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Fifth Annual Bucerius Young 
Scholars Forum
Histories of Migration: 
Transatlantic and Global 
Perspectives

Workshop held vir tu ally on Octo ber 18-20, 2021, orga nized 
by the Pacific Office of the GHI Washington at the Univer-
sity of California, Berkeley. Sponsored by ZEIT-Stiftung 
Ebelin und Gerd Bucerius. Conveners: Franziska Exeler (Free 
University Berlin/University of Cambridge) and Sören Ur-
bansky (Pacific Office of the GHI Washington). Participants: 
Roii Ball (Tel Aviv University), Annika Bärwald (University of 
Bremen), Ulrike Bialas (Max Planck Institute for the Study of 
Religious and Ethnic Diversity Göttingen), Eriks Bredovskis 
(University of Toronto), Ulf Brunnbauer (Leibniz Institute 
for East and Southeast Euro pean Studies in Regensburg), 
Kateryna Burkush (Euro pean University Institute, Florence), 
Stacy Fahrenthold (University of California Davis), Peter 
Gatrell (University of Manchester), Carolin Liebisch-Gümüş 
(GHI Washington), Larissa Kopytoff (University of South 
Florida), Fabrice Langrognet (University of Paris 1/Global 
Public Policy Institute Berlin), Phi Nguyen (HEAD-Genève), 
H. Glenn Penny (University of Iowa), Fabio Santos (Univer-
sity of Aarhus/Free University Berlin), Andrey Shlyakhter 
(YIVO Institute for Jew ish Research), Abra ham Trejo-Terre-
ros (inde pen dent scholar).

“Knowing ref u gees” has a dou ble mean ing, as Peter Gatrell 
explained in this year’s Bucerius Lecture titled “Knowing Ref-
ugees, Historically Speaking”: while it denotes the knowl-
edge pro duced by insti tu tional actors to con trol ref u gee 
migra tion, it also alludes to the ref u gees’ own knowl edge 
that enables them to frame their dis place ment expe ri ence 
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and nav i gate the insti tu tional frame works. Starting from 
this fruit ful jux ta po si tion, the lec ture high lighted dif fer ent 
dimen sions of knowl edge shap ing ref u gee regimes and their 
rel e vance to his tor i cal research. Peter Gatrell reminded his-
to ri ans of the exis tence of ref u gees who remain unknown 
because they died, became lost in tran sit or stayed under-
ground. Besides oblit er at ing those fates, many his tor i cal 
sources and archives also tend to turn most ref u gees into 
unknown num bers or con text less cases in files. Moreover, 
by defin ing who counts as a ref u gee and who does not, 
states and inter na tional orga ni za tions pro duce unrec og-
nized and thus unknown ref u gees. Against this back drop, 
Gatrell invited migra tion research ers to crit i cally ques tion 
their own (sources of) knowl edge and reflect on the blind 
spots of archives and his tor i cal mate rial. Besides mak-
ing a case for high light ing ref u gees’ voices and indi vid-
ual con texts, Gatrell also suggested that his to ri ans should 
go beyond study ing insti tu tional and migrants’ knowl edge 
about regimes of legal rec og ni tion and instead write his to-
ries that help acknowl edge ref u gees not only as ref u gees 
but as humans, wor thy not through legal ity or eli gi bil ity but 
“by vir tue of their human ity.” In the fol low ing con ver sa tion 
mod er ated by Stacy Fahrenthold, Gatrell also empha sized 
that meth od o log i cal approaches and nor ma tive choices are 
inti mately linked.

Reflections on source gaps and the researcher’s role in 
build ing ana lyt i cal bridges between insti tu tional devel op-
ments and migrants’ expe ri ences con tin ued dur ing the fol-
low ing three-day Bucerius Young Scholars’ Forum. This year, 
the forum’s cen tral theme was bor der lands. Eleven early 
career research ers from dif fer ent dis ci plin ary back grounds 
and aca demic insti tu tions on both sides of the Atlan tic met 
online to dis cuss ques tions of migra tion, every day lives, and 
knowl edge pro duc tion in and about bor der lands in var i ous 
world regions. An espe cially reward ing fea ture of the forum 
were the intense dis cus sions. Instead of pre sen ta tions, each 
panel started with peer com ments on the pre-cir cu lated 
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papers, followed by fur ther debates between all  con trib u-
tors, chairs, and the senior schol ars who con trib uted to the 
forum with their exper tise.

