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UNIVERSITY OF THE ARCTIC RECTORS’ FORUM AND CONFERENCE 
UNIVERSITY OF ABERDEEN 

 
23-29 AUGUST 2017 

 
1.0 Introduction 
We at the University of Aberdeen are honoured and delighted to be hosting the University 
of the Arctic Rectors’ Forum for 2017. The Forum will open with a reception it the City of 
Aberdeen’s Town House on the evening of Wednesday August 23rd, and will continue over 
the following two days in the historic surroundings of the University’s King’s College 
Conference Centre. On the evening of Thursday August 24th, the University is pleased to 
host a dinner for all Forum delegates in its magnificent Elphinstone Hall. In association with 
the Forum, we are also convening an International Academic Conference on the theme 
‘Conversations from the North’. The Conference will begin on the afternoon of Sunday 
August 27th, and continue over the following two days. In parallel with the Rectors’ Forum 
and the Conference, we will also be arranging a Students’ Forum, which will run over both 
events. Between the end of the Forum and the commencement of the Conference, on 
Saturday August 26th, participants in the Forum and/or the Conference will have the 
opportunity to join an Excursion that will take in some of the riches of North-East Scotland, 
including its castles, its natural scenery, its archaeological heritage and, last but not least, its 
whisky.       
 
2.0 The Rectors’ Forum 
 
The Inhabited Arctic: Lands, Peoples and Scholarship in the Circumpolar North 
Recent decades have seen a massive concentration of scientific research in the arctic and 
sub-arctic regions of the globe. Largely driven by concerns over climate change, this 
research effort has been overwhelmingly driven by the natural sciences. Despite paying lip 
service to the ‘human dimension’, the contribution of research and scholarship in the 
humanities and social sciences to understanding past, present and future developments in 
the circumpolar North has not received the recognition it deserves. Moreover in the 
establishment of agendas for research in the Arctic, insufficient regard has been shown for 
the interests and concerns of the people who live there, including both its indigenous and its 
non-indigenous populations, and for the vitality of the lands to which they belong and on 
which their lives depend. Yet research on and with the peoples of the North has advanced 
considerably over the last 20-30 years. By its nature, this research has entailed extensive 
international collaboration, involving scholars and representative organizations from the 
Russian Federation, the Nordic countries, the UK, Canada and the United States. Thanks to 
these collaborative efforts, a significant body of work has been assembled that not only 
foregrounds the creative ways in which northern peoples are responding to the challenges 
of environmental change but also casts a critical light on the policies and practices of polar 
science itself. The Forum will showcase this work, and go on to address the following 
questions:(i) How can disciplines in the natural sciences and in the social sciences and 
humanities work together to advance our understanding of the circumpolar North? (ii) How 
can this research best assist inhabitants of the North in responding to the challenges of 
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global environmental change? (iii) How can the knowledge and wisdom of northern peoples 
help to shape the agendas for future circumpolar research? 
 
2.1 Format 
 
Each Rector attending the Forum will be invited to bring along one or two students, as well 
as one academic specialist with northern circumpolar or arctic expertise. Accompanying 
students will take part in the Student Forum and are required to stay for the Conference as 
well. We expect that many academic delegates will also want to attend the Conference, 
though this is not a requirement. The business of the Forum will commence with a keynote 
address by an internationally distinguished speaker. Three panels will be devoted to 
exploring the three questions introduced in the synopsis above. For each panel there will be 
four speakers and one chair, selected from among the delegates to the Forum. We have 
additionally scheduled two business meetings, one on each day. These meetings will be 
chaired by the Principal of the University of Aberdeen, or by a deputy appointed by the 
Principal. Student delegates will hold their own Forum meetings in parallel with the business 
meetings, leading to a final, student-led plenary session.  
 
2.2 Provisional programme 
 
Wednesday 23rd August 
 
16.00-17.30: Students’ pre-forum meeting  
 
19.00-20.30: Welcome from the Lord Provost and reception at the Town House, City of 
Aberdeen, sponsored by Aberdeen City Council  
 
Thursday 24th August 
 
9.30-10.30: Forum opening event and welcome address, Professor Sir Ian Diamond, 
Principal and Vice-Chancellor of the University of Aberdeen 
 
11.00-12.30: Plenary keynote address by a distinguished speaker (name to be confirmed), 
followed by discussion 
 
13.30-15.00: Panel 1: How can disciplines in the natural sciences and in the social sciences 
and humanities work together to advance our understanding of the circumpolar North? 
 
15.30-17.00: Business meeting / Students‘ meeting (sessions to run in parallel) 
 
19.00- : Forum dinner, Elphinstone Hall  
 
Friday 25th August 
 
9.00-10.30: Panel 2: How can research best assist inhabitants of the North in responding to 
the challenges of global environmental change? 
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11.00-12.30: Panel 3: How can the knowledge and wisdom of northern peoples help to shape 
the agendas for future circumpolar research? 
 
