
2026 Symposium on Epistemic Commitments in Dialogue 
exploring paths of knowing - from local traditions to global systems

Between Observatio and Scholastic Scientia: 
Indigenous Knowledge, Natural History, 
and Colonial Universities 

By re-framing historiography through the lens of epistemic 
commitments, we move beyond narratives of knowledge 
transmission or global competition, instead illuminating the 
localized convictions that fueled scientific innovation and shifted 
paradigms in unexpected places. The workshop contributions will 
address the following interrelated themes and questions:

Feedback Loop between Observationes and Scholastic Scientia: 
In what ways did methodologies of observation, conjecture, and 
experimentation, as evident in colonial natural histories, shape 
academic practices in scholastic scientia? Conversely, how did 
academic curricula influence local modes of observation and data 
gathering?

Indigenous Knowledge and European Scholastic Traditions: 
How did Indigenous knowledge and local experience challenge or 
reinforce the teaching and practice of natural philosophy and medicine, 
and how were these shifts negotiated within the context of European 
Scholastic traditions (Aristotelian, Hipppocratic-Galenic, etc.)?

Epistemic Evolution in Early Modern Science: 
To what extent did the interplay between local knowledge and 
European scientific methods drive the evolution of early modern 
scientific epistemology, particularly in medicine, botany, natural 
philosophy, and natural history?

Image Left: Prickly Acacia (vachellia nilotica subsp. indica). Source: Herbert de Jäger, "De Sementina," Miscellanea Curiosa, 2 Dec. 3. 1684, p. 13.

Image Right: Libellus de medicinalibus Indorum herbis (1552), Plate 35. Source: Emily Walcott Emmart, The Badianus Manuscript, Codex Barberini Latin 241: 
An Aztec Herbal of 1552 (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1940). 

Contact: Tracy Wietecha, Krause Research Group, "Experience in the Premodern Sciences of Soul and Body" 
twietecha@mpiwg-berlin.mpg.de

3–5 June 2026, Harnack House, 
Berlin
This three-day symposium re-conceptualizes the rise of 
early modern science through the lens of epistemic 
commitments - the locally grounded beliefs, methods, and 
authorities that underwrote ways of knowing across 
colonial and post-colonial contexts. Moving beyond a 
simple center-to-periphery model, this symposium 
foregrounds the often over-looked epistemic 
commitments that emerged in local contexts, from  
Jesuit universities in the Latin Americas, to 
Franciscan colleges of local learning in Mexico, to shifting 
paradigms in East Asia. 

Consider for instance a Chilean-Spanish Jesuit's formulation 
of evolutionary theory, predating Charles Darwin's On the 
Origin of Species (Prof. Santiago Orrego), or the transition 
from a Chinese scientific paradigm to a Western model in  
late nineteenth century Meiji Japan, re-categorizing 
Dutch knowledge from "indigenous" to authoritative 
science (Prof. Matsukata Fuyuko and Dr. Jonas Rüegg).

By spanning four continents–South America, Colonial 
Mexico, East Asia, South Asia, and Southern Africa–the 
symposium will explore the localized epistemic 
commitments that deepen our understanding of the 
actors, spaces, and bodies of knowledge that jointly 
produced what we now call modern science. In doing 
so, we not only reshape our view of the past but 
also open new possibilities for how we today 
might communally determine the future trajectories of 
scientific inquiry. 

To animate this new historiography of epistemic 
commitments, distinguished scholars from around the 
globe will engage in comparative discussion and 
forge a dialogic account of the rise of modern science. 



Welcome & Introduction

Medical Practices and Scientia
"Funeral Practice or Medical Act? Post-
Mortem Caesarean Section, Female Expertise, 
and the Hybridisation of Scholastic 
Medicine"
Maaike van de Lugt, Université de Versailles, Paris-
Saclay

“The Limitations of Scientia in Conveying 
Indigenous Medical Practices"
Harold Cook, Brown University 

COFFEE BREAK

"From Portuguese Eastern Colonies to 
Academia: Tracing the Influence of Colonial 
Medical Practice on Medical Education in 
Portugal, 16th to 17th Centuries"
Paula Oliveira e Silva, University of Porto

Observation and Epistemic Plurality
"Glocal Macau: Knowledge Exchange and 
the Making of the Early Modern World"
Xiao Alvin Yang, MPIWG

TBC
Sabelo J Ndlovu-Gatheni, University of Calgary, 
Canada

DINNER

Discussion of day one

Performance by Adamello Quartett

"Composing Nature: Elements and Mixtures 
in Second Scholasticism" 
Nicola Polloni, University of Messina

