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Cross-bor der con nec tions have long been a cen tral topic at 
the Ger man Historical Institute (GHI) Washington; not only 
in its daily life but also in its research pro gram. Founded with 
a focus on trans at lan tic his tory, the Institute has always been 
concerned with polit i cal rela tions, cul tural ties, and eco-
nomic net works across the United States, Germany, and Eu-
rope. Likewise, con nec tions in the form of migra tion remain 
a core research field at the GHI. Its longstanding engage ment 
with the migra tion of Ger man-speak ers in the nineteenth and 
twen ti eth cen tu ries has cul mi nated in the recent launch of 
Migrant Connections, a dig i tal research infra struc ture for his-
tor i cal sources on Ger man immi gra tion to the United States.1 

1 https:  /  /www  . 
migrantconnections 
 .org  /

https://www.migrantconnections.org/
https://www.migrantconnections.org/
https://www.migrantconnections.org/
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Since the mid-2010s, the GHI has con sid er ably expanded 
its geo graph i cal scope and put an even greater empha sis on 
trans na tional con nec tions through new research pro jects sit-
uated within the fields of global his tory/transregional his tory 
as well as Latin Amer i can and trans pa cific his tory.

Migration became a cen tral pil lar of this geo graph i cally 
broad ened approach as GHI-affil i ated research ers now look 
beyond the flows of Euro pean migrants across the Atlan tic 
and ana lyze migrant groups and receiv ing soci e ties around 
the world, espe cially in an inter-Amer i can and trans pa-
cific per spec tive. The GHI’s Pacific Office at UC Berkeley, 
 California, founded in 2017, serves as a hub for these endeav-
ors. Mobility has become the sec ond cen tral pil lar of this 
research pro gram. Studying dif fer ent mobile groups, objects, 
infor ma tion, and ideas, recent and cur rent GHI research ers 
have worked on expanding the study of migra tion his tory to 
include the his tory of mobil ity flows in a broader sense. The 
con fer ence series and stand ing work ing group In Global Tran-
sit, for instance, puts ref u gees’ expe ri ences of mobil ity and 
travel front and cen ter and explores the spa tial and tem po ral 
dimen sions of tran sit – the pecu liar phase between depar ture 
and arrival.2

The three co-edi tors of this the matic forum on “Rethinking 
Cross-Border Connections” joined the ranks of the GHI in 
2020/2021 – itself a time of height ened immo bil ity due to the 
Covid-19 pan demic. Spatial mobil ity and its social impacts 
and asymmetries are at the core of our indi vid ual research 
pro jects, which all  inves ti gate global mobil ity infra struc ture 
sys tems. Mario Peters, mar ry ing mobil ity stud ies with the his-
tory of knowl edge, stud ies the his tory of the Pan-Amer i can  
Railroad, a never com pleted rail road from Canada to Pata-
gonia. He exam ines the coop er a tion and exchange of knowl-
edge between North Amer i can and Latin Amer i can experts 
work ing on this trans con ti nen tal infra struc ture pro ject in 
the late nineteenth and early twen ti eth cen tu ries. Andreas 
Greiner and Carolin Liebisch-Gümüş both focus on  air borne 

2 https:  /  /transit  . 
hypotheses  .org  /

https://transit.hypotheses.org/
https://transit.hypotheses.org/
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 infra struc ture. Carolin Liebisch-Gümüş explores the  chang ing 
role of air routes and air ports in global ref u gee move ments 
and asy lum migra tion. Covering the period from the 1930s 
to the 1990s and focus ing on the Rhine-Main Airport Frank-
furt, the pro ject inves ti gates both the spe cific human i tar ian 
poten tials linked to air borne escapes and their lim i ta tions in 
the face of tight en ing migra tion regimes. Andreas Greiner’s 
pro ject stud ies the devel op ment of world-span ning air line 
ser vices in the inter war period. Focusing on the com mer cial 
air lines of impe rial states and their route net works to over seas 
col o nies and domin ions, Andreas Greiner applies a multi-  
lay ered approach to infra struc ture his tory and inves ti gates 
how local con di tions and actors could exert deci sive impacts 
on global struc tures.

