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By the mid-1930s, over 400,000 kilo me ters of air routes 
spanned the globe, transporting an annual total of over 1.2 
mil lion pas sen gers; the over whelm ing major ity of them trav-
el ing within Europe and North America. By con trast, the vol-
ume of trans con ti nen tal air travel was low as the over 100,000 
kilo me ters of trans con ti nen tal air routes saw only 5.4 per cent 
of all  pas sen gers.1 The cargo vol ume of trans con ti nen tal air 
ser vices remained equally low: in 1934, for instance, only 1,200 
tons of air cargo were transported, a neg li gi ble num ber com-
pared to the ton nage of the global ship ping indus try at that 
time.2 Accordingly, Brit ish pol i ti cian Bolton Eyres-Monsell, 
who had first served as First Lord of the Admiralty and later as 
a mem ber of the Brit ish Continental Airways direc tory board, 
cal cu lated that it would require 2,000 planes to replace one 
sin gle steamer between Australia and the Brit ish Isles.3

In the 1920s and 1930s avi a tion as a trans port tech nol ogy was 
still in its infancy. And yet, despite its obvi ous infe ri or ity com-
pared to trans port by ship, it was the prom ise of connecting 
metropoles and colo nial ter ri to ries (or in the case of Australia: 
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a domin ion) across con ti nents that made long-range fly ing 
appear as a future “tool of empire” (Dan iel Headrick) in the 
inter war years.4 Beginning imme di ately after the First World 
War, dif fer ent empires fos tered the devel op ment of air trans-
port in order to facil i tate com mu ni ca tion with their far-flung 
col o nies and domin ions.

State-spon sored air lines, so-called “flag car ri ers,” existed in 
all  Western states with major impe rial ambi tions. The Dutch 
KLM, for instance, was founded as early as 1919 and pio-
neered civil avi a tion to Southeast Asia. The Brit ish gov ern-
ment ini ti ated the estab lish ment of the com mer cial air line 
Imperial Airways in 1924. Its incor po ra tion into the heavily 
sub si dized “Empire Air Mail Scheme,” according to which 
all  “first class” mail within the empire was to be shipped by 
air, greatly expanded the air line’s finan cial means.5 By the 
late 1930s, the com pany oper ated air links from London to 
Southern Africa, the Per sian Gulf, India, and Australia. The 
Bel gian air line Sabena oper ated routes within the Bel gian 
Congo from 1925 on and opened a Europe–Africa ser vice a 
decade later. The planes of dif fer ent French air lines, some of 
them merged into Air France in 1933, reg u larly touched down 
in Saigon, Antananarivo, Casablanca, and Dakar. From there, 
they also crossed the South Atlan tic, fly ing to Rio de Janeiro 
and Buenos Aires. South America was also among the des ti-
na tions of Pan Amer i can Airways flights, the United States’ 
flag car rier, whose net work reached across the Pacific region 
and the Atlan tic with the first air link to Europe opened in 
1939. Besides these air lines, a pleth ora of com pa nies with 
only regional sig nif i cance as well as air lines orig i nat ing from 
non-impe rial states or would-be empires (such as Germany’s 
Luft Hansa) ploughed the skies.

Academic writ ing since the 1960s has explored the his to ries 
of these dif fer ent air lines and their world-span ning net works 
in some detail.6 Especially the flag ship air lines of Great Brit-
ain and the United States have received par tic u lar atten tion 
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in the his to ri og ra phy. Marylin Bender and Selig Altschul were 
the first to pro vide a com pre hen sive his tory of Pan Amer-
i can Airways, writ ten for a gen eral audi ence. Their notion 
of the air line as the United States’ “cho sen instru ment” was 
later questioned by Erik Benson, whose research has sug-
gested that Pan Amer i can Airways often followed its own 
busi ness inter est rather than state direc tives.7 Still, as Jenifer 
van Vleck’s metic u lously researched study Empire of the Air 
(2013) has dem on strated, com mer cial avi a tion did indeed 
play an impor tant role in establishing and maintaining U.S. 
hege mony in the Western Hemisphere.8

Regarding Brit ish impe rial avi a tion, Robin Higham, in the 
1960s, and Robert McCormack, in the 1970s, were the first to 
study the his tory of Brit ish over seas air lines.9 Gordon Pirie’s 
var i ous con tri bu tions to the field, in par tic u lar his sem i-
nal study Air Empire (2009), have car ried this research fur-
ther.10 Pirie traces the social his tory of civil avi a tion in the 
Brit ish empire, study ing the devel op ment of impe rial air 
routes and pas sen ger move ments as well as the con struc-
tion of ground facil i ties and the rep re sen ta tion of fly ing in 
impe rial dis course. Chandra Bhimull’s book Empire in the 
Air (2017) like wise stud ies Brit ish impe rial avi a tion. Focusing 
on the Carib bean, she explores how “air line travel reshaped 
the com po si tion and expe ri ences of empire”11 and draws our 
atten tion to notions of race and racial hier ar chies in early air-
line travel.

While avi a tion infra struc ture in the inter war years has thus 
been the sub ject of a num ber of stud ies, there is one short-
com ing com mon to most of the existing lit er a ture: in almost 
all  of the above-men tioned stud ies the trans con ti nen tal net-
works of dif er ent air lines appear as detached from one 
another. Because the authors usu ally cover one sin gle national 
air line in their writ ing, most explore the for ma tion of long-
dis tance air routes in a national frame work, often treating 
inter ac tions or com mon al i ties with other air lines as a side  
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note.12 Marc Dierikx, to name one excep tion, has illu mi nated the 
impor tance of com pe ti tion between Imperial Airways and the 
Dutch KLM in the devel op ment of the air routes to Asia.13 But 
apart from his work, no study has inves ti gated the many fields 
of coop er a tion and coor di nated plan ning, or the poten tial con-
flicts, between the air lines and author i ties of dif er ent empires 
and nation states. And so far, no author has inves ti gated the 
entangled his tory of mul ti ple impe rial air lines sys tem at i cally.

In this arti cle, I am pro pos ing a research agenda for a global 
his tory of inter war avi a tion. Since the early 2000s, global his-
tory has emerged as a research per spec tive for study ing his-
tor i cal phe nom ena and pro cesses in their global inter ac tion 
(rather than in iso la tion) and against a global back ground.14 
Being, as Sebastian Conrad con tends, “a heu ris tic device that 
allows the his to rian to pose ques tions and gen er ate answers 
that are dif fer ent from those cre ated by other approaches,”15 
global his tory pro vi des a lens through which we can study dif-
fer ent eras and geo graph i cal con texts. This lens helps explore 
pro cesses of exchange, trans fer, and inter ac tion between and 
across world regions. Most impor tantly, global his tory writ ing 
decenters and over comes what Conrad calls “the two unfor tu-
nate birth marks of the mod ern dis ci plines,”16 mean ing Euro-
cen trism and the nation-state as an ana lyt i cal con tainer.

