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By the mid-1930s, over 400,000 kilo
m e
t ers of air routes
spanned the globe, transporting an annual total of over 1.2
mill ion pass eng ers; the overw helmi ng majori ty of them trav
eli ng within Europe and North America. By cont rast, the vol
ume of transc ont in ent al air travel was low as the over 100,000
kilom et ers of transc ont in ent al air routes saw only 5.4 perc ent
of all pass eng ers. 1 The cargo volu me of transc ont in ent al air
serv ices remained equally low: in 1934, for instance, only 1,200
tons of air cargo were transported, a negl ig ib le numb er com
pared to the tonnage of the global shipp ing indust ry at that
time. 2 Accordingly, British politic ian Bolton Eyres-Monsell,
who had first served as First Lord of the Admiralty and later as
a memb er of the Briti sh Continental Airways direct ory board,
calc ulated that it would require 2,000 planes to replace one
sing le steamer between Australia and the Briti sh Isles. 3

1 Carl Pirath, Der
Weltluftverkehr.
Elemente des Aufbaus
(Berlin, 1938), 2.
2 Carl Pollog, “Der
Weltluftverkehr im
Jahre 1934/35,” Welt
wirtschaftliches Archiv
44 (1936): 183–213,
here 203.
3 V. Gadow, “Die
britische Flotte im
Zeitalter der Luft,”
Zeitschrift für Politik
29/5 (1939): 365–367,
here 365.

In the 1920s and 1930s aviat ion as a transp ort techn olo gy was
still in its infancy. And yet, despite its obvio us infer io ri ty com
pared to transp ort by ship, it was the promi se of connecting
metropoles and colon ial terr it or ies (or in the case of Australia:
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a dominion) across contin ents that made long-range flying
appear as a future “tool of empire” (Daniel Headrick) in the
interw ar years. 4 Beginning immed iately after the First World
War, diff ere nt empires fost ered the develo pm ent of air trans
port in order to facili t ate commun icat ion with their far-flung
colon ies and domini ons.
State-spons ored airlines, so-called “flag carr ie rs,” existed in
all Western states with major imper ial ambit ions. The Dutch
KLM, for instance, was founded as early as 1919 and pioneered civil aviation to Southeast Asia. The British gove rn
ment init iated the establ ishm ent of the comm erc ial airl ine
Imperial Airways in 1924. Its incorp oration into the heavily
subsid ized “Empire Air Mail Scheme,” according to which
all “first class” mail within the empire was to be shipped by
air, greatly expanded the airline’s financ ial means. 5 By the
late 1930s, the comp any operated air links from London to
Southern Africa, the Pers ian Gulf, India, and Australia. The
Belg ian airline Sabena operated routes within the Belg ian
Congo from 1925 on and opened a Europe–Africa serv ice a
decade later. The planes of diff ere nt French airl ines, some of
them merged into Air France in 1933, regu l arly touched down
in Saigon, Antananarivo, Casablanca, and Dakar. From there,
they also crossed the South Atlant ic, flyi ng to Rio de Janeiro
and Buenos Aires. South America was also among the dest i
nations of Pan Americ an Airways flights, the United States’
flag carr ier, whose netw ork reached across the Pacific region
and the Atlantic with the first air link to Europe opened in
1939. Besides these airlines, a pletho ra of comp an ies with
only regional sign ifi c ance as well as airl ines origi n
 ati ng from
non-imper ial states or would-be empires (such as Germany’s
Luft Hansa) ploughed the skies.
Academic writing since the 1960s has explored the hist or ies
of these diff ere nt airl ines and their world-spann ing netw orks
in some detail. 6 Especially the flags hip airl ines of Great Britain and the United States have received part icu lar attent ion
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in the hist or io grap hy. Marylin Bender and Selig Altschul were
the first to prov ide a comp reh ens ive history of Pan Amer
ican Airways, written for a gene ral audie nce. Their notion
of the airline as the United States’ “chos en instrum ent” was
later questioned by Erik Benson, whose research has suggested that Pan Americ an Airways often followed its own
busin ess intere st rather than state direct ives. 7 Still, as Jenifer
van Vleck’s meticu lously researched study Empire of the Air
(2013) has demo ns trated, comm erc ial aviat ion did indeed
play an important role in establishing and maintaining U.S.
hegem ony in the Western Hemisphere. 8

7 Marylin Bender and
Selig Altschul, The
Chosen Instrument. Pan
Am, Juan Trippe, the
Rise and Fall of an
American Entrepreneur
(New York, 1982); Erik
Benson, “The Chosen
Instrument? Reconsider
ing the Early Relation
ship between Pan
American Airways and
the U.S. Government,”
Essays in Economic and
Business History 22
(2004): 97–110.

Regarding British imperial aviation, Robin Higham, in the
1960s, and Robert McCormack, in the 1970s, were the first to
study the hist ory of Briti sh overs eas airl ines. 9 Gordon Pirie’s
vario us cont rib ut ions to the field, in part icul ar his semi 
nal study Air Empire (2009), have carr ied this research fur
ther. 10 Pirie traces the social history of civil aviation in the
Brit
i sh empire, study
i ng the devel
o p
m ent of impe
r ial air
routes and passeng er movem ents as well as the construc
tion of ground facilities and the repres entation of flying in
imperial disc ourse. Chandra Bhimull’s book Empire in the
Air (2017) likew ise studi es Briti sh imper ial aviat ion. Focusing
on the Caribb ean, she explores how “airline travel reshaped
the comp os it ion and exper ie nces of empire” 11 and draws our
attent ion to notions of race and racial hiera rc hies in early air
line travel.

8 Jenifer van Vleck,
Empire of the Air. Avia
tion and the Ameri c an
Ascendancy (Cam
bridge, MA, 2013).

While aviation infrastructure in the interwar years has thus
been the subject of a number of studies, there is one short
coming common to most of the existing literature: in almost
all of the above-mentioned studies the transcontinental net
works of differ
ent air
lines appear as detached from one
another. Because the authors usually cover one single national
airline in their writing, most explore the formation of longdis
tance air routes in a national frame
work, often treating
inter
ac
tions or com
mon
al
ities with other air
lines as a side
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12 This is not to say
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the joint opera t ions of
Imperial Airways and
Pan Americ an Airways
in the Caribb ean.
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and Briti sh Interests
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(1991): 333–351. For
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of law maki ng, see
also Alan P. Dobson,
Peaceful Air Warfare.
The United States,
Britain, and the Politics
of International Avia
tion (Oxford, 1991).
14 As an introd uct ion
to the themes and
metho ds of global
history, see Sebas
tian Conrad, What
is Global History?
(Princeton, NJ, 2016);
and Roland Wenzlhue
mer, Globalgeschichte
schreiben. Eine Ein
führung in 6 Episoden
(Konstanz, 2017).
15 Conrad, Global
History, 11.
16 Ibid, 4.

