
Chapter 5

Nikola Tesla’s Faustian Dream

A pioneer of electricity and hydroelectric power, the inventor Nikola Tesla 
(1856–1943) presented his discoveries as a mystical Faustian revelation:

At that age, I knew entire books by heart, word for word. One of these was 
Goethe’s Faust. The sun was just setting and reminded me of the glorious 
 passage . . .

The glow retreats, done is the day of toil;
It yonder hastes, new fields of life exploring;
Ah, that no wing can lift me from the soil
Upon its track to follow, follow soaring!. . .

As I uttered these inspiring words the idea came like a flash of lightning 
and in an instant the truth was revealed. I drew with a stick on the sand the 
diagrams. . . . The images I saw were wonderfully sharp and clear and had the 
solidity of metal and stone, so much so that I told him: ‘See my motor here; 
watch me reverse it.’ (Tesla 2011 [1919]: 39–40)

In another story, Tesla told of nearly drowning in a dam at a flour mill, 
and how this near-death experience was the original spark of his inventive 
imagination (Tesla 2011: 101–67). Tesla was born in a small village, Smil-
jan, in the Krajina military frontier area of the Austro-Hungarian empire and 
present-day Croatia. Military service and family farming or the priesthood 
were the restricted paths open to a boy living on the impoverished borderland 
(Carlson 2013: 12–33). But the world was changing. When struck down by 
cholera in 1873, he extracted a promise from his Orthodox priest father to 
allow him to pursue his scientific dream if he survived. However, Tesla was 
still subject to military conscription. His father sent him with his books across 
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138 Chapter 5

the Dinaric Mountains into Ottoman Bosnia to evade immediate conscrip-
tion, giving time for his father to secure him a military scholarship to study 
science in Graz. Tesla’s Faustian revelation was in spring 1881, five months 
before Vienna formally dismantled the remaining parts of the military frontier 
regime in summer 1881 (Rothenberg 1966).

Tesla had a mercurial start, but his intense brilliant mind was not set for a 
calm, steady career. He swung from obsessive study to dissipation (Carlson 
2013: 45–48). After losing his scholarship, he found engineering work. By 
the time of his Faustian revelation in a Budapest park in February 1881, Tesla 
was the head electrician at the Budapest telephone exchange (Carlson 2013: 
49–57). Its links to the Continental Edison Company took him to Paris, and 
then he migrated to America in 1884. Among his many innovations, Tesla 
designed the hydroelectric power plant at Niagara Falls in 1895 using his 
alternating current system (Carlson 2013: 167–75). The plant was one of the 
first in the world with the capacity to light up a city. At its opening ceremony 
on 12 January 1897, he spoke of hydroelectric power beginning a new blessed 
era for humanity:

We have many a monument of past ages; we have the palaces and pyramids, 
the temples of the Greek and the cathedrals of Christendom. In them is exem-
plified the power of men, the greatness of nations, the love of art and religious 
devotion. But the monument at Niagara has something of its own, more in 
accord with our present thoughts and tendencies. It is a monument worthy of 
our scientific age, a true monument of enlightenment and of peace. It signifies 
the subjugation of natural forces to the service of man, the discontinuance of 
barbarous methods, the relieving of millions from want and suffering. (Tesla 
1897)

For Tesla, hydroelectric engineering was never simply utilitarian and 
solely about material needs. Human emancipation from natural forces 
opened up the possibilities for human emancipation from the scourge of 
war. For war arose from our own barbarous state of nature, and human 
engineering could address the forces in human nature animating war, and 
power peace. His imagination leapt from the invention of hydroelectricity 
to an abundant peaceful world where people enjoyed free electricity by 
harnessing the energies of the sun and water (Tesla 2011: 101–67). Such 
inventiveness had the touch of Lucifer, his friend and writer Mark Twain 
suggested (Twain 1969 [1897–1908]; Twain 1971 [1889]). Or a ‘calm 
Mephistopheles amid blazing, thundering cascades of sparks’ was how 
Time magazine portrayed him in an article honouring his seventy-fifth 
birthday (Time 20 July 1931). However, in a decade Tesla’s home country 
was engulfed in the Second World War.
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 Nikola Tesla’s Faustian Dream 139

Tesla died in January 1943. In the same month the Axis powers launched 
a major offensive to crush local resistance in Lika and northern Dalmatia. 
The Kingdom of Yugoslavia had fallen in spring 1941, and its territory was 
annexed or occupied, and under puppet regimes. Within four months, the 
village of Smiljan was scarred by ethnically inspired killings, including of 
Tesla’s relations. The Second World War mocked Tesla’s earlier dreams ‘of 
enlightenment and of peace’ and instead augmented ‘barbarous methods’ 
through industrial means (Tesla 1897). Slobodan Šnajder’s 1983 play The 
Croatian Faust dramatised how Goethe’s Faust was at the heart of the war-
time Croatian repertoire to consolidate the political ties between the 1940s 
puppet Independent State of Croatia (NDH) and Nazi Germany (Šnajder 
1983, 1986). Faust opened on 31 March 1942 in Zagreb and became the cor-
nerstone of its wartime German productions. However, the theatre company 
did not unanimously accept the fascist agenda and its ethnic casting. The 
leading actor Vjekoslav Afrić (1906–1980), known as the Croatian Hamlet, 
and half a dozen members of the theatre joined the partisans within a few 
days of its opening night. The actor Janko Rakuša and Nevenka Tepavac, 
a member of the communist underground movement known to Afrić, were 
later arrested, tortured, and executed (Radosavljević 2009: 437). The play 
interweaves elements of this history around the staging of Faust, beginning 
in March 1941 just before Easter and ending in 1945 with the advent of the 
new communist state. The play culminates with the torture and murder of 
Janko and Nevenka at Jasenovac concentration camp. Šnajder gives us an 
initial paralleling of Afrić and Faust, Rakuša and Mefisto, and Nevenka and 
Margareta, and the actor of Mefisto tempting the actor of Faust into an alter-
native political pact to join the partisans (Baković 2011; Marjanović 1985; 
Radosavljević 2009). Here the antifascist slogan ‘Smrt fašizmu—sloboda 
narodu!’ ‘Death to Fascism!’ became ‘Death to Faust!’ and ‘Freedom to the 
People!’ as the actors fled their wartime acting roles as Faust or Mefisto into 
a liberation struggle (Šnajder 1983, 1986).

In 1943 local resistance faced defeats. However, by the end of the year, 
wider resistance was consolidating around Tito’s communist partisans and 
the Anti-fascist Council of People’s Liberation of Yugoslavia (AVNOJ), and 
gaining acceptance as a provisional government by the Allied forces. Belief 
in an alternative Europe and an alternative fate for the region was maintained 
despite European barbarism (Krleža 1956b [1935]; Krleža 1973 [1942]). 
Šnajder’s play popularised the writer Miroslav Krleža’s words ‘God save me 
and deliver me from Serbian heroism and Croatian culture’ and its warning 
against competing ethnic nationalisms. The line was said by Mefisto and 
represented a powerful cathartic moment in the play (Radosavljević 2009: 
438). Echoing Goethe’s Faust, Šnajder’s Croatian Faust depicted redemptive 
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140 Chapter 5

hopes. The country sought to draw a line under the wartime sufferings and 
interethnic atrocities as belonging to a tainted reactionary world. People were 
mobilised behind an alternative future, in which they would dissolve past 
divisions and build an independent country through Yugoslav socialism pur-
suing an ambitious programme of national industrial development.

This chapter discusses Tesla’s homeland and the rise and fall of the 
 industrial development of twentieth-century Yugoslavia and twenty-first-
century Croatia, whose development path paralleled the rise and fall of 
dam building in European and international development. Material devel-
opment was seen as essential to the country’s independence and legitimacy 
with citizens. Tesla’s aspirations for a transformed world animated his 
compatriots in the twentieth century. Socialist Yugoslavia pursued indus-
trialisation under a system of workers’ self-management which managed to 
avoid some of the worst features of Western and Soviet industrialisation, 
and even as they were industrialising, realise material development trans-
forming people’s lives for the better. As the only European country in the 
Non-Aligned Movement (NAM), Yugoslav engineering firms were popu-
lar with other developing countries wanting to secure their national inde-
pendence from the dominant international powers, including the Kariba 
dam in Zambia. However, its bureaucracy dominated society and circum-
scribed democratic freedoms, undermining the country’s legitimacy and 
capacity to innovate in unfavourable international political and economic 
conditions. The end of the Cold War witnessed Yugoslavia disintegrating 
into war and the demise of European beliefs in industrial development 
with implications for former socialist countries and the new successor 
states, including Croatia. Industrialisation and dam building came under 
sustained attack in the 1980s and 1990s. Anti-Faustian environmental 
thinking and economic constraints propelled moves away from large-scale 
hydro-engineering, whether as sea defences for flood prevention or for 
energy. The World Commission on Dams report in the new millennium 
signalled disaster thinking shifting to non-structural flood management. 
The turn away from Faustian development projects undermined countries 
constituting themselves as independent states with the collective capacity 
to offer citizens secure material conditions, protect them from foreign pow-
ers and natural disasters, and to provide them an alternative to an insecure 
migratory future.

