international
cooperation.

How the TOC Dealt with Bottlenecks

The expansion of the petroleum-based energy
system in Western Europe funded by the ERP
resulted in tanker capacity shortages. In conse-
quence, the study of bottlenecks became one of
the core tasks of the OEEC Energy Committee
and the TOC. Roughly one fifth of all crude oil
imports to Western Europe still came from
the Americas in the early 1950s.63 When the
increased year-round shipping of crude oil across
the Atlantic overlapped with the seasonal trans-
port of heating oil along the U.S. coasts, lack of
tanker capacity caused rising freight costs for
the Western European refinery industries. The
OEEC counteracted this side effect with coor-
dinated tanker building and tank farm projects.
After the U.S. entered the Korean War in 1951, a
steel shortage hampered the construction of
storage and transport capacity, leading to a pro-
ductivity push in the steel sector, with national
economies channelling considerable ERP coun-
terpart funds to the modernization of coal supply
and steel production.é4 This allowed overcoming
steel shortages, expanding the petroleum-based
energy systemes, the proportions of human and
animal work to be replaced by more efficient
internal combustion engines,¢ and national
economies to grow.

The importance of the TOC grew as petroleum
became a more and more central source of
energy for national economies during the 1950s.67
Within this upward trend, the 1956 Suez Crisis
became a kind of “test case” for multilateral
cooperation in the Western European petroleum

63 OECD Archive, Paris. OEEC, QOil Committee, “Minutes
of the 60" Meeting”, 18 December 1951, 6-8.

64 Milward, The Reconstruction, 109 (cf. note 7).

65 OEEC, Some Aspects of the European Energy Problem.
Suggestions for Collective Action, 14-15 (cf. note 62).

66 OEEC, Second Report on Co-Ordination of Oil Refinery
Expansion in the OEEC Countries (Paris: OEEC, 1951); OEEC,
The Mechanization of Small Farms in European Countries:
Report of the Agricultural Machinery Sub-Committee of the
OEEC (Paris: OEEC, 1951).

67 Turk, “The Oil Crisis”, 211 (cf. note 14).
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economy.é® The crisis hit the refinery industry
in Western Europe at a time when it imported
nearly 70 % of its crude oil from the Middle
East, and roughly 70 % of these deliveries via
the Suez Canal.s? After Egyptian President Gamal
Abdel Nasser closed the canal in November 1956,
Western Europe lost out on roughly 7 million
t of crude oil a month. Two thirds of Western
Europe’s total supply now had to be transported
either via the Cape of Good Hope or across the
Atlantic. With crude oil now traveling much
longer, a massive shortage of tanker capacity
was soon on the horizon, which translated into
temporary crude oil price surges of up to 350 %.7°

Already in September 1956, the national envoys
to the TOC had agreed to intensify coordina-
tion, avoid unilateral action, increase the mutual
exchange of information and turn the committee
into a body that would manage the distribution
of crude oil supplies, if shortages were to occur.”
To do so, it was necessary for individual coun-
tries to deliver detailed information about the
state of their industries and the size of national
oil reserves to be distributed. As the British
chairman said, this required a fair amount of
trust, since the governments were sharing stra-
tegically sensitive information with each other
and the U.S. administration.72 Country represen-
tatives agreed in November 1956 to recommend
the procedure to their governments and curb
petroleum consumption by shifting to coal, nat-
ural gas or electricity. In parallel, the TOC formed
the OEEC Petroleum Emergency Group (OPEG)
that acted as the counterpart to the U.S. Middle
East Emergency Committee (MEEC).73 That way,
Western Europe’s largest refiners were brought

68 OECD Archive, Paris. OEEC, QOil Committee, “Minutes
of the 94™ Meeting”, 8 July 1957, 2.

69 OEEC, Europe’s Need for Oil: Implications of the Suez
Crisis (Paris: OEEC Report 1958), 11-13.

70 |bid., 25.

71 OECD Archive, Paris. OEEC, Oil Committee, “Minutes
of the 77*" session”, 1 October 1956, 13.

72 OECD Archive, Paris. OEEC, Oil Committee, “Minutes
of the 78 session”, 20 October 1956, 3.

73 Turk, “The Oil Crisis”, 211 (cf. note 14).

together with U.S. oil corporations to negotiate
the scope and amount of crude oil deliveries.74

It soon became apparent that the situation in the
various countries was very different. In Germany,
for example, petroleum products accounted
for less than 10 % of total energy consumption,
whereas in Greece they accounted for more than
80 %. Reducing consumption would therefore
show very different effects. Thus, the princi-
ple of “allocation of available supplies between
member countries” was applied, “so that the
burden of the shortage would be shared on a
fair and equitable basis.”75 In retrospect, the TOC
rated this strategy a complete success. The TOC
developed a mechanism that allowed 200,000 t
of crude oil to be distributed every ten days,
according to a distribution key jointly agreed
by the member countries. Admittedly, a whole
series of national differences of opinion had to
be resolved in the course of allocation program.
The amount turned out to be sufficient, not at
least due to an exceptionally mild winter and
economic activity leveling off.76 Where short-
ages occurred, other oil suppliers stepped in,
such as crude oil deliveries from COMECON to
Germany, Austria, Italy and France.?? Indirectly,
therefore, the Suez Crisis also led to a revival of
old trade links with Central and Eastern Europe.
At the same time, the TOC decided for the first
time to explicitly study natural gas, which until
then had been rather neglected in the OEEC.78

The links that the TOC established between
economic growth, fossil fuels and international
coordination again came to the fore in the late
1950s. Initially, Western European refineries had
primarily been built and enlarged on the coasts
of the Mediterranean, Atlantic and North Sea.
From there, the refined products were trans-
ported to consumers by rail or road. During the
1960s, this transportation mode was replaced

74 OECD Archive, Paris. OEEC, Oil Committee, “Minutes
of the 82" session”, 15 December 1956, 5.

75 OEEC, Europe’s Need, 36 (cf. note 69).

76 |bid., 33.

77 |bid., 49-79.

78 OECD Archive, Paris. OEEC, Oil Committee, Record of
the 92" session, 2 and 3 May 1957, 6.
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by pipelines that allowed to transport crude oil
and semi-refined petroleum products to urban
agglomerations and industrial clusters and pro-
cess them in proximity to consumer centers.7®
The plans to build transnational pipelines, such
as the Rotterdam-Rhine-Pipeline (opened 1960),
the South European Pipeline (1962) or the Central
European Line (1966) included the construction
of considerable refinery capacity located close
to consumers, in Germany, Switzerland, Austria,
France and Belgium.80

Even though the pipelines were only realized
over the course of the 1960s, it already became
clear in 1958 that if all plans were implemented,
a considerable surplus would be the result.
Part of this surplus could be exported, while
another part could be sold to novel outlets. At
the same time, the TOC surveys showed that
Western Europe would have to import roughly
16 million t of refined products in 1960, as not all
products could be produced in Western Europe
and new countries, e.g., the USSR, entered the
market and provided cheaper products. The TOC
could not stop such a development, but it could
prepare the OEEC members for possible sce-
narios: If all refineries were operating at 90 %
capacity, the surplus would be 25 million t, and
a massive price drop would follow. If refineries
were to reduce their production to 70-80 % of
their maximal capacity, the surplus would be
acceptable. In the medium term, however, the
TOC argued that the OEEC region would have to
boost overall economic growth and, by doing so,
the consumption of refined products, otherwise
the refinery industry would get into troubles.81
In such an assessment, it becomes clear how
the OEEC’s petroculture combined two of the

79 Miriam A. Bader-Gassner, Pipelineboom: Internationale
Olkonzerne Im Westdeutschen Wirtschaftswunder (Baden-
Baden: Nomos, 2014), 41-44.

80 Willem Molle, Egbert Wever, “Oil Refineries and
Petrochemical Industries in Europe” GeoJournal, vol. 9, n°4,
1984, 421-430, here 425-426; Bader-Gassner, Pipelineboom,
32-33 (cf. note 79); Marten Boon, Multinational Business and
Transnational Regions (cf. note 24).

81 OECD Archive, Paris. Oil Committee, Report to the
Executive Committee on the likely implications by 1960 of
the Development of Crude Oil Refining Capacity in Member
Countries, Paris, 1 July 1959, 4-6.

most influential paradigms of the second half
of the 20" century: economic growth and per-
vasive oil use.

In sum, the described role of the OEEC and
of its TOC meant the emergence of a specific
petroculture. This mattered because the TOC
constituted an organization that allowed for the
first time to coordinate national oil policies in
peacetime. Until then, such cooperation had
only occurred as temporary alliances during
WWI and WWII.82 When it came to discussions
of refining capacity, national delegates to TOC
functioned as feedback mechanism to govern-
ments at home.82 In the early 1960s, they dis-
tributed among Western Europe governments
the idea that an envisioned further expansion
of refining capacity was justifiable as long as
national economies were on a course of eco-
nomic growth.

MATERIAL PERVASIVE PETROCULTURE:
CONSUMERS OPTING FOR OIL OVER COAL

With the expansion of infrastructure and institu-
tionalized petroculture, the ERP and OEEC helped
the spread of oil in Western Europe. In this sec-
tion, the decline of coal related to the rise of
petroleum products will be examined through
the lens of railroads and shipping, residential
heating and industrial production. By doing so,
we integrate the perspective of the largest con-
sumers into our analysis, which is crucial for an
understanding of the energy transition to oil.

As mentioned, oil played a minor role in the
Western European energy system into the 1940s,
but from the late 1940s and until the 1970s rapidly
replaced coal as the dominant fuel. The data pre-
sented in Figure 2 demonstrates the rapid decline
of the relative importance of coal. The share of
coal in primary energy consumption declined from

82 Phil Johnstone, Caitriona McLeish, “World Wars and the
Age of Oil: Exploring Directionality in Deep Energy Transitions”,
Energy Research & Social Science, n°69, 2020, 101732.

83 OECD Archive, Paris, Oil Committee, Report to the
Executive Committee on the likely implications by 1960 of
the Development of Crude Oil Refining Capacity in Member
Countries, Paris, 1 July, 1959, 4-5.

33

34

35



JEHRHE #10 | SPECIAL ISSUE | PERVASIVE PETROCULTURES: HISTORIES, IDEAS AND PRACTICES OF FOSSIL FUELS P. 13

GROSS, MELSTED, CHACHEREAU | CREATING THE CONDITIONS FOR WESTERN EUROPEAN PETROCULTURE

over 80 % in 1950 to under 40 % in 1965, whereas
the share of oil increased from 11% to 42 %. This
change in the relative importance of coal and oil
was linked to both new technologies and social
practices, such as the increasing use of internal
combustion engines in land transport, and to a
decline of coal consumption. For the emergence
of a European pervasive petroculture, both of
these processes were necessary. While the ERP
and TOC could change the circumstances deci-
sively in favour of oil, it remained the decision of
individual energy consumers to substitute coal
with oil and thereby implement the transition.