note.12 Marc Dierikx, to name one exception, has illuminated the
importance of competition between Imperial Airways and the
Dutch KLM in the development of the air routes to Asia.13 But
apart from his work, no study has investigated the many fields
of cooperation and coordinated planning, or the potential con
flicts, between the airlines and authorities of different empires
and nation states. And so far, no author has investigated the
entangled history of multiple imperial airlines systematically.
In this artic le, I am prop osi ng a research agenda for a global
hist ory of interw ar aviat ion. Since the early 2000s, global his
tory has emerged as a research pers pect ive for studyi ng his
toric al phen ome na and proc esses in their global intera ct ion
(rather than in isolat ion) and against a global backg round. 14
Being, as Sebastian Conrad cont ends, “a heur ist ic device that
allows the hist or ian to pose quest ions and gene rate answers
that are diff ere nt from those created by other approaches,” 15
global hist ory prov id es a lens through which we can study dif
fere nt eras and geog raphi cal cont exts. This lens helps explore
proc esses of exchange, transf er, and intera ct ion between and
across world regions. Most import antly, global hist ory writi ng
decenters and overc omes what Conrad calls “the two unfort u
nate birthmarks of the mode rn disc ip lines,” 16 meani ng Euro
cent rism and the nation-state as an anal yti cal cont ainer.
A global history of imperial aviation thus ventures beyond
national frameworks and engages hitherto neglected ques
tions of similarities, entanglements, and transfers in the forma
tion of global transport infrastructure systems. The aim of the
present article is to develop a set of questions and to identify
research foci for conducting such a comprehensive historical
analysis. Ultimately seeking to demonstrate that the develop
ment of transcontinental air routes from the 1920s to the early
1940s did not merely run parallel but was a shared project of
different imper ial formations, I will outline three potential ave
nues of studying aviation history as global history.
Following an overv iew of the hist oric al cont ext in which the
airp lane emerged as an imper ial techn olo gy in the wake of
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the First World War, I will disc uss three central aspects of
my research proj ect: first, a transimperial approach that will
facilit ate an unders tanding of how empires and their actors
engaged with one another; seco nd, a mult il aye red approach
to aviat ion hist ory that emphas izes the micro-anal ytical level;
and finally, the quest ion of global conn ecte dn ess. In line with
recent trends in global hist ory writing, I prop ose to address
this quest ion by simult an eously looking at both conn ect ions
and their absence. My conc ludi ng thoughts will draw together
the artic le’s key argum ents.
I. The global context

After the First World War, Europe’s empires were trapped in
what hist or ian Robert Gerwarth has called an “imper ial par
ad ox”: they were at the same time expanding and in a state of
diss ol ut ion. 17 Britain and France reached the greatest physi cal
extent in cons eq uence of the war, when the League of Nations
mand ated them rule over the form er German and Ottoman
colon ies. 18 Other imper ial powe rs, too, expanded their spheres
of influe nce. According to Christopher Bayly, the Japa n
 ese
attack on China (1937) as much as Italy’s war against Ethiopia (1935–7) and Germany’s expans ionist ambit ions in Eastern Europe all bear test im ony to what he calls the “Third Age
of Imperialism,” the expans ion of imper ial format ions in the
1920s and 1930s. 19 In addit ion, President Franklin Roosevelt’s
“Good Neighbor poli cy” towards Central and South Ameri can
countries heralded the U.S. “market empire” (Victoria de Grazia) in the Americas. By the eve of the Second World War, the
United States’ formal empire comp rised 13 inhabited over
seas terr itor ies with a total popu lation of almost 19 million
peop le. 20
Imperial history in the interw ar years was, howe ver, also
“une histoire d’un divorce” (Jacques Marseille), as
antic olonial agitation and revolts in many colo n ies threat
ened Europe’s established empires. 21 Briti sh rule faced oppo
si
t ion in 
I reland, Palestine, Iraq, Afghanistan, India, and
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“1918 and the End
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18 Martin Thomas,
The French Empire
between the Wars.
Imperialism, Politics
and Society (Manches
ter, 2007), 1; Sarah
Stockwell, “Britain
and Decolonization
in an Era of Global
Change,” in The Oxford
Handbook of the Ends
of Empire, ed. Martin
Thomas and Andrew
S. Thompson (Oxford,
2017), 65–84, here 67.
19 C.A. Bayly: Remak
ing the Modern World
1900–2015. Global
Connections and Com
parisons (Hoboken,
NJ, 2018), 95.
20 A.G. Hopkins, Amer
ican Empire. A Global
History (Princeton, NJ,
2018), 15. See also Paul
A. Kramer, “Power and
Connection. Imperial
Histories of the United
States in the World,”
American Historical
Review 116/5 (2011):
1348–1391; Victoria
de Grazia, Irresistible
Empire. America’s
Advance through
Twentieth-Century
Europe (Cambridge,
MA, 2006).
21 Jacques Marseille,
Empire colon ial et
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(Paris, 2005).
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(2015): 173–182, here
174.
23 Sarah Stockwell,
“Britain and Decoloni
zation;” Frederick Coo
per, “Decolonization in
Tropical Africa,” in The
Oxford Handbook of
the Ends of Empire, ed.
Martin Thomas and
Andrew S. Thomp
son (Oxford, 2017),
317–332, here 318.
24 Gerwarth and
Kitchen, “Transna
tional Approaches,”
174; Thomas, French
Empire, 211; Hopkins,
Americ an Empire, 537.
25 Thomas, French
Empire, 1.
26 Eda Kranakis,
“Europ ean Civil
Aviation in an Era of
Hegemonic Nation
alism: Infrastructure,
Air Mobility, and
Europ ean Identity
Formation, 1919–
1933,” in Materializing
Europe: Transnational
Infrastructures and the
Project of Europe, ed.
Alexander Badenoch
and Andreas Fickers
(Basingstoke, 2010),
290–326, here 293.
27 Dierikx, “Struggle,”
333.
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Burma. 22 The empire acknowle dged Egyptian indep end ence
in 1922 after three years of revo lut iona ry strugg le, although
Britain retained the de-facto power after
w ards. Waves of
strikes and urban riots in the 1930s further unsettled the
British 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 thems elves confronted with antic olon ial
movem ents in Hawai’i and Puerto Rico and had to grant
the Philippines, Cuba, Haiti, and Panama greater political
indep end ence. 24 At the zenith of their terr itor ial expans ion
empires were losi ng their grip on their overs eas poss ess ions. 25
It was in this situ at ion that airc raft techn olo gy came of age.
While colon ial armies made use of the new techn olo gy in
suppressing unrest — the Briti sh used aerial bombi ng for the
first time in 1919/20 in Somaliland — comm erc ial aviation,
too, was expected to serve the empires’ intere sts. 26 Different
gove rnm ents established or appointed comm erc ial airl ines as
flag carr ie rs and subs id ized their operat ions, either through
direct investm ent or through air mail cont racts and remun er
at ion for the transportation of mail. 27
Air routes were expected to bring colo n ies and Europ ean cap
it als closer together, thus reinforcing the empires’ grip on their
e ral
overs eas poss essions. 28 In 1933, Imperial Airways gen
manager Harold Burchall described this function for the Brit
ish empire, argui ng that “air transp ort is essentially the vehi
cle of Management. It is the busi
n ess let
ters, the State
docum
 ents, the Government offic ials and the men of high
standi ng in the comm erc ial world who are best served by the
aeroplane, which enables so great an increase of work to be
done in a given time.” 29 According to the jour
nal
i st and

28 Teresa Crompton,
Briti sh Imperial Policy
and the Indian Air
Route, 1918–1932,
PhD thes is, Sheffield

Hallam University,
2014, 28.