THE BANQUET IN BLITVA

The Croatian writer Miroslav Krleža (1893–1981) saw the sixteenth-century 
Dutch long war of independence against Spanish Habsburg imperial rule 
and nation building as prefiguring those of the Balkans, and was inspired by 
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 Nikola Tesla’s Faustian Dream 141

Dutch and Flemish cultural and intellectual life (Bogert 1991: 66–7; Krleža 
1961, 1963b [1933]). Krleža was born in what was historically civil Croatia 
in the Austrian Habsburg monarchy rather than the military frontier where 
Tesla grew up. Still he was also destined to serve in the Habsburg military 
until his generation became swept up in the national movements, wars, and 
revolutions which resulted in the demise of the Habsburg and Ottoman 
empires and the creation of new nation states after the First World War. Inter-
national crises threatened the political independence of the new European 
states and exacerbated their domestic tensions. Amid internal disputes and 
political assassinations, King Alexander dissolved the Yugoslav parliament 
and put the country under royal dictatorship in 1929. Absolutist rule faced 
popular dissent and political factions ready to use violent means to achieve 
their goals. Yugoslavia sought international alliances to avoid external expan-
sionist claims on the young state. Alexander was assassinated in 1934 on a 
state visit to France. Within a decade the country was divided by war, foreign 
occupation, and quisling governments, and scarred by internecine atrocities, 
which ended in the victory of Tito’s communist partisan forces.

On the eve of war, Krleža’s 1938 novel The Banquet in Blitva depicted 
a puppet Faust protesting against the national fate of being mere puppets 
of imperial powers, capturing modern concerns to determine one’s life and 
secure one’s place in the world (Berman 1988 [1982]: 5). He dramatised the 
thwarted aspirations of nations in Europe’s borderlands, caught between the 
problems of narrow nationalism, abstract internationalism and contesting 
imperial powers. Krleža’s pre-war Blitvinian nationalist dictator boasted of 
his country’s leap forward:

We were building! Constructing! We had built more railways than the imperial 
muck before us did for a whole century. Blitwanen, instead of a small Aragon 
fortress, had become a European city! Grown threefold! We’d created an Acad-
emy! We had our own Blitvanian scholarship! Wystulanski would certainly get 
the Nobel Prize. It was in Blitva’s interest! (Krleža 2002 [1938]: 208)

Interwar Royal Yugoslavia had made some industrial advances but did not 
realise its Blitvan dream. Conversely post-war socialist Yugoslavia system-
atically propelled the country’s industrialisation and succeeded in realising 
new international diplomatic standing where its writers might indeed win 
Nobel Prizes. In the event it was the Yugoslav writer Ivo Andrić who won 
the Nobel Prize in 1961 for his 1945 novel The Bridge on the River Drina 
rather than Krleža, who was nominated six times by the Yugoslav Writers 
Union (Osterling 1961). Krleža was not always in accord with the Yugoslav 
Communist party but maintained influence through his friendship with the 
wartime partisan Communist leader and president of post-war socialist Yugo-
slavia, Josip Broz Tito (1892–1980). Krleža developed a leading role in the 
socialist state’s cultural elite. He shared belief that a new country could be 
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142 Chapter 5

built by ordinary people mobilised collectively around a vision of the future 
they would build, and materially and culturally transform their lives.

YUGOSLAVIA AND NON-ALIGNED MOVEMENT 
DEVELOPMENT

Tito’s Yugoslav Communists initially took a more hard-line socialist course 
than other European countries buoyed by their wartime Partisan role, includ-
ing supporting Greek Communists without Stalin’s approval (Judt 2010 
[2005]: 140–5). Post-war Socialist Yugoslavia looked to gain political 
 consensus through Goethe’s solution of material progress. Economic develop-
ment was imperative for the country to achieve real independence. Yugoslav 
Marxists did not share the romantic rejection of industrialisation influencing 
intellectuals of the industrialised Western European societies. The last chapter 
discussed how the Cold War countered this intellectual tendency and pushed 
the West to offer a comprehensive post-war national development vision in 
competition with the Soviet Union’s Communist industrialisation model. In 
the first years of its rule, the Yugoslav Communist party followed a Soviet-
style, centralised planned economy, which involved the nationalisation of 
economic enterprises and collectivisation dictated by the party bureaucracy 
and the confiscation of private land and businesses. The regime envisaged the 
collectivisation of land but was forced to abandon collectivisation because 
of peasant resistance, which risked turning into civil war (Djilas 1966 
[1957]: 63). Its retreat did not mean that the country was free from oppres-
sion although it became incrementally freer than Soviet bloc countries in the 
decades after its break with Stalin in 1948 (Judt 2010 [2005]: 429–31). Those 
suspected of nationalism or supporting Stalinism in Yugoslavia’s dispute with 
the Soviet leader faced harsh treatment as political dissidents, especially at the 
Goli Otok island prison and labour camp (Antić 2016).

Yugoslavia’s break with the Soviet Union in 1948 encouraged its leader-
ship to experiment with an alternative pragmatically decentralised social-
ist economic development model. Its devolved workers’ self-management 
model became official policy after 1952, and was formally affirmed in the 
1974 SFRY Constitution (Bošković and Dašić 1980; Djilas 1972: 157–61; 
Kardelj 1976; Trifunovska 1994: 224–31). Yugoslav workers’ self-manage-
ment drew inspiration from Marx’s idea of the free association of producers 
(Djlias 1972: 157–8). Workers’ self-management would be ‘the beginning of 
democracy’ and ‘a radical departure from Stalinism’ (Djilas 1972: 158–9). 
The model sought to promote workers’ control of factories and counteract 
power concentrating in the state bureaucracy (Djilas 1966 [1957]: 60–72). 
Through workers’ control of production, emancipation of labour would be 
advanced alongside the concentration of productive forces (Kardelj 1976: 
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 Nikola Tesla’s Faustian Dream 143

103). The Communist party provided the overall social economic goals and 
legal framework, while relinquishing economic control from a central bureau-
cracy through social ownership devolving onto the workers (Kardelj 1976: 
103). Workers’ councils were to be the managing boards of social enterprises 
and going beyond participation to co-decision-making. The composition of 
councils was determined by the general assembly of workers through elec-
tions, who could also dismiss enterprise directors and vote on salaries and 
investment. Enterprises also played important roles in communities, provid-
ing socially owned housing and recreational and cultural facilities.

The self-management system had problems where workers’ councils 
were captured by bureaucratic interests (Cohen 1989; Djilas 1966 [1957]). 
State subsidies could be abused to support poorly run operations because of 
official reluctance to allow enterprises to fail. Overall, though, the country 
witnessed industrial modernisation and growth rates among the highest in the 
world, resulting in significant improvements in national production, material 
standards of living, educational attainment, and other life prospects from the 
1950s to the mid-1970s. Yugoslavia went from being one of the least devel-
oped countries of Europe to offering living standards comparable to those 
of southern Europe, and exceeding those of the centrally planned Eastern 
European economies, while constraining social and regional economic dis-
parities (Horvat 1976). In a generation, illiterate peasant families could see 
their children go to school and become teachers, engineers, or workers with 
solid salaries, pensions, and other benefits, which might include housing and 
recreational facilities, even work-based holiday apartments.

In a 1962 article in the U.S. journal The Atlantic, Krleža outlined a Yugo-
slav foreign policy of ‘coexistence among nations’ and compromise where 
countries did not threaten ‘each other’s freedom and elementary right of exis-
tence’ (Krleža 1962c). Yugoslavia positioned itself as ‘a third component’, 
and ‘a bridge between East and West’ against the spectre of a third world war. 
Krleža presented Yugoslav ideals as spanning those of the rival international 
Soviet and Western blocs, pursuing socialism domestically, and defending 
national self-determination and political independence internationally. Yugo-
slavia was one of the founding states of the Non-Aligned Movement and its 
only European member. The Yugoslav president Tito was the secretary gen-
eral of NAM between 1961 and 1964, and he hosted its first heads of state 
summit in Belgrade in September 1961. The country again held the position 
of secretary general between 1989 and 1992, then a rotating presidency, and 
hosted the heads of state summit in September 1989 just before the fall of the 
Berlin Wall. New attention in recent years to the official archives or cultural 
representations of non-aligned relations in school textbooks reveals post-war 
Yugoslavia’s bureaucracy sharing European cultural condescension towards 
its partner states, and foreign students could experience racial prejudice 
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144 Chapter 5

alongside personal friendships and relationships. However, their non-aligned 
political economic and engineering relations were on a more cooperative 
basis and did not involve the same international structural power inequalities.

Behind Yugoslavia’s international profile, the country’s economic reforms 
were not smooth. To ease economic pressures, the country entered into agree-
ments with Austria and West Germany to supply guest workers. In the short 
term, migration and remittances did help address the country’s balance-of-
payments problems in the 1970s (Salt and Clout 1976: 137). In the longer 
term, migration patterns discouraged commitment to political and economic 
reform as seeking work abroad became the default solution for more and 
more citizens, and the earned remittances did not go into industrial invest-
ment, but private expenditure and more consumption of foreign goods (Salt 
and Clout 1976: 147–54). The legitimacy of the state proclaiming itself a 
socialist country organised around the principles of workers self-management 
was damaged by its endorsement of its citizens becoming cheap migratory 
workers for Western European capitalist countries, especially countries 
which had been occupying imperial powers in living memory. Social criti-
cism attacked how citizens were reduced to migratory labour (Žilnik 1968).

