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SUSTAINABLE

FRONTIERS 
Moriba Jah looks to Scotland to take a  

leadership role in space environmentalism



ON THE COVER:
Dr Moriba Jah CorrFRSE 
is an astrodynamicist who 
is laying the foundation 
for a sustainable 
Earth-space environment.

Welcome to the Summer 2023 edition of 
ReSourcE. In this edition, we present an 
exploration of the RSE’s connections on 
the global stage through our international 
partnerships, Corresponding Fellows and 
wider network across multiple disciplines – 
demonstrating how Scotland’s expertise can 
be harnessed to make a positive impact on 
the world.

Addressing global challenges requires 
collaborative efforts that stretch beyond 
borders, and the RSE, through its convening 
power, is committed to fostering productive 
and impactful international relations. 
Scotland can play a significant role in 
addressing complex global issues, as a hub 
of innovation and knowledge exchange, 
and its influence extends beyond academia 
and science, permeating the realms of art, 
literature and culture.

In the following pages, you will read 
about how the Scottish space sector can 
play a global leadership role in space 
environmentalism and addressing the 
growing issue of space junk; the RSE’s 
initiative to examine Scotland’s future 
relationship with Europe post-Brexit; the 
need to build stronger ties with knowledge 
and research centres across Africa; the 
connection between human rights and 
academic freedom; how poetry can allow 
us to observe, question and comprehend 
the world we live in; and how translating 
a medieval Scottish epic revealed 
extraordinary relevance to our own times.

You can also browse this year’s Curious 
programme and find out how to register  
for any events that pique your curiosity  
as we get ‘under the surface’.

I hope you find this edition stimulating 
and inspiring. As always, we welcome your 
feedback or ideas for future editions by 
emailing comms@theRSE.org.uk

Professor Sir John Ball FRS PRSE
President, RSE

On Tuesday 30 May, the RSE held an 
admission ceremony for its 91 new Fellows 
from the arts, business, public service,  
civil society and academia in Scotland  
and beyond.

They joined the RSE’s current 
Fellowship of more than 1,800 Fellows, 
recognised as being some of the greatest 
thinkers, researchers and practitioners 
working in or with Scotland today.

This year, Dame Katherine Grainger 
DBE, Chair of UK Sport, received the 
Honorary Fellowship in recognition  
of her ability to engage and inspire 
people. Dame Katherine is one of  
Team GB’s most decorated athletes and 
the only female athlete – in any sport –  

to gain medals in five consecutive 
Olympic Games.

Reflecting on joining the RSE’s ‘class 
of 2023’ at this year’s induction, Dame 
Katherine commented: “The wonderful 
thing about being in your company today,  
is while there’s a sense of establishment –  
it’s a lot of very successful people from a lot 
of very separate industries and areas – it also 
feels a bit, in a good way, anti-establishment.

“It’s going to be challenging, it’s going to 
be questioning, and it does amazing things 
for the good of our society and the world.”

Details of all the new Fellows are 
included in the New Fellows 2023 booklet 
on the RSE website: rse.org.uk/new-
fellows-induction-2023

The RSE is pleased to announce that  
33 exceptional research projects have  
been selected at the Spring 2023 Research 
Awards Programme call. A total of 
£617,095.06 will enable research across  
all academic disciplines, with projects 
ranging from greener supercomputing  
to ensure weather and climate simulations 
do not cost the earth, to developing an 
interdisciplinary LGBTQIA+ mental health 
network for Scotland; and rewilding 
impacts on the historic environment,  
to mapping stories of children’s rights 
implementation in Scottish schools.

In this latest round, lead investigators 
represent 10 of the 19 Scottish higher 
education institutions. The funded projects 
will enable collaboration with researchers 
based at 20 institutions in total, including 
internationally, with academics based in 
Norway, Turkey and Australia.

RSE Vice President, Research, Professor 
Anne Anderson OBE FRSE commented: 

“The RSE’s Research Awards Programme 
is crucial in supporting Scotland’s vibrant 
research sector. The outstanding  
work of these awardees will advance  
our knowledge, help us to tackle  
global challenges and be of benefit  
to Scottish society. On behalf of the  
RSE, I applaud them, wish them well  
in their research endeavours and thank 
them for their contributions.”

The Research Awards Programme runs 
twice a year in spring and autumn and 
aims to support Scotland’s research sector 
by nurturing promising talent, stimulating 
research in Scotland and promoting 
international collaboration.  
You can read the full list of new awardees 
and find out more about our funding 
opportunities on the RSE website:  
bit.ly/RSEawards

The next open call for research  
awards will run from 7 September- 
26 October 2023. 

