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Andreas Greiner, Carolin Liebisch-Gümüş, and Mario Peters 
intro duced this the matic Forum on Rethinking Cross-bor der 
Connections from an insti tu tional per spec tive. They recount-
ed how the Ger man Historical Institute Washington – an es-
tablished insti tu tion with a clearly defined research focus 
– started to embed its own trans at lan tic research inter ests 
within a broader frame work of the his tory of global con nec-
tiv ity and exchange. They high lighted the his to rio graph i cal 
insights that this new align ment brought and then showed 
how at some point the frame work needed to be readjusted 
in order to allow for the study of rup tures, break downs, and 
dis con nec tions as well. The insti tu tional per spec tive is high-
ly instruc tive as it ech oes some of the larger trans for ma tions 
occur ring in his tor i cal research in gen eral at the time. And 
it reminds us how established research inter ests and prac-
tices can con stantly be reflected and reframed with out los ing 
their core pur pose; how they actu ally gain in top i cal ity and 
help ful ness in the pro cess. At the close of this issue, let me 
com ple ment the insti tu tional nar ra tive from a per sonal, non- 
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gen er al iz able per spec tive with a lit tle story that traces my 
own jour ney from researching global con nec tiv ity to empha-
siz ing ele ments of dis con nec tion.

As is often the case in our pro fes sion, it all  started with an 
archive trip. Porthcurno is a small vil lage at the west ern tip of 
Cornwall. Getting there requires a bit of effort. The train from 
London to Penzance takes at least five hours, if all  goes well. 
From the Penzance rail way sta tion there are hourly buses to 
Porthcurno. The fif teen-kilo me ter ride takes another 45 min-
utes. Alternatively, one can hire a taxi. Bus and taxi alike go 
as far as a car park, from which it is a five-min ute walk down 
the vil lage main street to Porthcurno beach (a stun ning place 
which in itself is already worth the effort of the jour ney). 
However, Porthcurno is not only remote in terms of transpor-
tation. Once you are there, you might find it dif fi cult to pick 
up a cell phone sig nal. For a long time, the mobile recep tion 
in the vil lage was noto ri ously weak. While this might have 
changed in the last years, it was cer tainly still the case when 
I was vis it ing in spring 2011. It was a pop u lar joke among the 
locals that one must climb one of the surrounding hills for 
decent recep tion.

Though an old joke, it always worked and made peo ple smile 
– because its leg end ary remote ness is only part of Porthcur-
no’s story. In the late nineteenth and early twen ti eth cen tury, 
the vil lage stood at the very cen ter of the world’s larg est com-
mu ni ca tion net work. Due to its loca tion and topo graph i cal 
qual i ties, Porthcurno became the land ing site for an impor-
tant tele graphic con nec tion between Great Britain and Brit ish 
India. The cable link went online in 1870 and was immensely 
suc cess ful. Many other global cable con nec tions out of Port-
hcurno followed, and this lit tle place in west ern Cornwall 
soon devel oped into the world’s most impor tant cable sta-
tion. At its peak, 14 tele graph cables with traf fic from all  over 
the globe landed at Porthcurno. For about half a cen tury, it 
was the world’s com mu ni ca tions hub. This is why the old joke 
about the mobile recep tion still works.
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And it is also why Porthcurno seems a fit ting place to start 
a story about global disconnectivity. It was the rea son why I 
vis ited Porthcurno in 2011. Though the vil lage is no lon ger a 
global com mu ni ca tions hub, it is the home of the Porthcurno 
Telegraph Museum which hosts the archive of the tele graph 
com pany once oper at ing at Porthcurno. The archive is an 
inev i ta ble port of call for any one work ing on a book about 
the global tele graph net work, as I was then. After a few days 
comb ing through the hold ings, the head archi vist pointed 
me to a par tic u lar file that he thought could be inter est ing 
for me. He was right. The file contained color cop ies of three 
lengthy let ters writ ten between March 1914 and Jan u ary 1915 
by an unnamed telegrapher sta tioned on Fanning Island in 
the Pacific and posted to a friend in Canada. These let ters first 
got me inter ested in the rela tion ship of global con nec tion and 
dis con nec tion.

