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On the one hand, the research ap-
proach distances itself from the 
‘placelessness’ explored in some glo-
balisation analyses from the 1990s, 
which primarily focused on world-
wide movements. On the other, the 
question regarding ‘translocal’ phe-
nomena is not in any way restricted 
to isolated settings, but instead looks 
at the connections between places, 
institutions, protagonists and ideas 
across borders – as well as at how 
places and spaces are formed and 
altered as a result of these connec-
tions. As a political scientist, Stefan 
Rother found the interdisciplinary 
discussions enabled by the confer-
ence with migration and mobility 
researchers from other disciplines, 
such as urban planning, cultural and 
social anthropology, sinology and 
cultural geography, highly stimulat-
ing: whilst much political science 
research explores relationships and 
movement between states or regions, 
specific places where everyday life is 
spent are often somewhat neglected: 
“But in fact the place where a per-
son lives and the established social 
practices there are absolutely crucial. 
In turn the latter inluence the place 
itself and at the same time reach far 
beyond it.”

ern, branded shops, such as those of 
Chinese smartphone manufacturers, 
you can find cinemas, amusement 
arcades, small shops and hairdressers, 
which are often run independently 
by Chinese families. Many shops 
are bilingual, and display Chinese 
characters in public urban spaces 
– characters that were previously 
banned. According to Elaine Ho, 
the individual contacts of traders and 
companies result in Chinese business 
models inluencing how small busi-
nesses are modernised, for instance 
through the import of production 
processes or devices.

Connections are rather different in 
Lashio, a town on the main trade 
route between the Chinese border 
and Mandalay that is shaped both 
by traders who import Chinese 
goods to Mandalay and by tea plan-
tations whose goods are exported to 
China. Relations are entirely differ-
ent again in the politically unstable 
town of laiza, directly on the Chi-
nese border, which is characterised 
by refugees and displaced persons. 
In Elaine Ho’s view, it is important 
to understand the translocal connec-
tions between China and Myanmar 
as heterogeneous phenomena, which 
alter places in diverse ways and in-

FRIAS Junior Researcher Confer-
ences are specifically designed to 
foster this type of interdisciplinary 
exchange. The Institute supports 
organisers in preparing for such 
conferences, makes a suitable venue 
available and covers the travel and 
accommodation expenses of partici-
pants. “The phase of postdoctoral 
research involves a differentiation 
of one’s fields of research expertise,” 
states Kirsten Hackenbroch, “so such 
a conference provides an excellent 
opportunity to continue academic 
debate with other scientists and gain 
new perspectives on a joint research 
field.” 

The two keynote speakers who 
opened the conference drew a vivid 
picture of the diversity of themes 
centering on translocality. Taking 
the example of mobility between 
China and Myanmar, Dr Elaine l. 
E. Ho from the National Univer-
sity of Singapore explored questions 
of how places change as a result of 
the citizens who live there and their 
connections with other places. Man-
dalay, Myanmar’s ‘Chinatown’, for 
example is now strongly marked by 
‘Chinese urban consumer culture’, 
even in terms of its urban land-
scape: dotted between more mod-

In the global city of Hong Kong, 
certain places have become hubs 
for social and political movements: 
almost every Sunday, Statue Square, 
for example, provides the backdrop 
for demonstrations from migrant 
domestic workers, of whom there are 
over 300,000 living and working in 
the Special Administrative Region of 
the People’s Republic of China. The 
majority are from the Philippines or 
Indonesia, almost all are women. 
In the parks, they emerge from the 
invisibility of the tiny rooms they 
occupy in their employers’ homes 
into the public eye of the city, under 
which they protest against their often 
dreadful working conditions. These 
spaces are also where the global In-
ternational Migrants Alliance first 
formed as a grassroots movement. At 
the same time, public parks act as the 
base for a socially differentiated sys-
tem of mutual support between the 
domestic workers: those in the loop 
know exactly where to find Filipinas 
or Indonesians from different regions 
in its various corners. Global, trans-
national and local inluences and 
movements alike come together in 
locations like these – and at the same 
time the social practices of the people 
there alter the places themselves, as 
is the case with Hong Kong in this 

example: “Simply sitting there eating 
Filipino food is a statement in itself, 
one which says: I belong here too,” 
explains Dr Stefan Rother, a political 
scientist at the University of Freiburg 
whose research includes work on the 
political activism of Filipino migrant 
workers in Hong Kong. 