New Fellows formally 
inducted into the RSE

RSE SUPPORTS 33 PROJECTS IN ITS 
RESEARCH AWARDS PROGRAMME

Dame Katherine 
Grainger DBE, Chair of 
UK Sport, received her 

Honorary Fellowship
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H
annah was living in 
Jordan as an Arabic 
student when she was 
asked by the United 
Nations Refugee 
Agency to organise 
art workshops for 

refugees in Iraqi Kurdistan in 2017. She began 
to work with some Yazidi women who escaped 
captivity under ISIS, teaching them how to 
paint self-portraits as a way to tell their stories. 
Many of these women still had their own 
children in the hands of ISIS.

She said: “Their stories are heart-rending 
but after I had taught them to paint, they then 
asked if I would paint their portraits, as a way 
to give them a voice by showing them in high-
profile locations. It was incredibly moving to 
be asked and to be entrusted with telling their 
story in this way.”

The painting was done initially to help the 
women begin to grapple with and process their 
traumatic experiences. Those that Hannah has 
been able to maintain contact with now know 
that their own work and Hannah’s portraits 

of them have been displayed throughout the 
world, including at the Houses of Parliament, 
the Scottish Parliament, the International 
Peace Institute in New York and at the 
European Parliament.

Without efforts such as this, each woman’s 
individual story of what they have endured 
would be lost. Hannah explained: “It’s looking 
at the role that art can play in advocacy, so I 
show their own self-portraits together with my 
paintings and alongside their stories, looking 
at the power that art can have in elevating the 
voice of these women. I was so impacted by my 
time with them. I had about two weeks with 
these women and hearing their stories at such 
a poignant time for them.”

Creating the idol-style paintings is a delicate 
and intricate process using paint made with 
egg yolks and incorporating gold leaf, to 
bring a sense of identity to people who would 
otherwise have been lost among statistics.

She said: “The title of the exhibition actually 
came from the women when they painted 
themselves with tears of gold to show their 
grief for their loved ones lost.

“I’ve been working on this particular 
exhibition for nearly a decade. I painted 
portraits of the refugees I had met to show  
the human stories behind the refugee crisis,  
a shared humanity away from the statistics.”

From working with the Yazidi women, 
Hannah moved on to Bangladesh to work 
with Rohingya women fleeing Myanmar, 
then survivors of sexual violence in Northern 
Nigeria in 2018. Her focus then returned to 
her academic studies, before she was called 
again to work with female refugees from 
Ukraine, Gaza and Afghanistan in 2022.

Hannah recalled the shared bond that was 
created when teaching some of the women 
how to paint. The powerful combination of her 
own painting and theirs, and the workshops 
created a safe place for that bond to be fostered 
between all of them. One woman had not  
so much as written her own name before,  
so to be able to paint a self-portrait made  
her incredibly happy. Hannah said: “It was  
a time for laughter and a time for tears in  
those workshops. It was an intense process  
but a remarkable privilege.”

Hannah’s exhibition is part of an online 
exhibition for the UN with Google Arts & 
Culture, The future is Unwritten: Artists for 
Tomorrow, to mark the UN’s 75th 
anniversary: bit.ly/tears-of-gold

Tears of Gold  
Stunning portraits of displaced 
women exhibited at the RSE

A widely celebrated artist and PhD scholar Hannah Rose Thomas 
presented her Tears of Gold portrait exhibition at the RSE in May 
and spoke about her experiences working with displaced women 
fleeing conflict around the world
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W
ith my 
personal 
interest in 
the cross-
fertilisation 
of ideas and 
cultures 

throughout human history, I see my  
role as Vice President International 
at the RSE as a gift and a task. 
Internationalisation is about 
positive impact through 
mutual recognition, 
intellectual reciprocity and 
respect towards overseas 
governments, educational 
bodies, and academies  
across disciplines.

While internationalisation can 
mean different things in the higher 
education sector, for a national academy 
internationalisation is fundamentally about 
connecting knowledge. The global challenges 
we face today are becoming increasingly 
complex. In a world where political and 
economic landscapes are shifting quickly 
and where culture wars generate so much 
noise, evidence-based learning – along with 
civil and considered debate – must still be 
the cornerstone of what makes a knowledge-
based democratic society.

The dissemination of our work is 
important because we should engage the 
public with the breadth of research and 
conversations the RSE has the power to 
convene. The complexity of any topic should 
not overshadow its real value and meaning 
for a wider audience.

Today, the RSE is working on a variety 
of projects, all aimed at bringing together 
diverse thinking while strengthening the 
public’s knowledge base. Most recently,  
the Creating Connections discussions,  
held at the RSE in conjunction with the Royal 
Society, explored the necessity of pooling of 
research and data to tackle critical global 
challenges. Leading experts from academia, 
industry and government met to share their 
perspectives on supporting research and 
development, and how one drives innovation 
and prosperity across the UK.