Fanning Island is a small atoll situated around 1450 kilo me-
ters south of Hawai’i in the mid dle of the Pacific. From 1889 it 
was part of the Brit ish Empire. Beginning in 1902, the island 
came to be used as a relay sta tion in the first trans-Pacific tele-
graph con nec tion, effec tively clos ing the last major gap in the 
global tele graph net work at the dawn of the twen ti eth cen-
tury. And yet, the unnamed telegrapher’s let ters do not really 
speak about global con nec tiv ity. On the con trary, they make 
the remote ness, the iso la tion from the rest of the world that 
the writer and his col leagues were expe ri enc ing on Fanning 
Island and in which the telegraphers of the late nineteenth 
and early twen ti eth cen tu ries often performed their duties, 
pal pa ble across gen er a tions.

The let ters speak about dys func tional postal con nec tions, 
recur ring food ration ing or the expe ri ence of being trapped 
on the island after the out break of the First World War while 
an enemy Ger man cruiser was fast approaching. I have pre-
sented and discussed these and other exam ples of global dis-
con nec tion described in the let ters else where and will not go 
into detail here.1 Back at the Porthcurno archives,  how ever, 

1 Roland Wenzlhue-
mer, Doing Global  
History. An Introduc-
tion in Six Concepts 
(London, 2020), Ch. 3.
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I could not imme di ately see the larger sig nif i cance of these 
dis con nec tions and their inter play with the cen tral posi-
tion that Fanning had in the global tele graph net work of the 
early twen ti eth cen tury. That Porthcurno itself had held a 
not entirely dif fer ent posi tion about which the locals were 
still jok ing seems par tic u larly inter est ing in ret ro spect. Still, I 
think I was not pre pared to acknowl edge the role that dis con-
nec tions play in pro cesses of glob al iza tion. At the time, I was 
final iz ing a book man u script that was later published under 
the title Connecting the Nineteenth-Century World.2 Perhaps 
unsur pris ingly, the let ters from Fanning and their disconnec-
tive con tents did not make it into the book.

Connecting the Nineteenth-Century World exam ined the 
emer gence of a global tele graph net work – an infra struc ture 
that connected actors and insti tu tions all  over the globe in 
entirely new ways. While I tried to crit i cally engage with the 
notion of con nec tion and sought to rel a tiv ize some of the 
bolder met a phors such as “the shrink ing of the world” or 
the “anni hi la tion of space and time,” it was and remains a 
book about global con nec tiv ity. As such it fit rather neatly 
into global his tory’s broader nar ra tive at the time, a nar ra tive 
fix ated on the sig nif i cance of global exchanges and entan gle-
ments. In the last decade, how ever, this has fun da men tally 
changed. Reflecting the larger polit i cal, social and eco-
nomic trans for ma tions that we have recently been witness-
ing, global his to ri ans have started to rethink the field’s key 
assump tions.

Princeton his to rian Jeremy Adelman was among the first to 
remind global his to ri ans to crit i cally reflect their own posi-
tionality in the broader con text of researching pro cesses of 
glob al iza tion. Adelman made his argu ment under the impres-
sion of devel op ments such as the 2016 pres i den tial elec tions 
in the United States or the Brexit vote in Great Britain. He was 
concerned that due to the lib eral, cos mo pol i tan back ground 
of most aca dem ics in the field, global his tory “favoured sto-
ries about curi os ity towards dis tant neigh bours,” might “over-

2 Roland Wenzlhue-
mer, Connecting the 
Nineteenth-Century 
World. The Telegraph 
and Globalization 
(Cambridge, 2013).
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look nearby neighbourhoods dissolved by trans na tional 
sup ply chains,” and for get “the left behind, the ones who can-
not move, and those who become immobilised because the 
light no lon ger shines on them.”3

While con tro ver sial at the time, Adelman’s claims seem almost 
tame from today’s per spec tive. Too much has hap pened in 
the past half-decade. The Trump admin is tra tion left a trail 
of destruc tion across America’s democ racy. Brexit has been 
done – with severe reper cus sions for Britain’s democ racy, its 
super mar ket shelves, and the Euro pean Union’s polit i cal sta-
bil ity. In early 2020, a global pan demic of hith erto unimag in-
able mag ni tude brought travel bans, sup ply chain dis rup tions, 
and mass lay-offs that are still crip pling numer ous sec tions of 
the econ omy. In Feb ru ary 2022, Russia invaded the Ukraine. 
Months of bru tal war fare did not only bring death and suf fer-
ing to count less peo ple, but also stopped a good part of the 
global trade in wheat and fun da men tally called into ques tion 
the cur rent global energy regime.