29 Harold Burchall,
“Air Services in Africa,”
Journal of the Royal
Afric an Society 32
(1933), 55–73, here 56.
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cons ervative polit ic ian Harry Brittain, Imperial Airways’ longdistance air routes not only helped sustain British rule, but
also reinforced connections within the imper ial sphere and
thus strengthened the colonial sett lers’ alleg iance to the moth
erland. “At Khartoum, in the Sudan,” he wrote, “Briti she rs are
now in rapid communicat ion with London. In the Grand Hotel
which looks upon the Nile, English exiles may read their news
pap ers and the activit ies of London life within a few days of
their happ eni ng. […] Uganda and Tanganyika, with their white
settlements once isolated by many weeks from London, are
now brought within a few days of the Empire’s capi tal.”30

Figure 1. Imperial
Airways air routes.
Source: Harry Brittain, Wings of Speed
(Hutchinson, 1934).
30 Harry Brittain,
Wings of Speed (Lon
don, 1934), 95.
31 Kranakis, “Euro
pean Civil Aviation,”
297.

Aircraft possessed the ability to link not only metropoles to col
onies but also colonial terr itor ies among themselves as hitherto
inaccessible places could now be connected with major settle
ments, which were often located along coastlines.31 Regarding
French aviation in the colony of Indochina (comprising today’s
Laos, Cambodia, as well as parts of China and Vietnam), an
article in 1930 stressed the importance of this process, explaining that “the objectives of our aeronautic program in Indochina are in accordance with our wider politic al agenda: the
strengthening of peace and secur ity; the establishment of rapid
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32 Pierre Cordemoy,
“L’Indochine et l’aéro
nautique,” Bulletin de
l’Agence Economique
de l’Indochine 3/26
(1930), 37–45, here 37.
All transl at ions are my
own. See also Gregory
C. Seltzer, The Hopes
and the Realities of
Aviation in French
Indochina, 1919–1940,
PhD thes is, University
of Kentucky, 2017, 1.
33 McCormack,
“Airlines,” 88. For
the notion of “tyr
anny of distance,” see
Geoffrey Blainey, The
Tyranny of Distance:
How Distance Shaped
Australia’s History
(Melbourne, 1967).
34 van Vleck, Empire,
6.
35 “Reason for Opti
mism,” Pan Americ an
Airways Africa News
Letter 1/16 (1942): 1.

and regular postal communication; the extension of French
influence to the inside and the outside of the colony.”32 In both
major European empires, the French and the British, the prom
ise of aviation infrastructure was to maintain and strengthen
intra-imper ial ties by bridging the “tyranny of distance” (Geoffrey Blainey) with hitherto unheard-of speed.33
While the role that imperial plann ers and lobbyists in the
French and Briti sh empires envisa ged for aviat ion seems pre
dicta ble, the case of Pan Ameri can Airways in the U.S. empire
requires furt her explanat ion. The airl ine was founded in 1927
at the instigat ion of the U.S. gove rnm ent and, with the aid of
the state, built an extens ive netw ork in the Americas and the
Pacific region. By 1937, ten years into its exist ence, it could
claim to operate over 50,000 miles of air routes. Pan Amer
ic an Airways blatantly exhibited all features of an imper ial
airl ine. Not only was it founded with the aim of ensuri ng the
hemis pheric domi nance of the United States in the Ameri c an
skies, but it also funct ioned as an air link between the con
tin ent al United States, its formal colon ial poss ess ions in the
Pacific, and the Philippines. More than that, the airline also
prom oted the informal U.S. empire and its econo my abroad,
thus “creati ng an ostens ib ly extrat err it or ial ‘empire of the air,’
[through which] the airp lane appeared to offer the United
States an empire witho ut imper ia lism — an empire for the
Americ an Century, based on markets rather than colo n ies,
comm erce rather than conq uest,” 34 as van Vleck observes.
Pan Ameri c an Airways was not shy in displaying these impe
rial roots. When the airline established its transatlantic air
route to Liberia, for instance, its offic ials described this feat
in typic al colon ial lang uage and stressed the Ameri can con
trib ution in the long-runn ing inter-imper ial project of Afri
can colon iz at ion: “For cent ur ies Europ ea ns have appare ntly
had the cont roll ing hand in Africa. Actually, Africa has always
been the winn er. […] But our men were differe nt […]. They
took Africa by the corn ers and shook it into shape — adjusted
it to thems elves.” 35 The air route across the northe rn Atlan
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Figure 2. “Fly to South
Sea isles via Pan
Americ an” (1938).
Library of Congress
Prints and Photographs Division.

tic, first inaug urated in 1939 between the U.S. and France and
shifted to West Africa during the war, filled one of the last
blank spaces on the map of international aviation. 36 By the
early 1940s, the netw orks of Europ ean and Ameri can imper ial
airlines had circ led the entire globe. 37 In the following sec
tion, we will take a closer look at these global infras truct ure
netw orks and prov ide an overv iew of the entangled patt erns
of conn ect ivi ty, coope rat ion, and comp et it ion in their forma
tion and operat ion.

36 Debo r ah Wing Ray,
“The Takoradi Route.
Roosevelt’s Prewar
Venture beyond the
Western Hemisphere,”
Journal of Americ an
History 62:2 (1975),
340–358; Gordon Pirie,
“Winging it across the
Atlant ic. Pan Am and
Africa, 1940–1990,”
Journal of Transatlan
tic Studies 19 (2021),
72–98.
37 van Vleck, Empire,
140.
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38 See Ann Laura
Stoler and Frederick
Cooper, “Between
Metropole and Colony.
Rethinking a Research
Agenda,” in Tensions
of Empire. Colonial
Cultures in a Bourgeois
World, ed. idem (Oak
land, CA, 1997), 1–56;
David Lambert and
Alan Lester, “Introduc
tion. Imperial Spaces,
Imperial Subjects,” in
Colonial Lives Across
the Briti sh Empire.
Imperial Careering in
the Long Nineteenth
Century, ed. idem
(Cambridge, 2006),
1–31.
39 Dani el Hedinger
and Nadin Heé, “Tran
simperial History. Con
nectivity, Cooperation
and Competition,”
Journal of Modern
Europ ean History 16/4
(2018): 429–452, here
429.
40 Ibid, 433.
41 Ibid, 430.

