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Roads to Exclusion:  
Socio-Spatial Dynamics of 
Mobility Infrastructures since 1800

Conference at the Ger man Historical Institute Washington 
(GHI), Sep tem ber 8-10, 2022. Co-spon sored by the GHI 
Washington and the Käte Hamburger Kolleg global dis:con-
nect Munich. Conveners: Andreas Greiner (GHI Washing-
ton), Carolin Liebisch-Gümüş (GHI Washington), Mario 
Peters (GHI Washington), Roland Wenzlhuemer (Univer-
sity of  Munich). Participants: Maria Adamopoulou (Euro-
pean University Institute), Adesoji Adedipe (University of 
KwaZulu-Natal Durban), Friedrich Ammermann (Euro pean 
University Institute), Paul Blickle (University of Munich), An-
drew Denning (University of Kansas), Charles Bégué Fawell 
(University of Chicago), Agnes Gehbald (University of 
Bern), Jennifer Hart (Wayne State University), Martin Kalb 
(Bridgewater College), Jana Keck (GHI Washington), Lars 
Kury (University of Basel), Simone Lässig (GHI Washing-
ton), Barbara Lüthi (University of Leipzig), Megan Marus-
chke (University of Duisburg-Essen/University of Leipzig), 
Khanyile Mlotshwa (University of KwaZulu-Natal Pieter-
maritzburg), Aparajita Mukhopadhyay (University of Kent), 
Peter Norton (University of Virginia), Anke Ortlepp (Univer-
sity of Cologne), David Pretel (Universidad Pompeu Fabra 
Barcelona), Avishek Ray (National Institute of Technology 
Silchar), Claudia Roesch (GHI Washington), Peter Soppelsa 
(University of Oklahoma), Cristiana Strava (Leiden Univer-
sity), Olusegun Stephen Titus (Obafemi Awolowo Universi-
ty), Heidi Tworek (University of Brit ish Colum bia Vancou-
ver), Desiree Valadares (University of Brit ish Colum bia 
Vancouver), William Walters (Carleton University).

In pub lic dis course, mobil ity infra struc ture – such as rail roads, 
steam ships, high ways, or air planes – are often described as 



160
Bulletin of the German Historical Institute | 70 | Fall 2022

facil i ta tors of cul tural and regional inte gra tion, eco nomic 
glob al iza tion, and global unity. Yet despite the prom ise of con-
necting peo ple and places, constructing and oper at ing such 
trans port net works also left cer tain places and peo ple out and 
uncon nected – often on pur pose. The con fer ence, jointly orga-
nized by the GHI Washington and the Käte Hamburger Kol-
leg global dis:con nect Munich, brought together research ers 
from around the world to explore the intended or unin tended 
dynam ics of inclu sion and exclu sion entailed in mobil ity infra-
struc tures, rang ing from the nineteenth cen tury to the pres ent. 
The con ven ers and par tic i pants of the con fer ence under stood 
exclu sion in both a social and spa tial sense. They see exclu sion 
and inclu sion not as mutu ally exclu sive modes, but as shift-
ing and dynamic: The par tic i pants debated the exclu sion ary 
effects in infra struc ture plan ning and prac tice, its effects on 
mar gin al ized groups as well as the resilience and resis tance of 
these groups and strat e gies of access.