Consumption of Primary Energy in Western Europe
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Figure 2: Consumption of Primary Energy in Western Europe.
Source: Jensen Walter G., Energy in Europe: 1945-1980
(London: Foulis, 1967), 117-121 (based on United Nations
Statistics).

36 To be sure, the OEEC also had a coal committee.

Although the OEEC coal committee has always
been overshadowed by the European Coal and
Steel Community (ECSC), its activities provide
a good insight into the challenges faced by the
coal sector since the increasing use of petroleum
products. These can be summarized in three
points: (1) competition from coal imports from
both Poland and the US; (2) frequent structural
difficulties like labour shortages and strikes but
also stockpiling at mines due to limited demand,;
and (3) the competition from the alternative
energy sources like hydropower, natural gas and
fuel oil.84 The coal committee therefore worked

84 OEEC, The Coal Industry in Europe. Trends in Economic
Sectors (Paris: Organisation for European Economic
Co-operation, 1954), 14-30.

both in accordance but also in opposition to the
TOC. Whereas both committees expected that
coal and oil would be essential fuels for the
reconstruction and growth of European econo-
mies, the coal committee grew increasingly con-
cerned with the competition from fuel oils in
traditional coal markets.

In 1956, all OEEC committees concerned with
energy published a joint study of Europe’s
Growing Need for Energy. Regarding the demand
for coal products, the report stated that coal
consumption would continue to increase,
prompting coal mines to increase their output.
The expansion of the coal sector had been
aided by the distribution of ERP-counterpart
funds in Austria, Germany, Italy, France and
the Netherlands. According to Alan Milward, the
governments of these countries invested US
$452 million or about one seventh of the total
counterpart funds.8s By 1956, due to the coal
industries’ prominence in the largest Western
European national economies, there “was no
doubt that given favourable conditions, coal
could in time make a large contribution towards
filling the energy gap.”8 Even though the oil
committee vigorously promoted oil, there were
no plans or expectations to close uneconomic
coal mines or limit their capacity.8? The situa-
tion changed with the European coal (stockpil-
ing) crisis of 1957-1958. While Western European
coal contributed to secure energy supplies
during the Suez Crisis, the tide turned imme-
diately after, into an oversupply crisis.88

Petroleum Products in the Transport Sector

The transport sector was a central driver of the
transition from coal to oil and a profiteer of
refinery capacity expansion in Western Europe.
At the same time, the transport sector was also
high on the list of priorities in the ERP. In virtually

85 Milward, The Reconstruction, 109 (cf. note 7).

86 OEEC, Europe’s Growing Needs of Energy: How Can They
Be Met? A Report Prepared by a Group of Experts (Paris:
OEEC, 1956).

87 OEEC, The Coal Industry in Europe. The Situation in
1958 and 1959 and Outlook on Future Trends: A Study by the
Coal Committee (Paris: Organisation for European Economic
Co-Operation, 1960), 12-13.

88 OEEC, The Coal Industry in Europe, 12 (cf. note 86).
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every participating country, the internal com-
bustion engine industry received generous loans.
FIAT benefited in Italy. In France, it was SIMCA,
Citroén and the agricultural machinery manufac-
turer CIMA.29 In Austria, the main beneficiaries
were suppliers to the automotive industry and
the tractor manufacturer Steyr-Daimler-Puch?0,
and in the U.K., the carmaker Ford.®* The expan-
sion of capacity at these factories also boosted
demand for refined petroleum products. As a
side effect of the increased gasoline and kero-
sene production, the share of heavy fractions -
diesel, distillate fuel and residual fuel oil — also
increased and competed with predominant coal.

Not all uses of petroleum products, however,
needed to replace pre-existing coal configura-
tions. The widespread adoption of the internal
combustion engine and the gas turbine, which
became the dominant forms of transport by
sea, land and air, did not replace a coal-fueled
precursor directly. Still, the growing demand for
refined gasoline and diesel products triggered
a “widening” of the oil market. The necessity to
also utilize the heavier fractions commercially
provided an additional incentive to sell fuel oils
to consumers like industries, heating, and ther-
mal electricity production.®2 This process of wid-
ening was also reflected in other Technical OEEC
Committees, e.g., the Committee for Agriculture,
Inland and Maritime Transport or the Machinery
Committee, which provided a forum for techni-
cal experts to present best practice examples
of utilizing these petroleum products.®3

89 MSA, European Industrial Projects: July 21, 1953
(Washington, D.C.: MSA Industry Division, Statistics and
Report Division, 1953).

90 Franz Tinhof, Zehn Jahre ERP in Osterreich 1948-1958.
Wirtschaftshilfe im Dienste der Viblkerversténdigung (Wien:
Verlag der Osterreichischen Staatsdruckerei, 1958), 71.

91 MSA, European Industrial Projects (cf. note 89).

92 Kander et al., Power to the People, 287-302 (cf. note
27).

93 OEEC, The Mechanization of Small Farms in
European Countries: Report of the Agricultural Machinery
Subcommittee of the OEEC (Paris: OEEC, 1951); Mineral6l:
Zur Umstellung von Industriedampfkesseln von Kohle- auf
Olférderung. Vereinigung Industrielle Kraftwirtschaft (Essen,
1956).

In many sectors that mattered for this “widening” 40

of the market, coal was the incumbent fuel, with
pre-existing configurations of supply and con-
sumption patterns as well as coal-based techno-
logical equipment. Those needed to be modified
or replaced in order for industrial, commercial or
residential consumers to shift to oil. Two of the
early uses of fuel oil occurred in steam engines
of ships and railways, which in the first half of
the 20" C. were frequently retrofitted to burn
oil instead of coal.

One of the best known use of oil-steam hybrids
is the conversion of the British Royal Navy from
coal to oil steamers during the First World
War.24 From the 1950s, however, diesel engines
became the primary form of marine propulsion
and steam ships gradually disappeared from
European ports and shipyards.?s In 1952, for
example, 1074 new ships were launched, of which
only 48, or less than 1 % of the total tonnage
were designed to use coal as fuel.26 Among the
largest of the oil-fueled ships were oil tankers,
which increased substantially in size in the post-
war years as shipping magnates like Aristotle
Onassis transformed the international oil ship-
ping business to ship ever greater quantities
of crude oil, above all from the Middle East to
Europe.?? While the world’s oil tanker fleet had
only consisted of ships under 100 t capacity in
1957, more than half of the world’s tanker ton-
nage was larger than 100 t by 1970.98

In railway transportation, coal-fired steam loco- 42

motives were considered disadvantaged after
WWII, because they needed to carry both coal
and water. In order to increase their productivity,
electric and diesel-powered forms of propulsion
were discussed as part of the ERP. The OEEC

94 Nuno Luis Madureira, “Oil in the Age of Steam,” Journal
of Global History, vol. 5, n°1, 2010, 75-94.

95 Melsted, Pallua, “The Historical Transition”, 410 (cf. note 24).
96 UNECE, Relationship between Coal and Black Oils in
the West European Fuel Market (Geneva: UN Economic
Commission for Europe, 1954), 8.

97 Gelina Harlaftis, “The Onassis Global Shipping Business,
1920s-1950s” The Business History Review, vol. 88, no. 2,
2014, 241-71.

98 Gilbert Jenkins, Oil Economists’ Handbook (London:
Taylor & Francis, 1989), Table 18.2.
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Inland Transport Committee organized several
study tours for representatives of the Western
European railroad industry to study the possi-
bilities of a dieselization of railroads. After their
return, the participants praised diesel-electric
locomotives for their productivity, also because
they did not require any complex infrastruc-
ture measures along the tracks.?? In spite of
this, the focus of the Western European railroad
sector remained on electrification, which was a
process that had been initiated well before the
1940s. Here the path dependencies on electric
railways prevailed over dieselization arguments,
also because it would have meant a potential
standstill in the event of oil supply disruptions.100

Shifts in Residential Heating

The shift from steam to combustion engines
was often seen as a logical upgrade to newer
and more efficient technology. In the case of
the heating sector, however, the competition
and pushback of the coal industry was particu-
larly forceful, as this was one of the most valu-
able retail markets for coal. In the 1950s and
1960s, coal was largely replaced by oil and by
natural gas in certain areas, e.g. Germany and
France, where almost all households had been
heated with coal into the 1950s. By then, coal-
fired central heating systems had spread widely.
Shifting to oil increased comfort with automati-
zation, as it meant no more coal shovelling and
less (visible) pollution. In addition, heating oil
offered significant savings in costs in the late
1950s.191 This did not mean that coal suppliers
and equipment producers let the valuable heat-
ing market go easily; in the late 1950s several
improvements were made, such as mechanical
devices to transport coal quickly and cleanly into
storage bunkers and burners, or mechanical and
less dusty solutions for ash disposal.192 Despite
those efforts, households and commercial build-
ings overwhelmingly switched to oil.103

One major reason for the shift was that oil 44
companies strategically targeted residential
fuel markets by selling oil at prices that were
competitive with coal.194 Qil suppliers had a
higher flexibility in pricing than coal mines.105
Indeed, the pricing of refined oil products
varied substantially. Gasoline had little compe-
tition from other fuels. Thus, it could be sold at
higher prices. However, the markets for heavy
and light fuel oils were shaped by the com-
petition with coal.19¢ This can be seen from a
comparison of the retail prices per energy con-
tent for light fuel oil (distillate fuel), anthra-
cite coal and coke for residential uses in West
Germany and France, which correlated with the
growing consumption of oil products instead
of coal (Figure 3).

Oil for heating became considerably cheaper 45
per calorie in both France and Germany from
1957. In contrast, coal product prices remained
stable. The increase of petroleum products on

the Western European market due to the expan-
sion of refinery capacities played a key role in the
price development. As a result, fuel oil obtained

a substantial price advantage in the heating fuel
market. Falling energy costs for heating oil drove

the pervasion of petroleum in Western European
energy economies.

The Substitution of Coal in Industries

In the industrial sector, manufacturing plants
in need of process heat, e.g. dairy processing,
could easily switch between fuels. Other indus-
tries like glass or metal production needed to be
adapted or upgraded to oil-burning technologies.
Similar to indoor heating, there was a clear shift
from coal to oil across industrial sectors.197 This
transition was supported by the ERP, from which
considerable sums were channelled to manufac-
turers of industrial oil burner technologies, as the
Austrian example shows.198 The OEEC fostered

46

99 OEEC, Railroads in the U.S.A. Report of a European
Group of Experts (Paris: OEEC, 1951).

100 |bid., 31.