II. Connectivity, coope rat ion, and comp etition

In the hist or io grap hy of imper ia li sm, it has often been argued
that metropole and colo ny should be unders tood as one interconnected imperial sphere, across which peop le, ideas, or
comm odit ies trave led. Placing colon ies and imper ial cent ers
within the same anal yti c al framew ork, a great numb er of stud
ies since the 1990s have traced these flows within the spheres
of diff ere nt empires. 38 Connections between and across dif
fere nt empires as well as actors and practices transcending
them, by cont rast, have not been invest igated in much detail;
as Dani el Hedinger and Nadin Heé have observed in a recent
essay, “[t]he para d oxi c al effect [of this neglect] has been that
empires have often ended up being nationa lized.” 39 Existing
lite rat ure on interw ar aviat ion conf irms this observat ion:
almost all studi es remain within the anal yti c al framew ork of
one sing le empire and its respect ive airl ine.
Addressing what they perc eive as the shortc omi ngs of “nation
alized” imper ial history writing, Hedinger and Heé prop ose
a new framew ork for researching what they call the “trans
imperial” history of mode rn empires. Historians, they con
tend, should bring diff ere nt empires into the same anal yti cal
field. Understanding imper ia li sm as a shared proj ect in which
“empires had simil ar ‘polit ics of comp aris on’ in comm on, be
it to coope rate with or comb at against one [an]other,” 40 they
sugg est three “C’s” along which a study of diff ere nt empires’
mutual engagem ent could proc eed: conn ect ivi ty, coope r
at ion, and comp et it ion. 41 Adopting this approach, in this
sect ion I explore potent ial avenues for researching the transimperial hist ory of air netw orks in the interw ar period and
invest igate how imper ial format ions, their flags hip airl ines,
and aviation experts interacted with one another as well as
with other states and their airl ines and experts.
Connectivity, to begin with, is found in scie ntific and tech
nol ogic al netw orks across national and cont in ent al bound
aries. The develo pm ent of airc raft techn olo gy took place in
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a transimperial sphere, although the invent ion and prod uc
tion of airc raft appear very nationa li zed at first. Paying heavy
subsidies for the operation of air routes, differe nt gove rn
ments — for instance in Britain or Germany — expected their
major airlines to use only nationa lly prod uced airc raft, thus
supporting domest ic manuf act ure rs. Imperial Airways, for
instance, was bound to Hertfordshire-based Handley Page
and exclus ively used its HP42 airc raft on the empire routes
before the airl ine switched to flyi ng boats prod uced in Rochester. 42 Aircraft manufacturing, howe ver, was never a purely
national affair. Components develo ped abroad were often
prod uced by local license es. BMW, for instance, prod uced
Pratt & Whitney engines, develo ped in the United States, for
the German Luft Hansa fleet. 43
Moreover, the develo pm ent of heavier-than-air airc raft in dif
fere nt countries did not just run para llel but was an entangled proc ess, marked by knowle dge exchange and techn olo gy
transf ers. Beyond the narrat ive of aeronaut ical develo pm ent
as a hist ory of national pion eers, research taking account of
shared innovations has the potential to illum inate the sci
ent ific commun it ies and transnat ional netw orks involved in
prod uci ng and transforming aviat ion knowle dge. To make the
flows of pract ices, knowle dge, and its prod uce rs across diff er
ent empires and cont in ents visi b le, this research has to foll ow
the circ ul at ion of spec ific objects and innovat ions, such as the
all- metal frame, which was origi nally introd uced by German
manu facturer Hugo Junkers in 1919 and soon became the
internat ional stand ard after the Junkers F 13 plane met with
huge succ ess. 44 Over a decade later, to give another exam
ple, manuf act ure rs in all major airc raft-prod uci ng countries
began to develop flyi ng boats, airp lanes with a boat hull that
allows them to land on water.

42 Kranakis, “Euro
pean Civil Aviation,”
318.
43 Budrass, Adler und
Kranich, 250, 306.
44 Stefan Rinke, “Die
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lateinamerikanischen
Markt, 1919–1926,” in
Grenzenlose Märkte?
Die deutsch-latein
amerikanischen
Wirtschaftsbeziehu
ngen vom Zeitalter
des Imperialismus bis
zur Weltwirtschafts
krise, ed. Boris Barth
and Jochen Meiss
ner (Münster, 1995),
157–184. See also Eric
Schatzberg, Wings of
Wood, Wings of Metal.
Culture and techn ic al
choice in Americ an
airp lane mater ia ls,
1914–1945 (Princeton,
NJ, 1999), 40–42.

A cursory examination of aerod ynamic research from the
turn of the century to the 1930s illustrates how knowle dge
circ ulated on a global scale. The quest ion of “streamlining,”
meaning the reduction of drag on airc raft by optim izing its
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shape, connected schola rs on differe nt contin ents. The first
wind tunn el was develo ped in 1908 by Ludwig Prandtl in Göttingen. In 1920, his disc ip le Max Munk moved from Germany
to the United States to work for the National Advisory Committee for Aeronautics (NACA). Munk and his colleagues at
NACA studied the chara cteristics of over 600 airfoil shapes
from the United States, Britain, France, Germany, and Italy. 45
According to histor ian John D. Anderson, “[t]he airfoil data
from those studi es were used by airc raft manu f act ure rs in the
United States, Europe, and Japan during the 1930s,” 46 with
the Boeing 247 being the first airl iner to make full use of this
aerod ynamic knowle dge.
Connectivity coexisted with two other “C’s,” comp et it ion and
coope rat ion. Their interp lay becomes evid ent from the juridification of air space and the conf licts arisi ng from it. After the
First World War, the League of Nations became the first largescale interg ove rnm ent al organ iz at ion. Its found at ion, as Akira
Iriye has remarked, resumed a proc ess of internat iona liz at ion
that had begun in the nineteenth cent ury but had been interrupted by the war. Still, “[a]s was suggested by the fact that the
League of Nations started with thirty-two memb er countries,
more than half of which were outs ide Europe, international
organ iz at ions now were far more global in scope than before
the war.” 47
It was in the cont ext of this internat iona li st moment that avi
at ion first became subjected to a legal framew ork. This inter
nat ional framew ork, the so-called Paris Convention of 1919,
howe ver, reinforced national bord ers. 48 Defining the sky as
part of a state’s terr it ory, it stipu lated that “every Power has
comp lete and exclus ive sove re ignty over the air space above
its terr it ory. […] [T]he terr it ory of a State shall be unders tood
as including the national terr itory, both that of the mother
count ry and of the colo n ies, and the terr it or ial waters adja
cent thereto.” 49 For imper ial gove rnm ents signing the agree
ment, this implied that in order to establ ish air routes to their
colon ial outp osts, they had to negot iate overf ly rights with all
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indep end ent states, big and small, as well as with the colon ial
terr it or ies of other imper ial powe rs, lying en route.
The international convention fostered competition since the
nationaliz ation of air space allowed governments to become
veto players in the planning of imperial air routes. It enabled
them to grant or withholds access rights based on their own
agendas. In Persia, modern-day Iran, the government refused
Imperial Airways air access until the British company would
include Persian cities as intermediate stops on its air route. The
Persian state had already proven its receptiveness to the new
technology by commissioning the operation of air links to the
German aircraft manufacturer Junkers in 1927, who was to operate an airline within the country. With its demands on Imperial
Airways, the state apparently sought to climb on the bandwagon
of a growing global infrastructure network. Yet, instead of seek
ing diplomatic solutions, Imperial Airways shifted its operations
to the Arabian Peninsula, where the empire successfully negoti
ated the construction of an aerodrome.50

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.”