Charles Bégué Fawell opened the con fer ence’s first panel, ti-
tled “Oceanic Dis/Connections,” by study ing the French ocean 
lin ers of the late nineteenth and early twen ti eth cen tury as 
spaces of seg re ga tion. The real expe ri ence of month-long 
voy ages subverted the prom ise of reinforcing impe rial hier-
ar chies pertaining to class and race. By high light ing con tacts 
between pas sen gers and work ers in the engine room or on 
deck, he empha sized the fra gil ity and per me abil ity of bound-
aries. Paul Blickle ana lyzed the infra struc ture of ship’s bal last 
in the nineteenth cen tury by focus ing on two cases, Hamburg 
and Brake, ports that have not been suc cess ful in achiev ing 
their goal to estab lish a monop oly on ballasting. Examining 
the tin trade across the Malacca Straits, Lars Kury outlined 
the region’s dia lec tic devel op ment regard ing aspects of con-
nec tion and dis con nec tion: At first benefit ing from tin depos-
its in its hin ter lands, Malacca then became dis con nected from 
the global tin mar ket in the sec ond half of the nineteenth cen-
tury, while Singapore rose to an exclu sive cen ter due to what 
he described as its “nat u ral infra struc tures.” In his com ment, 
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Roland Wenzlhuemer reca pit u lated that the presented pa-
pers elab o rated on global ship ping from dif fer ent per spec-
tives. Its his tory is often told as a nar ra tive of “con nec tion” and 
there fore inte gra tion through tech ni cal prog ress in the form 
of steam- and faster ships. But as the pan el ists dem on strated 
and as Wenzlhuemer summed up, one per son’s con nec tions 
can be another per son’s dis con nec tion.

The sec ond panel, titled “Making Space, Materializing In-
equality,” explored the ways in which land-based infra struc-
ture expanded and focused on the inequal ity resulting from 
it. The first pan el ist, David Pretel, exam ined the his tory of 
infra struc ture in the Yucatan Peninsula, argu ing that the 
indig e nous Mayan com mu ni ties were not sim ply pas sive vic-
tims of rail way expan sion on their ter ri tory, but rather pro-
ac tive indi vid u als who both resisted and appropriated the 
new train con nec tion. The sec ond pre sen ta tion by Adesoji 
Adedipe focused on the post-colo nial leg a cies of colo nial 
transportation in Africa. Adedipe con cluded that the insuf fi-
cient pub lic trans port sys tem in Lagos and Durban cements 
the inequal ity within urban areas established by colo nial ism. 
Finally, Cristiana Strava, in her online pre sen ta tion, exam-
ined trans port inequal ity in Morocco’s rail way sys tem, com-
par ing the country’s “two speeds”: the dan ger ous and slow 
trains on which com mut ers rely ver sus the more expen sive 
high-speed trains that con nect eco nomic cen ters and pas-
sen gers that can afford them. The panel closed with dis cus-
sant Heidi Tworek not ing that all  three pan el ists addressed 
the ram i fi ca tions of colo nial ism and resis tance by mar gin-
al ized com mu ni ties. She also steered the dis cus sion toward 
envi ron men tal fac tors, with all  par tic i pants agree ing that 
they deserve a cen tral role in his tor i cal research on infra-
struc ture given the cur rent cli mate cri sis and debates about 
mobil ity and sus tain abil ity.

Examining cul tural tes ti mony in the form of arti cles, songs 
and mov ies, Maria Adamopoulou, the first con trib u tor of the 
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third panel, “Transit Gateways as Border Spaces,” depicted  
train sta tions in West Germany as both real and imag i nary 
spaces for Greek “guest work ers” (Gast ar beiter) in the years 
from 1960 to 1989. Train sta tions became sym bols and plac-
es of remem brance for their jour neys as well as for their 
expe ri ences of alien ation, dis crim i na tion, and (im)mobil ity.  
Khanyile Mlotshwa presented a paper on the dif fer ing treat-
ment of con tem po rary bor der cross ers enter ing South Afri-
ca by land or by air. Arriving by air plane, he argued, con fers 
the sta tus of legal ity, accept abil ity and desir abil ity whereas 
peo ple who cross bor ders in cars or mini buses are con sid ered 
to be sus pect by the bor der author i ties. Researching the sig-
nif i cance of inter na tional bound aries, mobil ity con trol, and 
ref u gees dur ing the Age of Revolutions, Megan Maruschke  
focused on local prac tices of exclu sion and con trol of migrants 
and trav el ers in Philadelphia. Building on these three papers, 
com men ta tor Anke Ortlepp underlined the need to ana lyze 
prac tices of exclu sion from an inter sec tional per spec tive and 
to reach beyond the categories of class, race, and gen der to 
also include the role of per sonal sta tus and age.