Besides a mutual inter est in large-scale infra struc ture, there 
is one theme com mon to all  our pro jects, namely the defi-
ciencies of these logis ti cal sys tems and the weak ness of the 
con nec tions they engen der. Carefully planned rail road tracks 
were never laid; air ports in trop i cal areas succumbed to the 
annual rainy sea son; the air plane’s prom ise of mov ing peo ple 
across large dis tances only per tains to a frac tion of the world’s 
pop u la tion, and cer tainly not to those need ing it most. Our 
research on cross-bor der infra struc tures, there fore, is not 
only about con nec tiv ity, mobil ity, and exchange, but also 
about their pre sumed oppo sites: fis sures, dis rup tions, and 
block ages in infra struc tures and thus in the flows of mobil ity 
pro ceed ing along them. The blind spots in global net works 
caught our atten tion, and we believe that dis in te gra tion and 
dis en tan gle ment are equally impor tant key stones in the his-
tory of mobilities and migra tions as the flows of goods and 
peo ple them selves.

With this shift in focus, our research joins a grow ing cor pus of 
lit er a ture in the field of global his tory writ ing. Ever since the 
ris ing trend of global his tory in the early 2000s, numer ous stud-
ies have cel e brated the explo ra tion of past bor der-cross ings 
and far-reaching transregional rela tions. The reassessment of 
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the past as “A World Connecting”3 (Emily S. Rosenberg) has 
indeed formed one of most cru cial his to rio graph i cal changes 
in the new mil len nium. The ini tial enthu si asm, how ever, has 
pro voked grow ing skep ti cism toward smooth nar ra tives of 
ever-increas ing con nec tiv ity, mobil ity flows, and net works.4 
As a result, new schol arly works began to recon sider global 
his tory as an inter play of con nec tions and inter rup tions, of 
inte gra tion and exclu sion, of expan sion and reterritorializa-
tion. Two approaches, in par tic u lar, have informed this trend: 
first, the approach that focuses on ten sions between flows 
and con trol and the ways in which global entan gle ments went 
hand in hand with the mak ing of new forms of ter ri to rial con-
trol, spaces, and bor der prac tices;5 sec ond, the approach that 
“zooms in” on the con nec tions them selves in order to exam-
ine the infra struc tures, media, and jour neys that enable and 
embody exchanges across bor ders and to reveal their inter nal 
log ics, con tra dic tions, and rup tures.6

The authors of this intro duc tion have pur sued this recent 
dia lec ti cal take on global his tory in sev eral con fer ence pan-
els and in an inter na tional con fer ence, Roads to Exclusion: 
Socio-Spatial Dynamics of Mobility Infrastructures since 1800, 
that was jointly orga nized with Roland Wenzlhuemer of the 

3 Emily S. Rosenberg, 
ed., A World Connect-
ing 1870–1945 (Cam-
bridge, MA, 2012).

4 Skeptical voices: 
Sebastian Conrad, 
Globalgeschichte. Eine 
Einführung (Munich, 
2013), 27; Richard 
Drayton and David 
Mortadel, “Discussion: 
The Futures of Global 
History,” Journal of 
Global History 13 
(2018) 1: 1-21; Jeremy 
Adelman, “What 
is Global History 
Now?” Aeon, March 2, 
2017, https://aeon.
co/essays/is-global-
his tory-still-pos-
si ble-or-has-it-
had-its-moment; 
Andreas Eckert, “Die 
Globalgeschichte 
wirft den Anker aus. 
Globalgeschichte ist 
mit dem erstarkenden 
Nationalbewusstsein 
in die Kritik geraten. 
Hat sie zu sehr im 
Globalen geschwelgt?” 
Frankfurter Allgemeine 
Zeitung, May 10, 2017. 
For a crit i cal anal y sis 
of the vocab u lary of 
Global History:  
Stefanie Gänger,  
“Circulation. Reflec-
tions on Circularity, 
Entity and Liquidity 
in the Language of 
Global History,” Jour-
nal of Global History 
12, 3 (2017): 303–318. 
For a crit i cal reflec-
tion on the con cept of 
global his tory from the 
per spec tive of area 
stud ies, see Gabriela 
de Lima Grecco/Sven 
Schuster, “Decoloniz-
ing Global History? 
A Latin Amer i can 

5 Among oth ers: 
Claudia Bauman-
n/Antje Dietze/Megan 
Maruschke, “Portals 
of Globalization. An 
Introduction,” Compar-
ativ 27 (2017) no. 3-4: 
7-20; Michael Geyer, 

6 Among oth ers:  
Martin Dusinberre/ 

Perspective,” Journal 
of World History 31, 2 
(2020): 425–446;  
Frederick Cooper, 
“What Is the Concept 
of Globalization Good 
for? An Afri can  
Historian’s Perspec-
tive,” Afri can Affairs 
100 (2001): 189–213.