Amid its political and economic reform difficulties, the country continued 
to build its own hydroelectric dams and irrigation systems, and constructed 
abroad. Yugoslav engineering became an important part of its international 
non-aligned profile. Its NAM ties made it attractive for other NAM countries:

In the bipolar world of the Cold War, the selection of Yugoslav companies for this 
kind of project seems to be in all the cases examined, associated with a political 
commitment to the ‘third bloc’, or with the tendency to affirm the sovereignty of 
newly independent states in international affairs. In the domain of military ports 
such decisions had an additional symbolic meaning. (Cvitanovic et al., 2016: 153)

Socialist Yugoslavia was a politically attractive partner for engineering 
projects for newly independent countries also trying to carve out a third 
international way based on national self-determination and anti-imperialist 
solidarities. Not least Yugoslav partnerships did not come with the political- 
economic conditionality of Western or Soviet partnerships, where the con-
tracting government remained in overall political control of any project. 
Furthermore Yugoslav socialist urban planning models were of interest to 
states seeking industrial development overcoming colonial urban divisions, 
reducing social differences, and encouraging decentralisation (Smokovina 
et al., 2015: 233). Yugoslav companies enjoyed NAM patronage. Consider 
Energoprojekt, founded in 1951, and developing rapidly from designing 
hydro and thermal power plants to become Yugoslavia’s main international 
construction and engineering company, carrying out projects in over seventy 
countries (Energoprojekt 2011, 6, 32; Tagilibue 1983). Within two decades 
Energoprojekt built twenty-seven hydropower plants at home and abroad. Its 
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 Nikola Tesla’s Faustian Dream 145

dam projects or irrigation schemes ranged across Africa, the Middle East, 
and Asia (Energoprojekt 2011: 20). With its international profile, hydro-
engineering projects could lead into other lucrative work at short notice. 
Energoprojekt’s building of the conference venue and accommodation for the 
third NAM summit in Zambia, where it had previously built a hydropower 
plant, demonstrated Yugoslavia’s favoured position. As a New York Times 
report narrated in 1983:

Kenneth D. Kaunda, the President of Zambia, faced a crisis. He had called a 
conference of nonaligned nations for Lusaka, Zambia’s capital, and with just 
four months to go, there was no place for the delegates to meet.

It could have been most embarrassing. But Mr. Kaunda telephoned officials 
of Energoprojekt, Yugoslavia’s biggest construction concern, and told them he 
needed a 4,000-seat convention hall—fast—with price no obstacle. And they 
came to the rescue.

Indeed, the next day the company’s chief architect was standing in a Zam-
bian field, telling excavators where to dig, while draftsmen in Belgrade drew 
up blueprints. Exactly 115 days later, two weeks ahead of the deadline, the new 
convention hall was ready. (Tagilibue 1983)

Or in Energoprojekt’s account: ‘In just 107 days it designed and built the 
Conference Hall Mulungushi and 62 villas, a total of 230,000 m2’ (Energo-
projekt 2011: 22). The company cited how ‘Zambia became an indispensable 
and important part of Energoprojekt’s history’, launching its international 
engineering profile (Energoprojekt 2011: 21). The 1970 Lusaka NAM 
conference resolution had declared how ‘The epoch-making scientific and 
technological revolution has opened up unlimited vistas to progress but . . . 
a major section of mankind still lives under conditions unworthy of man’ 
(NAM 1970). Having NAM links was one way of challenging international 
‘political economic racial barriers’ and the monopoly wealthy countries 
had over ‘the main opportunities for the progress of developing countries’ 
(NAM 1970; Stubbs 2020). Energoprojekt was not alone among Yugoslav 
companies in its international contracts. Other Yugoslav companies were 
leading the building of port structures and facilities abroad, applying their 
experience of rebuilding the country’s war-damaged ports, or developing new 
ports such as at Split (Cvitanovic et al., 2016: 153). The Split-based Pomgrad 
was involved in projects in Cyprus, Ethiopia, Ghana, Iran, Libya, Sudan, 
and Syria (ibid.). Such was the scale of activity that the Yugoslav authorities 
drew up procedures to ensure their companies were not competing with each 
other (Cvitanovic et al., 2016: 146–7). Cross-republic cooperation on tenders 
sought to reinforce the country’s ideals of brotherhood and unity and ethnic 
diversity. On the Haditha dam project in Iraq, highlighted below, Hidro-
gradnja (Sarajevo) was the main contractor, Energoprojekt (Belgrade) led 
its design, and other companies from different republics were involved too.
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146 Chapter 5

The 1973 oil crisis left many countries exposed, and large-scale infrastruc-
tural development plans faltered. From the mid-1970s, countries with national 
balance-of-payments problems found a less forgiving international economic 
climate and came under international structural adjustment programmes 
requiring budgetary restraint and reduced public expenditure. Retrenchment 
among various non-aligned partner countries impacted on Yugoslav export 
revenues from construction companies. Engineering firms could still turn to 
lucrative contracts with oil-producing countries. Yugoslavia was involved 
in many projects in Libya, facilitated by NAM diplomatic ties, especially 
after Muammar Gaddafi came to power in 1969, with his variant of military-
backed modernisation and socialism. For example, Energoprojekt built a ther-
mal power plant in Zanzur, Libya (Energoprojekt 2011: 28), while Pomgrad 
was contracted to build a port complex in Khoms/Homs, Libya (Cvitanovic 
et al., 2016). Yugoslavia also had significant ties with Iraq as another oil-
exporting country with another variant of military-backed modernisation. 
Energoprojekt’s work for Iraq involved building large dams, including the 
important Mosul dam, and the newer field of computer engineering:

Design and supervision was performed for construction of large dams on the 
Tigris and Euphrates rivers in Iraq: Hemrin (1981), Haditha (1989), Badush 
I and II and HPP Bekhme on the river Great Zaab, with an earth-fill dam 230 m 
high (1989–1991). In a consortium with three Swiss firms, Energoprojekt 
signed a contract for construction management of the huge Mosul dam (1990). 
(Energoprojekt 2011: 36)

Subsequently the Mosul dam has been condemned as typifying the dangers of the 
ill-conceived Faustian development project, while three decades on, the Badush 
protection dam begun by Energoprojekt is still awaiting completion since inter-
national sanctions and war in Iraq suspended its construction (Energoprojekt 
1988 in Al-Adili et al., 2014: 93; Kelley et al., 2007). The political-economic 
circumstances do not favour any renewed contract to complete the project going 
to Energoprojekt, despite their past role. Already by the 1980s the continuing 
success of these international contracts was strained. It was suspected some ten-
ders were organised politically to keep companies operating rather than securing 
profitable contracts or even the contracted payments for work (Tagilibue 1983).

DEMISE OF NON-ALIGNED MOVEMENT DEVELOPMENT

The New York Times report on Energoprojekt was written in 1983, the same 
year The Croatian Faust was published. Šnajder’s play left open the future 
of the country, while urging political renewal and warning against the revival 
of internecine hostilities. Yugoslav self-management allowed for a voice in 
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the workplace, and significantly more social freedom compared to the Soviet 
bloc. However, there were inherent limits to workers’ self-management in 
curbing the growth of bureaucratic elites and realising democratic political 
freedoms. For workers’ councils and assemblies only shaped the operation 
of individual enterprises, rather than determining broader political mat-
ters (Cohen 1989; Djilas 1966 [1957]: 63–72, 100–16). The free working 
of workers’ self-management itself was debilitated without full political 
freedom of workers, and ever threatened with being reduced to mere ‘myth 
and dogma’, helping legitimise, rather than seriously challenge, the vested 
interests of the New Class, that is, the bureaucratic elites (Djilas 1966 [1957]: 
70; Djilas 1972: 159). Economic self-determination required political self-
determination. The system was marred by incompetence and corruption, 
and difficulties stimulating productivity. Internal economic problems were 
exposed by the less favourable international climate.

After the death of Tito in 1980, Yugoslavia came under international 
restructuring programmes to address its foreign debts. Externally imposed 
restraints limited the country’s strategies to revive the economy and com-
promised its self-management system. Their impact exacerbated Yugosla-
via’s internal political divisions, while its constitutional multi-group rights 
approach facilitated the channelling of political grievances into pork barrel 
politics and propelled the break-up of the country (Cohen 1993; Hayden 
1999; Woodward 1995). Yugoslavia’s collapse into war finished off its 
workers’ self-management system and alternative economic path, which had 
avoided some of the worst excesses of industrialisation in both the West and 
the Soviet bloc. The fears in Šnajder’s 1983 play Croatian Faust about new 
brutal wars materialised. Between 1991 and 1995, over 10,000 were killed in 
Croatia, and 100,000 in Bosnia, amid international peacekeeping and as ana-
lysed by the International Criminal Tribunal for Former Yugoslavia (ICTY) 
(Trifunovska 1999). Šnajder’s play Snake Skin addresses wartime killings 
and sexual violence in Bosnia (Šnajder 1998 [1995]).

The deterioration of alternative modernisation paths and NAM relations was 
also reflected in other NAM countries of the Middle East and North Africa that 
were marked by undemocratic politics, repression, civil war, and external mili-
tary intervention. We see the changed situation in Algeria, which during the 
Cold War had enjoyed good relations with Yugoslavia and engineering links 
(Byrne 2015). In December 1993 a group of Croatian Hidroelektra workers 
contracted to construct a dam and pipeline in Algeria were attacked by a group 
of Islamists, and twelve were killed (Butorac 2010). Tragically most of these 
workers had only remained working there so long, despite the deteriorating 
conditions, because of the war at home in Bosnia and Croatia. Their compound 
was supposed to be a protected zone, but foreigners became targeted in the 
Algerian civil war, a war lasting a decade with parallels to other conflicts at the 
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end of the Cold War. The immediate spark for the conflict was a military coup 
in support of the ruling National Liberation Front in December 1991 annulling 
the first multi-party elections the country had held since independence, when 
preliminary results showed the Islamic Salvation Front would win. Social 
discontent had mainly cohered behind an Islamic party against the post-war 
military and state bureaucracy. The former regime had followed a modernist 
socialist vision, but had lost legitimacy presiding over a stagnating economy. 
Its economy was overly dependent on oil exports. There was high unemploy-
ment, and the regime had been stifling political opposition for years.