The fourth panel, titled “The Power of Infrastructure: 
Dreams and Realities,” opened with Andrew Denning, whose 
research focuses on France uprooting pre-colo nial West  
Africa to serve its needs. Denning stated that the French 
used vio lence and coer cion to col o nize Afri cans and their 
envi ron ment through road con struc tion. Next, Desiree Va-
ladares presented her research which used a sin gle high way 
route, the sce nic Hope-Princeton Highway in Brit ish Colum-
bia in Canada, to show the his tor i cal era sure of cer tain com-
mu ni ties being forced to con struct it, in par tic u lar Jap a nese 
detain ees dur ing the Second World War. Rounding out the 
pre sen ta tions was Martin Kalb, who applied Emmanuel 
Kreike’s con cept of “envi ron men tal infra struc ture” to ana lyze 
the Mole pier in Swakopmund, Ger man South West Africa. 
Utilizing this frame work, Kalb con cluded that both human 
and non-human ele ments shape infra struc ture, iden ti fy ing 
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Ger man plan ning, Afri can labor, as well as the influ ence of 
a wood worm as defin ing ele ments of the Mole pier’s tra jec-
to ries. Commentator Jennifer Hart empha sized the cen tral-
ity of humans, both build ers and users, for infra struc ture, as 
well as their con nec tion to the envi ron ment. The pre sent ers 
also discussed the role fail ure plays in infra struc ture and how 
it ties back into the colo nial nar ra tive of prog ress.

The sec ond con fer ence day ended at the Goethe Institute 
Washington with a film screen ing of the doc u men tary “Driv-
ing While Black: Race, Space and Mobility in America” (PBS, 
2020), which traces the oppor tu ni ties and free dom offered 
to Afri can Amer i cans through the advent of auto mo bil ity 
while also pain fully expos ing the dis crim i na tion, fear, and 
vio lence connected to the expe ri ence of driv ing while Black 
in the United States.

Opening the fifth panel, titled “Contested Politics of Mobil-
ity,” Avishek Ray reflected on reverse migra tion by migrant 
work ers from the cit ies to the Indian coun try side dur ing the 
nation-wide lock down due to the COVID-19 pan demic. In his 
paper he pointed to the sub ver sive poten tial of migrant work-
ers walk ing on the high way and out of the cit ies. In con trast 
to most stud ies concerning Euro pean migra tion dur ing the 
“age of mass migra tion” (1815-1939), Agnes Gehbald stud-
ied polit i cal and legal gov ern ment mea sures to pre vent re-
turn migra tion by Euro pean migrants in the Americas around 
1900. Considering that up to 50 per cent of those migrants 
wanted to return home, she high lighted, the states of North 
and South America saw the need to make the migrants stay 
as they were depen dent on agri cul tural and manufactur ing  
labor ers. The last con tri bu tion of the fifth panel con cen-
trated on depor ta tion infra struc ture and resis tance in 
 Switzerland. By looking at a num ber of police raids and 
depor ta tions in 1985, called “Aktion Schwarzer Herbst” (Op-
eration Black Autumn), Barbara Lüthi and William  Walters 
showed how focus ing on depor ta tion infra struc ture deliv ers 
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new insights into the con crete prac tice of expul sion and its 
con nec tion to rac ism and colo nial leg a cies, while also high-
light ing how the “vul ner a bil ity” of air travel enabled ref u-
gees to resist and sab o tage their depor ta tion through phys-
i cal vio lence and dis tur bance. In his com ment, Peter Norton 
iden ti fied what he called “back-stories” as a uni fy ing aspect 
of the three papers. He suggested reflecting on four terms –  
“return,” “vis i bil ity,” “pre tense,” and “resource ful ness” – and 
their pos si ble con nec tion to the papers as a starting point 
for the dis cus sion.