“Spatial Regimes,” in 
The Palgrave Dictio-
nary of Transnational 
History, eds. Akira 
Iriye and Pierre-Yves 
Saunier (Basingstoke, 
2009), 962-966; 
Matthias Middell, 
“Global History and 
the Spatial Turn. From 
the Impact of Area 
Studies to the Study of 
Critical Junctures of 
Globalization,” Journal 
of Global History 5 
(2010): 149-170.

Roland Wenzlhuemer, 
“Editorial. Being in 
Transit. Ships and 
Global Incompatibili-
ties,” Journal of Global 
History 11 (2016), no. 
2: 155-162; Roland 
Wenzlhuemer, 
 Mobilität und  
Kommunikation in der 
Moderne (Göttingen, 
2020); Roland  
Wenzlhuemer, Global-
geschichte  schreiben. 
Eine  Einführung in 6 
Episoden (Munich, 
2017).

https://aeon.co/essays/is-global-history-still-possible-or-has-it-had-its-moment
https://aeon.co/essays/is-global-history-still-possible-or-has-it-had-its-moment
https://aeon.co/essays/is-global-history-still-possible-or-has-it-had-its-moment
https://aeon.co/essays/is-global-history-still-possible-or-has-it-had-its-moment
https://aeon.co/essays/is-global-history-still-possible-or-has-it-had-its-moment
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Käte Hamburger Kolleg global dis:con nect – Dis:con nec tiv ity 
in Processes of Globalization at Ludwig Maximilian University 
of Munich. Held at the Ger man Historical Institute from Sep-
tem ber 8 to 10, 2022, this con fer ence explored the intended 
and unin tended dynam ics of inclu sion and exclu sion entailed 
in transportation infra struc tures around the globe. Coming 
from aca demic insti tu tions on four con ti nents, the con fer-
ence par tic i pants discussed the exclu sion ary effects in infra-
struc ture plan ning, its spa tial and social prac tices, its effects 
on mar gin al ized groups, as well as the resilience and resis-
tance of these groups.7 Several par tic i pants could not travel to 
Washington due to visa restric tions and took part via Zoom. 
Organizing a con fer ence with par tic i pants from all  around 
the world, there fore, was also a very prac ti cal expe ri ence of 
exclu sive and inclu sive infra struc tures.

This Bulletin Forum

With a the matic focus on global con nec tions and simul ta-
neous pro cesses of dis rup tion and dis en tan gle ment in the 
nineteenth and twen ti eth cen tu ries, the Bulletin Forum 
brings together a broad range of his tor i cal and geo graph i-
cal set tings. Its cen tral aim is to help amend still-dom i nant 
nar ra tives of con nec tiv ity. It com pli cates what is usu ally sub-
sumed under the term “con nec tion” and sheds light on the 
mul ti plic ity of con nec tions, their dif fer ent inten sity and tem-
po ral ity, the ten sions between dif fer ent types of con nec tions, 
tight and loose, and their absence. The con tri bu tions address 
top ics such as the role of bor ders, the chan nel ing and lim-
i ta tions of human and non-human mobil ity and contested 
or sub ver sive move ment that escaped attempts to con trol. 
Of equal inter est is the grounded char ac ter of cross-bor der 
con nec tions, that is their spe cific local i ties and the ways they 
affected the larger con texts.

The first arti cle, by Andreas Guidi, pro vi des an engag ing 
exam ple of such a grounded anal y sis: the spec tac u lar case of 

7 See con fer ence 
report in this issue.
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Carlos Bacula. Bacula found him self in the mid dle of a media 
scan dal in the 1930s. Holding a Peruvian dip lo matic pass port, 
he was accused of being the key fig ure of a world-span ning  
drug trade net work. His case points to the impor tance of 
indi vid ual mobil ity within larger, cross-bor der traf fick ing 
struc tures; and it high lights how elite mobil ity can be both 
priv i leged and frail as he lost his dip lo matic pass port due 
to polit i cal changes in Peru. Moreover, the case reminds us 
that mobile con nec tions were of both a mate rial and a dis-
cur sive nature: media, police, gov ern ments, and Bacula him-
self spread dif fer ent, con tra dic tory, and hyper bolic nar ra tives 
about his con nec tiv ity. Those nar ra tives reflected more gen-
eral views about transborder con nec tions, the threats asso ci-
ated with them, and the mea sures to be taken against them. 
Global his to ri ans have dem on strated that indi vid ual biog ra-
phies of bor der-cross ers can help to inves ti gate larger global 
struc tures.8 Andreas Guidi’s arti cle sug gests that the nar ra-
tives about such an indi vid ual, rather than its actual biog-
ra phy, allow us to exam ine diverg ing per cep tions, fears, and 
expec ta tions regard ing the power of bor ders and their trans-
gres sion.