On the same air route, from England to India, the airline
faced a seco nd diplomatic challenge. Italy had locked Brit
ish airp lanes out of its air space, causing trave le rs to touch
down in Paris and board trains in the direct ion of Brindisi in
southe rn Italy, from where they cont inu ed their journ eys on
flying boats after a two-day train ride. It was only after the
mid-1930s that both countries reached an agreem ent, and
the entire dist ance between London and its imper ial outp osts
was opened for air travel. 51
In the Americas, comp etition over air space arose after the
mid-1920s between Pan Amer
i
c an Airways and SCATDA.
This Columb ian airline had been founded in 1919 by Ger
man immig rants and had since established a netw ork within
Columb ia, using Junkers F 13 planes. 52 When the airl ine ven
tured to expand its field of operat ion beyond Columb ian bor
ders northw ards, howe ver, U.S. offic ials became increasi ngly
concerned with its supp osed German alleg iance. They per
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ceived SCATDA’s abili ty to fly over Panama as a threat to the
Canal Zone, an U.S. overs eas poss ess ion. To cont ain SCADTA’s influe nce, U.S. offic ials applied a two-pronged strate gy.
First, they obstructed the Colombian airline’s econ omical
ambi
t ions to trans
p ort air
mail between North and South
America by denying it landing rights in Florida. Secondly,
they encoura ged the found at ion of Pan Ameri can Airways as
a count erw eight that could monopo l ize the Central Ameri can
air space. 53
The outlined cases pro
v ide ample evi
d ence of con
f licts
between dif
f er
e nt states, impe
r ial for
ma
t ions, and their
respective airlines. Especially the case of SCADTA and Pan
Ameri c an Airways, howe ver, also hints at simult an eous coll u
sion hidd en beneath appare nt comp et it ion. In Febr ua ry 1930,
Pan Ameri c an Airways secretly bought up the Columb ian air
line but allowed SCADTA to continue its operations. 54 Both
airlines entered into an agreem ent according to which they
cooperated in the transf er of pass eng ers, baggage, and goods.
SCADTA was allowed to make use of Pan Ameri c an Airways’
radio stat ions, and both airlines agreed to share all airp orts
and seap lane anchora ges along their routes. 55
The U.S. Americ an–Colombian coope ration was not unique
but a typic al feature of interw ar aviation. Airlines of differ
ent nations pooled their flights or operated spec ific routes
together. This made particu lar sense on empire routes on
which distances were natu rally very long. 56 A joint Africa
route, for instance, was operated by British and Italian air
craft. Despite the ongoi ng comp et it ion over Itali an air space,
an agreem ent was signed in 1935 between Imperial Airways
and Ala Littoria, the Italian national airline, according to
which the British carr ied Italian mail and pass eng ers from
Brindisi to Khartoum. From there, the Itali an carr ier operated
its own trunk route to Asmara and Addis Ababa, the cent ers of
the newly formed colo ny of Itali an East Africa. 57
The French imperial administration, on the other hand, used its
sovereignty over air space to make their (metropolitan and colo
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nial) neighbor Belgium share in the costs of operating air routes
in Africa. In 1930, the French government allowed Belgium to
open a route across French overseas territories to the Congo but
made it a precondition that this route was to be operated as a joint
Franco–Belgian venture and would expand to Madagascar, the
French colony in the Indian Ocean.58 Another joint venture was
the U.S.–British service to the British colony of Bermuda in the
Atlantic. The Hamilton–New York route was operated twice a week
by Pan American Airways and Imperial Airways, using the flying
boats of both companies.59
In addit ion to what would today be called “code shari ng,” the
major airlines of differe nt imper ial and non-imper ial states
also engaged in the internat ional stand ardiz at ion of pract ices
and mater ia ls, often with the aim of mitigati ng expenses and
frict ion. The International Air Traffic Association (IATA) was
formed as a nong ove rnm ental organ iz ation 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 Netherlands. Later, airlines from differe nt countries joined the
trade assoc iat ion, includi ng France and Belgium. 60
One main object ive of the IATA was to supp ort comm on stan
dards for both safety and equipm ent. To minim ize the risk
of fire haza rds, for instance, the organ iz at ion recommended
a spec ific smoke detect or syst em to its memb ers. Within its
forums, airlines also exchanged information on accid ents
and techn ic al innovat ions for their prev ent ion. Regarding
stand ardi zed equipm ent and pract ices, the IATA championed
stand ardi zed pipe conn ect ions and fueli ng equipm ent so that
any airc raft could use it. 61 Coordination was the IATA’s sec
ond pillar besides stand ardiz ation. A comb ined IATA ticket
and baggage check became stand ard in 1934 and a comm it
tee sought to coord inate and smooth out the timet ab les of its
memb ers so that conn ect ions between diff ere nt airl ines were
poss ib le and unecon omical comp et it ion was avoided. 62
The diff ere nt instances of comp et it ion, coope rat ion, and con
nect ivi ty outlined in this sect ion conf irm Hedinger’s and Heé’s
argum ent that empires were not detached from one another
but engaged in multip le intersecting proc esses. Already the
examp les prov ided in this sect ion sugg est that entang lem ents
between diff ere nt airl ines were not isol ated cases but a ubiq
uit ous phen omen on. A syst ematic review of these intera ct ions
which takes into account a numb er of airlines and regional
sett ings is thus nece ss ary to ident ify patt erns of comm ona l
ity in the evol ut ion of global aviat ion netw orks. Studying the
three “C’s” of aviat ion reveals the interconnectivity of seem
ingly separated netw orks.
III. Global history in local perspective