101 Melsted, Pallua, “The Historical Transition “ 411-412 (cf.
note 24).

102 OEEC, The Coal Industry in Europe, 90-91 (cf. note 86).
103 lbid., 22.

104 Alberto Cl0, Oil Economics and Policy (New York:
Springer, 2000), 88-91.

105 OEEC, The Coal Industry in Europe, 22 (cf. note 86).
106 Joy Dunkerley, Irving Hoch, “The Pricing of Transport
Fuels”, Energy Policy, vol 14, n°4, 1986, 307-317.

107 OEEC, The Coal Industry in Europe, 28 (cf. note 86).
108 Tinhof, Zehn Jahre (cf. note 90).
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Fuel Consumption in Residential Sector (France)
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Figure 3: Consumption and Real Prices of Qil and Coal Products per Energy Content in France and West Germany
(Residential Sector). Source: Statistical Office of the European Communities, A Comparison of Fuel Prices 1955-1970

(Luxembourg: Eurostat, 1974).

the switch to petroleum products by providing
a forum in which best practice examples of the
energy transition in industrial companies were
discussed.12?® Qil companies also aimed to cap-
ture industrial markets by selling especially fuel
oil at prices competitive with coal.110

The economic incentive can again be traced
in the exemplary comparison of industrial fuel
prices per energy content in West Germany and
France. In West Germany, the real cost of heavy
(residual) fuel oil went considerably below that
of soft coal and coke from 1957. In France, soft
coal remained cheaper for industrial users until
1966. Then, heavy fuel oil became cheaper per
energy content (Figure 4). As a result, coal was
pushed aside from virtually all (lighter) industries.
Given this economic framework conditions, even
gasworks shifted from coal or coke to petroleum
products and eventually to natural gas. The shift

109 Mineralél: Zur Umstellung (cf. note 93).

110 Melsted, Pallua, “The Historical Transition”, 416-418 (cf.
note 24); Joy Dunkerley, “The Future of Coal in Western
Europe,” Resource Policy, vol. 4, n°3, 1978, 151-159, 154.

from coal to hydrocarbons as a feedstock also
occurred in chemical industries.1

The exception to the rule were heavy indus- 48
tries like steel production and thermal elec-
tricity generation, which continued to rely on
coal and coke. There was only limited compe-
tition in heavy industries, as they were opti-
mized for coke as fuel. In thermal electricity
generation, coal was partly replaced from the
1950s.112 Particularly coal-importing countries
like Denmark, France or Austria opted for fuel
oil, whereas coal-producing countries continued
to generate most thermal electricity from coal.113
After the oil price crises of the 1970s, however,

111 UNECE, Relationship between Coal and Black Oils,
15-16 (cf. note 96); Ronald S. Wishart, “Industrial Energy
in Transition: A Petrochemical Perspective,” Science, vol.
199, N°4329, 1978, 614-618; Raymond Stokes, Opting for
Oil: The Political Economy of Technological Change in the
West German Chemical Industry, 1945-1961 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1994).

112 OEEC, The Coal Industry in Europe, 21 (cf. note 86).
113 UNECE, Relationship between Coal and Black Oils, 14
(cf. note 96).
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Fuel Consumption in Industrial Sector (West Germany)
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most oil power capacities shifted to alternative
sources, including back to coal.m4

In the end, both suppliers and consumers of
energy helped created linkages that stabilized
the oil configurations, fostering the use of oil for
new applications like automobiles but also the
substitution of established, coal-based energy
uses with oil-based alternatives. As a result, the
overall consumption of petroleum products in
Western Europe increased from under 100 million
ton per year in 1955 to over 600 million t/year
by 1973.15 The conditions for this development
were provided by the ERP, OEEC and TOC. The
result was a European pervasive petroculture,
which has managed to endure a variety of chal-
lenges — ranging from the 1970s oil price crises
to pollution and climate concerns — and persist
to this very day.

114 Melsted, Pallua, “The Historical Transition”, 418-420
(cf. note 24).
115 Jenkins, Oil Economists’ Handbook, Table 7.30 (cf. note 98).

CONCLUSIONS

How and why did oil become so pervasive in
post-WWII Europe? The pervasiveness of oil
cannot be grasped as the mere consequence
of oil’s physical properties, such as its abun-
dance and its liquid state. When put into the
context of the political economy of its time, its
pervasiveness came about through entangled
and mutually reinforcing processes that were as
much political and cultural as they were techni-
cal and economic. To study these processes, we
turned the analysis on the ERP and the OEEC’s
promotion of petroleum-based energy, such as
dollar aid, technical assistance and particularly
the European refinery expansion program.

Our investigation focused on three such pro-
cesses. The first put Western Europe on a path
towards greater oil use. The ERP influenced this
in direct and indirect ways. Its major direct influ-
ence resided in financing one fourth of the oil
imports to Western Europe between April 1948
and December 1951. More indirectly, it helped
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to modernize existing refineries and to build
new ones to allow to process crude oil from the
Middle East. While the ERP’s financial contribu-
tion to the refinery expansion remained limited,
and while its importance varied from country to
country, the program mattered for the building
of the necessary infrastructure. French refiner-
ies, for instance, which benefited the most from
the ERP, installed catalytic cracking facilities and
became major suppliers of petroleum prod-
ucts to other European countries. In addition,
by channelling ERP funding to the combustion
engine industry, a larger market for petroleum
products was created during the reconstruction
of Western Europe.

The second process we discussed was the grow-
ing cooperation between Western European
countries brought about by the ERP through
the foundation of the OEEC. The organization’s
technical committees, particularly the TOC, pro-
moted economic growth based on an increase
of energy consumption that was mainly to be
fueled by oil. This specific link between growth
and oil constituted an institutional petrocul-
ture that repeatedly mattered. For instance, in
1956, the technical oil committee’s coordination
helped to face the Suez Crisis. By avoiding a
disruption of the growth of oil consumption, it
contributed to keeping Europe on a path of an
increasing pervasiveness of petroleum.

The third process consisted of consumers
choosing to burn more oil. In some cases, they
did so by relying on technologies where oil had
little or no competition, e.g., through the use
of motorized land transport by trucks, motor
cars and motorcycles. In other cases, end-users
opted to substitute coal with oil, for instance in
maritime transport, residential heating, thermal
electricity production and industrial applications.
That way, petroleum could penetrate previously
coal-dominated sectors. Focusing on the factors
of such decisions to substitute coal might sug-
gest that oil was mainly chosen because it was
cheaper, offered advantages for the control of
combustion and reduced visible pollution. Our
study, however, put these factors in their wider
political economy context.

That way, the entanglement and mutually rein-
forcing character of the three processes become
clear. The initial supply of oil by the ERP and
the expansion of refinery capacity made it a
competitive alternative to coal. The institutional
petroculture of the OEEC’s technical commit-
tees allowed for technical exchange among the
members countries and for cooperative manage-
ment of scarcities and bottlenecks during the
period under investigation. As for the matter of
price, the increased output of refineries implied
a greater amount of heavy oils, which compa-
nies started to market aggressively to compete
with coal in space heating and industrial uses.
In the 1950s, the resulting growth in demand
changed the calculations of oil companies with
regard to transport and refining, leading to the
construction of pipelines and inland refineries,
to the point that surplus and ensuing issues of
rentability were feared. To address this fear, the
TOC responded characteristically by advocating
for more economic growth, which meant further
increasing the use of oil products.

In sum, our examination of the ERP and the
transition from coal to oil shows that while the
ERP was designed to secure democracy, peace,
and economic growth, it created the condi-
tions for a transition towards petroleum prod-
ucts, which pervaded all aspects of economic
life. This pervasiveness not only increased pro-
ductivity markedly. It created new path depen-
dencies by linking virtually all spheres of life
to flows of petroleum products and Western
Europe as a macro-region to oil exporting
regions all over the world. National governments
and the OEEC first became aware of the detri-
mental side effects of this energy dependency
during the Suez Crisis but have not been able
to solve this dilemma to this day. The same
applies to greenhouse gas emissions, another
unintended side effect of the pervasiveness of
oil and other fossil fuels in our everyday life.
Both the current geopolitical energy crisis and
the looming climate catastrophe can, therefore,
in many ways be traced back to the attempts
to escape the energy crisis of the late 1940s by
the creation of a Western European pervasive
petroculture.
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INTRODUCTION: EARTHQUAKES AND GAS

When presenting its conclusions and rec-

ommendations on February 24 2023, the A key explanation, however, is formulated as 3
Parliamentary Committee of Inquiry into nat- Conclusion 5 in the Parliamentary Committee’s
ural gas extraction in the Dutch province of report when it states that “Oil companies bene-
Groningen did not mince its words: this whole fit from the confusion of roles at the ministry of
affair had been “an unprecedented system fail- E?onomic Affairsj’ﬁ DUt(fh top officials appargntly
ure by public as well as private parties” After did a bet‘terJ‘ok‘) informing corp‘orate executlve§
seven weeks of hearings in the Summer and than their ministers. These ministers, for their
part, tended to put more trust in the executives
early Fall of 2022 about the damage caused . . . .

o . of Big Oil than in their own official regulator
by 1’(?15 gas e.xtract|on induced earthquakes. ' Staatstoezicht op de mijnen (State Supervision
Groningen this much was already clear: the ties of Mines). And to top it all, during his job inter-
between Big Oil and Dutch officials had made view for inspector general of Staatstoezicht a
things considerably worse. But for the com- ¢, mer official noticed a representative of Big Ol
mittee to label the situation “disastrous”, to  (which he would supervising) to be part of the
call a specific government decision “a gross  selection committee.5 Collusion, in other words.
infringement of the interests of the people of Not deceit let alone a conspiracy, but a situation
Groningen” and to emphasize that the private in which public duties are neglected because
company extracting the gas had lost “its moral officials and politicians are so close with pri-
license to operate” was something else.? vate partners that they lose sight of what is

really at stake.®
The earthquakes that have resulted in more than
267,000 claims for damage in the Groningen That Shell is one of these partners should per- 4

region are a direct result of the extraction of
gas in what was once the largest natural gas
field in the world, exploited by NAM (Nederlandse
Aardolie Maatschappij), jointly owned by Shell
and Exxon. That subsidence might be a prob-
lem in Groningen was suggested by NAM itself
as early as 1972, but even after the 3.6 Huizinge
earthquake in August 2012 the extraction
increased. How could this happen? Economic
and budgetary concerns and financial incentives
and ambitions obviously played a major role. All
too trusting scientists who for years could not
imagine this to be a problem and consequently
failed to research the issue bear some of the
responsibility. That TU Delft’s Earth Sciences

1 Parliamentary Committee of Inquiry into Natural
Gas Extraction in Groningen, Groningers before Gas, vol.
1. Conclusions and recommendations (The Hague: Tweede
Kamer der Staten-Generaal, 2023), 26. The five volume report
counts 1956 pages in Dutch. The first part, Conclusions and
recommendations, is also published in English, both on
paper and as a pdf download.