A global his tory of impe rial avi a tion thus ven tures beyond 
national frame works and engages hith erto neglected ques-
tions of sim i lar i ties, entan gle ments, and trans fers in the for ma-
tion of global trans port infra struc ture sys tems. The aim of the 
pres ent arti cle is to develop a set of ques tions and to iden tify 
research foci for conducting such a com pre hen sive his tor i cal 
anal y sis. Ultimately seek ing to dem on strate that the devel op-
ment of trans con ti nen tal air routes from the 1920s to the early 
1940s did not merely run par al lel but was a shared pro ject of 
dif fer ent impe rial for ma tions, I will out line three poten tial ave-
nues of study ing avi a tion his tory as global his tory.

Following an over view of the his tor i cal con text in which the 
air plane emerged as an impe rial tech nol ogy in the wake of 
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the First World War, I will dis cuss three cen tral aspects of 
my research pro ject: first, a transimperial approach that will 
facil i tate an under stand ing of how empires and their actors 
engaged with one another; sec ond, a mul ti lay ered approach 
to avi a tion his tory that empha sizes the micro-ana lyt i cal level; 
and finally, the ques tion of global con nect ed ness. In line with 
recent trends in global his tory writ ing, I pro pose to address 
this ques tion by simul ta neously looking at both con nec tions 
and their absence. My con clud ing thoughts will draw together 
the arti cle’s key argu ments.

I. The global con text

After the First World War, Europe’s empires were trapped in 
what his to rian Robert Gerwarth has called an “impe rial par-
a dox”: they were at the same time expanding and in a state of 
dis so lu tion.17 Britain and France reached the greatest phys i cal 
extent in con se quence of the war, when the League of Nations 
man dated them rule over the for mer Ger man and Otto man 
col o nies.18 Other impe rial pow ers, too, expanded their spheres 
of influ ence. According to Christopher Bayly, the Jap a nese 
attack on China (1937) as much as Italy’s war against Ethio-
pia (1935–7) and Germany’s expan sion ist ambi tions in East-
ern Europe all  bear tes ti mony to what he calls the “Third Age 
of Imperialism,” the expan sion of impe rial for ma tions in the 
1920s and 1930s.19 In addi tion, President Franklin Roosevelt’s 
“Good Neighbor pol icy” towards Central and South Amer i can 
countries heralded the U.S. “mar ket empire” (Victoria de Gra-
zia) in the Americas. By the eve of the Second World War, the 
United States’ for mal empire com prised 13 inhabited over-
seas ter ri to ries with a total pop u la tion of almost 19 mil lion 
peo ple.20

Imperial his tory in the inter war years was, how ever, also  
“une histoire d’un divorce” (Jacques Marseille), as 
anti colonial agi ta tion and revolts in many col o nies threat-
ened Europe’s established empires.21 Brit ish rule faced oppo-
si tion in  Ireland, Palestine, Iraq, Afghanistan, India, and  
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Burma.22 The empire acknowl edged Egyp tian inde pen dence 
in 1922 after three years of rev o lu tion ary strug gle, although 
Britain retained the de-facto power after wards. Waves of 
strikes and urban riots in the 1930s fur ther unset tled the 
Brit ish empire in the West Indies and Eastern Africa.23 At 
the same time, the French faced revolts in Algeria, Syria, 
Vietnam, Morocco, and French Equatorial Africa, while the 
United States saw them selves confronted with anti co lo nial 
move ments in Hawai’i and Puerto Rico and had to grant 
the Philippines, Cuba, Haiti, and Panama greater polit i cal 
inde pen dence.24 At the zenith of their ter ri to rial expan sion 
empires were los ing their grip on their over seas pos ses sions.25

It was in this sit u a tion that air craft tech nol ogy came of age. 
While colo nial armies made use of the new tech nol ogy in 
suppressing unrest — the Brit ish used aerial bomb ing for the 
first time in 1919/20 in Somaliland — com mer cial avi a tion, 
too, was expected to serve the empires’ inter ests.26 Different 
gov ern ments established or appointed com mer cial air lines as 
flag car ri ers and sub si dized their oper a tions, either through 
direct invest ment or through air mail con tracts and remu ner-
a tion for the transportation of mail.27

Air routes were expected to bring col o nies and Euro pean cap-
i tals closer together, thus reinforcing the empires’ grip on their 
over seas pos ses sions.28 In 1933, Imperial Airways gen eral 
man ager Harold Burchall described this func tion for the Brit-
ish empire, argu ing that “air trans port is essen tially the vehi-
cle of Management. It is the busi ness let ters, the State 
doc u ments, the Government offi cials and the men of high 
stand ing in the com mer cial world who are best served by the 
aero plane, which enables so great an increase of work to be 
done in a given time.”29 According to the jour nal ist and 
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Figure 1. Imperial 
Airways air routes. 
Source: Harry Brit-
tain, Wings of Speed 
(Hutchinson, 1934).

con ser va tive pol i ti cian Harry Brittain, Imperial Airways’ long-
dis tance air routes not only helped sus tain Brit ish rule, but 
also reinforced con nec tions within the impe rial sphere and 
thus strength ened the colo nial set tlers’ alle giance to the moth-
er land. “At Khartoum, in the Sudan,” he wrote, “Brit ish ers are 
now in rapid com mu ni ca tion with London. In the Grand Hotel 
which looks upon the Nile, English exiles may read their news-
pa pers and the activ i ties of London life within a few days of 
their hap pen ing. […] Uganda and Tanganyika, with their white 
set tle ments once iso lated by many weeks from London, are 
now brought within a few days of the Empire’s cap i tal.”30

Aircraft pos sessed the abil ity to link not only metropoles to col-
o nies but also colo nial ter ri to ries among them selves as hith erto 
inac ces si ble places could now be connected with major set tle-
ments, which were often located along coast lines.31 Regarding 
French avi a tion in the col ony of Indochina (com pris ing today’s 
Laos, Cambodia, as well as parts of China and Vietnam), an 
arti cle in 1930 stressed the impor tance of this pro cess, explain-
ing that “the objec tives of our aero nau tic pro gram in Indo-
china are in accor dance with our wider polit i cal agenda: the 
strength en ing of peace and secu rity; the estab lish ment of rapid 

30 Harry Brittain, 
Wings of Speed (Lon
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31 Kranakis, “Euro
pean Civil Aviation,” 
297.
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and reg u lar postal com mu ni ca tion; the exten sion of French 
influ ence to the inside and the out side of the col ony.”32 In both 
major Euro pean empires, the French and the Brit ish, the prom-
ise of avi a tion infra struc ture was to main tain and strengthen 
intra-impe rial ties by bridg ing the “tyr anny of dis tance” (Geof-
frey Blainey) with hith erto unheard-of speed.33

While the role that impe rial plan ners and lob by ists in the 
French and Brit ish empires envis aged for avi a tion seems pre-
dict able, the case of Pan Amer i can Airways in the U.S. empire 
requires fur ther expla na tion. The air line was founded in 1927 
at the insti ga tion of the U.S. gov ern ment and, with the aid of 
the state, built an exten sive net work in the Americas and the 
Pacific region. By 1937, ten years into its exis tence, it could 
claim to operate over 50,000 miles of air routes. Pan Amer-
i can Airways bla tantly exhibited all  fea tures of an impe rial 
air line. Not only was it founded with the aim of ensur ing the 
hemi spheric dom i nance of the United States in the Amer i can 
skies, but it also func tioned as an air link between the con-
ti nen tal United States, its for mal colo nial pos ses sions in the 
Pacific, and the Philippines. More than that, the air line also 
pro moted the infor mal U.S. empire and its econ omy abroad, 
thus “cre at ing an osten si bly extra ter ri to rial ‘empire of the air,’ 
[through which] the air plane appeared to offer the United 
States an empire with out impe ri al ism — an empire for the 
Amer i can Century, based on mar kets rather than col o nies, 
com merce rather than con quest,”34 as van Vleck observes.

