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Ger man Migrants and Migrating 
Knowledge in Latin Amer i can 
History

Conference at the Ger man Historical Institute Washington, 
Novem ber 3-5, 2022. Co-spon sored by the GHI and the Fritz-
Thyssen-Stiftung. Conveners: Simone Lässig (GHI Washing-
ton), Mario Peters (GHI Washington), H. Glenn Penny (UCLA) 
and Stefan Rinke (Free University of Berlin). Participants:  
David Blackbourn (Vanderbilt University), Sophie Brock-
mann (De Montfort University, Leices ter), Ben ja min Bryce 
(University of Brit ish Colum bia, Vancouver), Cristian Cer-
cel (Institut für donauschwäbische Geschichte und Lande-
skunde, Tübingen), Nelson Chacón (Cath o lic University of 
Eichstätt-Ingolstadt), Carolin Liebisch-Gümüş (GHI Wash-
ington), Jochen Kemner (University of Kassel), Barbara Kirsi  
Silva (Universidad Alberto Hurtado), Karina Kriegesmann 
(Free University of Berlin), Jeffrey Lesser (Emory Universi-
ty Atlanta), Lorena López Jáuregui (Free University of Ber-
lin), Ricarda Musser (Ibero-Amerikanisches Institut Berlin), 
Irina Podgorny (Universidad Nacional de la Plata), Carlos 
Rodrigo Sanhueza Cerda (Universidad de Chile), Claudio 
Soltmann (University of Mainz), Itzel Toledo García (Free 
University of Berlin), Nino Vallen (GHI Washington, Pacific 
Office), Felipe Vilo Muñoz (University of Texas at Austin).

In the nineteenth and twen ti eth cen tu ries, Latin America 
was a major des ti na tion for Ger man-speak ing migrants, 
who left a last ing mark on soci ety, econ omy, pol i tics and 
sci ence in its var i ous countries. By build ing net works and 
insti tu tions, cul ti vat ing ties to their home land and host soci-
e ties alike, and com mu ni cat ing across bor ders, they shaped 
a vari ety of mul ti di rec tional knowl edge flows. The con fer-
ence brought together schol ars from Latin America, North 
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 America, and Europe who shared the goal of rais ing aware-
ness for the intertwined his to ries of Ger man migrants in the 
Americas by focus ing on their con tri bu tions to knowl edge 
pro duc tion. Rather than view ing them as an iso lated eth nic 
group in indi vid ual Latin Amer i can nation-states or merely 
trac ing sim ple knowl edge trans fers, the com mon focus of 
atten tion was on inter ac tions between dif fer ent indi vid u als 
and groups. Scholars, set tler com mu ni ties, and even media 
entre pre neurs played impor tant roles in the cir cu la tion of 
knowl edge within and between dif fer ent spheres.

In his key note, Jeffrey Lesser gave a glimpse into the lives 
of five indi vid u als by high light ing var i ous aspects of Brazil-
ian migra tion his tory and debates related to pub lic health. 
The starting point of his lec ture was the Bom Retiro (Good 
Retreat) neigh bor hood in São Paulo, which has been highly 
impacted by immi gra tion move ments. In his case stud ies, 
he addressed the dis course about peo ple bring ing dis-
eases into Brazil, the locally orga nized “cleans ing” of sup-
pos edly dirty for eign ers in São Paulo’s “cen tral dis in fec tion 
cen ter,” patient-doc tor rela tions, the role of intermedi ar ies, 
and men tal ill ness and the rejec tion and vio lence directed 
against it. Lesser empha sized that knowl edge had a dif fer-
ent mean ing for each of the pro tag o nists in the five stories 
he recounted. Rather than reduc ing them to their role as 
migrants, he discussed the extent to which migrant knowl-
edge was pres ent in the cases presented.

Irina Podgorny took up this idea in her com men tary. She 
empha sized that the pro tag o nists in the epi sodes could not 
be reduced to their nation al ity. Instead, she empha sized 
their move ments within trans cul tural con texts, the diver-
sity of con tacts and iden ti ties, and the knowl edge that was 
shaped on the move. Both Lesser and Podgorny addressed 
the key con cepts of the con fer ence: What is Ger man exactly? 
What does migra tion mean for immi grants and emi grants 
as well as their descen dants? To what kind of knowl edge can 
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we refer? These were some of the ques tions to be discussed 
in detail by the par tic i pants of the con fer ence on the fol low-
ing two days.

