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‘Epistemic Frontiers’  Geoscientific Knowledge, Authority, and Politics 
of Participation in Arctic and African Exploration 

Conference Organizers: Johannes Matt es and Ulrike Spring

In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the High Arctic and Africa’s ‘interior’ emerged as 
major poles of Western geoscientifi c inquiry, off ering untapped resources and routes to prestige 
and authority. Despite their diverse ecosystems and Indigenous populations, similarities can be 
found in how European scholars studied, documented, and discussed these regions, both in the 
fi eld and at their working desks. Once labelled as ‘white spots’ on maps, these areas were framed 
as ‘epistemic frontiers’—perceived as outside Western scientifi c knowledge, exoticised, and used to 
mirror Europe’s ideas of a ‘civilized’ world. This geographical imagination not only captivated pub-
lic interest but also fostered international cooperation while advancing nation- and empire-building 
agendas. Furthermore, these areas were seen as ‘testing grounds’ for phenomena best observable 
under extreme conditions, enabling researchers to tackle global scientifi c questions.

This conference will explore the production and dissemination of geoscientifi c knowledge around 
the Arctic and Africa from a comparative perspective. It will examine how scholarly authority and 
politics of inclusion and exclusion contributed to frame these areas as uncharted scientifi c domains. 
Discussions will focus on how authority was established through publication practices, institutional 
affi  liations, and fi eldwork narratives, and will consider the role of scientifi c, intermediary, and In-
digenous participants working at local, national, and international levels. The conference will also 
assess how framing these regions as ‘epistemic frontiers’ shaped both geoscientifi c concepts and 
geopolitical agendas.

This event is generously funded by:
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Presentations
Time Tuesday, 22 April

9:00 
-

10:15

Conference Opening
(Natural History Museum, Botanical Garden)

Welcome Addresses

Guided Tour Th rough the Museum Collections

Break

10:20 
-

11:50

Imagining the World: Spatial Perceptions and Geopolitical Visions
(Tøyen Manor House, Botanical Garden)

Chair: Ezio Vaccari

JoAnn Conrad: 
Mapping Northern Imaginaries: Is Th ere Always a ‘White Space’?

Norman Henniges & Johannes Mattes: 
“Epistemic Frontiers”? Perspectives, Practices, Potentials

Xin Yang: 
Climbing the Poles: Reconstructing China's Geographical Imagination of the World

Lunch

12:30 
-

14:00

Shaping Perceptions: Narratives, Publications, and Public Engagement
Chair: Joanna Kodzik

Johan Schimanski & Ulrike Spring:
Vertical Bordering in the Narrative Arctic

Ezio Vaccari: 
Jules Verne’s Literary Representations of Geoscientifi c Knowledge in Arctic and African Explorations in the Late 19th Century

Ferenc Gyuris: 
“Epistemic Frontiers” and the Global Semi-Periphery: Perceptions of Africa and the Arctic in Fin-de-Siècle Hungarian Geography

Break

14:20 
-

16:20

Authority and Agency: Figures, Knowledge, and Power
Chair: Peder Roberts

Anders Bache: 
Curating Amundsen

Alexandre Simon-Ekeland: 
Indigenous Peoples in Late 19th-Century African and Arctic French Exploration Accounts: A Distant-Reading Comparison

Raphaël Pelletier:
Louis-Edmond Hamelin’s Politics of Nordicity: From a Nationalistic Rhetoric to a Philosophy of Coexistence

Sharad Master:
Filling the “White Spots” in Africa and the Arctic in the Late 1880s: Henry Morton Stanley’s Emin Pasha Expedition in Equatorial 

Africa and Fridtjof Nansen’s Crossing of Greenland

19:00 Conference Dinner: Café Tekehtopa, St. Olavs Plass 2 (only for presenters and chairs)
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Time Wednesday, 23 April

8:30 
-

10:00

Constructing Space: Colonialism, Infrastructure, and Control
(Tøyen Manor House)

Chair: Margret Hamilton

Ana Raya-Collado: 
Framing the Desert as a Blank Space to Render It Colonizable: Th e Case of Western Sahara (1940–1950)

Mike Heffernan: 
Frontiers of Human Settlement: An Interwar Debate

Anders Ese: 
Into the Fold: Epistemic Frontiers in East African Housing, Water, and Sanitation Projects

Break

10:20 
-

11:50

Mapping and Measuring: Fieldwork, Environment, and Knowledge Production I
Chair: Veronique Isabelle Claire Pouillard

Kathleen Histon:
Th e Italian Geologist Arturo Issel (1842–1922) and His Contributions to Scientifi c Knowledge of Northeastern Africa and the Red Sea Area

Lawrence Dritsas: 
Th e Tacit Epistemology of Fraser Darling’s ‘Ecological Reconnaissance’

Maximilian Georg: 
Archaeologists and the Egyptian Deserts, ca. 1800–1914

Lunch

12:30 
-

14:00

Mapping and Measuring: Fieldwork, Environment, and Knowledge Production II
Chair: Pål Wilter Skedsmo

Joanna Kodzik:
Changing Arctic Epistemic Frontiers: Moravian Knowledge Production in Greenland, Labrador, and Alaska

Adesoji Adedipe: 
Power Asymmetry in Geoscientifi c Knowledge Production and Publication: Africa in Historical Perspective

Janike Kampevold Larsen: 
Island at Work: Th e Promise of ‘Tropical Forestry’ at Bear Island, 1910–1925

Break

14:20 
-

15:50

Extracting Value: Economies of Exploration and Resources
Chair: Mike Heffernan

Claudine Cohen: 
Gold Rushes in the Arctic and South Africa, and Th eir Scientifi c Implications

Veronique Isabelle Claire Pouillard: 
Early Prospection for Diamonds in the Kasaï: A View Th rough the Correspondence of Roman Kostka (1910–1911)

Kateřina Fantová:
Th e First International Polar Year (1882–1883) in the Narratives of Science and Society

Short Break
16:00 

-
16:20

Concluding Discussion
Chair: Robert Marc Friedman
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Time Th ursday, 24 April

Excursion Day
Meeting point: Blindern subway station at 8:15

Departure by bus at 8:30 sharp (from Problemveien)

Bus ride from Oslo center to Polhøgda (ca. 25 min)

9:00 
-

10:45

Visit of the Fridjof-Nansen-Institute (FNI), Polhøgda
Pål Wilter Skedsmo

Bus ride from Polhøgda to Uranienborg (ca. 45 min)

11:30 
-

13:15

Visit of the Roald Amundsen’s home, Uranienborg
Anders Bache

Bus ride from Uranienborg back to Oslo center (ca. 45 min)
Return around 14:00

Relicts of the Franklin Expedition, The Illustrated London News, 1859. Wien Museum, Inv.-Nr. W 1849.