In January, a team comprising urban 
researcher Dr Kirsten Hackenbroch 
from the University of Freiburg, 
geographer Dr Tabea Bork-Hüffer 
from the National University of 
Singapore and FRIAS Fellow Stefan 
Rother invited scholars to a two-
and-a-three-day Junior Researcher 
Conference at FRIAS that examined 
migration and mobility, as well as 
their inluence on urban transfor-
mations in South and Southeast 
Asia – a topic, incidentally, that tied 
in well with the current FRIAS re-
search focus “Dynamic Alignments 
and Dealignments in Global South-
east Asia”. The conference, which 
attracted some 25 academics from 
PhD students to professors, centred 
on the notion of translocality, and on 
questions as to the analytical poten-
tial of the concept. This has been the 
subject of academic debate in recent 
years, particularly in geography and 
cultural and social anthropology. 

TRANSLOCAL 
SPATIAL PRACTICES, 

URBAN TRANS-
FORMATIONS

Migration and Mobile 
Urbanism 

in South and South-East Asia

Filipino domestic workers protest in Hong Kong (Photo: Stefan Rother) Indonesian women protesting in Hong Kong (Photo: Stefan Rother)



volve different phases and forms of 
migration as well as activities of small 
retailers and investment projects of 
large irms or the Chinese state.

In the second opening talk, Dr. 
Ayona Datta from the University 
of Leeds outlined plans for a series 
of networked smart cities which the 
Indian government hopes to build 
in response to the predicted internal 
migration of 400 million Indians, 
who it is estimated will migrate from 
rural areas to the country’s cities over 
the next 40 years. The intention is 
to construct numerous new cities, 
a large number of these within an 
economic corridor between Delhi 
and Mumbai. Detailed plans for the 
expansion of Dholera, for example, 
have already been drafted and have 
been lauded in advertising videos as 
holding enormous future and tech-
nological potential. The funding for 
this project is to come from global 
investors, however, while local farm-
ers have not been included in the 

planning process. Such cities are 
targeted at the young, urban middle 
classes – “who ironically have no part 
in the migration ‘crisis’ these smart 
cities are intended to resolve,” states 
Ayona Datta.

Just what the concept of translocal-
ity is able to contribute to analys-
ing such phenomena was discussed 
by conference participants both in 
a dedicated concept session and in 
two more detailed workshops. Here, 
Tabea Bork-Hüffer addressed the 
‘dialectics of urbanism’ in individual 
agency and public space: while, for 
example, migrant street traders not 
only alter the appearance but also the 
function of certain road junctions in 
Dhaka with their food carts, creating 
lexible, informal spaces, elsewhere, 
local communities such as those in 
the urban villages of Shenzhen re-
strict the rights of migrants to visit 
public spaces and to take part in lo-
cal meetings and decision-making 
processes. 

Further methodological questions 
looked, for instance, at the impor-
tance of ‘space’ and ‘place’, at Bour-
dieu’s understanding of practices 
and the social field, at the precise 
understanding of ‘local’ within the 
concept of translocality, as well as its 
relation to national and global de-
velopments, and at the question of 
a specific ‘Asian’ form of urbanism. 
Participants then presented numer-
ous empirical case studies on the 
relationship between migration and 
urban transformations in additional 
sessions.

Organiser Kirsten Hackenbroch re-
cently began work on a new research 
project in which she intends to inves-
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ALUMNI-PORTRAIT: 
PETER UTZ 

Prof. Dr. Peter Utz, Université de 
Lausanne, Schweiz; External Senior 
Fellow an der LiLi-School, Aufenthalt 
vom 1. Februar bis 30. Juni 2011