2 Ibid., 16, 51, 30.

department received generous corporate fund-
ing probably did not help either.3

haps not come as a surprise. For more than a
century this multinational firm has managed to
be seen in the country as a major Dutch force

3 Jurrevan den Berg, “Hoe Nederlandse wetenschappers
zich decennialang verkeken op de gevaren van gaswinning
in Groningen”, de Volkskrant, 7 October 2022.

4  Parliamentary Committee of Inquiry, Groningers before
gas, 49-53 (cf. note 1).

5 Ibid, 55.

6 Cf. “Shell and ExxonMobil, the shareholders of NAM,
have short lines of communication with the ministry and
the Cabinet as well. This is true for Shell in particular.
The Shell chief executive has discussions with the prime
minister every year and indicates viewing him as a friend.
These short lines are also visible when NAM has to answer
questions by the regulator State Supervision of Mines. An
example is when, in 2018 after the quake in Zeerijp and
according to protocol, within 48 hours NAM has to put
forward measures to contain the risks of earthquakes as
well as possible. Despite the fact that the regulator asks
for measures, the ministry of Economic Affairs lets NAM
know that concrete measures are not necessary. The reg-
ulator still observes that the distance between NAM and
the ministry is extremely small. “I got a sense of ‘them
all being hand in glove’, which | found most disconcerting,
because that makes the performance of my duties a lot
more complicated,” Inspector General of Mines Theodor
Kockelkoren says during his public hearing.” Ibid., 56.
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of good and, thus, national pride. From day one
in the Spring of 1890 Shell received the royal
seal of approval and even international scandals
concerning the firm’s involvement in Apartheid
in the 1970s and 1980s, the Brent Spar and Ken
Saro-Wiwa affairs in the 1990s or its controver-
sial climate policies did until very recently not
substantially alter its image or, more importantly,
power.7

Its sheer economic size can account for Shell’s
political clout, but in this article | want to make
the case that the company’s power is even more
pervasive. As the quintessential harbinger of
progress, Shell also represents a remarkable
cultural force. In my contribution to this spe-
cial issue on Petrocultures, | want to explore
and investigate how Shell’s cultural work actu-
ally functions in the Netherlands, both in a strict
sense (focusing on specific literary and artistic
oil and gas related artefacts) and on a broader
level, where culture and politics meet in what
could be named a Shell habitus, which for over
a century propelled petrofriendly ideas in such
a way that Shell became a symbol of moder-
nity as well as a trusted house friend. | build on
earlier research by Hein (2018) who emphasized

7 Royal seal of approval for Shell’s predeces-
sor Nederlandsche Maatschappij tot Exploitatie van
Petroleumbronnen in Nederlandsch-Indié: C. Gerretson,
Geschiedenis der ‘Koninklijke’, vol. 1 (Baarn: Bosch &
Keuning, 1971), 97-99. For some of the scandals in recent
Shell history: Ike Okonta, Oronto Douglas, Where Vultures
Feast: Shell, Human Rights, and Oil in the Niger Delta
(San Francisco: Sierra Club Books, 2001); Jack Doyle (ed.),
Riding the Dragon : Royal Dutch Shell & the Fossil Fire
(Boston, Mass.: Environmental Health Fund, 2002); lan
Cummins, John Beasant, Shell Shock: The Secrets and
Spin of an Oil Giant (Edinburgh: Mainstream Pub, 2005);
Daniel A. Omoweh, Shell Petroleum Development Company,
the State and Underdevelopment of Nigeria’s Niger Delta:
A Study in Environmental Degradation (Trenton, NJ: Africa
World Press, 2005); Keetie Sluyterman, Geschiedenis van
Koninklijke Shell, vol. 3, Concurreren in turbulente markten,
1973-2007 (Amsterdam: Boom, 2007), 314-329 (Apartheid),
335-341 (Brent Spar), 342-355 (Nigeria); Keetie Sluyterman,
“Royal Dutch Shell: Company Strategies for Dealing with
Environmental Issues”, Business History Review, vol. 84, n°2,
2010, 203-226 and Marcel Metze, Hoog spel. De politieke
biografie van Shell (Amsterdam: Balans, 2023), 389-440,
454-504, 522-528. A very critical Dutch book about Shell in
the 1980s: René Didde et. al. (red.), Als het tij keert: Shell en
Nederland, macht & verbeelding (Amsterdam: Ravijn, 1989).

[

how Dutch petromodernity has transformed
Dutch landscapes and everyday practices, and
by Plets and Kuijt (2022) who demonstrated how
prominent hydrocarbon players like Shell and
NAM have bought their way (and ideology) into
major Dutch museums, presenting themselves
as homegrown models of innovation.®

Linking Michael Billig’s concept ‘banal national-
ism’ to Shell’s position in the Netherlands | try
to enrich our understanding of how fossil fuel
companies, very much like their commodities,
are at their most powerful when they can hide
in plain sight.? | focus on three distinct yet inter-
related aspects: the résumés and memoirs of
prominent politicians who have worked for Shell,
the way Shell seems to sponsor Dutch culture
and nature as elements of national heritage, and
the position and image of Shell as it is conveyed
in elite art works, the books of highly respected
artists like one of its most famous employees,
multi-award winning experimental writer Gerrit
Krol in particular.

BANAL NATIONALISM AND BANAL
PETROCULTURE

For far too long, social scientist Michael Billig
suggested in 1995, academics and media tended
to see nationalists as ‘the other’ — rebel rous-
ers in former Soviet states or weird separatists
tearing up Yugoslavia or, for that matter, Belgium
or Canada. A misleading frame, Billig claimed,
because it overlooks the deeply rooted nation-
alism in established nation states like France
and the United States. In his eponymous book
he labeled their type “banal nationalism” — not

8 Carola Hein, “Oil Spaces: The Global Petroleumscape
in the Rotterdam/The Hague Area”, Journal of Urban History,
vol. 44, n° 5, 2018, 887-929; Gertjan Plets, Marin Kuijt,
‘Gas, Oil and Heritage: Well-Oiled Histories and Corporate
Sponsorship in Dutch Museums (1990-2021)”, BMGN-Low
Countries Historical Review, vol. 137, n°1, 2022, 50-77. For a
general discussion of the concept ‘petroculture’, see the
Introduction to this special issue.

9  Fossil fuels hiding in plain sight, see: Sheena Wilson
et. al., “On Petrocultures: Or, Why We Need to Understand
Oil to Understand Everything Else”, Sheena Wilson et. al.
(eds.), Petrocultures: Oil, Politics, Culture (Montreal/Chicago:
McGill-Queen's University Press, 2017), 4.
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because it tends to be peaceful or benign (the
Falklands and Gulf Wars were very much on his
mind) but because it manifests itself in daily,
indeed mundane practices. Singing the national
anthem before a local sports game, pledging alle-
giance to the flag, sports pages mainly devoted
to national competitions, celebrating national
holidays or teaching what is considered to be
the national language — these practices are “so
familiar, so continual” that we barely register
them. “The metonymic image of banal nation-
alism is not a flag which is being consciously
waved with fervent passion; it is the flag hang-
ing unnoticed on the public building.”1° Billig’s
intention in reframing and broadening the term
nationalism was unapologetically political. With
Banal Nationalism he wanted to “draw attention
to the powers of an ideology which is so familiar
that it hardly seems noticeable.”"

That is where petroculture comes in. The grip
fossil fuels hold on our lives is also based on
deeply ingrained daily practices (heating our
homes, driving to work, powering our tooth
brushes and tablets) we don’t tend to notice.
(Or only start noticing during an energy crisis,
not unlike how many Americans expected their
neighbors to be visibly and audibly more patriotic
after 9/11.) In this article | try to adapt Billig’s line
of thinking to the power of fossil fuel companies,
not by looking at their actual extraction and pro-
duction or their lobbying practices but on how
they have managed to become a piece of furni-
ture so ubiquitous we stopped noticing it, even
if their power should be a source of concern.

The impact of banal nationalism, Billig stressed
time and again, should not be underesti-
mated. Real wars are being fought by nation
states which do not consider themselves to be
nationalist at all. | want to argue that petrocul-
ture functions not that differently. The power
of petrostates is well established. Banal petro-
culture, on the other hand, like banal national-
ism, operates more subtly. Not necessarily under
the radar: gas stations and oil tanker trucks are

10 Michael Billig, Banal Nationalism (London: Sage, 1995), 8.
1 lbid., 12.

there, for everybody to see. It is in the realm
of culture, however, in books, films, museums,
tourist attractions and the general discourse that
banal petroculture really manifests itself. Like
product placement in games and tv shows the
sheer presence in our daily lives of fossil fuel
companies’ logos naturalizes petroculture, and
even more so if they appear in places where you
wouldn’t expect them. If a substantial number of
its politicians have a stint at a fossil fuel com-
pany on their resumé it becomes normal for a
country to have a political class full of petro-
politicians. If a fossil fuel company’s products
are also part of the entertainment industry or
art world, they become associated with leisure
or having fun. Together these petrosigns come
to symbolize a world in which fossil fuels are
assumed to be crucial ingredients of a modern
and developed society. And, to be clear, those
societies can be found outside of fully-fledged
petrostates as well.

Petrostates like Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Kuwait,
Venezuela, Nigeria, and Russia are nation states
where a small elite wields enormous power, both
politically and economically, based on the pres-
ence of oil or natural gas in their country’s soil.
Those nations, one could say, are examples of
non-banal petroculture. In these countries it is
impossible to ignore the impact and power of
fossil fuels. They are the petroculture counter-
part of what nationalism is in places like Serbia
or Catalonia. | want to suggest, however, that
there are also banal petrostates. My case in
point is the Netherlands, a liberal democracy
and founding member of the European Union
with supposedly very strong institutions.12

Plets and Kuijt have argued convincingly that
in the 1970s the Netherlands became an actual
“petrostate” when “production at Slochteren,

12 An important caveat: this article only deals with the
European part of the Kingdom of the Netherlands. Its
colonial history and presence when it comes to petrocul-
ture is a whole different story which deserves a separate
article. See Sinaya Wolfert, Curacao: Life with an oil refinery
(Amsterdam: Sinaya Wolfert Fotografie, 2019) for a multi-
faceted presentation of how Shell and the Lesser Antilles
island almost became synonymous.