Pan Amer i can Airways was not shy in displaying these impe-
rial roots. When the air line established its trans at lan tic air 
route to Liberia, for instance, its offi cials described this feat 
in typ i cal colo nial lan guage and stressed the Amer i can con-
tri bu tion in the long-run ning inter-impe rial pro ject of Afri-
can col o ni za tion: “For cen tu ries Euro pe ans have appar ently 
had the con trol ling hand in Africa. Actually, Africa has always 
been the win ner. […] But our men were dif fer ent […]. They 
took Africa by the cor ners and shook it into shape — adjusted 
it to them selves.”35 The air route across the north ern Atlan-

34 van Vleck, Empire, 
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32 Pierre Cordemoy, 
“L’Indochine et l’aéro
nautique,” Bulletin de 
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tic, first inau gu rated in 1939 between the U.S. and France and 
shifted to West Africa dur ing the war, filled one of the last 
blank spaces on the map of inter na tional avi a tion.36 By the 
early 1940s, the net works of Euro pean and Amer i can impe rial 
air lines had cir cled the entire globe.37 In the fol low ing sec-
tion, we will take a closer look at these global infra struc ture 
net works and pro vide an over view of the entangled pat terns 
of con nec tiv ity, coop er a tion, and com pe ti tion in their for ma-
tion and oper a tion.

37 van Vleck, Empire, 
140.

36 Deb o rah Wing Ray, 
“The Takoradi Route. 
Roosevelt’s Prewar 
Venture beyond the 
Western Hemisphere,” 
Journal of Amer i can 
History 62:2 (1975), 
340–358; Gordon Pirie, 
“Winging it across the 
Atlan tic. Pan Am and 
Africa, 1940–1990,” 
Journal of Transatlan
tic Studies 19 (2021), 
72–98.

Figure 2. “Fly to South 
Sea isles via Pan 
Amer i can” (1938). 
Library of Congress 
Prints and Photo-
graphs Division.
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II. Connectivity, coop er a tion, and com pe ti tion

In the his to ri og ra phy of impe ri al ism, it has often been argued 
that metropole and col ony should be under stood as one inter-
connected impe rial sphere, across which peo ple, ideas, or 
com mod i ties trav eled. Placing col o nies and impe rial cen ters 
within the same ana lyt i cal frame work, a great num ber of stud-
ies since the 1990s have traced these flows within the spheres 
of dif fer ent empires.38 Connections between and across dif-
fer ent empires as well as actors and prac tices transcending 
them, by con trast, have not been inves ti gated in much detail; 
as Dan iel Hedinger and Nadin Heé have observed in a recent 
essay, “[t]he par a dox i cal effect [of this neglect] has been that 
empires have often ended up being nation al ized.”39 Existing 
lit er a ture on inter war avi a tion con firms this obser va tion: 
almost all  stud ies remain within the ana lyt i cal frame work of 
one sin gle empire and its respec tive air line.

Addressing what they per ceive as the short com ings of “nation-
al ized” impe rial his tory writ ing, Hedinger and Heé pro pose 
a new frame work for researching what they call the “trans-
imperial” his tory of mod ern empires. Historians, they con-
tend, should bring dif fer ent empires into the same ana lyt i cal 
field. Understanding impe ri al ism as a shared pro ject in which 
“empires had sim i lar ‘pol i tics of com par i son’ in com mon, be 
it to coop er ate with or com bat against one [an]other,”40 they 
sug gest three “C’s” along which a study of dif fer ent empires’ 
mutual engage ment could pro ceed: con nec tiv ity, coop er-
a tion, and com pe ti tion.41 Adopting this approach, in this 
sec tion I explore poten tial ave nues for researching the tran-
simperial his tory of air net works in the inter war period and 
inves ti gate how impe rial for ma tions, their flag ship air lines, 
and avi a tion experts interacted with one another as well as 
with other states and their air lines and experts.

Connectivity, to begin with, is found in sci en tific and tech-
no log i cal net works across national and con ti nen tal bound-
aries. The devel op ment of air craft tech nol ogy took place in 
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a transimperial sphere, although the inven tion and pro duc-
tion of air craft appear very nation al ized at first. Paying heavy 
subsidies for the oper a tion of air routes, dif fer ent gov ern-
ments — for instance in Britain or Germany — expected their 
major air lines to use only nation ally pro duced air craft, thus 
supporting domes tic man u fac tur ers. Imperial Airways, for 
instance, was bound to Hertfordshire-based Handley Page 
and exclu sively used its HP42 air craft on the empire routes 
before the air line switched to fly ing boats pro duced in Roch-
ester.42 Aircraft manufactur ing, how ever, was never a purely 
national affair. Components devel oped abroad were often 
pro duced by local licens ees. BMW, for instance, pro duced 
Pratt & Whitney engines, devel oped in the United States, for 
the Ger man Luft Hansa fleet.43

Moreover, the devel op ment of heavier-than-air air craft in dif-
fer ent countries did not just run par al lel but was an entan-
gled pro cess, marked by knowl edge exchange and tech nol ogy 
trans fers. Beyond the nar ra tive of aero nau ti cal devel op ment 
as a his tory of national pio neers, research tak ing account of 
shared inno va tions has the poten tial to illu mi nate the sci-
en tific com mu ni ties and trans na tional net works involved in 
pro duc ing and transforming avi a tion knowl edge. To make the 
flows of prac tices, knowl edge, and its pro duc ers across dif fer-
ent empires and con ti nents vis i ble, this research has to fol low 
the cir cu la tion of spe cific objects and inno va tions, such as the 
all -metal frame, which was orig i nally intro duced by Ger man 
man u fac turer Hugo Jun kers in 1919 and soon became the 
inter na tional stan dard after the Jun kers F 13 plane met with 
huge suc cess.44 Over a decade later, to give another exam-
ple, man u fac tur ers in all  major air craft-pro duc ing countries 
began to develop fly ing boats, air planes with a boat hull that 
allows them to land on water.