The net
works resulting from the trans
fers and inter
ac
tions
between and across imperial formations sketched out above are
best characterized as transimperial, transcontinental, or global.
Yet processes of global integration seldom took place exclu
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sively on the macro-level. Rather, global entanglements were
often informed by processes on a more local scale, which they
also shaped in return. As Sebastian Conrad reminds us: “[h]istory must be understood as a multilayered process, in which the
different layers follow, to some extent, each its own respective
logic.”63 Only through a constant back and forth, Conrad argues,
can we comprehend how global connections were shaped by
local contexts and vice versa. In line with Conrad’s observation,
in this section I propose a multilayered research framework to
the study of aviation infrastructure. Because a global perspective
on the formation of long-distance air routes seems natural, on
the following pages I focus on the micro-level and argue the case
for a “grounded” look at flying.64
Interwar aviation prov id es an appealing subject for adding
local laye rs to the study of global netw orks because it was,
surp risingly, firmly rooted on the ground. Aircraft in the
1920s and 1930s could only fly for short distances (at least
in today’s terms) and only during daylight hours. Moreover,
unlike today, airp lanes were not meant to immed iately con
nect two distant cities but, like railroads, made schedu led
interm ed ia ry stops. The journ ey from London to Cape Town,
for instance, was accomp lished in 33 sepa rate stages in 1935. 65
While this modus operandi required landing facilities along
all routes, airline netw orks were even more extens ive than
the flight sched
u les suggested: addi
t ional emer
g ency air
fields and refueling stat ions in-between these stops ensured
that airc raft could fly safely in all regions. 66 Pan American
Airways, for instance, operated a total of 250 airf ields across
Central and South America as well as the Caribb ean by the
late 1930s. 67 Taking these diff ere nt sites — interm ed iate stops
usu
a lly com
p ris
i ng land
i ng strips (or launches for fly
i ng
boats), crew facili t ies, hotels, and fuel depots — as anal yti cal
microc osms, a close exami nat ion of how airb orne infras truc
ture was operated on a day-to-day basis is capab le of gene rat
ing more nuanced interp ret at ions of imper ial globa li zat ion in
the interw ar decades.
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Recent schola rly works on infrastructure in the colon ial world
have ventured beyond now-classic narratives of colon ial infra
structure as omnipotent “tools of empire” and have, instead,
illum inated the import ance of local cond itions and actors and
how they negotiated, contested, and appropriated differe nt
technol ogical intervent ions, such as autom ob iles and elec
tricity netw orks. Furthermore, a growing numb er of studies
explore the permanent demand for maintenance, repair, and
tinkeri ng in the operat ion of imper ial infrastructure systems.68
An analysis of the microc osm of imper ial airl ine’s ground facil
it ies will add to both research strands by shedd ing new light
on two interrelated aspects: first, it will reveal fissures within
seemingly flawless global conn ections; seco ndly, it will help
to re-assess the effects of imper ial infrastructure on colon
 ized
societ ies and the spaces they inhabited.
Regarding the first aspect, there is the quest ion of interr up
tion and breakd own. In their influe nt ial essay “Out of Order”
(2007), Stephen Graham and Nigel Thrift call for an anal yti cal
shift: away from how syst ems work to how they do not work,
writing that beyond assemb ly “there are good reasons to
think that, in the overa ll scheme of things, disc onn ect ion and
disa ss emb ly are just as important […]: failu re is key.” 69 This
is part icu l arly true for the airp lane which, as a relat ively new
techn olo gy, was prone to failu re in the 1920s and 1930s. Occasional fatal accid ents were the most shocki ng demo ns trat ion
of its incap acit ies. According to hist or ian Robin Higham, dur
ing this time span accid ents on Britain’s imper ial air routes
cost 108 lives. 70 Failure, howe ver, did not only occur in these
except ional events but on a daily basis. The flight schedu les
of all airl ines were regu l arly disrupted by heavy rains, winds,
fog, rough seas (in the case of flyi ng boats), or techn ical prob
lems, resulting in delays and canc ell at ions. 71
A shift in analyti c al scale prov id es new pers pect ives on how
airlines coped with the threat of mechanic al failu re on the
scene. So far, litt le is known about the organ iz at ion of main
tenance and repair works. Routine checks and refueling were
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often performed during layovers or while passeng ers and
crews were sent on sights eeing trips. In Pan Americ an Airways’ Latin Americ an netw ork, major nodal points such as
Brownsville, Texas, and Cristóbal, Panama, served as main
tenance bases in the early 1930s. Repair parts were kept in
stores at these sites as well as in Mexico City and potent ially
other places. From there, pilots dist ribu ted parts and mechan
ics to outlying stations when they were needed, using Ford
and Fokker airp lanes. 72 The syst em of Pan Ameri c an Airways
prov id es a first insight into how the broader “meta-infras truc
ture” nece ss ary for the operat ion of air routes funct ioned.

Figure 4. Havana
(Cuba), mainte
nance on airp lane,
1930. Photo: Frederick Gardner Clapp.
UWM Libraries, AGSL
Digital Photo Archive
– North and Central
America.
72 S. Paul Johnston,
“Thunderbird’s Nest,”
Pan Ameri c an Air Ways
4/1 (1933): 25.

The inner worki ngs of this “meta-infras truct ure” are yet to be
explored in full detail. A close examination of the everyd ay
intera ct ion on a varie ty of airfields will help furt her explore
patterns of comm ona lity and shared practices in the repair
netw orks of differe nt airlines, while also being attentive to
regional diff ere nces and tail or-made adapt at ion strateg ies.
Such an exami nat ion will help to answer a range of quest ions:
how, for instance, was fuel brought to airf ields in inacc ess i
ble areas? Did diff ere nt airc raft operat ors share and exchange
spare parts? Were repair parts stored on-site or could they
be shipped around the globe immed iately to prev ent furt her
delays? What was the role of improv is at ion and tinkering in
keeping the system runn ing? A pass eng er on Imperial Airways’ London–Cape Town route, for instance, described in
1932 that the crew of his flight had to use a bicyc le pump to
fix a flat airc raft tire in Atbara, Sudan, because there were still
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no other tools availa ble. 73 Was this an except ion or part of the
daily rout ine of aviat ors? What was the role of local labor and
expert ise in the maint enance of global infras truct ure?
This last quest ion points to a seco nd aspect of imper ial avia 
tion that can only be addressed through a close exami nat ion
of the micro-social level: indige n ous activity and initiative.
Landing sites were “cont act zones,” in the words of Mary Louise Pratt: “social spaces where disp arate cult ures meet, dash,
and grapp le with each other.” 74 On these spat ial conjunct ures,
globa lly circ ul ati ng comm odit ies and techn olog ies intersected with each other as well as with “local” or vernacu lar
patt erns of mobility and exchange. Actors of diff ere nt stat us
and with differe nt backg rounds came into cont act; aviat ors,
disp atched engin eers, colon ial offic ials, busin ess trave le rs,
and touri sts on the one hand, worke rs and local resi d
 ents on
the other. The overw helming majority of staff was recruited
locally and assigned tasks such as guarding facilit ies, maintaining landi ng strips, or operati ng fuel pumps. 75
A focus on indig
e
n ous labor pro
v i
d es new ave
nues for
re-evaluati ng the transf ormat ive power of imper ial infra
structure — and imperial dominance built on it. For Brit
ish aviation, Gordon Pirie has ident ified airfields as sites of
micro-colon ialism, writing that “[i]n some secluded places
British ground crews, airc raft and airfield facilit ies were the
Empire.” 76 To be sure, imper ial aviation and its local mani
fest at ion diff ered from empire to empire and from region to
region. Still, zooming into differe nt local contexts may help
to reveal pract ices shared by mult ip le empires and their air
lines. One examp le is the utiliz ation of forced labor in the
cons truct ion of airf ields. In Britain’s African colo n ies, ground
facili t ies were constructed with the aid of the respect ive colo
nial authori t ies, often involvi ng involu nt ary labor. Construction was performed by tax defaulte rs or corvée worke rs, who
were also respons ib le for the maintenance of airfields after
the rainy seas on, when grass and thornb ush usua lly cove red
the landi ng strips. 77
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Figure 5. Sudan.
Malakal. Shiluks refueling the plane, 1936.
Matson Photo Service.
Library of Congress,
Prints and Photographs Division.