Reiterating the corrosion of NAM countries politically and economically, 
and the insecure environments people are working in, was the kidnapping in 
July 2015 and killing by Islamists in August 2015 of the geological surveyor 
Tomislav Salopek. He was employed in Egypt by a French geoscience firm 
(BBC 2015). He came from Slavonski Brod in eastern Croatia, an area affected 
by war and industrial contraction since peace. He had also worked in Libya, 
another NAM country marked by civil war and external military intervention. 
The Libyan port city of Khoms, which the Croatian firm Pomgrad helped to 
build (Cvitanovic et al., 2016), has been highlighted as a site of Mediterranean 
migration and people trafficking. The EU and the Italian government controver-
sially have a compact with the Libyan authorities for the return and detention 
of illegal migrants, which has been heavily criticised by human rights groups 
(Amnesty International 2018; EU 2019; Hayden 2019; Human Rights Watch 
2019). In the absence of national development and the lack of a self-determin-
ing voice, many Europeans and non-Europeans alike only see a future in exiting 
their country and finding work abroad in those parts of Europe where economic 
activity is concentrated (Krastev 2014, 2017). As one migrant from Africa on 
the Western Balkan route explained in a documentary Logbook Serbistan by the 
director Želimir Žilnik, previously they might have sought economic security 
through work in Libya, but after 2011 more seek security in Europe:

our parents they were coming to work in Europe like slaves but we are remov-
ing our own money to buy visas to work slavery again. They should try to help 
develop Africa and let Africa be content in the continent they are. You will not 
find this migration. Many are dying in Libya, Italy, Lampadusa. Why? Why? 
Why? Look what happened in Libya that was one of the best in Africa. Who 
was the cost? (in Žilnik 2015)

Establishing themselves as independent states, Croatia and the other republics 
expected their adoption of a market economy would open up their material 
prospects and strengthen their security. However, economic transition only 
confirmed industrial decline since their governments were relying on external 
economic recipes when industrial strategies had been abandoned in European 
and international institutions. In the peace, the engineering work in Hidroelek-
tra and Pomgrad did not regain its pre-war levels. Rather than two decades of 
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peace enjoying expanding industries and prospects, the populations have wit-
nessed the shrinking of their industrial engineering and found themselves more 
subject to the predation of external market and natural forces. We now turn to 
the condemnation of Faustian dam projects in international development.

COMMISSIONING FAUSTIAN DAMS?

The World Commission on Dams (WCD) was set up in 1997 by bring-
ing together stakeholders from government, industry, and civil society and 
reported in 2000. Its report Dams and Development: A New Framework. 
Report of the World Commission on Dams synthesised the changing interna-
tional development approach towards dams. Floods, the World Commission 
on Dams declared, remained the most common disasters, affecting more 
people globally than ‘war, drought and famine’, while dams were ‘our old-
est tool’ of water management (WCD 2000a: 14 ii). Dams were also key 
‘symbols of modernisation and humanity’s ability to harness nature’ (WCD 
2000a: xxix). The main era of dam building was the four decades in the 
mid-twentieth century from the 1930s to the 1970s when they were regarded 
as a friend of clean energy, irrigation, water storage, and flood protection 
(WCD 2000a: xxix). The peak in the twentieth century was between 1970 
and 1975, when it was estimated that two or three dams were commissioned 
per day, and around 5000 large dams built, most concentrated in a few coun-
tries (WCD 2000a: xxix, 9). At the end of the millennium, around 30–40 per 
cent of irrigated land depended on dams, and dams generated 19 per cent of 
electricity (WCD 2000: xxix). Just 13 per cent of large dams claimed a flood 
protection and management role (WCD 2000a: 14–15).

Large dams have come under concerted opposition from global environ-
mental activism in recent decades. Dams, as potent symbols of modernity, 
readily became targets for those opposing industrialisation and industrial 
society (WCD 2000a: 20–21). Large dams embody bold national industrial 
development perspectives, whereas international development thinking had 
turned to small-scale income generation at the level of the household or 
local community. Western cultural anthropology and international develop-
ment thinking converged with ideas that ambitious large scale dam building 
fostered Faustian hydraulic empires, whether ancient despotism or modern 
totalitarianism (Price 1994; Weber 1998 [1901]; Wittfogel 1957). The 
detriments of dams are commonly experienced by those in the immediate 
locality affected by their construction, while their benefits are enjoyed by 
people further away on agricultural land, or in urban centres provided with 
the electricity or water supplies. These conflicts of interests were viewed 
differently when hopes for industrial development were high in the 1950s 
and 1960s (Jenkins 1966: 111–12; Van Veen 1962: 130). When the goal 
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of industrial development and the associated goal of national sovereignty 
and independence were delegitimised, then the detriments of building dams 
loomed far larger than the detriments of not building them. Global environ-
mental organisations supported local opposition to dams (WCD 2000a: xxx).

The WCD identified Edward Goldsmith and Nicholas Hildyard’s report 
The Social and Environmental Effects of Large Dams (1984) as a seminal 
text galvanising condemnation of dam construction (WCD 2000a: 26). Its 
foreword by Brent Blackwelder was entitled ‘A Ballard of Environmental 
Awareness’. Each chapter systematically attacked a different problem caused 
by large dams: loss of land, wildlife, fisheries, water and traditional culture, 
and harbingers of increased urbanisation, industrialisation, pollution, water-
borne diseases, earthquakes, floods, deforestation, sedimentation, salination, 
coastal erosion, and state corruption. All their associations were negative: 
dam building was ‘playing with fire’; people were being lured by hydropower 
and ‘the myth of flood control’. No redeeming Faustian poetry to large dams 
was here, only damnation. Instead they advocated traditional ways of being 
and traditional methods of irrigation (Goldsmith and Hildyard 1984). The 
report helped inspire the establishment of the International Rivers Network 
to campaign against dams and for non-Faustian alternatives.

The World Commission on Dams outlined the global concerns leading 
to its formation as a commission (WCD 2000a: 26–7). Donor funding of 
dams had become a key focus of global environmental advocacy, especially 
targeting the World Bank as the key international organisation funding dam 
construction. The 1992 Morse report criticised the failure of the World Bank 
to carry out proper human impact assessments of the large dam projects it 
funded. The 1992 report identified in particular failures to consult affected 
communities, including indigenous peoples in accordance with its own 
guidelines (Morse and Berger 1992). It argued dams created more signifi-
cant resettlement issues compared to other development projects, involving 
communities, housing, and livelihoods, where any compensation was hard 
to make attractive. Not least dams were almost invariably built on desirable 
agricultural land and areas of environmental interest (WCD 2000a: 20–1).

Dam projects have led to forced evictions, violating the rights of affected 
populations, and failed to provide proper resettlement and rehabilitation of 
those displaced and adequate compensation. The Morse report and Gold-
smith and Hildyard’s earlier report informed the 1994 Manibeli Declaration 
by NGOs, demanding a moratorium on the World Bank funding large dams. 
The Manibeli Declaration saw no benefits to populations of constructing large 
dams, only environmental and social costs, and gross violations of human 
rights. All the advantages are seen as accruing to ‘corrupt military and undem-
ocratic regimes’, ‘urban elites’, ‘transnational industry’, and ‘the consultants, 
manufacturers and contractors based in the donor countries’, and only making 
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countries further indebted (Manibeli Declaration 1994: paras 6, 11, 13). The 
Declaration called for alternatives to large dams, ‘including wind, solar and 
biomass energy sources, energy demand management, irrigation rehabilita-
tion, efficiency improvements and rainwater harvesting, and non-structural 
flood management’ (Manibeli Declaration 1994: para 9). The 1994 initia-
tive was followed up by another influential report Patrick McCully’s 1996 
Silenced Rivers: The Ecology and Politics of Large Dams (2001), linked to the 
International Rivers Network. The case against dams gained global momen-
tum. One survey of global NGO activism targeting the World Bank found that 
twelve out of the halted thirty-six World Bank projects related to dams (WCD 
2000a: 20). The World Bank began to respond to this pressure and review 
its funding of large dams (WCD 2000a: 26–27). Dam building slowed down 
in the decade leading up to the Commission. This contraction was linked to 
the decline of international donor funding, external debt restructuring pro-
grammes, public spending restrictions, and the increased construction costs 
squeezing private investment profits (WCD 2000a: 20). The galvanised global 
activism against dam building and more restrictive donor funding of dam 
construction accorded with how leading Western aid donor countries were 
moving to decommission dams rather than building dams. Indeed the United 
States was decommissioning more large dams than constructing them in the 
period leading up to the World Commission on Dams (WCD 2000a: 21, 10).