A cur sory exam i na tion of aero dy namic research from the 
turn of the cen tury to the 1930s illus trates how knowl edge 
cir cu lated on a global scale. The ques tion of “streamlining,” 
mean ing the reduc tion of drag on air craft by opti miz ing its 
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shape, connected schol ars on dif fer ent con ti nents. The first 
wind tun nel was devel oped in 1908 by Ludwig Prandtl in Göt-
tingen. In 1920, his dis ci ple Max Munk moved from Germany 
to the United States to work for the National Advisory Com-
mittee for Aeronautics (NACA). Munk and his col leagues at 
NACA stud ied the char ac ter is tics of over 600 air foil shapes 
from the United States, Britain, France, Germany, and Italy.45 
According to his to rian John D. Anderson, “[t]he air foil data 
from those stud ies were used by air craft man u fac tur ers in the 
United States, Europe, and Japan dur ing the 1930s,”46 with 
the Boeing 247 being the first air liner to make full use of this 
aero dy namic knowl edge.

Connectivity coexisted with two other “C’s,” com pe ti tion and 
coop er a tion. Their inter play becomes evi dent from the jurid-
ification of air space and the con flicts aris ing from it. After the 
First World War, the League of Nations became the first large-
scale inter gov ern men tal orga ni za tion. Its foun da tion, as Akira 
Iriye has remarked, resumed a pro cess of inter na tion al i za tion 
that had begun in the nineteenth cen tury but had been inter-
rupted by the war. Still, “[a]s was suggested by the fact that the 
League of Nations started with thirty-two mem ber countries, 
more than half of which were out side Europe, inter na tional 
orga ni za tions now were far more global in scope than before 
the war.”47

It was in the con text of this inter na tion al ist moment that avi-
a tion first became subjected to a legal frame work. This inter-
na tional frame work, the so-called Paris Convention of 1919, 
how ever, reinforced national bor ders.48 Defining the sky as 
part of a state’s ter ri tory, it stip u lated that “every Power has 
com plete and exclu sive sov er eignty over the air space above 
its ter ri tory. […] [T]he ter ri tory of a State shall be under stood 
as includ ing the national ter ri tory, both that of the mother 
coun try and of the col o nies, and the ter ri to rial waters adja-
cent thereto.”49 For impe rial gov ern ments signing the agree-
ment, this implied that in order to estab lish air routes to their 
colo nial out posts, they had to nego ti ate over fly rights with all  
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inde pen dent states, big and small, as well as with the colo nial 
ter ri to ries of other impe rial pow ers, lying en route.

The inter na tional con ven tion fos tered com pe ti tion since the 
nation al i za tion of air space allowed gov ern ments to become 
veto play ers in the plan ning of impe rial air routes. It enabled 
them to grant or with holds access rights based on their own 
agen das. In Persia, mod ern-day Iran, the gov ern ment refused 
Imperial Airways air access until the Brit ish com pany would 
include Per sian cit ies as inter me di ate stops on its air route. The 
Per sian state had already proven its recep tive ness to the new 
tech nol ogy by com mis sion ing the oper a tion of air links to the 
Ger man air craft man u fac turer Jun kers in 1927, who was to oper-
ate an air line within the coun try. With its demands on Imperial 
Airways, the state appar ently sought to climb on the band wagon 
of a grow ing global infra struc ture net work. Yet, instead of seek-
ing dip lo matic solu tions, Imperial Airways shifted its oper a tions 
to the Ara bian Peninsula, where the empire suc cess fully nego ti-
ated the con struc tion of an aero drome.50

On the same air route, from England to India, the air line 
faced a sec ond dip lo matic chal lenge. Italy had locked Brit-
ish air planes out of its air space, caus ing trav el ers to touch 
down in Paris and board trains in the direc tion of Brindisi in 
south ern Italy, from where they con tin ued their jour neys on 
fly ing boats after a two-day train ride. It was only after the 
mid-1930s that both countries reached an agree ment, and 
the entire dis tance between London and its impe rial out posts 
was opened for air travel.51

In the Americas, com pe ti tion over air space arose after the 
mid-1920s between Pan Amer i can Airways and SCATDA. 
This Colum bian air line had been founded in 1919 by Ger-
man immi grants and had since established a net work within 
Colum bia, using Jun kers F 13 planes.52 When the air line ven-
tured to expand its field of oper a tion beyond Colum bian bor-
ders north wards, how ever, U.S. offi cials became increas ingly 
concerned with its sup posed Ger man alle giance. They per-

50 Gerald Butt, History 
in the Arab  Skies. Avi
ation’s Impact on the 
Middle East (Nicosia, 
2011), 88–98.

51 Higham, Air Routes, 
137; McCormack, 
“Airlines,” 93.

52 See Rinke, “Jun
kers.”



136 Bulletin of the German Historical Institute | 69 | Fall 2021 / Spring 2022

ceived SCATDA’s abil ity to fly over Panama as a threat to the 
Canal Zone, an U.S. over seas pos ses sion. To con tain SCAD-
TA’s influ ence, U.S. offi cials applied a two-pronged strat egy. 
First, they obstructed the Colombian air line’s eco nom i cal 
ambi tions to trans port air mail between North and South 
America by deny ing it land ing rights in Florida. Secondly, 
they encour aged the foun da tion of Pan Amer i can Airways as 
a coun ter weight that could monop o lize the Central Amer i can 
air space.53

The outlined cases pro vide ample evi dence of con flicts 
between dif fer ent states, impe rial for ma tions, and their 
respec tive air lines. Especially the case of SCADTA and Pan 
Amer i can Airways, how ever, also hints at simul ta neous col lu-
sion hid den beneath appar ent com pe ti tion. In Feb ru ary 1930, 
Pan Amer i can Airways secretly bought up the Colum bian air-
line but allowed SCADTA to con tinue its oper a tions.54 Both 
air lines entered into an agree ment according to which they 
cooperated in the trans fer of pas sen gers, bag gage, and goods. 
SCADTA was allowed to make use of Pan Amer i can Airways’ 
radio sta tions, and both air lines agreed to share all  air ports 
and sea plane anchor ages along their routes.55

The U.S. Amer i can–Colombian coop er a tion was not unique 
but a typ i cal fea ture of inter war avi a tion. Airlines of dif fer-
ent nations pooled their flights or oper ated spe cific routes 
together. This made par tic u lar sense on empire routes on 
which dis tances were nat u rally very long.56 A joint Africa 
route, for instance, was oper ated by Brit ish and Ital ian air-
craft. Despite the ongo ing com pe ti tion over Ital ian air space, 
an agree ment was signed in 1935 between Imperial Airways 
and Ala Littoria, the Ital ian national air line, according to 
which the Brit ish car ried Ital ian mail and pas sen gers from 
Brindisi to Khartoum. From there, the Ital ian car rier oper ated 
its own trunk route to Asmara and Addis Ababa, the cen ters of 
the newly formed col ony of Ital ian East Africa.57

The French impe rial admin is tra tion, on the other hand, used its 
sov er eignty over air space to make their (met ro pol i tan and colo-
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Figure 3. New York 
- Bermuda in 5 hours: 
Timetable-tar iff of 
Pan Amer i can Airways 
and Imperial Airways 
(1938). University of 
Miami Libraries Digi-
tal Collections.