Die fünf Monate am FRIAS gehören 
für mich zu den intensivsten und 
anregendsten in meinem akademi-
schen leben: Primär habe ich hier 
mein Projekt „Kultivierung der Ka-
tastrophe. Untergangsszenarien in 
den Literaturen der Schweiz“, das in 
großen Umrissen bereits feststand, 
in eine monografische Form brin-
gen können. Dabei habe ich auch 
von vielen Anregungen profitiert, 
die sich im Kontext der „School of 
Language and Literature“ (LiLi) und 
einer größeren, interdisziplinären 
FRIAS- Tagung zum Thema „Katast-
rophen“ ergaben. Die „Katastrophe“ 
ist stets ein Begriff jener Kultur, die 
sie bedroht. Sie ist als solche bei-
spielsweise in der kulturellen Codie-
rung der schweizerischen Topografie 
sichtbar: Ins idyllische Bildreper-
toire der Schweiz werden seit dem 
18. Jahrhundert Bedrohungsszenari-
en eingelagert, die sich zu einer „Ka-
tastrophenkultur“ erweitern und die 
Identität der Schweiz als Willensna-
tion stärken. In meinem Projekt be-
schäftigte ich mich mit der Art und 

Weise, in der Literaturen der Schweiz 
einerseits zur Kultivierung der Kata-
strophe beitragen, andererseits aber 
die integrative Wirkung der Katast-
rophe relexiv infrage stellen. 

Die Notwendigkeit, die Hauptthe-
sen dieses Projekts einem breiteren 
Publikum vorzustellen, wurde durch 
den FRIAS-Rahmen zugleich geklärt 
und weiterentwickelt. Davon profi-
tierte ich beim Verfassen des Buchs 
Kultivierung der Katastrophe, das 
2013 im Fink-Verlag erschienen ist, 
und beim Erarbeiten weiterer Vorträ-
ge, in denen ich das Projekt seither 
an verschiedenen Orten vorgestellt 
habe. Eine französische Übersetzung 
des Buches ist für 2016 geplant. 
Dank der Nähe des FRIAS zum 
Deutschen Seminar der Universität 
ergab sich außerdem der Kontakt 
zu einem – damals erst geplanten – 
DFG-Netzwerk zu „Ökologie und 
literatur“ (Prof. Evi Zemanek), das 
inzwischen realisiert wurde und dem 
ich viele weitere Anregungen im Be-
reich des „Ecocriticism“ verdanke. 
Mit den Tagungen dieses Netzwerks 
rückte mein Interesse für Katastro-
phen in diese neue Perspektive, die 
ich seither auch im akademischen 
Unterricht erprobt habe. 

Form und Format der „LiLi“-School 
waren für mich aber auch sonst glück-
lich gewählt: Im Austausch mit den 
Kollegen und den hoch motivierten 
Junior Fellows erhielt ich neue An-
regungen und konnte meinen Ge-
sprächspartnern gleichzeitig auch 
etwas von meinen eigenen Erfahrun-
gen zurückgeben. Das entspannt-
produktive Klima, das Prof. Werner 
Frick und Dr. Gesa von Essen hier 
schufen, war für diesen Austausch 
die Voraussetzung. Und es stiftete 
freundschaftliche Kontakte, die heu-
te noch halten. Auch in dieser Hin-
sicht ist mein recht kurzer Aufenthalt 
am FRIAS in gewissem Sinn immer 
noch nicht zu Ende gegangen.
(pu)

Academic speed dating: a series of short discus-

sions among the participants on theories and 

topics

tigate the global mobility of students 
from Bangladesh and their return to 
important positions in city admin-
istration, planning offices, compa-
nies and NGOs in Dhaka. “I am 
primarily interested in the question 
as to how global mobility alters ur-
ban planning and planning culture,” 
she states. “Which ideas travel across 
the globe – and how do they change 
when reaching new locations?” She 
deemed the intense discussions with-
in the clear framework of the confer-
ence, combined with the open atmo-
sphere there, to be extremely fruitful. 
The ‘academic speed dating’, where 
participants were given four minutes 
in each of eight rounds to talk with 
a partner about topics and theories, 
may also have contributed to this, 
as it formed a good basis for further 
discussion. 

When summing up the conference, 
Kirsten Hackenbroch draws particu-
lar attention to the two workshops, 
each comprising small, moderated 
groups of eight participants, where 
conceptual issues were examined 
before being discussed further in 
plenary sessions. As a supplement 
to the research findings presented, 
this format was very productive: 
“Alternating with the presentations, 
we had the opportunity to work on 
both concepts and a shared basic un-
derstanding – this is something that 
stays with you and whets your appe-
tite for further research.” (tg)