10
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then Europe’s largest gas reservoir, was signifi-
cantly increased”, making the country “highly
reliant on royalties paid by the gas companies
for filling the treasury and balancing the bud-
gets”12 These shared financial interests obviously
played a major role in the Groningen earthquake
debacle. That it took so long for this tragedy to
become a national scandal, however, might have
had other reasons as well. The peripheral posi-
tion of the Groningen province probably was a
factor. But | want to suggest the position Shell/
NAM had in the hearts and minds of so many
people — the population at large, but members
of the elites in particular — is also part of the
explanation.4 There seems to have been a form
of cognitive dissonance at play: it proved very
difficult to be critical or even skeptical when
it came to Shell. Shell, for most Dutch people,
were the good guys, creating jobs and revenue
on an enormous scale, and, more importantly,
symbolizing some of the central values of the
nation.

Together with former electronics company
Philips, Royal Dutch Shell came to epitomize
innovation and modernity in the Netherlands.1s
Unlike Philips, however, the fossil fuel giant
also featured “Dutch” in its name, making it
the perfect standard bearer, both home and
abroad, of a nation eager to embrace and
espouse progress. When banal nationalism
and banal petroculture are mixed the results
can be explosive. As Carola Hein noted, “Royal
Dutch Shell has become a national icon in the
Netherlands [...] and this status has further
increased its power to transform physical and
cultural landscapes through interventions at

13 In Plets & Kuijt, “Gas, Oil and Heritage”, 57 (cf. note 8).
14 During the parliamentary debate on 6 June 2023 Prime
Minister Mark Rutte labelled the relations between his offi-
cials and the gas and oil industry as “too intimate”, but in
an exchange with MP Pieter Omtzigt he explicitly refused
to use that same label for Dutch cabinet members’ rela-
tionships with Shell, despite the fact that former Shell CEO
Van Beurden called Rutte a “friend” during the hearings (See
note 6).

15 A point made earlier in Plets & Kuijt, “Gas, Oil and
Heritage”, 61 (cf. note 8) when they note how Shell is seen
and presented “as a national institution driving Dutch
science and innovation”.

the government level.”1€ A closer look at how
Shell is part and parcel of so many aspects of
Dutch culture might help us understand how
banal petroculture functions.

THE ROYAL ONE

Both its first official history and the title of one
of Gerrit Krol’s novels refer to Royal Dutch Shell
colloquially, or maybe a more apt word would
be fondly, as the ‘Koninklijke’, literally: the royal
one. By no means is Shell the only Dutch firm
to boast its royal approval in its name. The K in
KLM, after all, stands for ‘Koninklijke’ as well. Yet
amongst these companies Shell is the primus
inter pares. Hence, only Shell is being referred
to with the abbreviation ‘de Koninklijke’.

Shell’s early history was a harbinger of things
to come. Instrumental in establishing this new
company and in in the Spring of 1890 obtain-
ing the royal epithet to this yet-to-be-founded
corporation, usually only granted after decades
of successful functioning, was N.P van den Berg,
former president of the Bank of Java and from
1889 onwards president of the central bank
of the Netherlands, De Nederlandsche Bank.
H.D. Levyssohn Norman, the first chairman
of the board of what would initially be called
the Koninklijke Nederlandsche Maatschappij
tot Exploitatie van Petroleumbronnen in
Nederlandsch Indié (Royal Dutch Company
for the Exploitation of Petroleum in the Dutch
East Indies) was a member of Parliament, as
was another board member D. de Ruiter Zijlker.
Besides being a chemist specialized in ana-
lyzing petroleum W.J.E. Hekmeijer, co-founder,
shareholder and also member of the first board,
was a former lieutenant colonel of the Royal
Netherlands East Indies Army, better known as
KNIL.17 In other words, from its very first days
this colonial petroleum company was run by men
hailing from the top of the Dutch political, finan-
cial, military and colonial establishment.

16 Hein, “Oil Spaces”, 918-919 (cf. note 8).
17  Gerretson, Geschiedenis der ‘Koninklijke, 91-99 (cf. note 7).
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15 A separate history could and perhaps should practices also produce high potentials who

be written about the interconnectedness of
these Dutch elite institutions and prominent
Shell employees.1® These are just a few exam-
ples. Hendrik Colijn, one of the country’s most
legendary Prime Ministers (1925-1926/1933-1939),
served as lieutenant in the Aceh War under the
infamous KNIL-general J.B. van Heutsz, before
becoming managing director of the Bataafsche
Petroleum Maatschappij in 1914 and, in 1921, gen-
eral manager of Royal Dutch Shell. In recent
history as well, the distance from the Hague’s
political center to the Shell headquarters in that
same city seems even less than the 1.9 kilome-
ter it actually is. The influence works both ways,
from Dutch politics to Shell and from Shell to
the upper regions of Dutch politics. From 2003
onwards social-democrat Dick Benschop, former
Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs (1998-2002),
worked for Shell in The Hague and Kuala Lumpur,
before becoming CEO of Shell Netherlands in May
2011 (making him a key witness in the Groningen
hearings). After serving as Prime Minister from
1994 until 2002 the social-democrat Wim Kok
became a member of the board. The conser-
vative-liberal Gerrit Zalm, the longest serving
Finance Minister in Dutch history and chairman
of the board of ABN Amro bank from 2009 until
2017, became a Shell board member in 2013. By
hiring these top politicians the company acquires
both their policy insights and their international
networks.1® Shell’s very successful recruitment

18 The links are often so blatant even right wing and
corporate minded media took notice. See: Jean Dohmen,
“Oliegigant Shell is staat in de staat”, EWmagazine.nl,
26/06/2018. Url: https://www.ewmagazine.nl/economie/
achtergrond/2018/06/oliegigant-shell-is-staat-in-een-
staat-136892w/ (accessed 12/06/2023) also Niels Markus,
“Het aantal Haagse politici met Shell op hun cv is overwel-
digend”, Trouw, 16 November 2021.

19 Paul Schnabel’s case is a bit different, but significant in
its own right: he wrote columns for Shell’s Dutch quarterly
Venster while he was serving on the Social and Economic
Council and while he was a Senator for the social liberal
party D (2015-2019). He was general director of SCP, the
official Netherlands Institute for Social Research (1998-
2013), and is generally considered to be one of the country’s
leading public intellectuals (university professor at Utrecht
with scientific integrity as his area of expertise) and one
of the most influential people of the Netherlands (on the
board of countless museums and special councils, includ-
ing Shell’s). His father and brother worked for Shell and he

might later on seek office. Two of the three
Deputy Prime Ministers in the current Dutch gov-
ernment, christian-democrat Wopke Hoekstra
and social liberal Sigrid Kaag, worked for Shell
before becoming politicians. A similar trajectory
was followed by the conservative-liberal leader
and European Commissioner Frits Bolkestein
and by Wouter Bos, Labour party leader and
Deputy Prime Minister from 2007 until 2010. Both
wrote a memoir in which they reflected on their
Shell years. A close reading of these memoirs
enables us to get a closer look at the values
and practices they cherished from these years.
Just a Case of Successful Management: Shell
Politicians

Working in East Africa, Honduras, El Salvador,
Indonesia and the London and Paris offices
Bolkestein was with Shell from 1960 until 1976.
In his 2013 memoir Cassandra tegen wil en dank
(Reluctant Cassandra), he presents Shell as the
ideal workplace for a person with his ambitions
and temperament. “What is the essence of Shell?
Is it oil, gas or chemistry? Is it technology? No,
it’'s management. Without my Shell experience |
wouldn’t have been able to be a successful leader
of my party in the House of Representatives.”20 An
impressive global network is obviously something
Bolkestein built in these years, but the main man-
agement lesson he learned would prove influ-
ential for his politics: “My Shell experience had
taught me that it is better not to avoid tough
choices.”?1 |t was a management style that fitted
perfectly in the neoliberal age Bolkestein helped
to shape politically. Its core message — there is
no alternative to sound management policies —
was echoed in his memoir’s title.

was able to go to college on a Shell scholarship; he is a
close friend of Jeroen van der Veer’s, former Royal Dutch
Shell’s CEO (2004-2009). On one occasion Van der Veer took
Schnabel (and former Prime Minister Wim Kok) on a Shell
company plane to see an opera in London. (“Paul Schnabel”,
Brandpunt Profiel, 19/02/2012. Url: https://www.npostart.nl/
profiel/19-02-2012/POW_00445545 (accessed 12/06/2023))
20 Frits Bolkestein, Cassandra tegen wil en dank.
Memoires (Amsterdam: Prometheus/Bert Bakker, 2013), 76
(all translations from Dutch sources are mine, gb).

21 |bid., 96.
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When he himself made the apparently tough
choice of leaving Shell to become a politician,
however, he asked the company to make a tell-
ing exception. “In the meantime | had a finan-
cial problem. | was 43 years old. When | would
turn 47 | was entitled to early retirement [sic]
[...] The thing was that every Shell employee
who, for whatever reason, had to leave the com-
pany, could avail oneself of redundancy pay. |
did not fit into that category — my next position
was already clear — but nevertheless | asked
if a similar arrangement was possible because
of my uncertain political future. It was.”22 For
the reader it was not entirely clear whether
this passage should have been read as cyni-
cal or patently naive. Apart from the fact that
Bolkestein and his party were not on the record
as proponents of enlarging the welfare system it
seems unlikely he did not appreciate why Shell
would grant this exception to him, a high achiev-
ing, ambitious, by all accounts brilliant manager
hoping to become a central player in one of the
country’s top political parties. But it never was
a tough choice let alone a gamble: Bolkestein’s
career switch was part of a deliberate attempt
by Shell, Unilever, Philips and Akzo to influence
Dutch politics by parachuting some of their own
top managers in a position of power.23

A similar faux naivety can be found in Wouter
Bos’s Dit land kan zoveel beter (This country
can do so much better, 2006) when he writes
about how he ended up at Shell. ““Dear Mr.
Bos. We kindly invite you for the next step in
your job application, etc, yours sincerely, Shell
the Netherlands. | was flabbergasted when |
received this letter in my mailbox. Sure, a few
days earlier | had been at Shell’s for a conver-
sation but that was nothing more than a job
interview training for almost-graduates, was it?
Later | would learn that Shell uses these types
of informal trainings for talent scouting.” Bos
was about to lose his innocence, he quickly
adapted: “When | became a recruiter myself at
Shell Hong Kong this was exactly how | would do

22 |bid., 98.
23 Metze, Hoog spel, 436 (cf. note 8).

it.”24 Upper middleclass Bolkestein, one could
say, was born to become a Shell manager. Bos
wasn’t. In his family of Calvinist social-dem-
ocrats who hosted Desmond Tutu and Allan
Boesak at their home Shell was not exactly a
popular career choice. At the heights of the
anti-Apartheid struggle in the 1980s Shell was
generally seen as the enemy, in their circles.25
Wouter Bos sympathized with that struggle and
he was active himself in the Labour Party PvdA
(Partij van de Arbeid) and yet: “I chose Shell.
Out of rebelliousness, vanity, ambition and a
desire to work at a place where | could learn a
lot.”26 He asked (and was granted) the right not
to work in or with South Africa. And he liked
what came his way instead: “To be fair, | did
enjoy the spoils. A young expat working in these
surroundings with this salary tended to have
a great time indeed. At Shell’s they call it the
golden chains, there to tie you to the company
for years on end.”27 Still Bos left. The reason he
gives is intriguing: “I could not get worked up
about it, it could not make me happy, in the
end it did not do me anything at all.”28 A few
pages earlier Bos mentioned Shell’s troubles
with Brent Spar and Ken Saro-Wiwa yet this
socialist could not get worked up about his
company. And he desperately wanted to care.
And to lead, because his ambitions remained
intact.