While Imperial Airways drew on the colon ial state appara
tus, Pan Ameri c an Airways usua lly had to cons truct airf ields
and marine term inals on its own. Still, the comp any could
make use of labor coerc ion. Labor for cons truct ion work was
recruited locally, often from among the indige n ous popu la
tion. According to Marylin Bender and Selig Altschul, the air
line’s repres ent at ives in southw est Bolivia allied with the local
police force to cons cript indige n ous men for the cons truct ion
of an airf ield in the town of Uyuni. 78 This epis ode sugg ests that
the coerc ive power underlyi ng the U.S. airline’s fore ign mis
sion was not nece ss ari ly less sign ifi c ant than that of Europ ean
airl ines operati ng in parts of their formal empires. Moreover,
cons truction projects in Liberia, an indep end ent state with
strong ties to the United States, sugg est that the interm ed i
ary actors supporting these efforts were very simi l ar to those
in formal colon ial settings: as a chronic le comp iled by the
comp any in 1944 reported, at the planned seap lane base at
Lake Piso in weste rn Liberia it was a miss iona ry stat ion that
helped the U.S. comp any obtain its African labor force. 79
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Further research is needed to determ ine how comm on pat
terns of involu ntary labor and forced recruitm ent for the
purp ose of airfield construction and maintenance were in
differe nt geog raphic al settings, colon ial or not, and for the
bene fit of differe nt airlines. To what extent, for instance,
did Pan Americ an Airways’ operation in formal parts of the
U.S. empire, such as Hawai’i or Ameri c an Samoa, diff er from
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that in indep end ent states or territories of other empires?
Meticulous study of the available archival evid ence is also
required to assess the capabilities of labor regimes at airf ields
and the contestation of fore ign power. How did those pres
sured into work react to coerc ive regimes? Did they refuse to
engage with the infrastructural arrangem ents, for instance by
neglecting their duty to clear airfields? What impact might
such refusa ls have had on the route netw orks at large? Could
the suba lt ern cont est at ion of infras truct ure on the scene
affect flight schedu les and event ua lly lead to delays or even
the shutd own of entire long-dist ance routes?
These quest ions make the need for mult ilaye red analys es
part icu l arly evid ent. Studying the engagem ent of actors on
(and from) the spot with avia t ion infras truct ure is pivo tal
for unders tandi ng how global and local laye rs intersected
in the proc ess of its cons truct ion and opera t ion. Far from
being “non-places,” a term anthrop olo g ist Marc Augé uses
to chara ct eri ze mode rn airp orts, these facilit ies were firmly
rooted in the surrounding envir onm ent and the lives of its
inhabit ants. 80 As a global history of avia tion can show, it
was through their activities at airfields that ver
n acu lar
actors, those peop le usua lly identified as immob ile and
often being prohibited from enteri ng an airp lane, became a
part (or a spann er in the works) of global netw orks of mobil
ity. Looking at the micro-level thus allows us to unders tand
non-Europ ean actors not as pass ive recipi e nts or vict ims of
techn olo gy transf er but as agents; or, in the words of Clapperton Chakanetsa Mavhunga, “not as outs ide rs looking in
but as coaut hors.” 81
IV. Global connections revisited

In this section, I introd uce a third aven ue for studying
the global hist ory of air transp ort, that is, the quest ion of
global integ rat ion and exclus ion through the expans ion of
airline netw orks. The interc onn ect edn ess of the globe is a
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long-established topos in schola rly research on the mod
ern era. In his book The Condition of Postmodernity (1990),
geogr ap her David Harvey argues that in the twent ie th cen
tury global integ rat ion sped up with such rapidi ty that “the
world somet imes seems to coll apse inwards upon us.” 82 To
visua li ze what he calls “time-space comp ress ion,” Harvey’s
book cont ains an illust rat ion entit led “The shrinking map
of the world through innov at ions in transp ort which ‘anni
hil ate space through time.’” It depicts a series of four images
of planet Earth, each smaller than the prev io us one. The
globe is shrinki ng through accele ra ted means of transp ort :
from the large Earth of “1500–1840,” when the “best aver
age speed of horse-drawn coaches and saili ng ships was 10
mph” to the 1950s (“prop ell er airc raft : 300–400 mph”) and
1960s (“jet passeng er airc raft : 500–700 mph”). 83 Remarkably, simi l ar visual depict ions of the “ever-shrinki ng world”
had already been used by Pan Ameri c an Airways’ mark eti ng
departm ent as early as the 1930s. 84

82 David Harvey, The
Condition of Postmo
dernity. An Enquiry
into the Origins of
Cultural Change (Cam
bridge, MA, 1990),
240.
83 Ibid., 241.
84 “This ever-shrinki ng
world,” Pan Americ an
Air Ways, Supplement
‘The Yankee Clippers
Sail Again’ (1939), 16.
85 Scott Kirsch, “The
Incredible Shrinking
World? Technology
and the Production
of Space,” Environ
ment and Planning
D: Society and Space
13/5 (1995): 529–555,
here 542.

Harvey’s illustration is both correct and incorrect. It is correct
in that it emphasizes the key role of transport infrastructure
in forging geographical links. But contrary to Harvey’s under
standing, geographer Scott Kirsch has argued that new tech
nologies did not in fact annihilate space. According to Kirsch,
technological innovation instead “create[d] spaces, mak
ing
heretofore isolated lands accessible to more rapid and expan
sive networks of exchange.”85 This observation certainly holds
true for the expansion of air links in the 1920s and 1930s. In the
first two sections of this article, I have already pointed to crucial
factors that shaped global connections, namely, the desire to
bring imperial outposts closer to the motherland and to domi
nate the skies for geostrategic reasons, but also the veto power
of different states to grant or deny access to air space. To these
factors we can add another factor that determined which places
were to be connected, namely, the range and technical capabilities of aircraft, their unique ability to bridge not only great
distances but also difficult terrain with relative ease.
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8/4 (1929): 289–317,
here 307.
87 Emily S. Rosenberg,
ed., A World Connect
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Aviation therefore created econ omic and social spaces that
remained barred to other means of transportation. In 1929,
Royal Air Force strat
e
g ist Percy Groves proclaimed that
“[p]laces which were of great impor
t ance geo
g raph
i
cally
under the old valu es have now, perhaps, lost much of it, and
other places which were of no spec ial value in the old days
have become exceedingly important as fuelling depots or
points on lines of commun icat ion.” 86 This was part icul arly
true in scarcely popu l ated tropi cal regions, in which autom o
bile traff ic was seld om fully develo ped by the 1930s. Instead,
transp ort away from the coastl ines was often done by port ers,
carts, or railroads. Railroad tracks, howe ver, involved great
expense, were static, and sometimes could not trav erse dif
fic ult terrain, such as mount aino us regions. The airp lane, by
cont rast, poss essed the abili ty to conn ect periphe ral regions
to one another and to urban cent ers.
However, there is a second layer to the process of global and
imperial integration, which reveals where Harvey’s above-men
tioned earth projection is wrong. His model oversimplifies inte
gration by means of infrastructure extension because it obscures
inequalities and suggests a straightforward, teleological pro
cess. The technological possibility of connecting distant places
did not necessarily mean that actors actually connected them.
Moreover, access to global networks, in the interwar period as
much as today, is not distributed equally but based on power
relations and supposed racial hierarchies. In the remainder of
this article, I will propose an analytical framework designed to
take account of both increasing global interconnectedness and
exclusion in the interwar period.
Studying the interc onn ect edn ess of the mode rn world is, per
haps, the primary objective of global history writing. However, while the focus on “a world connecting,” as the title of
an outs tanding book in the field reads, has become a para 
digm for many studi es, global hist or ia ns are increasi ngly wary
of the dang ers underl yi ng a posit ivi st ic view on conn ecte d
ness. 87 Sebastian Conrad has urged us to go beyond the study
of global conn ections as a guiding princ ip le, warning that
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conn ect ions are not unif orm but of varyi ng quali ty and inten
sity and thus often have only limi ted impact upon hist ori cal
actors. 88 Roland Wenzlhuemer has gone one step furt her and
suggested that hist or ia ns give limi ted conn ect ions, missi ng
links, and what he calls “disc onn ect ions” the same hist or io
graphical attention that they give the ubiqu itous conn ec
tions. 89 Indeed, exclus ion and interruption were important
aspects in the format ion of global aviat ion netw orks, and we
can think of them in at least two ways: peop le and places.