The first panel focused on his tor i cal con nec tions between 
Germany and the wider impe rial world, high light ing how 
those con nec tions con trib uted to men tal bound aries and 
oth er ness. Annika Bärwald, in her paper “The Port City as 
Borderland: Hamburg, Its Non-Euro pean Migrants, and 
the Production of Difference, 1750-1840,” argued that the 
pres ence of Black and Asian labor ers and seamen turned 
Hamburg into a con tact zone between the Ger man hin ter-
land and the Atlan tic and Indian Ocean worlds. Utilizing 
insti tu tional sources on local con flicts and crime, she argued 
that Hamburg was both a con tact and a bor der zone. The 
com bi na tion of phe no typ i cal dif fer ences and pov erty made 
non-Euro pe ans prone to dis crim i na tion and depor ta tions. In 
the sec ond paper, “Germany’s Color Line: The United States, 
the Ger man Foreign Office, and the ‘Yellow Peril’,” Eriks Bre-
dovskis used dip lo matic sources to ana lyze how local Ger-
man con sul ate staff per ceived the dis crim i na tion of Asian 
immi grants in North America. Understanding their per cep-
tions as part of a broader Ger man dis course on the “global 
color line,” his paper engaged with Ger man impe ri al ism 
beyond its own Reich. In the fol low ing dis cus sion, the par tic i-
pants picked up the issue of source gaps and unknown actors 
raised in the Bucerius lec ture. In the lat ter case, some of the 
dip lo mats decided not to share their knowl edge about local 
anti-Asian inci dents with the for eign office in Germany, thus 
cre at ing a silence in the archives; in the for mer case, the 
migrants’ own per spec tives are suppressed while only the 
insti tu tional knowl edge is pre served in the state archives. As 
Glenn Penny remarked, both papers illus trate that his to ri-
ans some times must iden tify and deal with “gate keep ers of 
knowl edge.”

The sec ond day started with a panel on cross-bor der migra-
tion in Ger man impe rial and Soviet his tory. Roii Ball’s paper 
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“Transnational Farming Families and Agrarian Settlement 
in Imperial Peripheries: A Preliminary Exploration between 
Württemberg and Prussian Poland, and Otto man Palestine, 
1860-1914,” followed the trans na tional set tle ment of Swa-
bian pie tist fam i lies at Ger man impe rial fron ti ers. Roii Ball 
used local vil lage and church archives in Southern Germany 
as a starting point for a bot tom-up his tory of impe rial glob-
al iza tion. He inves ti gated local, fam ily-based col o ni za tion 
and com mu nity-build ing and its rela tion ship with empire-
mak ing and nation-build ing. Kateryna Burkush’s paper on 
“Seasonal Migration: Problem or Solution? Soviet Initiatives 
of Stimulating and Managing Seasonal Labor Migration in 
the 1950s-1980s” revealed the per me abil ity of bor ders in the 
late Soviet Union, as thou sands of sea sonal labor ers from 
Transcarpathia fre quently moved to more east ern parts of 
Ukraine and the wider USSR to improve their income and 
acquire mate rial resources. Showing that the state was 
unable to gain con trol over these auton o mous mobilities, 
Kateryna Burkush’s paper chal lenged the image of the 
Soviet state as one that was  able to keep a tight regime 
over bor ders and eco nomic migra tion. Both papers proved 
that focus ing on the local roots of migra tion can open new, 
bot tom-up per spec tives on larger state-driven pro jects like 
impe ri al ism or planned econ o mies. And, as Eriks Bredovskis 
also implied in his com ment, the papers cast doubt on the 
use ful ness of tra di tional clas si fi ca tions in migra tion stud ies, 
namely the dis tinc tion between inter nal and exter nal migra-
tion, which eas ily blurs in impe rial con texts.

States’ attempts to main tain bor ders as lines of exclu sion 
was one of the main themes that connected the papers 
presented dur ing the fol low ing two pan els. Abra ham Tre-
jo-Terreros’ paper, “Migrants in Transit and Human Smug-
gling in the 1920s U.S.-Mexico Borderlands,” showed how 
state mea sures to con trol migra tion such as taxes, med i cal 
inspec tions, and tests not only led to a grow ing pro fes sion-
al i za tion of traf fick ers but also increased cor rup tion on the 
part of the bor der guards. He thus made a his tor i cal argu-
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ment to com pli cate the binary image of human smug glers 
as those who sub vert and state agents as those who enforce 
the bor der regime. Based on an empir i cally rich sur vey, 
Andrey Shlyakhter, with his con tri bu tion “Back to the USSR: 
Explaining the Growth of the Soviet Border Guard, 1917-
1939,” chal lenged the idea that the main task of Soviet 
bor der forces was to imprison the pop u la tion. Especially in 
the inter war period, as Shlyakhter showed, the Soviet state 
author i ties’ main con cern were not escap ing cit i zens but 
cross-bor der threats like irreg u lar fight ers, spies, and smug-
glers, lead ing him to argue that the state’s response to those 
threats, as a side effect, reinforced its repres sive capac ity.