nial) neigh bor Belgium share in the costs of oper at ing air routes 
in Africa. In 1930, the French gov ern ment allowed Belgium to 
open a route across French over seas ter ri to ries to the Congo but 
made it a pre con di tion that this route was to be oper ated as a joint 
Franco–Bel gian ven ture and would expand to Madagascar, the 
French col ony in the Indian Ocean.58 Another joint ven ture was 
the U.S.–Brit ish ser vice to the Brit ish col ony of Bermuda in the 
Atlan tic. The Hamilton–New York route was oper ated twice a week 
by Pan Amer i can Airways and Imperial Airways, using the fly ing 
boats of both com pa nies.59

In addi tion to what would today be called “code shar ing,” the 
major air lines of dif fer ent impe rial and non-impe rial states 
also engaged in the inter na tional stan dard i za tion of prac tices 
and mate ri als, often with the aim of miti gat ing expenses and 
fric tion. The International Air Traffic Association (IATA) was 
formed as a non gov ern men tal orga ni za tion in 1919 by air-
lines from Germany (which had not been invited to sign the 
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Paris Convention), Britain, Sweden, Denmark, and the Neth-
erlands. Later, air lines from dif fer ent countries joined the 
trade asso ci a tion, includ ing France and Belgium.60

One main objec tive of the IATA was to sup port com mon stan-
dards for both safety and equip ment. To min i mize the risk 
of fire haz ards, for instance, the orga ni za tion recommended 
a spe cific smoke detec tor sys tem to its mem bers. Within its 
forums, air lines also exchanged infor ma tion on acci dents 
and tech ni cal inno va tions for their pre ven tion. Regarding 
stan dard ized equip ment and prac tices, the IATA championed 
stan dard ized pipe con nec tions and fuel ing equip ment so that 
any air craft could use it.61 Coordination was the IATA’s sec-
ond pil lar besides stan dard i za tion. A com bined IATA ticket 
and bag gage check became stan dard in 1934 and a com mit-
tee sought to coor di nate and smooth out the time ta bles of its 
mem bers so that con nec tions between dif fer ent air lines were 
pos si ble and uneco nom i cal com pe ti tion was avoided.62

The dif fer ent instances of com pe ti tion, coop er a tion, and con-
nec tiv ity outlined in this sec tion con firm Hedinger’s and Heé’s 
argu ment that empires were not detached from one another 
but engaged in mul ti ple intersecting pro cesses. Already the 
exam ples pro vided in this sec tion sug gest that entan gle ments 
between dif fer ent air lines were not iso lated cases but a ubiq-
ui tous phe nom e non. A sys tem atic review of these inter ac tions 
which takes into account a num ber of air lines and regional 
set tings is thus nec es sary to iden tify pat terns of com mon al-
ity in the evo lu tion of global avi a tion net works. Studying the 
three “C’s” of avi a tion reveals the interconnectivity of seem-
ingly sep a rated net works.

III. Global his tory in local per spec tive

The net works resulting from the trans fers and inter ac tions 
between and across impe rial for ma tions sketched out above are 
best char ac ter ized as transimperial, trans con ti nen tal, or global. 
Yet pro cesses of global inte gra tion sel dom took place exclu-
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sively on the macro-level. Rather, global entan gle ments were 
often informed by pro cesses on a more local scale, which they 
also shaped in return. As Sebastian Conrad reminds us: “[h]is-
tory must be under stood as a mul ti lay ered pro cess, in which the 
dif er ent lay ers fol low, to some extent, each its own respec tive 
logic.”63 Only through a con stant back and forth, Conrad argues, 
can we com pre hend how global con nec tions were shaped by 
local con texts and vice versa. In line with Conrad’s obser va tion, 
in this sec tion I pro pose a mul ti lay ered research frame work to 
the study of avi a tion infra struc ture. Because a global per spec tive 
on the for ma tion of long-dis tance air routes seems nat u ral, on 
the fol low ing pages I focus on the micro-level and argue the case 
for a “grounded” look at fly ing.64

Interwar avi a tion pro vi des an appeal ing sub ject for adding 
local lay ers to the study of global net works because it was, 
sur pris ingly, firmly rooted on the ground. Aircraft in the 
1920s and 1930s could only fly for short dis tances (at least 
in today’s terms) and only dur ing day light hours. Moreover, 
unlike today, air planes were not meant to imme di ately con-
nect two dis tant cit ies but, like rail roads, made sched uled 
inter me di ary stops. The jour ney from London to Cape Town, 
for instance, was accom plished in 33 sep a rate stages in 1935.65 
While this modus ope randi required land ing facil i ties along 
all  routes, air line net works were even more exten sive than 
the flight sched ules suggested: addi tional emer gency air-
fields and refueling sta tions in-between these stops ensured 
that air craft could fly safely in all  regions.66 Pan Amer i can 
Airways, for instance, oper ated a total of 250 air fields across 
Central and South America as well as the Carib bean by the 
late 1930s.67 Taking these dif fer ent sites — inter me di ate stops 
usu ally com pris ing land ing strips (or launches for fly ing 
boats), crew facil i ties, hotels, and fuel depots — as ana lyt i cal 
micro cosms, a close exam i na tion of how air borne infra struc-
ture was oper ated on a day-to-day basis is capa ble of gen er at-
ing more nuanced inter pre ta tions of impe rial glob al iza tion in 
the inter war decades.
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Recent schol arly works on infra struc ture in the colo nial world 
have ven tured beyond now-clas sic nar ra tives of colo nial infra-
struc ture as omnip o tent “tools of empire” and have, instead, 
illu mi nated the impor tance of local con di tions and actors and 
how they nego ti ated, contested, and appropriated dif fer ent 
tech no log i cal inter ven tions, such as auto mo biles and elec-
tric ity net works. Furthermore, a grow ing num ber of stud ies 
explore the per ma nent demand for main te nance, repair, and 
tin ker ing in the oper a tion of impe rial infra struc ture sys tems.68 
An anal y sis of the micro cosm of impe rial air line’s ground facil-
i ties will add to both research strands by shed ding new light 
on two inter re lated aspects: first, it will reveal fis sures within 
seem ingly flaw less global con nec tions; sec ondly, it will help 
to re-assess the effects of impe rial infra struc ture on col o nized 
soci e ties and the spaces they inhabited.