88 Conrad, Global
History, 90.

Regarding people, the world clearly did not shrink for every
body. Access to airplanes was regulated along the lines of race,
class, and gender.90 Interwar flying, as Marc Dierikx has underlined, “was a white man’s business.” On the Dutch air routes
to Indonesia, which he studied, up to 95% of passengers were
European, the rest were Chinese, and only a very few were
Indonesian.91 Being European, however, was not sufficient to
qualify for air travel. High ticket prices resulted in low passen
ger numbers. The list of frequent flyers was thus reduced to
colonial officials, business travelers, military personnel, diplo
mats, and upper-class tourists. On the eve of the Second World
War, Imperial Airways still counted less than 10,000 passengers
per annum on its intercontinental routes.92

91 Dierikx, Clipping
the Clouds, 33.

89 Roland Wenzlhue
mer, “Connections in
Global History,” Com
parativ 29/2 (2019):
106–121; Wenzlhue
mer, Globalgeschichte,
73–78.
90 Pirie, Air Empire,
240–241.

92 Pirie, “Passenger
Traffic,” 68; Bhimull,
Empire, 75.
93 Bhimull, Empire,
84–85.
94 van Vleck, Empire,
160.

These passeng ers from Europe or North America did not
regard the inhabi t ants of their flight dest inat ions as potent ial
co-trave le rs. Rather, in the eyes of touri sts, entrep ren eurs, or
colon ial offic ials, these popu l at ions were an immob ile “other”
that was to be gazed upon. 93 In weste rn disc ourse, flyi ng sign i
fied modern ity and thus the antithe s is of the lives of the peo
ple over whose heads airp lanes trave led. With regards to Pan
American Airways’ Afric an operations Jenifer van Vleck has
thus conc luded that “[a]viation itself became an important
sign if ier of racial diff ere nce. Afric ans’ lack of famili ari ty with
airp lanes, which often manifested as fear or bewild erm ent,
marked them as uncivi l ized in the eyes of U.S. observe rs.” 94
Such repres ent at ions notw iths tandi ng, the skies were not
com
p letely closed to non-white trav
e l
e rs and their busi-
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nesses. As Federico Caprotti has shown for Ala Littoria’s
flights to Ethiopia, “East African dign it ari es and local offic ials
did, at times, utilize the airline, espec ially on the internal
East Afric an netw ork.” 95 Their prese nce made white pass en
gers comp lain bitt erly and event ua lly led to the segregat ion
of the cabin. 96 A closer exami nat ion of how airl ines and state
legi sl at ion admini st ered access to airc raft will help illum inate
the unevenn ess of global conn ect ions. This approach also has
the capab ili ty of explori ng the ways in which colon ial subj ects
transgressed these racial bounda ries and made use of the new
techn olo gy.
Turning to the quest ion of geog raphical “disc onn ect ions,” it
is perhaps obvio us that while some places were connected,
othe rs remained excluded. What is perhaps less expected
is that recently established con
n ec
t ions were some
t imes
unmade in the proc ess of infras truct ure extens ion. Interruption occurred when air techn olo gy advanced. 97 The develo p
ment of seap lanes and their use on long-dist ance routes from
the late 1930s through most of the 1940s rend ered prev io usly
erected land-based airfields superfluo us. This was the case
in Sharjah in today’s United Arab Emirates, where an airf ield
was constructed in 1932 by the Royal Air Force and Imperial
Airways. From 1933, the airl ine stopped weekly at the airf ield
on the route to and from Karachi, and in 1935 air traff ic was
increased to twice-weekly arriva ls in both direct ions. 98 In the
same year, howe ver, Imperial Airways made a decis ion that
sealed the fate of Sharjah airf ield for the next two decades: the
airl ine purc hased 28 flyi ng boats from the manu f act urer Short
Brothers, whose S23 C Class (or Empire Class) seap lanes soon
became the pref erred airc raft on empire routes. 99
With their introd uct ion, ground facili t ies shifted from land to
the sea, and destinations witho ut adeq uate access to water
were excluded from flight schedu les. The new British air
route to India thus went from Alexandria via Tiberias, Baghdad, Basra, Bahrein, and Dubai to Karachi while the airline
aband oned its form er stops in Gaza and Sharjah. In Sharjah,
the local creek was not found suitable for landi ng operat ions.
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Instead, the Briti sh moved westw ard to Dubai, where the first
comm erc ial flyi ng boat landed in 1937. 100 While the rest facil
ities in Sharjah were still occas iona lly used for pass eng ers
arrivi ng in Dubai, comm erc ial serv ices at the airf ield stopped
and the Royal Air Force remained its sole user. It was only in
the 1950s that pass eng er traffic at the Sharjah airfield was
revived, albeit only for regional airl ine activi t ies. In 1975, the
airf ield was given up due to its proxi mi ty to the fast-growi ng
city. Its runw ay was transformed into a regu lar urban street,
and a new airp ort was constructed outs ide of the city limi ts. 101

100 Ibid., 81.
101 Ibid., 177.

Whether intended or not, exclusion was a by-product of inno
vation and of the very process of global interconnection itself.
This brief sketch of how some places and people were excluded
while others were included underlines that connection and iso
lation were not mutually exclusive but entangled processes,
whose simultaneity reflected technological change as much as
power relations and global unevenness. Only a balanced focus
on both aspects can do justice to the ambiguous process of
global integration. Moreover, a study that pays close attention
to the meandering patterns of connectivity and contextualizes
connections can also provide a methodological contribution to
the growing academic field of global history writing.
V. Concluding remarks

In this artic le, I have sought to develop a conc ept ual temp late
for studyi ng the global hist ory of aviat ion. Three core aspects
of the prop osed research agenda vent ure beyond trad it ional
historical framew orks. First, its transimperial approach not
only facilit ates the explorat ion of the comp et it ion between
diff ere nt empires and states, but also helps to highl ight more
hidd en fields of intera ct ion and coope rat ion in the extens ion
of infras truct ure across bord ers. Second, zooming in on the
local traj ect or ies of global infras truct ure “grounds” aviat ion
in its applic ation in everyd ay life. Addressing the question
of how aviat ion transformed not only air space but also ter
restrial space, a study of the ground level illum inates how
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infrastructure systems played out on the spot in differe nt
geog raphic al settings and how local cond itions and actors
cre
ated rup
t ures in these sophis
t i
cated net
w orks. Third,
movi ng beyond merely ident if yi ng global conn ect ions by
explori ng weaknesses in global links and proc esses of dise n
tang lem ent will bring to the fore the cont rad ict ions inhere nt
to globa li zat ion proc esses.
Applying a global hist ory pers pect ive to the study of airb orne
infras tructure means overc oming a national framew ork and
instead searching for entang lem ents, shared practices, and
patterns of comm ona lity but also for regional differe nces.
Such a research agenda is part icu l arly fruitf ul in aviat ion his
tory, which is still often writt en as a hist ory of dari ng national
pion eers or spec ific national airlines. Beyond the study of
aviation, the research agenda outlined in this artic le pro
poses an innovative pers pective on proc esses of global and
imper ial integ ration in the twentie th century. The study of
imperial airlines in intera ction with one another not only
unders cores that imper ia lism was a shared project of diff er
ent states. Shifting the analytical scale from the macro-level
to the micro-level and back also reveals the challenges that
imper ial globa li zat ion faced in the interw ar decades.
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