Pressure was also therefore felt by the engineering industry. In 1997 the 
International Commission on Large Dams (ICOLD) published a position 
paper on Dams and the Environment (ICOLD 1997). Philosophically ICOLD, 
founded in 1928, maintains a human-centred outlook, whereby ‘dam engineers 
find themselves confronted with the basic problems inherent in the transforma-
tion of the natural world into a human environment’. Politically ICOLD reflects 
its origins in the shift away from a world of European empire to a world of 
independent nation states. Its report affirmed the principle of non-interference 
in the internal affairs of member countries in not wanting to criticise individual 
national projects, although it was concerned about ‘ill-advised projects which 
can only jeopardize the generally good reputation of modern dam engineering’ 
(ICOLD 1997: 1). Instead ICOLD set out to compile selected case studies as 
‘positive examples’ outlining ‘their specific problems and the successful strate-
gies adopted to solve them’ (ICOLD 1997: 1). So what was ICOLD’s position 
on the construction of large dams? ICOLD continued to give a primary role to 
dams in water management. But ICOLD wanted the ‘environmental and social 
aspects’ to enjoy as much concern as dam safety and alternative ‘non-structural 
means’ of water management to be explored before projects were accepted 
(ICOLD 1997: 1–22). ICOLD highlighted involuntary resettlement as requir-
ing ‘special care’ and its implementation being based on independent review. 
ICOLD recommended that those being involuntarily resettled should be the 
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‘first to benefit’ from improving living standards and enjoy tangible benefits 
such as annual payments and free energy, as pioneered in Swiss law going back 
to 1916 (ICOLD 1997: 3).

In 2000 the International Commission on Irrigation and Drainage (ICID) 
followed up with its own position paper on The Role of Dams for Irrigation, 
Drainage and Flood Control. Politically ICID, founded in 1950 in an era of 
decolonisation, parallels ICOLD in affirming the principle of national sover-
eignty and the limited role of external actors. Reflecting its origins at a time 
of national independence struggles, ICID report stated, ‘A sovereign country 
no doubt will preserve its basic right of deciding its own priority of devel-
opmental needs and most suited options. Global criteria can at best indicate 
guidelines’ (ICID 2000: 18). It is in this light, ICID recognised the impor-
tance of ‘the sustainability of development’, as addressed at the 1992 Rio 
Conference, Agenda 21, and other initiatives, and how ‘the adverse impacts’ 
should play ‘an increasing role in decision making’ (ICID 2000: 18). ICID 
maintained that urbanisation and industrialisation improved the living stan-
dards of the poor and that new large dams were still needed in industrialising 
societies (ICID 2000: 2, 12). Intense economic development and urban indus-
trial centres were only possible with dams (ICID 2000: 9). ICID observed, 
‘Every human activity modifies the environment’ (ICID 2000: 18). The ques-
tion was whether the changes were ‘for the good’ or not. ICID saw societies 
as the core stakeholders and implied that society as a whole should approve 
of the need to construct dams (ICID 2000: 2). Dam construction should be 
enhanced with improved standards and guidelines and fuller review with all 
the stakeholders as to whether society would be better off with or without 
the particular dam. ICID concurred with the Morse report in emphasising the 
resettlement and the rehabilitation of communities affected by the construc-
tion of dams. ICID recognised the usefulness of alternative non-structural 
measures for water management, and flood and drought protection, such as 
improved early warning systems (ICID 2000: 9).

The World Commission on Dams represented a major global rethink 
on dams, distinct from ICOLD and ICID, as organisations founded under 
international principles of national self-determination and non-interference 
in the internal affairs of states. The WCD confirmed the validity of large 
dams in principle, but overall its report represented a turn away to alter-
natives, asking ‘Yet are they our only tool, or our best option?’ (WCD 
2000a: ii). In practice the WCD implied maintaining existing dams, while 
sponsoring new conditions restraining dam construction. On the one hand, 
the Commission’s report sought to reconcile the polarised global posi-
tions on dams. The WCD tried to steer a course between the pro-dam and 
anti-dam positions and declared its position to be ‘neither to build dams 
nor tear them down but to carefully develop resources for the long term’ 
(WCD 2000a: ii). On the other hand, its report offered a new stakeholder 
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framework implying global and local conditions militating against dam 
construction. This conditionality entailed modification of national sover-
eignty and national development. The WCD advocated a people’s centred 
model, paralleling the participatory development being advocated by the 
World Bank’s 2000 Voices of the Poor report. The WCD spoke of want-
ing bottom-up, not top-down, globalisation (WCD 2000a: iii). Its model 
suggested glocalisation or alliances between global actors and local actors, 
and from national development to global/local development perspectives. 
The role of the state remained here not as an independent self-determining 
nation state or the Keynesian state leading industrialisation but as facilitator 
of the global regulatory framework. The WCD wanted diverse stakehold-
ers brought into decision-making in development decisions on dams. The 
stakeholder approach incorporated NGOs bringing global environmental 
and local community perspectives. The report did note there was some-
times popular support for dams (WCD 2000a: 19). Such popular support 
is not really reflected in the transnational NGO sector, which is far more 
likely to assume the costs of dams to ‘people, rivers basins and ecosystems’ 
rather than any national or regional benefits (WCD 2000a: xxx). Some are 
explicitly sceptical towards industrialisation, such as the International Riv-
ers Network or the Intermediate Technology set up by Schumacher, author 
of Small Is Beautiful (1974). So although the WCD report itself tried to be 
even handed, in effect the report elevated transnational stakeholders oppos-
ing dam building and seeking non-industrial alternatives involving limits to 
growth. Transnational NGOs are overwhelming negative about dams and 
prefer to limit energy demand rather than expand energy supply. Environ-
mentalist negativity towards dams is underpinned by profound ambivalence 
towards human agency and freedom, which has strengthened with alarm 
over climate change (Monbiot 2007: 215). Consolidation of global opposi-
tion to dams had and has implications for countries wanting to industrialise 
and build their national infrastructure as they typically require international 
loans for large-scale industrial projects.

POLITICS OF THE KARIBA DAM

The Kariba dam in Zambia on the Zambezi River bordering Zimbabwe is 
one of the case studies of the World Commission and one of the large dams 
condemned by International Rivers for displacing tens of thousands of people 
in its construction and threatening hundreds of thousands more across several 
countries should it fail today (Bosshard 2015; IRMSA 2015; WCD 2000b). 
The original dam was built in the last decade of British colonial rule in what 
was then the Federation of Rhodesia and Nyasaland. Its primary purpose 
was to provide electricity for the copper-mining industries. The construction 
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was actually funded by World Bank loans. Indeed it was the first dam for 
the World Bank to fund and represented the largest dam in the world at the 
time (Boshard 2015; WCD 2000b: 1). Opponents associate dam building 
with European colonialism and neocolonialism. The Kariba dam exemplified 
how European colonial development was organised around the exploitation 
of raw materials by European industries. Infrastructure, including ports, 
roads, railways, and power plants, was developed to support these interests. 
International demand for copper was high because of national electrification 
works. The Copperbelt of Zambia, then the British protectorate of Northern 
Rhodesia, held the largest area of deposits in the world. The mines relied 
on coal-fired power plants, but the coal had to be transported over large 
distances by rail. Inadequate coal supplies led to wood being resorted to as 
an unsatisfactory substitute (WCD 2000b: 8). The Federation was dominated 
by the interests of white settlers in Southern Rhodesia, who lobbied for the 
hydroelectric power dam to be located on the Southern Rhodesian side of 
the border at Kariba (Gerrard 2001: 207–8). A dam could have been located 
on the Kafue River in Zambia without the large-scale displacement Kariba’s 
location entailed (WCD 2000b: 28). Instead the colonial authorities broke up 
the indigenous settlements, arguing the affected people would enjoy more 
contact with civilisation against opposition warning the plans would destroy 
the communities (WCD 2000b: 29). A total of 57,000 Tonga people were dis-
placed by the dam and suffered famine and impoverishment in their resettle-
ment (WCD 2000b: x-xii para 7.2).

Protests over the Kariba dam built for European colonial industries fos-
tered anti-colonial resistance. Protesters were fired on, resulting in deaths 
and injuries (WCD 2000b: 36–38). African nationalists agitated against 
the Kariba dam, alongside resistance from the local Tonga population. 
Nevertheless the newly independent states were more politically commit-
ted to industrialising their countries than European colonial administra-
tion. Not least industries and industrial workers back in Europe did not 
want to compete with colonial industries and labour (Darby 1987 51–74, 
118–40; Davis 1967; Hobsbawm 1994: 82–83). The colonial authorities 
were apprehensive about contact with European civilisation destabilis-
ing traditional ways of life and corrupting their colonial subjects. They 
feared European commerce and industries fostered social alienation and 
political unrest. Extract industries, such as the Copperbelt mining, were 
particularly seen as creating the conditions for disaffected young men 
outside of the guiding influence of their elders and susceptible to politi-
cal agitation (Davis 1967; Furedi 1998: 141–3). Lord Lugard’s model of 
native administration envisaged traditional elders countering the influ-
ence of Europeanised, urbanised colonial subjects who were attracted to 
anti-colonial nationalist politics (Lugard 1926). Colonial development 
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policies hoped to mitigate the impact of European economic activity on 
traditional communities and to maintain traditional communities through 
rural development projects. At the time of the Kariba dam’s construc-
tion, the authorities were ‘seeking funding for a large rural development 
programme long discussed and promised to reverse the accelerated flow 
of rural people into the mining towns and along the line of rail’ (WCD 
2000b para 5.2.2).