The first panel dealt with indig e nous knowl edge and related 
research, net works and rep re sen ta tions. Chaired by Nino 
Vallen, it focused on the work of schol ars who were active 
transnationally. Sophie Brockmann viv idly illu mi nated the 
con tri bu tion of research ers such as the archae  ol o gist and 
anthro pol o gist Erwin Paul Dieseldorff in Guatemala, who 
played a sig nif i cant role in the devel op ment of Maya archae -
ol ogy and the pro duc tion of archae o log i cal knowl edge in the 
first decades of the twen ti eth cen tury. The schol ars whose 
net works Lorena López Jáuregui ana lyzed acted sim i larly. 
Her pre sen ta tion focused on the highly mobile Ger man par-
tic i pants of the International Congress of Amer i can ists. She 
explained how some mem bers con trib uted to the cre a tion 
of national muse ums and their col lec tions and trans lated 
knowl edge about indig e nous groups. Encounters with local 
indig e nous com mu ni ties con sti tuted the focus of Felipe Vilo 
Muñoz’s pre sen ta tion. He described how the Prussian nat-
u ral ist Rudolph Philippi con trib uted to the pro duc tion and 
cir cu la tion of knowl edge dur ing his research trip to the 
Atacama Desert in 1853-1854, which was financed by the 
Chilean state. The gath er ing of local knowl edge about the 
des ert and the rec og ni tion of local skills and prac tices were 
fun da men tal to pro duc ing pub li ca tions, maps, and museum 
col lec tions in the fol low ing years. H. Glenn Penny linked the 
three papers in his com men tary. Referring to the dif fer ent 
schol ars, he explained which national and trans na tional 
are nas they moved between and how they acted as knowl-
edge hold ers and trans la tors. In the fol low ing dis cus sion, 
the par tic i pants iden ti fied the ques tion of national her i tage, 
profit and advan tage, the role of the state and the cit i zen-
ship of schol ars as sub jects that deserve deeper schol arly 
atten tion. Future research needs to address indig e nous and 
local knowl edge as well as dif fer ent epistemologies.
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The sec ond panel, chaired by Carolin Liebisch-Gümüş, 
focused on entangled sci en tific knowl edge. Ben ja min Bryce 
gave an out line of one aspect of Argentine immi gra tion 
 pol icy between 1880 and 1930. He explained how, as a 
result of legal dis cus sions and exchanges with other states, 
Argentina devel oped bor der con trols to keep peo ple off 
Argentine soil who were deemed “unfit for work.” Barbara 
Kirsi Silva did not focus on large migrant groups, but on the 
work of one indi vid ual, whom she intro duced as a medi a tor 
for migrant knowl edge. The Ger man-born astron o mer Jür-
gen Stock from the University of Chicago came to Chile dur-
ing the Cold War to eval u ate dif fer ent poten tial loca tions 
for the United States south ern obser va tory. Instead of call-
ing Stock a “sci en tific pio neer,” Silva empha sized the con tri-
bu tion of local peo ple who later became experts them selves 
in the field of astron omy. Expert knowl edge was also the 
focus of Nelson Chacón’s talk on the “sci en tific migrant” Fritz 
Müller. He high lighted how Müller pro duced knowl edge 
about evo lu tion in a trans cul tural space. Like Müller, Charles 
Darwin and oth ers used the nat u ral world of Brazil as a lab-
o ra tory and interacted with local knowl edge pro duc ers. In 
his com men tary, Carlos Rodrigo Sanhueza Cerda raised the 
ques tion of whether an iden ti cal under stand ing of knowl-
edge could be assumed in the cases presented or whether 
we should rather focus on the asymmetries that marked the 
pro duc tion of knowl edge. All three papers focused on indi-
vid u als who, for exam ple, cre ated legal and pub lic health 
reg u la tions, pro duced astro nom i cal knowl edge, or stud ied 
the pecu li ar i ties of the Brazilian envi ron ment. However, it 
was pre cisely the con nec tions to local com mu ni ties, inter-
ac tions between dif fer ent indi vid u als, and the close con tact 
with the envi ron ment that the three pre sent ers iden ti fied as 
cru cial for the pro duc tion of sci en tific knowl edge. In the sub-
se quent dis cus sion, it became appar ent how cen tral Latin 
America is and that we need to move beyond dif fu sion ist 
nar ra tives which assume that the pro duc tion of knowl edge 
only hap pened in North America and Europe. The focus on 



115German Migrants and Migrating Knowledge in Latin American History

Latin America can help to reorient our per spec tives and to 
relate dif fer ent bod ies of knowl edge to each other.