These devel op ments brought a term to the fore that had 
been lurking in the back ground of aca demic writ ing for some 
time: deglobalization. Under the impres sion of the above-
men tioned phe nom ena, many pol i ti cians, jour nal ists, and 
research ers started to won der whether we were in fact enter-
ing a phase of deglobalization, an era of first stopped and then 
reversed global inte gra tion in which the eco nomic and social 
entan gle ments of the past were grad u ally undone. Currently, 
we are witnessing this ques tion turn ing into an asser tion. 
Contemporary observ ers are thereby reproducing an argu-
ment that some his to ri ans – often from the field of eco nomic 
his tory – have for some time been mak ing about the inter war 
period and the Great Depression, a time dur ing which com-
mer cial inte gra tion and trade vol umes were much lower than 
in the nineteenth cen tury or in the post war years.4 Such inter-
pre ta tions assess glob al iza tion pri mar ily in terms of global 
trade, the inte gra tion of global mar kets, and price con ver-
gence. In their view, peri ods of ret ro gres sive  inte gra tion or 

3 Jeremy Adelman, 
“What Is Global 
History Now?” Aeon 
(blog). March 2, 
2017. https://aeon.
co/essays/is-global-
his tory-still-pos si-
ble-or-has-it-had-its-
moment.

4 See Jeffrey G. Wil-
liamson, “Globaliza-
tion, Convergence, and 
History.” The Journal of 
Economic History 56, 
no. 2 (2001): 277–306; 
Harold James, The 
End of Globaliza-
tion. Lessons from 
the Great Depres-
sion (Cambridge, 
Mass./London, 2001); 
Maurice Obstfeld 
and Alan M. Taylor, 
“The Great Depres-
sion as a Watershed: 
International Capital 
Mobility over the Long 
Run,” in The Defining 
Moment. The Great 
Depression and the 
Amer i can Economy in 
the Twentieth Century, 
ed. Michael D. Bordo, 
Claudia Goldin, and 
Eugene N. White (Chi-
cago/London, 1998), 
353–402.
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even deglobalization fol low peri ods of inten sive glob al iza tion 
like a pen du lum.5

Both Adelman’s 2017 piece and the increas ing inter est in a 
con cept such as deglobalization point to the ongo ing shift in 
focus occur ring in the field of global his tory. Its under stand-
ing of global con nec tiv ity has already sig nif i cantly broad ened 
and dis rup tive phe nom ena increas ingly come into focus. 
However, the field’s gen eral con cep tion of glob al iza tion is 
still sur pris ingly sim ple and binary. For instance, when eco-
nomic his tory points to halts and rever sals in pro cesses of 
global eco nomic inte gra tion as proof of deglobalization, it 
builds on an overly nar row under stand ing of the his tory of 
the inter war years. The fact that the global eco nomic cri sis 
of the late 1920s and 30s prop a gated out ward from the USA  
to soon grip the entire world is in itself a strong indi ca tion 
of the degree of global inte gra tion at the time. The global 
his tory of cri sis man age ment tech niques,6 the simul ta neous 
pro lif er a tion of inter na tional orga ni za tions,7 and the global 
dis sem i na tion of fas cist thought are fur ther exam ples.8 Inter-
estingly, when Adelman warns that focus ing atten tion on 
the  connected simul ta neously leaves the uncon nected in 
the dark, he is reinforcing the very same dichot omy between 
con nec tion and dis con nec tion that we see in the rela tion-
ship between glob al iza tion and deglobalization described 
above. Both point to an effec tively binary con cep tion of 
 glob al iza tion.