Zambia achieved independence in 1964 and supported dam construction 
as part of its national development and industrialisation strategies to catch 
up economically with industrial societies. The president of Zambia Kenneth 
Kaunda proposed a vision fusing African communal values and socialism, 
expressed in terms of African socialism and Zambian humanism, and an 
economic model organised around nationalisation, modern state planning, 
and public welfare. Kaunda was ambitious for Zambia’s modernisation and 
establishing its independence and international standing. The country held 
the presidency of the Non-Aligned Movement in the period 1970 to 1973. 
Kaunda was ready to be Faust the Developer and the enlightened despot in 
pursuit of this ambition. During his presidency of NAM, Kaunda was domes-
tically pushing through constitutional changes, consolidating a one-party 
state, and outlawing rival political parties. Zambia was highly dependent on 
Rhodesia for electricity because the hydroelectric plant on the Kariba dam 
was located on the Rhodesian side (Gerrard 2001: 207–8). This dependence 
was politically unpalatable because of Rhodesia’s Unilateral Declaration of 
Independence (UDI), which put the country under white minority rule from 
1965 to 1980. Zambia opposed Rhodesian UDI and South African Apart-
heid. Its capital was reported to be ‘home to the headquarters of 15 African 
freedom movements, including Zanu and Zapu from Rhodesia’ (BBC 1964). 
Apprehension over political relations with Rhodesia, and the complications 
over the sanctions regime against Rhodesia, propelled Zambia to build its 
own hydroelectric dams to support the newly nationalised copper mines 
(Winch 2010: 369–70).

One construction project was a hydroelectric dam on the Kafue River 
by the Yugoslav company Energoprojekt as a fellow member of NAM 
(Energoprojekt 2011: 20). Another Zambian project was building a hydro-
electric dam on the north side of the Kariba dam which was more fraught. 
The first phase of its construction alone involved around 100 deaths among 
the workforce (WCD 2000b: para 7.2; Winch 2010: 369–70). The UK con-
struction company originally contracted to build the north Kariba dam was 
bankrupted because the project proved far more hazardous and expensive 
than the original tender reports had outlined. The deaths did not deter the 
government pressing ahead with the project. Further loans were taken out 
to complete the project, and the government selected Energoprojekt among 
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the original tenders, because of its successful work on the Kafue dam 
(IBRD 1974: 9–10 and Annex VI). Both hydroelectric dams were fully 
operational by 1977 (Energoprojekt 2011: 26).

So how did the World Commission evaluate their construction? The study 
commended the hydroelectric dams for providing cheaper and cleaner elec-
tricity than expanding coal-fired power plants: ‘As a result of the relatively 
low construction cost of Kariba and Kafue the average electricity cost in the 
region dropped by about 30% in the period 1961–1977, while the average 
price for other commodities and services rose by more than 75%’ (WCD 
2000b: viii). The dams increased GDP, and their beneficial by-products 
included improved roads, fisheries, and tourism. The dam building also 
fostered regional energy cooperation and facilitated the establishment of the 
regional Southern African Pool involving seven countries (WCD 2000b: para 
7.2). Most electricity in Zambia and Zimbabwe continues to derive from 
Kariba hydroelectric dams. Were Kariba to fail, 40 per cent of the region’s 
electricity would be in jeopardy (IRMSA 2015). 

The World Commission study concentrated its condemnation on how the 
dam building harmed the Tonga people (WCD 2000b: x-xii para 7.2). The 
resettlement planning was completely inadequate and poorly funded. The 
Tonga were dispersed and fragmented, left to scratch out an existence in 
poorer unsuitable land. Large numbers did not benefit from the electricity the 
dam generated—many lived in villages without electricity even two decades 
later (WCD 2000b: para 7.2). Overall those who were resettled in the Zambian 
north were treated more humanely than those under UDI rule in the south. 
They were given some cash compensation and were more likely to gain access 
to schools or health clinics. The study observed how the impact on wildlife 
was mitigated by the creation of wildlife sanctuaries, although the reduced 
flooding eroded the delta flood plain’s ecology (WCD 2000b: para 7.2).

Kariba and Kafue were constructed against the backdrop of independence 
struggles and independent states optimistic about their national development. 
However, by the mid-1970s Zambia was facing economic crisis. Unfortu-
nately, the loans to fund construction, coupled with the sums Zambia paid to 
buy out the foreign companies, were overly generous and based on a peak 
in copper prices. These loans created serious financial problems for Zambia 
when the copper price crashed in 1973 (Gerrard 2001: 207–8). As the World 
Commission on Dams outlined:

there were other ways of raising the funds that Zambia needed but it was to 
take time to swallow the large Kariba borrowings before extra finances became 
available. By then the copper prices had crashed and Zambia’s golden days were 
over. Zambia has never managed to create a working countryside since that 
moment in her short history. (WCD 2000b: para 5.2.2)
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In its bid for independent national development, the Zambian government 
inherited and accumulated one of the worst national debts in Africa, inhib-
iting significant investment elsewhere in the economy. This indebtedness 
further incurred international structural adjustment programmes imposing 
austerity on the country. Yet since Kaunda had circumscribed political free-
dom under one-party rule, he was unable to mobilise the country in opposi-
tion to international restructuring and forge its own independent path.

Six decades on from Kariba’s construction and two decades on from the 
World Commission report, there is alarm over the state of the Kariba dam. 
The dam was designed to withstand a one in ten thousand years’ flood (WCD 
2000b: vii). Widely publicised South African risk analysis in 2015 of the 
Kariba dam raised the spectre of a catastrophic failure scenario affecting 
3.5 million people, whether through floods or loss of power supplies. The 2015 
report warned of a tragic historical precedent in the French Malpasset dam 
disaster, a dam designed by the same engineer Andre Coyne, which collapsed 
in 1959, five years after its construction, killing nearly 500 people (IRMSA 
2015). Interestingly, the earlier World Commission case study made no refer-
ence to this connection, nor did it treat the increased seismic activity caused 
by the dam as alarming, but these concerns have attracted growing attention. 
The World Bank’s assessments of the Kariba dam have been more sanguine, 
although stressing how rehabilitating the dam was critical for the continu-
ing safety of its operation (World Bank 2014a, 2014b). Alarm over potential 
disaster did secure funding from the EU and other international and regional 
donors for the Kariba Dam Rehabilitation Project, and French engineers have 
been commissioned to lead the work (European Commission 2015). Post-war 
France was one of the countries leading building hydroelectric dams in Europe; 
now it is among the countries decommissioning dams. (Northern) European 
states have been moving away from dams domestically, while their NGOs 
have been at the forefront of campaigns opposing dam building internationally.

Dam Removal Europe, the name of one of the advocacy groups oppos-
ing dams, whose core team are mainly Dutch-based, captures the prevailing 
European institutional attitude towards dams. Its partner NGOs include the 
World Wildlife Fund, the European Rivers Network, and Rewilding Europe, 
and its past governmental support has included the UK official Environment 
Agency. Environmental advocacy to end large dams is also associated with 
commitments to end fossil fuels and nuclear energy. The EU wants to reduce 
dependence on fossil and shift to renewable sources. It is reluctant to endorse 
new dams, although funding to maintain existing dams on the grounds of 
safety may be forthcoming. The 2017 report on Renewable Energy in Europe 
by European Environmental Agency (EEA) highlights how the hydroelec-
tricity sector is predicted to have only 1 per cent annual growth and may 
slightly decrease (EEA 2017a: 20). The EEA attributes its lack of growth to 
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how ‘Most of the best sites have already been developed (amounting to about 
half of the technically feasible potential)’, while acknowledging that 70 per 
cent of hydroelectric power is concentrated in just five EU countries (EEA 
2017a: 20). National political preferences, not just geology, have determined 
energy decisions. The EEA observes, ‘Investments in large-scale hydropower 
(> 10 MW) were mainly made before 2000’ (EEA 2017a: 20). The EEA 
does not envisage any such new large-scale projects but would consider new 
small and medium plants if they complied with EU environmental legislation 
(EEA 2017a: 20). Hydro power is still one of the two core renewable energy 
sources, and its energy storage capacity is more flexible than various other 
renewable sources (EEA 2017a: 19–20). Tellingly, perhaps, the EEA’s public 
information 2017 Signals made no mention of dams except a reference to 
China in their reports on the future of European energy (EEA 2017b). Europe 
has become dependent on external energy sources such as Russian oil and 
gas because renewable sources do not (yet) supply adequate levels. The EU’s 
energy strategy to address this dependence implies restricting the growth of 
energy use in Europe. For the precautionary principle and its calls for revers-
ing the human impact and empowering nature are influencing the continent’s 
development, disaster management, and resilience governance.

Meanwhile there has been a revitalisation of ambitious dam building in 
Asia and Africa. For Faustian dreams appear more alive in African and Asian 
societies than in Europe, where risk aversion has taken hold. The catalyst 
has of course been China’s industrial development (Sörensen 2010). Its 
ambitious industrialisation and dam building are being emulated elsewhere; 
some of these projects have been linked to China’s Belt and Road initiative 
inspired by the ancient Silk Road trade network between the east and the 
west (O’Trakoun 2018). These projects commonly display the enlightened 
despotic tendencies of Faust the Developer or ‘pro-growth authoritarianism’ 
(Wang and Zheng 2013; Kwan and Yu 2005; Lai 2010). Consequently there 
are questions over democratic accountability, ill-conceived projects, debt 
encumbrance, and protectionist contracts limiting the countries’ economic 
independence with political and security implications (Green 2019; Rolland 
2017). This wave of industrialisation will detrimentally disturb or enhance 
people’s lives related to how much democratic political pressure people are 
able to exert over national politicians, national and foreign contractors, and 
the agencies with responsibility to address the interests of the affected people.