"The Chinese Reception of Aristotelian 
Theories of Sound"
Yuan Tao, MPIWG

COFFEE BREAK

Local Knowledge and University Teaching
"Teaching Medicine at the Royal University 
of Mexico: Avicenna in the Medical Work of 
Francisco Bravo" 
Luis Xavier López-Farjeat, Universidad 
Panamericana

"Natural History and Philosophy of Nature in 
Latin American Colonial Universities: 
Separate or Connected Approaches for the 
Knowledge of Nature?"
Roberto Hofmeister-Pich, Pontifical Catholic 
University of Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil

DINNER

Discussion of second day's findings

Observatio and Scientia
"Observation before Objectivity: Virtue, 
Experience, and Science"
Tracy Wietecha, MPIWG

COFFEE BREAK

"Presence of Scholastic Philosophy in the 
Scientific Method of Juan Ignacio Molina in 
his Compendia della storia geografica, 
naturale, e civili del regno del Cile (1776)"
Santiago Orrego, Pontifical Catholic University of 
Chile

TBC 
Benjamin S. Bradley, Charles Sturt University, 
Australia

Local Knowledge and Natural Philosophy
"Navigating Early Modern Spanish and 
Cosmographic Discourse and Nahua Natural 
Philosophy"
Javaria Abbasi, University of Oxford

LUNCH

Epistemic Translation and Indigenous 
Knowledge
"Natural History, Indigenous Knowledge, 
and the Colegio de San Pedro y San Pablo de 
México"
Jaime Marroquín, University of Texas Rio Grande 
Valley

"Questionnaires, Local Knowledge, and Print 
Edward Lhwyd, Mediating"
Flynn Allott, University of Oxford

COFFEE BREAK

"Local Knowledge and Knowing Nature: 
Exchanges between the KhoiSan and the 
Dutch in the South African Cape Colony"
Alette Fleischer, Independent Researcher

"From Indigenous Knowledge to Academic 
Authority: Dutch Studies in Japan, 1600–
1870"
Matsukata Fuyuko, University of Tokyo
Jonas Rüegg, University of Zurich

LUNCH

Closing Discussion 

Departure
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09:30–10:15
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Symposium Location: Getting There

Harnack Haus
Ihnestr. 16-20
14195 Berlin

Start at BER airport (45 min)
From BER airport, take the FEX train in the direction of Berlin Hauptbahnhof. Get off at the station Berlin Südkreuz and change to 
the S-bahn line 41 at Platform 11. Get off at Heidelberger Platz and switch to the subway line U3 in the direction of Krumme 
Lanke. Get off at the stop Freie Universität. Then leave the station in the direction of travel through the left exit. The Harnack 
Haus is located on the right in about 100 m. 

Start at Berlin Central Station (35 min)
Take the FEX train in the direction of BER Airport. Get off at the station Berlin Südkreuz and change to the S-bahn 41 on platform 
11. Get off at Heidelberger Platz and change onto the U3 towards Krumme Lanke. Alight at Freie Universitaät (Thielplatz). To exit 
the station, follow the train's direction of travel and take the left exit. From there, bear right; you will reach Harnack Haus after 
appoximately 100 m .

Accommodation at Harnack Haus 
Check-in on day of arrival is at 15:00. Please check-in at the reception desk of the conference venue. Some rooms are in the main 
conference venue. Other rooms are across the street at the guest house. You will be informed upon arrival where your room is 
located. Check-out on day of departure is until 11:00. The holding of luggage is free of charge. The room includes wi-fi and 
breakfast. 

Places to Eat near Harnack Haus
Naya Jouly (Oriental), Thielallee 34 (10 minute walk)
Oh my Bap (Korean),  at U3 U-bahn Station (5 minute walk) 
Aux Delices Normands, French Bakery, Ihnestrasse 29 (3 minute walk) 
Com Bui (Vietnamese), Garystrasse 46 (3 minute walk)
Trattoria Romana (Italian), Unter den Eichen 84 (15 minute walk)

Places to Eat in Dahlem Dorf (one stop with the subway line U3):
Alter Krug Dahlem (German), Königin-Luise-Strasse 52
really goodlife (burgers), Königin-Luise-Strasse 44
Miss Wu (Chinese), Königin-Luise-Strasse 71 

Directions from: https://www.harnackhaus-
berlin.mpg.de/contact/directions