In the third panel, the his tory of knowl edge and the his tory of 
migra tion were linked to aspects of col o ni za tion, set tle ment, 
and entre pre neur ship. Chair Mario Peters intro duced the 
focus on the cre a tion of knowl edge in and about for eign envi-
ron ments. Jochen Kemner then focused on the Carib bean, 
where Ger mans were active as trop i cal agri busi ness entre-
pre neurs. Business activ i ties must be seen in the con text of 
the post co lo nial gaze on labor exploi ta tion and phi lan thropy. 
Jochen Kemner empha sized that knowl edge pro duced by 
experts, local actors, and migrants were equally impor tant 
for busi ness. “Knowing how to set tle” was cen tral to Cristian 
Cercel’s pre sen ta tion. He com pared two exam ples of orga-
nized migra tion in the 1940s and 1950s. More spe cif i cally, he 
focused on the set tle ments of Jew ish ref u gees in the Domin i-
can Republic and those of Danube Swabian expel lees in Brazil.  
His pre sen ta tion went beyond human i tar ian aspects and high-
lighted the rel e vance of pre vi ous expe ri ences and the trans-
fer of knowl edge for land set tle ments and re-set tle ments.  
Claudio Soltmann also focused on for eign envi ron ments 
but in his case in lan guage and cul ture. In the 1920s, the 
 Capuchin mis sion ar ies Felix Joseph von Augsburg and Hier-
onymus von Amberg made a note wor thy con tri bu tion to the 
devel op ment of Mapuche Studies through their pub li ca-
tions. According to Soltmann, their writ ings and epis to lary 
mate rial are essen tial for under stand ing var i ous aspects of 
net work-build ing and Ger man schol ar ship in Chile. Com-
menting on the three papers, Stefan Rinke high lighted the 
rel e vance of the dif fer ent places where these actors went, 
met each other, and exchanged ideas, as well as the idea of 
sup pos edly empty land scapes in Latin America, in which and 
about which new knowl edge was pro duced.

The fourth panel, chaired by Simone Lässig, focused on 
the pro duc tion of knowl edge in the pub lic sphere. Karina 
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Kriegesmann connected the cir cu la tion of true and false 
news dur ing the First World War with the image that Bra-
zilians were  able to form, espe cially about peo ple from 
Germany. She drew atten tion to contested knowl edge and 
news pa pers as pro duc ers of vernacularized migrant knowl-
edge. Itzel Toledo García equally empha sized the impor-
tance of news pro duc tion in the 1920s. In her study on Carl 
Duems, a Ger man-born media entre pre neur in Mexico City, 
she outlined the estab lish ment of his news agency that con-
trib uted to the dis sem i na tion of more or less neu tral news 
in Latin America. Ricarda Musser com bined her research 
on Charley Lachmund, who was born in the United States, 
worked in Brazil and stud ied in Leipzig from 1896 to 1902, 
with ques tions from cul tural his tory. Referring to “musi cal 
migra tions,” her paper discussed one rep re sen ta tive of a 
highly mobile pro fes sional group who had deci sive influ ence 
on the devel op ment of music in Brazil. In his com men tary, 
David Blackbourn pointed out that espe cially at the turn of 
the twen ti eth cen tury, infor ma tion spread much faster than 
peo ple and goods and con trib uted sig nif i cantly to the pro-
duc tion of knowl edge about events and devel op ments in 
dis tant regions. The dis cus sion of the papers focused on the 
role of the First World War and how nation al ity was nego ti-
ated in the media and in music. Given their com mon focus, 
the three papers also inspired the par tic i pants to dis cuss the 
inter sec tions and bound aries between knowl edge, infor ma-
tion, news, Allgemeinwissen, artis tic con tri bu tions, and oral 
com mu ni ca tion, and ques tions of iden tity for ma tion.

A visit to the Argentinian Embassy in Washington DC and 
an exchange on cur rent migra tion and sci ence pol icy were 
part of the con fer ence’s pro gram. The par tic i pants in the 
final round table discussed press ing top ics in the his tory 
of Ger man migra tion to the Americas, the rel e vance of the 
inter con nec tions and entan gle ments of Ger man migrant 
com mu ni ties for his tor i cal nar ra tives, and inter pre ta tions 
of the place of migrants in the dynam ics of knowl edge pro-
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duc tion. The dis cus sants agreed that we need to call into 
ques tion assump tions of the spec i fic ity of being Ger man. 
The his tory of Ger mans and Ger man-speak ing peo ple in the 
world, which in fact spans more than just two cen tu ries, must 
be con sid ered in a sophis ti cated way. Focusing on nar ra tives 
about migrants and the idea of a “Ger man Atlan tic” can 
help us ana lyze a vari ety of entan gle ments with out neglect-
ing dis en tan gle ments, a pos si ble loss of knowl edge, and 
asymmetries in knowl edge pro duc tion. In order to address 
the com plex ity of migra tions and knowl edge, the focus must 
be placed on medi a tors and trans la tors. The focus on Latin 
America in par tic u lar proves how fruit ful it is to exam ine not 
only dif fer ent tem po ral and spa tial scales but also the diver-
sity of the actors involved, espe cially non-Western actors, 
as well as indig e nous knowl edge in dif fer ent places.

Karina Kriegesmann  
(Free University of Berlin)