Regarding the first aspect, there is the ques tion of inter rup-
tion and break down. In their influ en tial essay “Out of Order” 
(2007), Stephen Graham and Nigel Thrift call for an ana lyt i cal 
shift : away from how sys tems work to how they do not work, 
writ ing that beyond assem bly “there are good rea sons to 
think that, in the over all scheme of things, dis con nec tion and 
dis as sem bly are just as impor tant […]: fail ure is key.”69 This 
is par tic u larly true for the air plane which, as a rel a tively new 
tech nol ogy, was prone to fail ure in the 1920s and 1930s. Occa-
sional fatal acci dents were the most shock ing dem on stra tion 
of its inca paci ties. According to his to rian Robin Higham, dur-
ing this time span acci dents on Britain’s impe rial air routes 
cost 108 lives.70 Failure, how ever, did not only occur in these 
excep tional events but on a daily basis. The flight sched ules 
of all  air lines were reg u larly disrupted by heavy rains, winds, 
fog, rough seas (in the case of fly ing boats), or tech ni cal prob-
lems, resulting in delays and can cel la tions.71

A shift in ana lyt i cal scale pro vi des new per spec tives on how 
air lines coped with the threat of mechan i cal fail ure on the 
scene. So far, lit tle is known about the orga ni za tion of main-
te nance and repair works. Routine checks and refueling were 
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often performed dur ing lay overs or while pas sen gers and 
crews were sent on sight seeing trips. In Pan Amer i can Air-
ways’ Latin Amer i can net work, major nodal points such as 
Brownsville, Texas, and Cristóbal, Panama, served as main-
te nance bases in the early 1930s. Repair parts were kept in 
stores at these sites as well as in Mexico City and poten tially 
other places. From there, pilots dis trib uted parts and mechan-
ics to out ly ing sta tions when they were needed, using Ford 
and Fokker air planes.72 The sys tem of Pan Amer i can Airways 
pro vi des a first insight into how the broader “meta-infra struc-
ture” nec es sary for the oper a tion of air routes func tioned.

The inner work ings of this “meta-infra struc ture” are yet to be 
explored in full detail. A close exam i na tion of the every day 
inter ac tion on a vari ety of air fields will help fur ther explore 
pat terns of com mon al ity and shared prac tices in the repair 
net works of dif fer ent air lines, while also being atten tive to 
regional dif fer ences and tai lor-made adap ta tion strat e gies. 
Such an exam i na tion will help to answer a range of ques tions: 
how, for instance, was fuel brought to air fields in inac ces si-
ble areas? Did dif fer ent air craft oper a tors share and exchange 
spare parts? Were repair parts stored on-site or could they 
be shipped around the globe imme di ately to pre vent fur ther 
delays? What was the role of impro vi sa tion and tin ker ing in 
keep ing the sys tem run ning? A pas sen ger on Imperial Air-
ways’ London–Cape Town route, for instance, described in 
1932 that the crew of his flight had to use a bicy cle pump to 
fix a flat air craft tire in Atbara, Sudan, because there were still 

Figure 4. Havana 
(Cuba), main te-
nance on air plane, 
1930. Photo: Freder-
ick Gardner Clapp. 
UWM Libraries, AGSL 
Digital Photo Archive 
– North and Central 
America.
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no other tools avail  able.73 Was this an excep tion or part of the 
daily rou tine of avi a tors? What was the role of local labor and 
exper tise in the main te nance of global infra struc ture?

This last ques tion points to a sec ond aspect of impe rial avi a-
tion that can only be addressed through a close exam i na tion 
of the micro-social level: indig e nous activ ity and ini tia tive. 
Landing sites were “con tact zones,” in the words of Mary Lou-
ise Pratt : “social spaces where dis pa rate cul tures meet, dash, 
and grap ple with each other.”74 On these spa tial con junc tures, 
glob ally cir cu lat ing com mod i ties and tech nol o gies inter-
sected with each other as well as with “local” or ver nac u lar 
pat terns of mobil ity and exchange. Actors of dif fer ent sta tus 
and with dif fer ent back grounds came into con tact; avi a tors, 
dis patched engi neers, colo nial offi cials, busi ness trav el ers, 
and tour ists on the one hand, work ers and local res i dents on 
the other. The over whelm ing major ity of staff was recruited 
locally and assigned tasks such as guarding facil i ties, main-
taining land ing strips, or oper at ing fuel pumps.75

A focus on indig e nous labor pro vi des new ave nues for 
re-eval u at ing the trans for ma tive power of impe rial infra-
struc ture — and impe rial dom i nance built on it. For Brit-
ish avi a tion, Gordon Pirie has iden ti fied air fields as sites of 
micro-colo nial ism, writ ing that “[i]n some secluded places 
Brit ish ground crews, air craft and air field facil i ties were the 
Empire.”76 To be sure, impe rial avi a tion and its local man i-
fes ta tion dif fered from empire to empire and from region to 
region. Still, zooming into dif fer ent local con texts may help 
to reveal prac tices shared by mul ti ple empires and their air-
lines. One exam ple is the uti li za tion of forced labor in the 
con struc tion of air fields. In Britain’s Afri can col o nies, ground 
facil i ties were constructed with the aid of the respec tive colo-
nial author i ties, often involv ing invol un tary labor. Construc-
tion was performed by tax default ers or corvée work ers, who 
were also respon si ble for the main te nance of air fields after 
the rainy sea son, when grass and thorn bush usu ally cov ered 
the land ing strips.77
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Figure 5. Sudan. 
Malakal. Shiluks refu-
eling the plane, 1936. 
Matson Photo Service. 
Library of Congress, 
Prints and Photo-
graphs Division.

While Imperial Airways drew on the colo nial state appa ra-
tus, Pan Amer i can Airways usu ally had to con struct air fields 
and marine ter mi nals on its own. Still, the com pany could 
make use of labor coer cion. Labor for con struc tion work was 
recruited locally, often from among the indig e nous pop u la-
tion. According to Marylin Bender and Selig Altschul, the air-
line’s rep re sen ta tives in south west Bolivia allied with the local 
police force to con script indig e nous men for the con struc tion 
of an air field in the town of Uyuni.78 This epi sode sug gests that 
the coer cive power under ly ing the U.S. air line’s for eign mis-
sion was not nec es sar ily less sig nif i cant than that of Euro pean 
air lines oper at ing in parts of their for mal empires. Moreover, 
con struc tion pro jects in Liberia, an inde pen dent state with 
strong ties to the United States, sug gest that the inter me di-
ary actors supporting these efforts were very sim i lar to those 
in for mal colo nial set tings: as a chron i cle com piled by the 
com pany in 1944 reported, at the planned sea plane base at 
Lake Piso in west ern Liberia it was a mis sion ary sta tion that 
helped the U.S. com pany obtain its Afri can labor force.79

Further research is needed to deter mine how com mon pat-
terns of invol un tary labor and forced recruit ment for the 
pur pose of air field con struc tion and main te nance were in 
dif fer ent geo graph i cal set tings, colo nial or not, and for the 
ben e fit of dif fer ent air lines. To what extent, for instance, 
did Pan Amer i can Airways’ oper a tion in for mal parts of the 
U.S. empire, such as Hawai’i or Amer i can Samoa, dif fer from 
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that in inde pen dent states or ter ri to ries of other empires?  
Meticulous study of the avail  able archi val evi dence is also 
required to assess the capabilities of labor regimes at air fields 
and the con tes ta tion of for eign power. How did those pres-
sured into work react to coer cive regimes? Did they refuse to 
engage with the infrastructural arrange ments, for instance by 
neglecting their duty to clear air fields? What impact might 
such refus als have had on the route net works at large? Could 
the sub al tern con tes ta tion of infra struc ture on the scene 
affect flight sched ules and even tu ally lead to delays or even 
the shut down of entire long-dis tance routes?

