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After 54 years, humans are returning to extraterrestrial environments, namely 
around and on the Moon. Unlike the Apollo missions, which focused on exploration 
and return, today's lunar programs envision permanent settlement—transforming the 
Moon from a destination for brief visits into a new human territory. In February 2026, 
for instance, NASA plans to launch Artemis II, which will send four humans beyond 
Earth’s orbit for the first time since 1972 as they slingshot around the moon. As 
humans prepare to return to Earth’s only natural satellite, how can geographers 
critically engage with this development while challenging uneven power relations? 
Building on geographers' long-standing inquiry into outer space and recent 
publications debating human space activities (Armstrong & Klinger, 2025; Bennett 
and Cudney, 2025; Klinger, 2021; Squire et al., 2021), this session continues this line 
of investigation by exploring critical geographies of outer space. 

Contemporary space exploration differs fundamentally from the Apollo era, 
unfolding within a broader transformation of global geopolitics (Daniels & Krige, 
2022) and commercialization (Denis et al., 2020). The bipolar order of the Cold War 
has given way to a multipolar landscape structured by technological rivalry, 
particularly between the United States and China, shaping these countries' space 
imaginations and missions (Puente-Lozano & Herring-Bazo, 2024; Wijeyeratne, 
2026). Space exploration is no longer dominated by nation-states alone, but 
increasingly shaped by commercial–state partnerships, private capital, and hybrid 
governance arrangements emerging from shifting geopolitical configurations (Utrata, 
2024). Proposals for "Moon villages," permanent infrastructures, and energy 
systems—including nuclear power and data centers—signal a move from exploration 
to settlement, raising urgent questions about sovereignty, territorialization, and 
control beyond Earth (Au, 2024; Vermeylen & Njeri, 2023). 

Earth’s orbital space is becoming increasingly crowded and integrated into 
social, political, and economic dynamics both on Earth and beyond (Bowen, 2020; 
Dunnett et al., 2019). Critical scholars have questioned who is accessing outer 
space and how these space missions are enabled through uneven, racialized, and 
even colonial exploitation on Earth (Armstrong & Klinger, 2025; Klinger et al., 2025; 
Redfield, 2000). Research has also explored how human perception and sensory 
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experience shape engagements with outer space, as scholars develop and reflect on 
research methods for studying space and space-related practices (Praet & Pitrou, 
2025; Timko et al., 2022; Vertesi, 2015). Outer space is not simply another research 
project: it is interwoven with terrestrial dynamics through the spacecraft, 
infrastructure, imagination, and legal systems that connect humanity to space 
(Messeri & Olson, 2025). As outer space assumes greater importance in geopolitical 
power and geo-economic competition, questions arise about how space 
infrastructure and its entanglement with Earth's social, cultural, political, and colonial 
histories reproduce existing uneven power relations beyond our planet. 

As outer space becomes increasingly entangled with Earth-based political 
economies, geographers are well positioned to interrogate this spatial reordering. 
How are concepts such as territory, borders, sovereignty, and jurisdiction 
reconfigured beyond Earth? What new forms of inequality, enclosure, extraction, and 
labor emerge as infrastructure, resources, and populations are mobilized into 
extraterrestrial environments? How do legal regimes, corporate interests, and state 
strategies intersect to produce new forms of governance and exclusion? How do the 
materialities of space—gravity, orbit, debris, energy, and distance—reshape political 
power and spatial control? What would a feminist or alternative future in outer space 
look like (West, 2023)? Methodologically, how can geographers study spaces that 
are remote, mediated through technoscientific systems, and governed by fragmented 
legal frameworks? 

This session invites contributions from human geographers that analyze outer 
space through cultural, political, economic, and social inquiry. We welcome papers 
engaging with, but not limited to, the following themes: 

●​ Infrastructure on and off Earth, including satellite systems, launch sites, 
and lunar infrastructure, and the politics of territorialization beyond 
Earth 

●​ Space discourses, historical geographies, and decolonial critiques of 
participation, exclusion, and power in outer space 

●​ Space law, governance, and contested regimes of jurisdiction across 
orbital and extraterrestrial spaces 

●​ Critical geopolitics and geo-economics of space, including resources, 
energy, technology, and strategic materials 

●​ STS-informed analyses of space infrastructure, technologies, and 
imaginaries 

●​ Methodological, ethical, and creative approaches to overcoming 
remoteness and mediation to research outer space  

Abstract submission: 250 words including title, abstract, 5-6 key words, author 
names and affiliations, and contact details by 20th February 2026 to Yi-Ting Chang 
(yi-ting.chang@ouce.ox.ac.uk), Mia Bennett (miabenn@uw.edu), and Eleanor 
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Armstrong (ea377@leicester.ac.uk). We welcome contributions from all career 
stages, positions, affiliations, and research approaches, including early-career or 
marginalised scholars.Please note that the session is planned to be held in person.  
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