In just a few years’ time he became one of the
leading voices of his party. He was ready to
become the top dog and felt he deserved it:
“meritocratic Shell had left its traces.”2® That
much was clear, because in the part of the
book were he writes about his political beliefs
and the platform he is trying to sell — the book
was part of the 2006 general election campaign

24 Wouter Bos, Dit land kan zoveel beter (Amsterdam:
Bert Bakker, 2005), 27.

25 For a representative take, see this article on Shell and
South Africa by a Dutch union leader: Hans Hoffman, “Je
bent een brave hond als je niet blaft”, in René Didde et. al.
(red.), Als het tij keert: Shell en Nederland, macht & verbeel-
ding (Amsterdam: Ravijn, 1989), 24-33.

26 Bos, Dit land, 27 (cf. note 24).
27 Ibid.,, 35.
28 Ibid., 38.
29 |bid., 43.
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— his ideas do not seem that different from what
major corporations like Shell would want: “if an
ever enlarging welfare state with higher taxes
and premiums comes at the expense of growth
and jobs, you’re bound to run into problems.”30

That Shell is a well-oiled recruiting machine
for the world’s elite should be clear from these
accounts. In the Netherlands it has been training
and forming the brightest and most ambitious
of every generation for over a century because
quality makes for a successful business but
also because the many talented employees who
might leave the company at some point in their
lives are bound to end up in other important
jobs. And when they do, they inevitably will bring
some of Shell’s values and practices to their new
working environments. In Bolkestein’s and Bos’s
case these were the corridors of power, both in
the Netherlands and the European Union. On
some level Shell’s golden chains keep working,
even if the company no longer has to pay for
them. As human resources go the gold is Shell’s.
Of course, this does not mean that these Shell
trained politicians invariably do Shell’s bidding.
It does, however, produce an old boys network
culture in which the risk of collusion increases.

FACTS WE HAVE TO ACCEPT: SHELL AS A
GUARDIAN OF DUTCH HERITAGE AND NATURE

In the Spring of 2022 Dutch Climate and Energy
Policy Minister Rob Jetten and his colleagues of
Housing and Spatial Planning, and of Economic
Affairs and Climate Policy — a distribution of
powers worth noting — convened with some two
hundred stakeholders to discuss the govern-
ment’s climate agenda. The place where they
met was highly symbolic, two journalists of De
Groene Amsterdammer noted: Madurodam. In
this miniature park filled with scale models of
famous Dutch landmarks and cities “the wind-
mills are tiny, the airport disproportionately
large. You could say the park really visualizes a
Netherlands of interests. Drilling rigs are higher
than houses, and trucks with Shell logos are all
over the place. [...] Shell and KLM are amongst

30 |Ibid., 124.

[the park’s] founding fathers.”®* When the park
was built, in the early fifties, Madurodam not
only got its own hymn, praising the industrious
and freedom loving Dutch, but also a founding
myth and a short history, which ended on a tell-
ing high note: “Very close to the city successful
drillings for oil were undertaken. Large tankers
regularly enter the harbor to load and ship the
0il.”32 Shell’s ubiquity at Madurodam is indeed
a striking case of mimesis. As to be expected,
the Shell service station at the park is a perfect
copy of a station you could find on a real Dutch
highway; the Madurodam NAM oil and gas pro-
duction platform on the other hand has a few
small NAM logo’s but to any Dutch person its
yellow-and-red color scheme simply screams:
Shell. Madurodam illustrates perfectly how Shell
is quite literally part of the national make-up.33

As Dutch tourism and national heritage go Shell
has a very rich and telling history. Promotional
maps and brochures about the Dutch land-
scape have been a staple of their pr efforts for
decades; showing “icons of gas stations in a
landscape dotted with oversized windmills and
traditional Dutch houses with tulips, enticing the
user to explore neighboring cities and regions”
they have been, as Carola Hein noted, “promot-
ing the car as a vehicle of freedom and discov-
ery”34 A remarkable but little noted example are
the booklets Shell sent out from 1961 to 1993
during the holiday season to tens of thousands of

31 Jaap Tielbeke, Coen van de Ven, “De minister van groene
verleiding. Profiel: Rob Jetten”, De Groene Amsterdammer, 6
July 2022. When Madurodam opened in 1952 Shell’s presi-
dent was one of its trustees (Shell Venster, n° 1, 2014, 7).
32 Peter Hofstede, “Hymne van Madurodam” , Langs de
rails, Url: https://www.nicospilt.com/index_Madurodam.
htm (last access 16/08/2023); myth: “Graaf van Laagland
stichtte Madurodam?, in Madurodam, 1954, 5.

33 Plets and Kuijt demonstrate how Shell’s involvement
in Dutch museum extends far beyond Madurodam. Shell/
NAM supported important historical museums (Netherlands
Open Air Museum, National Museum Boerhave and the
Drents Museum), making possible specific exhibitions about
energy history and policy. The Boerhave case in particular
seems to have mixed banal nationalism and banal petrocul-
ture: “the exhibition discursively connected fossil fuels to
Dutch citizenship or ‘Nederlanderschap’. Plets, Kuijt, “Gas,
Oil and Heritage”, 60 (cf. note 8).

34 Hein, “Oil Spaces”, 918 (cf. note 8).
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its business relations. Mixing banal nationalism
with banal petroculture these Shell Journaals
mainly dealt with either Dutch nature (trees,
rivers, ponds) or Dutch culture (folklore, brass
bands, monuments, bridges). In the mid-1960s
these promotional gifts were tour guides (to old
villages, castles and country houses), making
them in effect also gifts to Shell itself, because
these automobile tours would obviously require
petrol.

Shell commissioned these books from a lim-
ited set of authors, the most famous of them
probably being Leonhard Huizinga, son of histo-
rian Johan Huizinga. The introductions to these
highly informative books, signed by subsidiaries
of Shell itself, tried to impress upon the reader
the importance of the topic at hand. When these
topics dealt with nature, they invariably smell of
pr while also being good for business.

24 Take the introduction to volume 1, Huizinga’s 1961

Natuurwijzer (nature primer): “The population of
this good small country increases with fright-
ening speed. The cities, most of all Randstad
Holland, grow accordingly. Industry advances
towards the country side. Nature is being pushed
back by a streamlining world. These are facts
which we have to accept. Yet we should never
forget that if he loses contact with living nature
man is doomed to unhappiness.”35 Progress and
modernity are a given and, inevitably, nature has
got to give. The five-day working week and the
fact that more people are using motorized vehi-
cles make it possible for people to find leisure
far away from home, the introduction states,
stressing how important it is for nature to be
preserved. In words they tellingly do not use:
our cars, roads, factories and installations take
away nature, yet our cars will also bring us to
whatever is left of nature.36

35 Shell Nederland Verkoopmaatschappij, “Wereld in
stroomlijn”, in Leonhard Huizinga, Shell natuurwijzer: een
twaalf-provincién rhapsodie (Den Haag: Shell Nederland
Verkoopmaatschappij, 1961), 4.

36 This illustrates another point of Hein’s: “Company
publications geared at the general public continued to con-
struct a spatial meaning that is different from the one that
they actually build: their focus remains on accessibility of

Another fascinating example was published 25

during and on the occasion of the European
Conservation Year 1970. Topic of that year’s spe-
cial publication: Dutch water. “We at Shell believe
that at the end of the European Conservation
Year N 70 more special attention should be
devoted to water. We should never forget the
universal meaning of water.” This issue was
signed by Shell’s Sales Department and, more
remarkably, by its Chemistry division. As if Shell’s
many products did not impact Dutch waterways.
(And even more startling: this issue was dedi-
cated to the Dutch bird protection organization
who provided an extra preface; as if Shell’s pes-
ticides had nothing to do with the many birds
who saw their habitats destroyed.) That same
year Shell also published a thirty page brochure
called Shell en het leefmilieu. Het leefmilieu en
Shell (Shell and the environment. The environ-
ment and Shell) about N 70 in which it called
for more intergovernmental power and boundary
setting: “It would be advisable to see this com-
munal approach transformed into an intergov-
ernmental organization which, amongst other
things, would set uniform boundaries and lists
environmental protection measures.”37 |t might
seem strange to see Shell advocate strong reg-
ulations but these were clearly in the interest
of any multinational company - without inter-
national limits there would no longer be a level
playing field. And a specific worry for Dutch Shell:
what if Dutch rules proved stricter than those
in neighboring countries? The rest of this tech-
no-optimistic booklet was defensive in nature
(look at what we’re already doing!), but Shell’s
detractors were not convinced. In a brochure
with the exact same title as Shell’s the anony-
mous authors who called themselves ‘werkgroep
olie-nood’ (working group oil-alarm) annotated
the original text, zooming in specifically on parts

natural, historical, and cultural spaces. The representational
petroleumscape constructs space and identity as well as
culture in and for spaces far beyond the ones that they
actually occupy. For the general public, these publicities
constructed a feedback loop that clearly tied the petroleum
actors to freedom of driving and the joy of leisure.” Hein,
“Qil Spaces”, 920 (cf. note 8).

37 Shell en het leefmilieu, het leefmilieu en Shell
(Rotterdam: Shell, 1970), 5.
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where the company tried to shift the responsi-
bility for environmental issues from the industry
to individual citizens.

The 1970 Shell brochure was not always subtle
in that respect (“Educating Dutch citizens to
become environmentally conscious sometimes
seems to be the most pressing environmen-
tal problem in this country”328) but the Shell
Journaals took a more cautious approach. Yet,
introducing the 1979 issue on Dutch trees, the
collective assignment Shell put in its preface
(“It is up to this generation to care for trees in
such a way later generations will be able to say
that we, in the 20*" Century, gave them the care
they deserve”3?) conveniently left out any men-
tioning of industrial products or activities that
have proven very harmful to trees. It is a tell-
ing difference: whereas the 1970 brochure was
a PR ploy aimed at both recuperating the envi-
ronmental consciousness of the era and push-
ing back at criticism Shell had had to endure in
this respect, the issues of Shell Journaal linked
the company to those aspects of Dutch (or for
that matter: any) life — trees, water, birds — no
person in their right mind would criticize. And
by systematically focusing on the Dutchness of
those trees and wetlands Shell presented itself
not only as a promotor but even as a guardian of
all good things local, nature very much included.