MEPHISTOPHELIAN EMBITTERMENT

Tesla’s autobiography My Inventions endorsed humanity enjoying a fulfilled 
creative life, secured though material prosperity and human capacity for 
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invention. ‘The progressive development of man is vitally dependent on 
invention. It is the most important product of his creative brain. Its ultimate 
purpose is the complete mastery of mind over the material world, the harness-
ing of the forces of nature to human needs’ (Tesla 2011 [1919]: 5). Without 
human inventiveness, humanity would have long ago ‘perished in the bitter 
struggle against pitiless elements’ (Tesla 2011 [1919]: 5). No crude material-
ist or technocrat, Tesla deplored developments dividing people, and wanted 
to harness human inventiveness to developments bringing people closer 
(Tesla 2011 [1919]: 71). Tesla’s imagination leapt over the constraints of life 
whether on the military frontier or in a commercial metropolis. His life and 
work has attracted new acclaim in the twenty-first century from biographies 
and fictional accounts to New Age religion, films, and popular websites cel-
ebrating his inventions (Carlson 2013: 396–408). There are apparently 500 
streets, squares, schools, institutions, and monuments dedicated to Nikola 
Tesla in the United States and Canada, and the plateau overlooking Niagara 
Falls in Canada has been named after him (M.C. 2020). Almost invariably 
he is portrayed as a utopian other-worldly figure offering his inventions 
to humanity but marginalised by vested commercial interests. ‘Nothing is 
impossible!’ are the words spoken by Tesla played by David Bowie in the 
2006 film The Prestige.

In recent years, Tesla’s name has been adopted by a U.S. electric car and 
solar energy company. Its European headquarters is in the Netherlands, and it 
has planned to expand manufacturing in Europe. Unfortunately its expansion 
is concentrated in northern Europe, not in Tesla’s homeland. Still Croatia has 
the telecommunications Nikola Tesla firm set up in Zagreb in 1949, which 
became a licensed partner of the Swedish company Ericsson from 1953 and 
now runs as a privatised company, Ericsson Nikola Tesla. His legacy is 
acknowledged in other ways. Neighbouring Serbia has the Nikola Tesla air-
port in Belgrade, and the Nikola Tesla power plant at Obrenovac, which gen-
erates around half the country’s electricity. Nikola Tesla remains a popular 
name for secondary schools in both states, testimony to continuing regional 
hopes for engineering the future. Across the Atlantic, his story has been used 
to encourage children to study science (Hadzigeorgiou et al., 2012). Events 
are organised annually on his birthday in Croatia and Serbia, and internation-
ally in the cities of New York, Philadelphia, and Perth.

Symbolically the Croatian prime minister highlighted Tesla as one of the 
country’s greatest figures in his speech marking Croatia’s membership of 
the EU (3 July 2013). Again at the start of its presidency of the EU, Croa-
tia’s EU2020 short promotional video held up Tesla as a model for the next 
generation. A young girl playing by the river declares, ‘We’ll all need boats 
when the sea reaches here. But I have a plan for helping people. You know, 
like Nikola Tesla’ (Jutarnji List 2020). Later the video announced how the 
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Croatian city of Rijeka was going to be a European city of culture to the back-
drop of its industrial shipyards. Yet Rijeka’s shipyards and shipping industry, 
as elsewhere, are dying. Being a European Capital of Culture, Rijeka has 
some benefits for the city, in enhancing civic pride and tourism, and munici-
pal and cultural circles. Hull as a recent British City of Culture did see some 
regeneration. Overall, though, it is no substitute for the industrial renewal 
strategies, the industries, and the industrial employment both coastal cities 
have lost in the preceding decades.

So what would Tesla observe in Croatia’s energy sector today? What is 
its capacity to light the country and support its industries? The EU wants a 
switch to renewal energy resources. Hydro power would fit this. But as we 
have seen, environmentalists have been opposing dam building. The Croatian 
Electricity company HEP states there are twenty-eight hydroelectric plants in 
Croatia. Most of these were built in the post-war period before 1989. Lešće 
Dam, north Lika near Ogulin, was completed in 2010 for power generation 
and should contribute about 1 per cent to the country’s energy needs. Within 
the country the government has been criticised for underinvesting in energy 
since independence and leaving the country over-reliant on energy imports 
with political, economic, and security consequences. Critics have argued 
the country needs more power plants to have the energy capacity to support 
national economic development, and they see hydroelectricity as cleaner than 
coal (Vlahinić and Jakovac 2014; Petrović et al., 2006). The Lešće plant was 
heralded in reports at the time as part of national plans to make the country 
energy independent by 2020. Other potential projects were being pursued, 
including Molve I and II and Novo Virje on the Drava River, various plants on 
the Sava River between Sisak and the Slovenian border, on the Ombla River 
near Dubrovnik, and plants at Kosinj and Senj, also near the coast. How-
ever, they have met opposition from environmental organisations, including 
Friends of the Earth Croatia, Friends of the Earth Europe, Green Action, 
Drava League, and WWF, along with CEE Bankwatch, Re-Common, Euro-
Natur, and Riverwatch, with their Blue Heart of Europe campaign. Various 
dam projects have been successfully opposed in the past decade, objecting that 
the dam in question undermines local communities and biodiversity, includ-
ing the role of rivers as ecological corridors. Environmentalist campaigning 
did see Croatian hydroelectric engineering projects slowing down (CEE 
Bankwatch 2018: 65). Past local environmental opposition tended to focus on 
specific locations. In recent years its opposition concerns new hydroelectric 
dams and plants per se (Veselica 2017).

In the decade prior to EU membership, environmental campaigners argued 
that proposed hydroelectric plants contravened EU laws and would jeop-
ardise Croatia’s path to membership. Since accession, they have lobbied key 
lenders, such as the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development 
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(EBRD) or European Investment Bank (EIB), and appealed to the EU Com-
mission to strictly interpret EU regulations on state aid or state borrowing, 
public consultation, ecological networks, protected sites in ways prohibiting 
industrial developments. Around a third of the country is designated a pro-
tected area under the EU’s Natura2000, circumscribing industrial activities. 
Environmental campaigns have increasingly had a European networked 
character. The proposed underground hydroelectric plant near Dubrovnik 
was condemned in a BBC’s environmental programme (BBC 2011; Heap 
2011). The project’s underground system was particularly controversial 
because of the threat posed to a network of underground caves of ecological 
and archaeological interest (ibid.). An accident in 2011 at the newly opened 
Lešće plant, causing flooding and attracting fines for environmental harm, 
reinforced environmentalist arguments concerning the potential risks of other 
projects (Kelava 2015).

Contrary to economic concerns of underinvestment in hydro energy, there 
are now environmental concerns that ‘Southeast Europe (SEE) is witnessing 
a boom in hydropower plant (HPP) construction, which has not even spared 
protected areas’ (Huđek et al., 2020). A report cites:

A total of 1315 HP projects are planned to be built on TRD rivers in Slovenia, 
Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, and Montenegro, most of them small 
ones (N = 883), though 294 are medium-sized and 138 are large. The geographi-
cal distribution of planned HPPs is as follows: 150 in Slovenia, 106 in Croatia, 
266 in Bosnia and Herzegovina, 780 in Serbia and 53 in Montenegro. (Huđek 
et al., 2020)

The renewed hydro-engineering projects have been linked to China’s indus-
trial development model, and ‘the Renewable Energy Directive and the 
associated subsidy schemes’ (Huđek et al., 2020). So while the attention has 
previously been on large dams, there is new attention to small dams, fearing 
‘their total environmental impact may exceed the impacts of the less numerous 
large HPPs’ for the amount of power they generate (Huđek et al., 2020). In 
recent years ecological advocacy has become concerned with the construction 
of small hydro plants and called for the halting of projects or the removal of 
dams (CEE Bankwatch 2018: 11). The EBRD loan to Croatia for developing 
Ombla power station was eventually cancelled (EBRD May 2011 Project 
No. 42219). Campaigners have used the argument of state capture of the tra-
ditional energy sector by corporations (ReCommon 2019). This argument is 
persuasive in Croatia, where public trust is weak and people do not believe the 
country’s economy is organised around the interests of its citizens, a scepti-
cism reinforced by the controversial privatisation of public enterprises in an 
economy previously legitimised as a system of workers’ self-management. 
Instead environmentalists want the focus to be on solar or wind energy and 
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the better management of national energy demand. There has been visible 
expansion of wind turbines in the past few years. Recent European loans 
are incorporating green economy ideas, for example, a 2018 loan supporting 
inclusive tourism and coastal hotels using local suppliers, a 2018 loan support-
ing energy-efficient street lighting, or a 2019 loan supporting the manufacture 
of wood panelling manufacture related to ‘resource efficiency’ (EBRD 23 
February 2018 Project No. 49666; EBRD 11 December 2018 Project No. 
49364; EBRD May 2019 Project No. 49521).