13.30-15.30: Business meeting / Students’ meeting (sessions to run in parallel) 
 
16.00-17.00: Students’ Forum (student-led plenary session) 
 
17.00-17.30: Forum closing event 
 
3.0 The Conference 
 
Conversations from the North: Scholars of many disciplines and inhabitants of many places 
in dialogue with one another, with animals and plants, and with the land 
 
What do we mean by the Arctic, or the circumpolar North? Is it a particular region of the 
earth’s surface, above a certain latitude? Is it defined by climate, such as extremes of winter 
cold? Is it a function of the dominant vegetation of the tundra or taiga, with its associated 
fauna, or the permanently or seasonally icebound oceans with their populations of fish and 
marine mammals? It may be all of these things. But from the point of view of the people 
who live there, the North is – in the first place – a conversation, or rather a tangled web of 
concurrent conversations that weave into and around one another. Like all conversations, 
they flow, spinning here and there into topics like eddies in a stream. Critically, these 
conversations are not limited to human participants. On the contrary, the world itself is 
understood by northern inhabitants as a medley of voices that are continually in dialogue 
with one another, including those of animals and plants, of the wind and weather, of 
celestial and terrestrial phenomena, and of the land itself. As inhabitants of a world in which 
everything is suspended in movement, people have always journeyed from place to place as 
their conversations have proceeded from topic to topic. In this conference, we will consider 
how northern scholarship can join these conversations and carry them forward into broader 
terrains of intellectual engagement. In so doing, we will challenge dominant paradigms of 
research in both the natural and the social sciences, above all by calling into question the 
very separation of the world of nature from that of human society which underwrites the 
distinction between these two branches of scientific inquiry. In its place we will seek to 
forge a new practice of interdisciplinary research, done in collaboration with northern 
residents and on their terms, which recognises that every discipline is itself an ongoing 
conversation, or a way of knowing, rather than a compartment within an overarching, 
hierarchically organised system of knowledge. Conversations from the North will, then, help 
to generate a science that is more open-ended, responsive to environmental variation and 
respectful of the wisdom of inhabitants.  
 
3.1 Keynote speakers: 
 
The following speakers are confirmed: 
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Prof Iain Stewart, Director of the Sustainable Earth Institute, School of Geography, Earth 
and Environmental Sciences, Plymouth University, UK 
 
Prof Richard Bradshaw, School of Environmental Sciences, University of Liverpool, UK 
 
Prof Nikolai Vakhtin, Professor of Arctic Social Studies, European University at St. 
Petersburg, Russia 
 
Prof Susan Kaplan, Director of the Peary-MacMillan Arctic Museum and Arctic Studies 
Center, Bowdoin College, USA 
 
Prof Peter Sköld, Professor of History, Development of Sami Society and Culture, University 
of Umeå, Sweden 
 
3.2 Panel themes 
 
Conference panels will address the following five themes: 
 

 The Anthropocene in the Arctic? 

 Movements and Encounters of Northern Peoples in the Long Term 

 Health, Demography and Culture Change in the North 

 Land, Sovereignty and Indigenous Rights 

 Political Regimes and International Relations in the Circumpolar North 
 
We will be sending out a call for papers on each of these themes. 
 
3.3 Provisional programme 
 
Sunday 27th August 
 
11.00-14.00: Registration 
 
14.00-14.30: Conference opening event 
 
14.30-15.30 Plenary keynote 1 
 
16.00-18.00 Panel 1: The Anthropocene in the Arctic? 
 
18.30-19.30 Welcome reception, Duncan Rice Library, Craig Suite 
 
Monday 28th August 
 
9.00-10.00 Plenary keynote 2 
 
10.30-12.30 Panel 2: Movements and Encounters of Northern Peoples in the Long Term 
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13.30-14.30 Plenary keynote 3 
 
15.00-17.00 Panel 3: Health, Demography and Culture Change in the North 
 
19.00-: Conference dinner and ceilidh, Elphinstone Hall 
 
Tuesday 29th August 
 
9.00-10.00 Plenary keynote 4 
 
10.30-12.30 Panel 4: Land, Sovereignty and Indigenous Rights 
 
13.30-14.30 Plenary keynote 5 
 
15.00-17.00 Panel 5: Political Regimes and International Relations in the Circumpolar North   
 
17.00-17.30: Conference closing event 
 
4.0 The Students’ Forum 
 
Student delegates will be required to attend both the Forum and the Conference. This will 
ensure that it is a real educational experience for them. They will all gather for a pre-Forum 
get-together on the afternoon of Wednesday August 23rd. At this meeting they will divide 
into five groups, and each group will be tasked with drafting a joint statement or resolution 
on one of the five Conference panel themes, with one group per theme. These resolutions 
will be subsequently published on the Forum website. Each group will be coached and 
tutored throughout the Forum and the Conference by a University of Aberdeen doctoral 
student or post-doctoral researcher. We have also scheduled two sessions, one on each day 
of the Forum, in which all the students will meet together, followed by a student-run 
plenary session, with the Rectors also present. We will put together a package for student 
delegates including registration fees for both the Forum and the Conference, along with all 
meals and accommodation, with the excursion as an optional extra. 
 
5.0 Registration 
 
On-line registration will be handled through the University of Aberdeen portal. Fees will be 
set in pounds sterling. Provisionally, the ‘early bird’ fee for the Rectors’ Forum has been set 
at £300, with a normal fee of £350. There will be a separate fee for the Conference (with 
payment options detailed on the website), but academic delegates attending both the 
Forum and the Conference will be offered a discount of £100. For students, the inclusive 
rate for the Forum and the Conference has been provisionally set at £250. Delegates will be 
able to book hotel accommodation through the portal. Block reservations have already been 
made to ensure that we have an adequate supply. 
 
6.0 The Web-Site 
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The web-site for the Forum and Conference (http://www.abdn.ac.uk/uarctic) is in 
preparation, but will be ready to go live on September 15th, immediately after 2016 Rectors’ 
Forum at St Petersburg. Separate webpages for the Forum and the Conference will include 
all necessary practical information, and facilities for registration, booking for 
accommodation and excursion options, and the submission of abstracts.  
 
7.0 The Excursion 
 
We are arranging a whole-day coach tour on Saturday 26th August. This optional tour will be 
available to all participants in the Forum and/or the Conference. It will take in some of 
north-east Scotland’s finest scenery, along with castles, archaeological sites and whisky 
distilleries. The cost per head has been provisionally set at £50. 

http://www.abdn.ac.uk/uarctic