Inner bor der lands were another com mon theme that linked 
the papers presented on the sec ond and third day, which 
focused on cit ies and microhistories of iden tity and bound-
ary-mak ing in every day life. Larissa Kopytoff ’s paper, “Bor-
derlands at the Center: Mobility, Space, and Citizenship in 
French Colonial Senegal,” shed light on the inner bound aries 
sep a rat ing the com mune Saint-Louis, whose inhab i tants 
received French cit i zen rights in 1916, from the hin ter land, 
thus transcending the dis tinc tion between nation and col-
ony. Kopytoff showed that Afri cans from the com mune’s 
banlieues and the wider col ony used the lack of knowl edge 
and con trol on the part of the colo nial author i ties to tra verse 
the bound ary and obtain access to legal and infrastructural 
oppor tu ni ties avail  able in the enclave. In his paper “Bound-
ary-Making Far from the Border: Migrant Citizenship in a 
Paris Suburb in the Early Twentieth Century,” Fabrice Lan-
grognet inves ti gated the pro duc tion of nation al ity-based 
dif fer ence in a postmigration set ting. Boundaries were 
reinforced and altered every day via bureau cratic prac-
tices, cit i zen obli ga tions, and social rights such as mil i tary 
con scrip tion, wel fare, and vot ing. Fabrice Langrognet high-
lighted the agency of indi vid ual immi grants who, through 
neg li gence, con scious strat e gies, or social inter ac tions, 
undermined the nation al ity divide and con trib uted to shap-
ing hybrid forms of inte gra tion. In her paper “Devout Land-
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scape – Migrant Placemaking through the Afterlife in Huế, 
Vietnam,” Phi Nguyen showed how in the city of Huế, which 
was shaped by a his tory of cross-bor der con flicts, colo nial-
ism, and dis place ment, reli gious build ings rep re sent past 
mobilities and make them coex ist in the pres ent. Phi Nguyen 
argued that mate rial struc tures sym bol i cally con nect mul-
ti ple places and tem po ral i ties, pro duc ing a form of social 
belong ing that tran scends time, bor ders, and uproot ed ness. 
All in all , the papers and sub se quent dis cus sion made vis i ble 
the extent to which bor der lands act as phys i cal divi des and 
exam ples of mate rial space-mak ing. On the other hand, 
sym bol i cal, legal, and social prac tices are not nec es sar ily 
tied to spe cific places.

The last panel of the forum addressed the (il)legal i za tion 
and deportability of migrants in Germany and French Gui-
ana. Ulrike Bialas’ study “Forever 17: Young Asylum Seekers 
and the Struggle for Minority” traced the pre car i ous sit u a-
tion of adult male asy lum seek ers in pres ent Germany who 
pass as underaged youths to avoid depor ta tion (Abschie-
bung) and extend their legal sta tus. As Bialas showed, this 
clas si fi ca tion pres sure can cost the migrants their auton-
omy and increase pater nal ism from admin is tra tive and 
care insti tu tions. The for mal change of age can even affect 
peo ple’s iden ti ties, as Bialas argued, espe cially as it gen-
er ates a par a dox i cal dichot omy between the jour ney to 
Europe, which is often seen as a rite of pas sage to male 
adult hood, and the infan til ized life as a minor in Germany. 
In the sec ond paper, “‘Europe’ in ‘Latin America’”: Illegal-
ized Mobilities, Deportable Bodies, and Contested Sover-
eignties in the French-Brazilian Borderland,” Fabio Santos 
addressed unequal and forced mobilities in the over seas 
ter ri tory French Guiana. These are sym bol i cally manifested 
by a large bridge across the bor der river that con nects Latin 
America with the Euro pean Union, while also mark ing a 
stark con trast to the dis creet and dan ger ous river cross ings 
by migrants. Elaborating on the long his tory of asym met-
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ric mobilities in the for mer French penal col ony, Fabio San-
tos empha sized the sig nif i cance of (post)colo nial exclaves 
and spe cial zones as lab o ra to ries for state mea sures aiming 
at ille gal i za tion and depor ta tion. Both papers, as Andrey 
Shlyakhter high lighted in his com ment, draw our atten tion 
to seem ingly nat u ral bor ders to which states attach mean-
ing and legal potency, implic itly underscoring how the cre a-
tion of envi ron men tal/topo log i cal knowl edge and bio log i cal 
knowl edge sup ports migra tion regimes.

This year’s Bucerius Young Scholars Forum viv idly dem on-
strated how fruit ful it can be to use state bound aries, bor-
der lands, and enclaves as meth od o log i cal obser va tion 
posts for inves ti gat ing migra tion pro cesses. The result were 
locally grounded, rich micro-his tor i cal papers that made 
every day con flicts over immi gra tion, state secu rity, national 
iden tity, and belong ing vis i ble. Ambiguous and per me able 
as they are, bor der lands also make us aware of the ana lyt-
i cal bound aries of a state-cen tered frame work: while bor-
ders are sites sustained by state knowl edge about migra tion, 
secu rity, and con trol, they also turn the spot light on migrants 
and their knowl edge resources that help them to under mine 
spa tial and social bor ders. In the con clud ing dis cus sion, 
Peter Gatrell directed the con ver sa tion towards another 
bound ary—that between the knowl edge we cre ate as schol-
ars and the broader pub lic includ ing (for mer) migrants and 
ref u gees. Who do we write for? How do we com mu ni cate our 
find ings? Can our research gain sur plus value beyond our 
aca demic net works and careers? Transatlantic ven ues like 
the Young Scholars Forum thus also encour age us to think 
about joint efforts to reach broader, non-aca demic audi-
ences – thereby more firmly connecting his tor i cal ana ly ses 
of bor ders, bor der lands and migra tion to pres ent-day pub-
lic dis cus sions on global migra tion cur rents.

Carolin Liebisch-Gümüş  
(GHI Washington)