Cultural and environmental sensibility is evident in international reporting 
on new industrial developments. The Financial Times, for example, high-
lighted the impact of proposed hydro plants on the Neretva river in Bosnia-
Herzegovina on traditional fishing of oyster beds in Mali Ston Bay near 
Dubrovnik in Croatia, a tradition which goes back to Roman times (Hopkins 
2019). Yet hydro-engineering is also a tradition of the region going back 
to Roman times as seen in Emperor Diocletian’s Split or the ruined Roman 
aqueduct Burnum on the barren plateau above the town of Knin. Hydro-
engineering has cultural historic significance in the region going beyond its 
utilitarian value. The Renaissance humanist Faust Vrančić from Šibenik had 
designed wind, solar, and hydro power projects. In his humanist spirit, the 
mayor of Šibenik was inspired to follow Tesla’s alternating current technol-
ogy being developed across Atlantic and commissioned a hydroelectric plant 
to light up his town. Famously, Tesla did not accept Edison’s market model 
of electricity and believed it was socially possible to develop free supplies 
of energy and light. Such ideas of industrialisation realising a different world 
had animated Non-Aligned Movement ideals before their deterioration but 
are anathema to free marketeers and environmentalists.

Exploring the European environmental networks, another form of political 
capture emerges. Europeanisation and integration of weak states and weak 
civil societies into EU institutions involve their adaptation to its prevailing 
governance models. Even where that governance seeks to be non-hierarchical 
in the form of network governance and horizontal relations, organisations are 
expected to follow transnationally agreed pathways and limits (Taylor 2015; 
Taylor et al., 2013). Of course many NGOs are reliant on external funding and 
therefore funding streams tied to donor policy goals. European environmental 
governance doubts human inventiveness and only really sees possibilities for 
human adaptation. The alternative economic vision offered by the NGO sec-
tor for the region follows the abiding ideals of Small Is Beautiful and revolves 
around small enterprises and ecological tourism in a national economy 
already over-reliant on weak small enterprises and tourism whose seasonal 
nature cannot sustain year-round employment (Bateman 2010: 87–89). Ironi-
cally the small peasant household economy in Tesla’s old country survived 
better under post-war industrialisation and workers’ self-management system, 
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with its network of agricultural cooperatives and food companies, than it is 
under today’s post-industrial free market conditions and the rewilding of the 
countryside. In the absence of secure industrial employment or farming, com-
munities are instead depopulating further as people migrate abroad for work. 
Croatia is witnessing the acceleration of historical patterns of migration as 
opposed to their reversal (Salt and Clout 1976: 147–54).

Moreover Croatia has found itself facing a dual migration and existential 
crisis with its own population leaving and it becoming a transit country for 
those going north and west. In such circumstances people abandon engaging 
with their national political debates, and pay more attention to the specific 
economic opportunities in their desired destination country, an echo of 
Tesla’s generation over a century ago (Brunnbauer 2016; Krastev 2014, 
2017). The numbers migrating from Croatia have only accelerated since 
joining the EU and its experience of being regarded by foreign migrants as 
merely a transit route and not a country offering a secure future (Pupavac 
and Pupavac 2019). In September 2015, a month after Tomislav Salopek’s 
killing, the Western Balkan route shifted to transiting through Croatia when 
Hungary completed its border fence with Serbia. Croatia initially facilitated 
the flow of migrants across its borders until Slovenia threatened to close 
its border with Croatia, and other countries along with Slovenia indicated 
they would oppose its application to join the EU Schengen free movement 
zone. Joining Schengen has been an important strategy for Croatia towards 
enhancing its tourism industry, which has become central to the country’s 
economy, as its other industries decline. Since joining the EU, its borders 
with Bosnia, Montenegro, and Serbia are now also EU external borders and 
it has a renewed European border enforcement role as it did historically. 
Campaigning in the presidential elections, former prime minister and subse-
quently president Zoran Milanović directly spoke in December 2019 against 
the idea of Croatia being forced to become European Grenzers as they were 
under the Habsburgs for the Holy Roman Empire: ‘I don’t want Croatia to 
become a military borderland, which is part of my family’s history, who 
were told “here is your rifle, your horse, a bag of dried beans—shoot at 
the Turks and Venetians”’ (Jutarnji List 2019). Nevertheless, on the 500th 
anniversary of the papal declaration in 1519 of Croatia being the bulwark 
of Christendom, Croatia appeared to be becoming the antemuralis EUnitas 
again (Pupavac and Pupavac 2019). On the one hand, Croatia is damned for 
violating the human rights of migrants and, on the other hand, for failing 
to protect EU borders from illegal migration. These contradictory Euro-
pean condemnations of Croatia also revive the old representations of the 
barbarous, illiberal, and counter-revolutionary Grenzers traceable back to 
historical interpretations of the Thirty Years War and the 1848 revolutions 
(Marx 1973 [1848–1850]: 173–6, 213–24; Schiller 1800 [1790]: 171–3).  
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Šnajder’s recent essays allude to the country’s contradictory position and 
historical Grenzer role, contending:

Now we are citizens of a Europe which more and more resembles the twilight 
of the Roman Empire. . . . If we are citizens of an empire, because the EU more 
and more resembles old Rome, and these waves of less happy people are really 
at their gates, and our punishment, for heterodoxy, for revolting against liberal 
orthodoxy, will be milder. (Šnajder 2019: 145 translation by the authors)

Šnajder anticipates that liberal European condemnation of Croatia’s bor-
der role lacks substance because its liberalism is premised on transna-
tional compacts outsourcing responsibilities to periphery countries to act 
illiberally, whether to Croatia within the EU or Libya in its designated 
neighbourhood. The revolt against liberal orthodoxy is often interpreted 
as an atavistic rejection of enlightened liberal cultural values. Yet Šnajder 
reconsiders Kant’s three core questions of what is man, what can we know, 
and what can we hope to suggest it is European liberalism itself which 
is rejecting these ideals (1998 [1781–1787] A805/B833: 677). Kant’s 
humanist image of humanity looking up at the heavenly stars above and 
seeing the moral law within is viewed sceptically today (Kant CPrR 1996b 
[1788]: Para 5:162: 269; Šnajder 2019: 28–29). We no longer have that 
confidence. Instead the question of where you come from looms larger, 
a question shown in Šnajder’s work to be complicit in the barbarism of 
war and identity-based killings. We are living in an era where our lives 
appear more determined by where we come from, and we see less freedom 
to transform conditions (Šnajder 2019: 28–29). His 2007 Faustova oklada 
[Faustian Pact] and 2018 Hrvatski Faust, Tragadije Drugi Dio [Croatian 
Faust, Part II] have returned to the themes of Faust. Nevertheless just 
as his earlier Croatian Faust was intended as a work looking to affirm 
coexistence and build a better future, he remains a writer believing in new 
possibilities (Šnajder 1983, 1983). He wants us to revive Kant’s questions 
of human meaning, knowledge, and hope (Kant 1998 [1781–1787] A805/
B833: 677; Šnajder 2019: 40).

Tesla as a Lucifer supporting Faustian hydroelectric engineering had 
wanted to escape both the military frontier of his birth and ‘the discontinu-
ance of barbarous methods’ of war and survival. He saw ‘the subjugation of 
natural forces to the service of man’ as leading to ‘the relieving of millions 
from want and suffering’ (Tesla 1897). Conversely ecologists wrote of the 
‘myth of flood control’ (Goldsmith and Hildyard 1984). However, the saving 
of lives through the Zuyder dam in 1953 or later through the Humber and 
Thames barriers was not a myth, nor was the improved lives through hydro-
electricity and industrial development in Tesla’s old country.

:QL R = A 9H A :QL R 2E DF D 4Q L =F F C 3F P A 3 R H LI P . F AHF D 5 Q P 
6QI F I I FPPH CF HA :Q?HF E ' ' : Q P 4? 2 P H EPPL. ? P H L MQ P I HF? PPF DE I A P FH PF 0A 73/ &- -

2 P A C I PPF DE I ' '& & -. . ,

2
L

FD
EP

'
'

I
FPP

H
CF

HA
:

Q?
HF

E
1

HH
FD

EP
R

A



 Nikola Tesla’s Faustian Dream 165

The Croatian EU commissioner Dubravka Šuica, appointed in 2019, was 
given the portfolio on Democracy and Demography, and was involved in 
shaping the programme of the EU’s Conference on the Future of Europe 
2020 (European Parliamentary Research Service 2019; Šuica 2019). Croatia 
assumed the rotating presidency of the EU in 2020 for six months. Its stated 
priorities were ‘a Europe that is developing, a Europe that connects, a Europe 
that protects, an influential Europe’ (EU2020HR 2019). To these headline 
phrases, Croatia’s programme for its presidency wanted to tackle ‘Uneven 
economic development, climate change, increased migration, dissemination 
of disinformation, and growing populism’, and support ‘balanced regional 
development’ and ‘reducing differences between Member States’, while 
following norms of ‘inclusive development’ and ‘sustainable development’ 
(EU2020HR 2019: 2, 5). Without significant European north-south economic 
transfers, there was little of substance here that would address the demise of 
national development and the belatedly acknowledged existential crisis fac-
ing Croatia, and other countries in south and east Europe, and the countries 
the EU designates its neighbourhood (Fleming et al., 2019). In the absence 
of national industrial strategies and enhancement of collective infrastructure, 
individuals are migrating and concentrating on their individual employability 
and security in competition with each other.

Europe appears far from Tesla’s Faustian dreams of fusing human spiri-
tual and material progress. Instead of striving for human betterment, we 
seem enthralled to Mephistopheles’ ‘embittered caustic mind’, but as Faust 
declaimed, how could his mind ‘know of the needs of humankind?’ (Goethe 
Act V ‘High Mountains’ in Luke 1998: 179). Misanthropy is antithetical to 
alleviating human suffering and improving the human condition.

The next chapter discusses how neoliberalism and ecologism are converg-
ing under European governance.
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