In real ity though, con nec tive and disconnective pro cesses 
are deeply inter wo ven and interreact inten sively. The actors 
and places of glob al iza tion are them selves always embed-
ded in con nec tive and disconnective cir cum stances simul ta-
neously,9 and they must be stud ied in that state of ten sion. 
Connections and non-con nec tions con verge in par tic u-
lar places and in the lived expe ri ences of his tor i cal actors, 
reveal ing their sig nif i cance in their inter re la tions. Although 
I could not imme di ately see it back in Porthcurno, the let-
ters from Fanning made this very clear to me over the last 

5 Stefan Link, “How 
Might 21st-Century 
De-Globalization 
Unfold? Some Histor-
ical Reflections.” New 
Global Studies 12, no. 
3 (2018): 343–65, here 
344.

6 Kiran K. Patel, The 
New Deal. A Global 
History (Princeton/ 
Oxford, 2016).

7 Madeleine Her ren,. 
Internationale Organ-
isationen Seit 1865. 
Eine Globalgeschichte 
Der Internationalen 
Ordnung (Darmstadt, 
2009); Glenda Sluga 
and Patricia Clavin, 
eds., Internationalisms. 
A Twentieth-Century 
History (Cambridge, 
2017).

8 Dan iel Hedinger, 
Die Achse. Berlin-
Rom-Tokio 1919-1946 
(München, 2021); 
Maria Framke,  
Delhi-Rom-Berlin.  
Die Indische Wahrneh-
mung von Faschismus 
Und Nationalsozial-
ismus 1922-1939 
(Darmstadt, 2013).

9 Zoltán Biedermann, 
“(Dis)Connected His-
tory and the Multiple 
Narratives of Global 
Early Modernity,” Mod-
ern Philology 119, no. 
1 (2021): 13–32, here 
25. https:  /  /doi  .org  /10 
 .1086  /714972.
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years. They point to a rather pro nounced con flu ence of global 
 con nec tiv ity and disconnectivity. On the remote atoll of Fan-
ning, Brit ish telegraphers were among the first to learn about 
world news and dis trib uted them fur ther. But when it came 
to com mu ni cat ing with their fam i lies or to any form of phys-
i cal move ment, they were con fined to the island. The let ters 
make it very clear how this inter play shaped the telegraphers’ 
lifeworld, how the global tele graph net work connected and 
dis con nected at the same time.

There are other exam ples for the same phe nom e non. The 
Suez Canal, an emblem atic piece of global infra struc ture in 
the nineteenth cen tury, is another prominent case in point. 
When the canal opened in 1869, it greatly facil i tated and 
short ened the jour ney between Europe and Asia. But it was 
also a place where con nec tive and disconnective phe nom-
ena con verged and col lided in sev eral ways. The canal did 
not merely con nect the Med i ter ra nean with the Red Sea, 
inau gu rat ing a new sea route of global sig nif i cance; it also 
bisected ancient car a van routes, requir ing trav el ers and 
cam els to wait for gaps in sea traf fic so they could ferry 
across the canal.10

The global tele graph net work and the Suez Canal pro vide 
just two exam ples of how global infra struc tures that have 
gen er ally been interpreted as con nec tors and facil i ta tors of 
glob al iza tion actu ally occupy much more com pli cated roles 
in the fab ric of glob al iza tion. Obviously, they con nect and 
dis con nect at the same time and shape pro cesses of glob-
al iza tion based on this very inter play between con nec tiv ity 
and disconnectivity. This inter play is a com plex and hith-
erto understudied dynamic. So far, we do not have enough 
stud ies that look at glob al iza tion in a way that visu al izes 
both its con nec tive and disconnective qual i ties. This is why 
the pres ent vol ume is so impor tant to get the ball rolling 
and prop a gate a much more illu mi nat ing per spec tive on 
cross-bor der con nec tions and the pro cesses of glob al iza-
tion that they carry.

10 Valeska Huber, 
“Multiple Mobilities. 
Über Den Umgang 
mit verschiedenen 
Mobilitätsformen um 
1900,” Geschichte Und 
Gesellschaft 36, no. 2 
(2010): 317–41, here 
340; Valeska Huber, 
“Connecting Colonial 
Seas: The ‘Interna-
tional Colonisation’ 
of Port Said and the 
Suez Canal dur ing and 
after the First World 
War,” Euro pean Review 
of History 19, no. 1 
(2012): 141–61.
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