Shell’s guardianship is not only rhetorical.
Especially when it comes to Dutch Masters, a
key component of Dutch heritage and tour-
ism, the company has a decades old tradi-
tion of financial aid and research. In 1990 they
sponsored the Mauritshuis’ exhibition Dutch
Masters from America; twenty years later they
financed an extension to the museum, tellingly
called the Royal Dutch Shell Wing. As part of
Shell’s ‘Partners in Science’ project the muse-
um’s restauration team worked closely with the
renowned Shell Technology Centre Amsterdam
(STCA), as did from 2000 to 2018 the Van Gogh
Museum and the Rijksdienst voor het Cultureel

38 |Ibid,, 30.
39 Shell Nederland B.V., “Ten geleide”, in Jaap Hage, Shell-
Jjournaal van Nederlandse bomen (Rotterdam: Shell, 1979), 5.

Erfgoed (RCE, Cultural Heritage Agency of the
Netherlands) in a systematic effort to analyze
the Van Gogh paintings in their collection made
in Paris, Arles, Saint-Rémy and Auvers-sur-Qise.
In a press release about the joint Van Gogh
research project Shell Netherlands CEO Marjan
van Loon emphasized how proud she was to
have contributed to preserving “an important
part of Dutch cultural heritage”.40

“THESE ARE GREAT PEOPLE.” ARTISTS AND
INTELLECTUALS & SHELL

4.1 A Picture of Shell

If there is such a thing as high petroculture, Shell
is certainly part of that too in the Netherlands.
Filmmakers, poets, prose writers... some of the
Netherlands’ most famous artists have worked
for or on Shell. Joris Ivens (1898-1989) and
Bert Haanstra (1916-1997), arguably the coun-
try’s most renowned documentary filmmakers,
made what was called Shell Films. Iven’s Oil for
Aladdin’s Lamp (1941) only survives in a 1949
re-edit, a techno optimist display of products
and gadgets which are oil-based; a World War
II-propaganda effort which lvens did not really
care about, apparently.41

Haanstra, on the other hand, worked over a
decade for Shell and he considered these years
and the many films he worked on for the com-
pany as a crucial phase in his career. No wonder,
the London based Shell Film Unit seemed to have
unlimited resources, was explicitly not supposed
to make promotional films, and guaranteed an
audience of millions for these documentaries, as
they were shown on ships, in prisons, canteens,
and schools. In the Netherlands every year about

40 Carolien Terlien, “Meesterlijk partnerschap”, Shell
Venster, n° 3, 2014, 22-26; “‘Partner in Science’ Van Gogh
Museum; alle late schilderijen van Van Gogh zijn onder-
zocht”, Shell, 10/08/2018. Url: https://www.shell.nl/media/
persberichten/2018-media-releases/partner-in-science.
html (accessed 12/06/ 2023).

41 “Shell’s Wildest Dreams”, European Foundation Joris
Ivens. Url: https://ivens.nl/en/home/177-shell-s-wild-
est-dreams (accessed 12/06/2023); Joris lvens, Oil for
Aladdin’s Lamp (1949 Ca.), YouTube, 07/01/2022. Url: https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=SouSnXwgsto (accessed
12/06/2023).
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a million people watched a Shell film. Brilliant
displays of petroculture they were, not aimed at
selling products directly, yet obviously showing
the Shell logo and informing the audience, as in
science films, about the history and wonders of
petroleum or other Shell products these films
project an image of progress, heroism and ser-
vice. The Rival World, a 1955 full color film pre-
senting insects in close-up as never before, is
actually about how dangerous a pest they are
and, thus, about the urgent need for insecticides.
The Changing Earth (1953), The Search for Oil
(1953), The Wildcat (1953) and The Oilfield (1954),
a series about all stages of oil production, filmed
in Indonesia, presents this enterprise as a mix
of exploration, scientific rigor and determination.
Dike Builders (1952) shows age-old techniques
and hard manual labor, but is also about a new
method of dike building with asphalt. Considering
the eternal, nation-defining battle against water
in the Netherlands it is also a clear example of
banal nationalism — here as well reinforcing the
idea that Shell is looking out for the Dutch.42

Shell knew who to hire to document its activities.
When their Amsterdam Laboratory celebrated its
fiftieth year Sybren Polet and Carel Blazer were
asked to produce a coffee table book about the
working methods of the lab. Photographer Blazer
(1911-1980) had documented the labor struggles
of the thirties and, as a resistance man, the
misery of the war years. Sybren Polet (1924-
2015) stands to this day as one of the foremost
experimental writers in the Dutch language - a
major literary award for that type of literature is
named after him. In Verkenning in het onbekende
(Exploration into the unknown, 1964) Polet would
explicitly link his working methods with those
of the scientists in the lab. Working at Shell’s is
also about creativity, he emphasizes, often “the
result of intuition; science comes later, when a
phenomenon needs to be explained. Everybody
in the business of creation, whether an artist or

42 Paragraph based on the films mentioned in the text
and Hans Schoots, Bert Haanstra. Filmer van Nederland
(Amsterdam: Mets & Schilt, 2009), 81-89. For the Dutch
nation defining relationship to water, see Tracy Metz and
Maartje van den Heuvel, Sweet & Salt: Water and the Dutch
(Rotterdam: New York: NAi Publishers, 2012).

scientist, will admit frankly to the share of intu-
ition.”42 Thanks to Polet Shell could add a certain
Jje ne sais quoi avant-garde vibe to its image of
service, progress and success. It should be clear
to all: this firm was cutting edge.

Histories of Shell

Ever conscious of its outside image and proud 31

of its heritage, Shell has instigated two of the
most impressive non-governmental Dutch his-
toriographical projects of the last hundred years:
twice they asked prominent Dutch historians
to write its history. The first one was written
by Frederik Carel Gerretson (1884-1958), who
also published poetry as Geerten Gossaert. In
1917 Gerretson became Colijn’s secretary at the
Bataafsche Petroleum Maatschappij (BPM) and it
was that same future prime minister who in 1922
asked him to write a Geschiedenis der Koninklijke
(History of the royal one) which he ended up
publishing in three volumes (1932, 1936, 1941).44
Gerretson did most of the research and writ-
ing for these volumes while he was extraordi-
nary professor of ‘Old and Younger History of
the Dutch East-Indies and Comparative Colonial
History’ at Utrecht University, a special chair
endowed by colonial businesses in the Dutch
East Indies, Shell subsidiary BPM in particular.4s

In 2007, a century after BPM was established, a
new multivolume History of Royal Dutch Shell
was published, again produced at the behest of
the company at Utrecht University. Both projects
exist in a Dutch and English version, all of them
published by prominent houses.46

Gerrit Krol and Shell

When in 1950 Gerretson was awarded the
very prestigious Constantijn Huygens award
for literature the jury explicitly mentioned his

43 Sybren Polet, Carel Blazer, Verkenning in het onbe-
kende. Vijftig jaar Koninklijke Shell Laboratorium (Koninklijke
Shell Laboratorium, 1964), 15.

44 Volumes four and five were published posthumously
in 1973, based on Gerretson’s extensive notes. The first
volumes went through several editions in the 1930s and
early 1940s.

45 Information obtained via Parlement.com.

46 Joost Jonker et.al., A History of Royal Dutch Shell, 4
vols (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007).
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“monumental” Shell history. Thirty six years later Despite featuring Shell’s logo on its cover (see 34

his colleague Gerrit Krol (1934-2013) was awarded
the same award, but maybe he wouldn’t be able
to come collect it, a newspaper wrote, because
his employer Shell had just sent him to Nigeria.
Not a trivial addition to the article, because Shell
features heavily in Krol’s deconstructed autobi-
ographies. His Nigeria stint would end up inspir-
ing his 1994 novel Okoka’s Wonderpark, though
despite its oil theme Shell was not mentioned
there. That hadn’t always been the case. In 2001
Krol was awarded the even more prestigious
P.C. Hooftprijs and to celebrate, his publishing
house Querido collected his Shell-themed works
— three stories and three novels — in a volume
tellingly entitled Krol & de Koninklijke (Krol and
the royal one).

Gerrit Krol
De chauffeur verveelt zich
Querido

Figure 1: The cover of a Krol novel, designed by Boudewijn
letswaart.

figure 1) the title of the oldest of these — 1973’s
De chauffeur verveelt zich (The driver is bored)
— presents itself as potentially petrocritical.
The driver’s boredom however is never men-
tioned nor explained.47 Quite early on the author
describes his book as being about “an excess.
Luxury. Uselessness of a person producing that
luxury” but many more parts of the book seem to
revel in that luxury, more specifically the luxury
of automobiles, machinery, and technology.48
The narrator wants his book to be about “the
goal | set for myself in life”, but it remains up
to the reader to figure out what that goal could
be.4? It might have to do with beauty or, judging
from the next passage, the technological sub-
lime: “I wanted to write poems so badly and |
was of the opinion | needed a suitable environ-
ment to do so. / Three, four fuel trucks in a row
on the road.”so Interpreted as a poem which
omits crucial information, this passage might
also be read as ‘How | Ended Up Working For
Shell’, Shell apparently being the place or pro-
ducer of environments suitable to writing poetry.
The sheer beauty of their machinery sometimes
seemed to cast a spell.

At some point the narrator is sent to Sicily as
part of a crew building a chemical plant. “When
the job was done and the scaffolding was taken
down and the thing stood there naked and glow-
ing on the plane | almost vomited from happi-
ness.”s1 This was modernity for you: the promise
of progress and economic growth through the
sheer elegance of modern shiny objects and
technology. The narrator, as Krol a scientist
very much into logic, math and automation,
tends to pose big questions and rarely shies
away from answering them. “What is the func-
tion of a human being? A link in the automation

47 See also Ad Zuiderent, Een dartele geest: aspecten
van De chauffeur verveelt zich en ander werk van Gerrit Krol
(Amsterdam: Querido, 1989), 212. Chapter 4 of this close
reading of the novel tries to explain the title.

48 Gerrit Krol, De chauffeur verveelt zich (Amsterdam:
Querido, 1973), 1.

49 |bid., 70.

50 Id.

51 |bid,, 37.
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lying on its back and floating on the blue, tepid
waves, hands to the side as fins, almost immo-
bile, and unable to stop enjoying.”52 A philosoph-
ical riddle also related to petroculture for sure,
as this very modern type of dol/ce far niente was
only made possible through fossil fuels (and the
exploitation of countries and people to extract
them). Not to say that there isn’t any ambiva-
lence in him, but it is very hard if not impossible
to determine where the irony starts or ends. “My
desire to be a productive member of society or,
sometimes, unnecessarily, to destroy this soci-
ety. | can do both.”53 Maybe he can, but he does
not change jobs.