Lars Kury’s arti cle inves ti gates the Strait of Malacca – the water 
cor ri dor connecting the Indian Ocean and the Pacific Ocean 
between what today is Indonesia and Malaysia – and the his-
tor i cal tin trade along the straits. Tin was in very high demand 
in the nineteenth cen tury and extracted on a large scale on the 
Malay Peninsula. Lars Kury uses the exploi ta tion, trade, and 
transportation of tin along and through the Strait of Malacca 
as a starting point for a reflec tion on tran sit and shifting con-
nec tions in global his tory. Trade pat terns in the region shifted 
over time due to polit i cal changes, eco nomic demands, tech-
no log i cal devel op ments, and topo log i cal fac tors. This led to 
the rel a tive decline of the trade port of Malacca and pro duc-
tion sites in the coastal hin ter land as well as to the rise of new 
min ing dis tricts and trade hubs, in par tic u lar Singapore. The 
arti cle thus high lights the tem po ral dimen sion of spa tial con-

8 Colonial Lives Across 
the Brit ish Empire. 
Imperial Careering in 
the Long Nineteenth 
Century, eds. David 
Labert and Alan Lester 
(Cambridge, 2006); 
Globale Lebensläufe. 
Menschen als Akteure 
im weltgeschichtlichen 
Geschehen, ed. Bernd 
Hausberger (Vienna, 
2006) 9-27; Isabella 
Löhr, “Lives Beyond 
Borders, or: How to 
Trace Global Biog-
raphies, 1880-1950,” 
Comparativ 23 (2013), 
No. 6: 7-21.
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nec tiv ity. It over comes a lin ear con cept of glob al iza tion by 
zooming in on a global tran sit cor ri dor and show ing how con-
nec tions within this bus tling ship ping chan nel transformed 
and both weak ened and strength ened over time, depending 
on global as well as local fac tors.

In the last arti cle of this forum, Charlotte Hoes makes a com-
pel ling case for the exis tence of inner rup tures within seem-
ingly “flaw less” con nec tions in her study of the Ger man 
ani mal trad ing com pany L. Ruhe KG, one of the larg est wild-
life trad ers in the world at the time. At first glance, the case of 
Ruhe’s ani mal trade seems like an epit ome of global con nec-
tiv ity. But by focus ing on the com pany’s activ i ties in the 1920s 
– the peak of its trade busi ness – the arti cle reveals the many 
dif fer ent fac tors pre vent ing the global wild life trade from 
ever becom ing a flaw less oper a tion. The lack of trans port 
links, such as the much-needed ship ping line from Hamburg 
to Djibouti, as well as the lack of ade quate rail road con nec-
tions within East Africa, which forced the trad ers to take the 
ani mals on long cross-coun try marches, increased the stress 
on the ani mals, and jeop ar dized prof its. Then there were the 
“admin is tra tive chal lenges”: import per mits, pass ports, and 
exam i na tions by vet er i nar i ans. Diseases were impos si ble 
to con trol. And so was the non-com pli ant or even resis tant 
behav ior of caught ani mals. Charlotte Hoes dem on strates 
that research on the global wild life trade can help to crit i cally 
scru ti nize the dom i nant nar ra tive of global con nec tiv ity.

In sum, this spe cial issue high lights the simul ta ne ity of 
grow ing con nec tions, rup tures, and dis in te gra tion and thus 
the com plex ity and multi-lay ered nature of glob al iza tion 
pro cesses. Writing global his tory beyond the ubiq ui tous 
 con nec tiv ity-nar ra tive, as all  authors of this spe cial issue 
aptly dem on strate, requires care ful, metic u lous source-
based  anal y sis because the weak or even non-existing con-
nec tion can eas ily slip the his to rian’s gaze. And it some times 
requires a bit of luck in the archives, as Roland Wenzlhuemer 
rec og nizes in his con clud ing essay. While we set out with an  
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insti tu tional his tory of how the GHI came to its inter est in 
global dis en tan gle ments and dis in te gra tion, Roland Wenzl-
huemer pro vi des a per sonal account of how the topic came 
to influ ence his work. His con clu sion, reflecting on his own 
research and archi val expe ri ences, under lines that global 
con nec tiv ity and what he calls “disconnectivity” were not 
mutu ally exclu sive, but simul ta neous and inter wo ven pro-
cesses.
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