The sixth and final panel of the con fer ence, titled “Access 
from Below: Exclusion, Appropriation, Subversion,” high-
lighted the ways in which indi vid u als have been excluded 
through infra struc ture, and the ways they were  able to re-
claim access. Olusegun Stephen Titus began with his pre-
sen ta tion, which focused on how con tem po rary Nigerian 
pop songs por tray mobil ity in Lagos. He showed how songs, 
and the cul tural rep re sen ta tion of traf fic and transporta-
tion can be used to cre ate aware ness about the socio eco-
nomic inequal ity connected to urban infra struc ture. Next, 
Peter Soppelsa gave insight into bour geois and work ing-
class pro tests regard ing the con struc tion of a Paris tram way 
in 1897. Dubbed the “bar bar ian tram way” by the priv i leged 
inhab i tants of Paris, the tram way resisted attempts of so-
cial  exclu sion and became an instru ment of social pro test 
by work ing-class com mut ers. Finally, Friedrich Ammermann 
focused on Indian and Afri can pas sen gers on rail ways in 
Bechuanaland as well as Northern and Southern Rhodesia 
between 1947 and 1964. He show cased how train oper a tors 
used the divi sion of coaches into first, sec ond, and third class 
to main tain race seg re ga tion in any thing but name, and he 
shed light on the com plaints of pas sen gers who demanded 
the right to travel first (or sec ond) class and questioned the 
equa tion of class and race. Commentator Aparajita Mukho-
padhyay picked up on the topic of socio eco nomic inequal ity 
that linked all  three papers, and the pan el ists discussed the 



165Roads to Exclusion

var i ous rea sons dif fer ent social groups uti lized trans port for, 
and how the lower clas ses’ lack of access to transportation 
neg a tively affected their gen eral means and oppor tu ni ties.

At the end of three days of lively dis cus sions, Roland Wenzl-
huemer opened the con clud ing Roundtable – which was 
com posed of the com men ta tors of almost all  the pre ced ing 
pan els – by sum ma riz ing that the con fer ence made aspects 
vis i ble that do not fit into the usual nar ra tives about mobil-
ity and infra struc ture. Exclusion as well as social, racial, and 
gen dered seg re ga tion are per sis tent through out the his tory 
of trans port infra struc tures. Therefore, not only should his-
to ri ans strengthen their efforts to write the his tory of trans-
portation infra struc tures “from below.” They should also, 
the four pan el ists agreed, crit i cally engage with the con-
no ta tions of the term “infra struc ture” which always implies 
the claim for a prac ti cal solu tion to social chal lenges. Scru-
tinizing the intel lec tual his tory of the term can help his to ri-
ans reveal the man i fold attempts to gain polit i cal, eco nomic, 
and cul tural power that came with the plan ning and usage of 
mobil ity infra struc tures. Focusing on the tasks of his to ri ans, 
the pan el ists also discussed the need to make the study of 
infra struc ture appeal ing and acces si ble to stu dents by high-
light ing its imma nence in their daily lives as well as the need 
to “engage peo ple beyond cam pus.” How can we go beyond 
the writ ing of his tory by trans lat ing our find ings to prac ti-
tion ers who con cep tu al ize, plan, and man age mobil ity in the 
pres ent and future? And what insights can his to ri ans offer 
them? These are open ques tions. As a first step, the pan el-
ists suggested, his to ri ans need train ing in com mu ni ca tion 
– and a stron ger belief in their own “power to shift the tra jec-
tory” of future devel op ments through his tor i ciz ing and de- 
nor mal iz ing cur rent issues of mobil ity infra struc ture.

Charlotte Lenger and Sarah Zapola 
(GHI Washington)