Krol’s next book, In dienst van de ‘koninklijke’ (lit:
in the service of the ‘royal one’; or: employee
of the ‘royal one’, 1974), is even more Shell-
centric. The back cover shows the author on
what appears to be an oil rig, in front of a KLM
helicopter. The caption reads: “The function of
this book? Shell has no use for it. Despite it
being one of her employees’ purest thoughts
c.q. motivations” On the first page of the book
its publisher (or the author himself?) adds that
it should be read as “a ‘success-story’, with-
out it being clear whether the main character
really accomplishes anything. It is the story of
a dreamer molding the world to his will. It is an
authentic description of what we tend to call a
‘poet’™ — again a description which might turn
the whole book into an exercise in irony. How
could you see yourself as someone molding the
world to your will if you are a Shell employee?
Krol seems to want to suggest he uses Shell —
because the company turns out to be a great
source of inspiration — but, of course, he very
well knows it’'s a two-way street. “[M]y profes-
sion — optimizing the daily operations of a sub-
sidiary”.54 And in La Concepcién (Bolivia) he is
part of an endeavor which - seen in the light of
the Groningen debacle — has a very peculiar ring
to it: “These numbers had to prove this subsid-
ence and these floodings were not the result

52 |bid., 47.

53 |bid., 97.

54 Gerrit Krol, In dienst van de ‘Koninklijke’ (Amsterdam:
Querido, 1974), 65.

of oil production, but of something else...”s5 Of
course, one should never equate narrator and
biographical author, but are readers supposed
to experience this book as the total opposite of
a success-story, as the apologetic musings of a
failure? “Autonomy, that was what | wanted; to
develop the capacity to build something, some-
thing also to be categorized in terms like free-
dom, glory and right.”sé To which he adds: “Lots
has been said about these words, | should use
them more often.”s7 Which, of course, he never
again does.

Krol’s third book about Shell is actually
more about NAM (as was mentioned before:
Nederlandse Aardolie Maatschappij, jointly
owned by Shell and Exxon). 60.000 hours (1998)
is explicitly presented as An Autobiography of
the years he worked in the local gas extraction
business. Again his assignment is to automate
crucial work processes and, judging from this
book, he does so with great results. A success
story, after all. Socially as well. He is well liked
by most of his colleagues and he likes them.
Even more than that: “I love these people. They
know what they are doing. The Groningen gas
field is safe with them [is in good hands, gb]”.58
Considering the fact that five years before 60.000
hours was published a NAM-cosponsored inves-
tigation had officially acknowledged that there
was a correlation between earthquakes and gas
extraction, this sounded more than a bit apol-
ogetic.52

37

The most revealing part of Krol’s quite exten- 38

sive critical and academic reception is that it
never really deals with the nature of the com-
panies he’s working for and discussing in his
books. He has been interpreted as a modernist
or postmodernist, a neo-symbolist or neo-cub-
ist, a writer obsessed with the tension between

55 lbid., 71.

56 Ibid., 95.

57 Id.

58 Gerrit Krol, 60 000 uur. Een autobiografie (Amsterdam:

Querido, 1998), 44.

59 For the 1993 findings by the Supervisory Committee of
Research into Earthquakes, see Parliamentary Committee,
34-35 (cf. note 1).



JEHRHE #10 | SPECIAL ISSUE | PERVASIVE PETROCULTURES: HISTORIES, IDEAS AND PRACTICES OF FOSSIL FUELS P. 14

BUELENS | THE UBIQUITY OF ROYAL DUTCH SHELL IN THE NETHERLANDS AS A CASE OF BANAL PETROCULTURE

39

40

truth, reality and deception or structure, bureau-
cracy and organizations, but even this century
the fact that Krol was working for Big Qil did not
seem relevant.s® Apparently high culture made
it even easier to hide in plain sight.

TABLES ARE TURNING, HOUSES COLLAPSING

In October of 2018 Marcel Méring, ex-NAM-em-
ployee, an admirer of Krol’s, and a prominent
Dutch author in his own right, published an essay
called ‘De bel en ik’ (lit: the [gas]field and me’)
in Shell quarterly Venster, deploring the end of
an era. Yes, NAM should be criticized for its han-
dling of the Groningen earthquake damage, but
people should also realize what they were about
to lose, now that the government had decided
to discontinue the extraction of gas: jobs and
everything NAM’s ‘gas culture’ had represented.
Moring also mentioned how generous a spon-
sor of local culture the company has been — I
myself received money a few times for exhibi
tions and art projects”.¢1

By the late 2010s this type of nostalgia for the
era of untroubled progress had become rare
in Dutch high culture, however. Piet Hein van
der Hoek’s acclaimed and award-winning doc-
umentary De Stille Beving (lit: the silent quake,
2017) presents NAM in general and Shell’s legal
department in particular as a highly effective
destroyer of houses, families, and people’s
health, prospects and faith in democratic insti-
tutions. In Groningen’s Fieke Gosselaar’s 2018
novel Het land houdt van stilte (lit: the land
loves silence) NAM only pops up as a company

60 Exception to this rule is the Marxist critic J.F. Vogelaar
who wrote, after reading /n dienst van de ‘Koninklijke’:
“It’s typical that a man, writing a book about little games
because he likes to think up rules of these games hoping
they might make the world a bit more transparent [survey-
able, gb], that when he writes about a game which is a bit
larger in which he himself is a pawn (the worldwide web
of oil groups) he applies the same scaling-down technique.
This simplification might make everything more transpar-
ent [surveyable, gb], but not more clear” (J.F. Vogelaar,
Konfrontaties: Kritieken en kommentaren (Nijmegen:
Socialistiese Uitgeverij Nijmegen, 1974), 59.

61 Marcel Moring, “De bel en ik”, Shell Venster, n°4, 2018, 29.

trying to shirk its responsibilities.¢2 That same
year Saskia Goldschmidt’s Groningen earth-
quakes novel Schokland (lit: shock land, or
quake land) contained a remarkable number
of scenes about local taciturn farmers in tears,
devastated by what was done to their age old
farms and by the crippling uncertainty as to
when, how or even if they would be compen-
sated for the damages.s2 When NAM experts
assess the house of the farmer protagonists
one of them boldly states: “De grond onder
uw bestaan is prut” [“The ground beneath your
existence is mud [trash]’ — a claim aimed at
deflecting the firm’s responsibility but also an
insensitive appraisal of what was left of these
people’s lives.64 As part of NAM Shell seems to
have become the country’s bogeyman, signaling
a dramatic shift of its public image.

CONCLUSION: A TROUBLED LOVE AFFAIR

Indirectly, Royal Dutch Shell made Time
Magazine’s 2021 100 Most Influential People list
through Dutch lawyer Roger Cox, who tries to
use judicial means to protect the planet and
who made world headlines with the May 26 2021
Dutch verdict against Shell. Years of greenwash-
ing and soft power seemed to have no impact
on the Dutch judge who forced this fossil fuel
giant to reduce its emissions with 45% by 2030.
A telling detail in Duty of Care, Nic Balthazar’s
2022 documentary on Cox, is that the lawyer
is married to the daughter of a Royal Dutch
Shell engineer. Her family’s holiday videos are
packed with Shell people they met during their
stays in Venezuela, Nigeria, Turkey, Bonaire and
Malaysia. When environmentalists start pointing
their arrows against the company the family is
in shock: this is not the Shell they know! The
Shell they know “doet hartstikke goeie dingen”
(does terrific things)! These people had always
been proud to be part of this global conglom-
erate, bringing energy and other vital products

62 Fieke Gosselaar, Het land houdt van stilte (Amsterdam:
Ambol|Anthos, 2018), 7, 33, 100-101.

63 Devastated Groningen farmers in Saskia Goldschmidt,
Schokland (Amsterdam: Cossee, 2018), 73, 74, 77, 80, 153, 241,
254 and 273.

64 |bid., 91.
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to people all over the world. The cognitive dis-
sonance they have struggled with can be seen
as a pars pro toto of the troubled love affair the
Dutch have grown to have with this company.

The sheer number of Dutch families that have
relied on Shell salaries over the years but, more
importantly, have felt part of this global adven-
ture make for a substantial part of the Dutch
population.5 Add that to way the company has
been sponsoring research into innovative tech-
nologies and its presence on highways, in tour-
ism, and in popular and elite culture and one
can begin to understand how ‘the royal one’ has
felt like ‘our royal one’ to many people in the
country. Yet, today Cox’s mother-in-law sup-
ports his struggle against Shell, as did at least
17.000 Dutch citizens on whose behalf the case
was filed; it was a Dutch judge who convicted
the company. And it was in the Netherlands
that Chihiro Geuzebroek started #shellmust-
fall. A brainwashing instrument banal petro-
culture is not. The era of hiding in plain sight
might be over.

65 Shell Netherlands employed 8.500 people in 1948,
around 20.000 in the 1970s and about 10.000 in the early
2000s. See Jan Luiten van Zanden, Geschiedenis van
Koninklijke Shell, vol. 4, Bijlagen, cijfers, toelichting, volledige
bibliografie en index (Amsterdam: Boom, 2007), 88-89.

Of course, whether this also implies that Shell’s
grip on the Dutch elite is over remains to be seen.
Yet, an interview early in 2023 in NRC, the Dutch
paper of record, with former CEO Jeroen van der
Veer might be a sign of the times. In the 1990s,
Van der Veer recalled, every cabinet minister,
leading public servant or journalist would jump
when they received a Shell invitation. Today these
types of people try very much not to be seen with
the current CEO of the company. Leading com-
panies apparently have become wary of hiring
retired Shell people as members of the board.
“As if it is something really bad to work for Shell,”
Van der Veer remarked in utter disbelief.6é

Another writing on the wall might be the 43

Parliamentary Committee’s labelling of the oil
companies’ request to be “compensated for loss
of income due to the expedited scaling down of
gas extraction” as “unjustified”.¢7 Yet, while Shell
seems to have fallen from grace, its financial
power has only increased over the last years.68
What they lost in soft power, they probably
manage to compensate with hard cash.

66 Chris Hensen, Erik van der Walle, “Oud-topman van
Shell Jeroen van der Veer: ‘Het is alsof het iets ergs is als
je voor Shell werkt™, NRC, 21 January 2023.

67 Parliamentary Committee of Inquiry, 76 (cf. note 1).
68 Ron Bousso, Shadia Nasralla, “Shell 2022 Profit More
than Doubles to Record $40 BIn”, Reuters (section Energy),
02/02/2023. Url: https:/www.reuters.com/business/energy/
shell-makes-record-40-billion-annual-profit-2023-02-02/
(accessed 15/03/ 2023).
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