These ques tions make the need for mul ti lay ered ana ly ses 
par tic u larly evi dent. Studying the engage ment of actors on 
(and from) the spot with avi a tion infra struc ture is piv otal 
for under stand ing how global and local lay ers intersected 
in the pro cess of its con struc tion and oper a tion. Far from 
being “non-places,” a term anthro pol o gist Marc Augé uses 
to char ac ter ize mod ern air ports, these facil i ties were firmly 
rooted in the surrounding envi ron ment and the lives of its 
inhab i tants.80 As a global his tory of avi a tion can show, it 
was through their activ i ties at air fields that ver nac u lar 
actors, those peo ple usu ally iden ti fied as immo bile and 
often being prohibited from enter ing an air plane, became a 
part (or a span ner in the works) of global net works of mobil-
ity. Looking at the micro-level thus allows us to under stand 
non-Euro pean actors not as pas sive recip i ents or vic tims of 
tech nol ogy trans fer but as agents; or, in the words of Clap-
perton Chakanetsa Mavhunga, “not as out sid ers looking in 
but as coau thors.”81

IV. Global con nec tions revisited

In this sec tion, I intro duce a third ave nue for study ing 
the global his tory of air trans port, that is, the ques tion of 
global inte gra tion and exclu sion through the expan sion of 
air line net works. The inter con nec ted ness of the globe is a 
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long-established topos in schol arly research on the mod-
ern era. In his book The Condition of Postmodernity (1990), 
geog ra pher David Harvey argues that in the twen ti eth cen-
tury global inte gra tion sped up with such rapid ity that “the 
world some times seems to col lapse inwards upon us.”82 To 
visu al ize what he calls “time-space com pres sion,” Harvey’s 
book con tains an illus tra tion enti tled “The shrink ing map 
of the world through inno va tions in trans port which ‘anni-
hi late space through time.’” It depicts a series of four images 
of planet Earth, each smaller than the pre vi ous one. The 
globe is shrink ing through accel er ated means of trans port : 
from the large Earth of “1500–1840,” when the “best aver-
age speed of horse-drawn coaches and sail ing ships was 10 
mph” to the 1950s (“pro pel ler air craft : 300–400 mph”) and 
1960s (“jet pas sen ger air craft : 500–700 mph”).83 Remark-
ably, sim i lar visual depic tions of the “ever-shrink ing world” 
had already been used by Pan Amer i can Airways’ mar ket ing 
depart ment as early as the 1930s.84

Harvey’s illus tra tion is both cor rect and incor rect. It is cor rect 
in that it empha sizes the key role of trans port infra struc ture 
in forg ing geo graph i cal links. But con trary to Harvey’s under-
stand ing, geog ra pher Scott Kirsch has argued that new tech-
nol o gies did not in fact anni hi late space. According to Kirsch, 
tech no log i cal inno va tion instead “cre ate[d] spaces, mak ing 
here to fore iso lated lands acces si ble to more rapid and expan-
sive net works of exchange.”85 This obser va tion cer tainly holds 
true for the expan sion of air links in the 1920s and 1930s. In the 
first two sec tions of this arti cle, I have already pointed to cru cial 
fac tors that shaped global con nec tions, namely, the desire to 
bring impe rial out posts closer to the moth er land and to dom i-
nate the skies for geo stra te gic rea sons, but also the veto power 
of dif fer ent states to grant or deny access to air space. To these 
fac tors we can add another fac tor that deter mined which places 
were to be connected, namely, the range and tech ni cal capa-
bilities of air craft, their unique abil ity to bridge not only great 
dis tances but also dif fi cult ter rain with rel a tive ease.
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Aviation there fore cre ated eco nomic and social spaces that 
remained barred to other means of transportation. In 1929, 
Royal Air Force strat e gist Percy Groves proclaimed that 
“[p]laces which were of great impor tance geo graph i cally 
under the old val ues have now, per haps, lost much of it, and 
other places which were of no spe cial value in the old days 
have become exceed ingly impor tant as fuel ling depots or 
points on lines of com mu ni ca tion.”86 This was par tic u larly 
true in scarcely pop u lated trop i cal regions, in which auto mo-
bile traf fic was sel dom fully devel oped by the 1930s. Instead, 
trans port away from the coast lines was often done by por ters, 
carts, or rail roads. Railroad tracks, how ever, involved great 
expense, were static, and some times could not tra verse dif-
fi cult ter rain, such as moun tain ous regions. The air plane, by 
con trast, pos sessed the abil ity to con nect periph eral regions 
to one another and to urban cen ters.

However, there is a sec ond layer to the pro cess of global and 
impe rial inte gra tion, which reveals where Harvey’s above-men-
tioned earth pro jec tion is wrong. His model oversimplifies inte-
gra tion by means of infra struc ture exten sion because it obscures 
inequalities and sug gests a straight for ward, tel e o log i cal pro-
cess. The tech no log i cal pos si bil ity of connecting dis tant places 
did not nec es sar ily mean that actors actu ally connected them. 
Moreover, access to global net works, in the inter war period as 
much as today, is not dis trib uted equally but based on power 
rela tions and sup posed racial hier ar chies. In the remain der of 
this arti cle, I will pro pose an ana lyt i cal frame work designed to 
take account of both increas ing global inter con nec ted ness and 
exclu sion in the inter war period.

Studying the inter con nec ted ness of the mod ern world is, per-
haps, the pri mary objec tive of global his tory writ ing. How-
ever, while the focus on “a world connecting,” as the title of 
an out stand ing book in the field reads, has become a par a-
digm for many stud ies, global his to ri ans are increas ingly wary 
of the dan gers under ly ing a pos i tiv is tic view on con nect ed-
ness.87 Sebastian Conrad has urged us to go beyond the study 
of global con nec tions as a guid ing prin ci ple, warn ing that 
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con nec tions are not uni form but of vary ing qual ity and inten-
sity and thus often have only lim ited impact upon his tor i cal 
actors.88 Roland Wenzlhuemer has gone one step fur ther and 
suggested that his to ri ans give lim ited con nec tions, miss ing 
links, and what he calls “dis con nec tions” the same his to rio-
graph i cal atten tion that they give the ubiq ui tous con nec-
tions.89 Indeed, exclu sion and inter rup tion were impor tant 
aspects in the for ma tion of global avi a tion net works, and we 
can think of them in at least two ways: peo ple and places.

Regarding peo ple, the world clearly did not shrink for every-
body. Access to air planes was reg u lated along the lines of race, 
class, and gen der.90 Interwar fly ing, as Marc Dierikx has under-
lined, “was a white man’s busi ness.” On the Dutch air routes 
to Indonesia, which he stud ied, up to 95% of pas sen gers were 
Euro pean, the rest were Chi nese, and only a very few were 
Indo ne sian.91 Being Euro pean, how ever, was not suf fi cient to 
qual ify for air travel. High ticket prices resulted in low pas sen-
ger num bers. The list of fre quent fly ers was thus reduced to 
colo nial offi cials, busi ness trav el ers, mil i tary per son nel, dip lo-
mats, and upper-class tour ists. On the eve of the Second World 
War, Imperial Airways still counted less than 10,000 pas sen gers 
per annum on its inter con ti nen tal routes.92

These pas sen gers from Europe or North America did not 
regard the inhab i tants of their flight des ti na tions as poten tial 
co-trav el ers. Rather, in the eyes of tour ists, entre pre neurs, or 
colo nial offi cials, these pop u la tions were an immo bile “other” 
that was to be gazed upon.93 In west ern dis course, fly ing sig ni-
fied moder nity and thus the antith e sis of the lives of the peo-
ple over whose heads air planes trav eled. With regards to Pan 
Amer i can Airways’ Afri can oper a tions Jenifer van Vleck has 
thus con cluded that “[a]viation itself became an impor tant 
sig ni fier of racial dif fer ence. Afri cans’ lack of famil iar ity with 
air planes, which often manifested as fear or bewil der ment, 
marked them as unciv i lized in the eyes of U.S. observ ers.”94

Such rep re sen ta tions not with stand ing, the skies were not 
com pletely closed to non-white trav el ers and their busi-
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nesses. As Federico Caprotti has shown for Ala Littoria’s 
flights to Ethiopia, “East Afri can dig ni tar ies and local offi cials 
did, at times, uti lize the air line, espe cially on the inter nal 
East Afri can net work.”95 Their pres ence made white pas sen-
gers com plain bit terly and even tu ally led to the seg re ga tion 
of the cabin.96 A closer exam i na tion of how air lines and state 
leg is la tion admin is tered access to air craft will help illu mi nate 
the uneven ness of global con nec tions. This approach also has 
the capa bil ity of explor ing the ways in which colo nial sub jects 
transgressed these racial bound aries and made use of the new 
tech nol ogy.

Turning to the ques tion of geo graph i cal “dis con nec tions,” it 
is per haps obvi ous that while some places were connected, 
oth ers remained excluded. What is per haps less expected 
is that recently established con nec tions were some times 
unmade in the pro cess of infra struc ture exten sion. Interrup-
tion occurred when air tech nol ogy advanced.97 The devel op-
ment of sea planes and their use on long-dis tance routes from 
the late 1930s through most of the 1940s ren dered pre vi ously 
erected land-based air fields super flu ous. This was the case 
in Sharjah in today’s United Arab  Emirates, where an air field 
was constructed in 1932 by the Royal Air Force and Imperial 
Airways. From 1933, the air line stopped weekly at the air field 
on the route to and from Karachi, and in 1935 air traf fic was 
increased to twice-weekly arriv als in both direc tions.98 In the 
same year, how ever, Imperial Airways made a deci sion that 
sealed the fate of Sharjah air field for the next two decades: the 
air line pur chased 28 fly ing boats from the man u fac turer Short 
Brothers, whose S23 C Class (or Empire Class) sea planes soon 
became the pre ferred air craft on empire routes.99

With their intro duc tion, ground facil i ties shifted from land to 
the sea, and des ti na tions with out ade quate access to water 
were excluded from flight sched ules. The new Brit ish air 
route to India thus went from Alexandria via Tiberias, Bagh-
dad, Basra, Bahrein, and Dubai to Karachi while the air line 
aban doned its for mer stops in Gaza and Sharjah. In Sharjah, 
the local creek was not found suit able for land ing oper a tions. 
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Instead, the Brit ish moved west ward to Dubai, where the first 
com mer cial fly ing boat landed in 1937.100 While the rest facil-
i ties in Sharjah were still occa sion ally used for pas sen gers 
arriv ing in Dubai, com mer cial ser vices at the air field stopped 
and the Royal Air Force remained its sole user. It was only in 
the 1950s that pas sen ger traf fic at the Sharjah air field was 
revived, albeit only for regional air line activ i ties. In 1975, the 
air field was given up due to its prox im ity to the fast-grow ing 
city. Its run way was transformed into a reg u lar urban street, 
and a new air port was constructed out side of the city lim its.101

Whether intended or not, exclu sion was a by-prod uct of inno-
va tion and of the very pro cess of global inter con nec tion itself. 
This brief sketch of how some places and peo ple were excluded 
while oth ers were included under lines that con nec tion and iso-
la tion were not mutu ally exclu sive but entangled pro cesses, 
whose simul ta ne ity reflected tech no log i cal change as much as 
power rela tions and global uneven ness. Only a bal anced focus 
on both aspects can do jus tice to the ambig u ous pro cess of 
global inte gra tion. Moreover, a study that pays close atten tion 
to the meander ing pat terns of con nec tiv ity and con tex tu al izes 
con nec tions can also pro vide a meth od o log i cal con tri bu tion to 
the grow ing aca demic field of global his tory writ ing.

V. Concluding remarks

In this arti cle, I have sought to develop a con cep tual tem plate 
for study ing the global his tory of avi a tion. Three core aspects 
of the pro posed research agenda ven ture beyond tra di tional 
his tor i cal frame works. First, its transimperial approach not 
only facil i tates the explo ra tion of the com pe ti tion between 
dif fer ent empires and states, but also helps to high light more 
hid den fields of inter ac tion and coop er a tion in the exten sion 
of infra struc ture across bor ders. Second, zooming in on the 
local tra jec to ries of global infra struc ture “grounds” avi a tion 
in its appli ca tion in every day life. Addressing the ques tion 
of how avi a tion transformed not only air space but also ter-
res trial space, a study of the ground level illu mi na tes how 
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infra struc ture sys tems played out on the spot in dif fer ent  
geo graph i cal set tings and how local con di tions and actors 
cre ated rup tures in these sophis ti cated net works. Third, 
mov ing beyond merely iden ti fy ing global con nec tions by 
explor ing weaknesses in global links and pro cesses of dis en-
tan gle ment will bring to the fore the con tra dic tions inher ent 
to glob al iza tion pro cesses.

Applying a global his tory per spec tive to the study of air borne 
infra struc ture means over com ing a national frame work and 
instead searching for entan gle ments, shared prac tices, and 
pat terns of com mon al ity but also for regional dif fer ences. 
Such a research agenda is par tic u larly fruit ful in avi a tion his-
tory, which is still often writ ten as a his tory of dar ing national 
pio neers or spe cific national air lines. Beyond the study of 
avi a tion, the research agenda outlined in this arti cle pro-
poses an inno va tive per spec tive on pro cesses of global and 
impe rial inte gra tion in the twen ti eth cen tury. The study of 
impe rial air lines in inter ac tion with one another not only 
under scores that impe ri al ism was a shared pro ject of dif fer-
ent states. Shifting the ana lyt i cal scale from the macro-level 
to the micro-level and back also reveals the chal lenges that 
impe rial glob al iza tion faced in the inter war decades.
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