The RSE is engaged in several constructive 
collaborations, including a series of very 

successful workshops through our Scotland-
Europe Initiative. The workshops are a 
response to a growing interest in the future 
relationship between the UK and the 
EU, including a focus on issues affecting 
Scotland. These include security, climate 
change, migration, research and regulatory 
alignment with the EU. You can read more 

about this initiative from David Gow  
on pages six and seven.

As international travel has 
resumed, the Africa Working 
Group has been re-energised 
with a new committee 
and chair. Its strategy is 
focusing on collaborative 
capacity building and public 

engagement with the African 
Academy of Sciences.  

To this end, a small  
amount of funding has enabled  

a graduate student to map out the 
existing relationships of Scottish 
higher education institutions 
across Africa.

In the area of international 
human rights, the RSE 
has recently taken over 
the Secretariat for the UK 
Academies’ Human Rights 
Committee from the Royal 
Society. As December 2023 
marks the 75th anniversary of the 
Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights, the RSE will host a day of 
significant events to mark and indeed 
question the global pledges enshrined  
in this landmark document. 

There are many overseas collaborations 
which will be implemented in the coming 
months, including ongoing discussions  
on the role of the RSE in helping create  
a national academy in the Gulf region.  
I believe strongly in effective partnerships 
which deepen our research capacity,  
broaden our thinking and create not only 
new partnerships but, more importantly, 
new friendships around the world.

Today, globalisation relies on advanced 
technology to keep us informed but 
nothing quite replaces the value of face-
to-face meetings. Holding onto our values 
but being aware of cultural sensitivities 

is fundamental in building effective 
partnerships built on trust and respect.

We currently have 28 sister academies  
in 23 countries and soft diplomacy  
is implicit in the work of the RSE.  
I am enjoying working with the RSE’s 
international team in advancing the  
RSE’s role as a place of thoughtful  
learning, and an organisation always 
prepared to push intellectual boundaries.

Professor Mona Siddiqui OBE FRSE FAAAS, 
Vice President International, RSE; Professor 
of Islamic and Interreligious Studies, the 
University of Edinburgh

→ RSE INTERNATIONAL

Professor  
Mona Siddiqui

Connecting knowledge 
across the globe
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→ AFRICA

M
y international 
career began 
when I went to 
live in Ethiopia 
as a child, in 
the last years of 
Emperor Haile 

Selassie. Arriving in the capital Addis Ababa, 
at 8,000ft, this city ringed by green fields 
and high mountains, the tang of eucalyptus 
smoke hanging in the air, completely 
overturned my childish images about Africa. 
Three years of schooling alongside children  
of 70 other nationalities gave me an appetite 
to connect with this extraordinary world.

I went from a degree in economics to 
teaching at Ahmadu Bello University, 
Nigeria, then on to two years in a mud hut 
in central Mali. I learned a lot about farming 
millet, spinning cotton and milking cows.  
On the North Bank of the River Niger, the 
village was visited by Mungo Park on his first 
voyage of discovery across West Africa. 

Two years’ fieldwork gave me the material 
for my PhD and book – Cattle, Women and 
Wells: Managing household survival in the 
Sahel. Over the past four decades, I have 
kept track of this community and went back 
recently to conduct a survey of changes to 
people, landscape, rainfall and prospects, 
published as Land, Investment and 
Migration: Thirty-five years of village life  
in Mali. In 2020, life looked promising 
despite the increased scarcity of land and 
volatility of rainfall. Since then, however,  
the villagers have had a very rough couple  

of years, having been besieged by jihadist 
forces, with some of them killed and their 
cattle holdings stolen. When people talk 
about ‘resilient communities’, such resilience 
often comes at a painful cost.

Being Director of the International 
Institute for Environment and Development 
(IIED) for 12 years gave me a 
great overview of sustainable 
development at global and 
local levels and how you 
need to push actions in 
favour of sustainability at all 
levels. Global agreements 
are important but a more 
bottom-up approach is vital 
to nail down what these global 
goals mean in practice. IIED has 
played a major part in design and 
delivery of the United Nations Millennium 
and Sustainable Development Goals (MDGs 
& SDGs), with colleagues contributing over 
decades to the Intergovernmental Panel  
on Climate Change, while also innovating  
in community-based adaptation.

Today, as Senior Fellow for Energy and 
Agri-food Systems at the Africa-Europe 
Foundation, I am working on what is needed 
for just energy transitions in Africa, especially 
accelerating access to clean energy for the 
600 million people still without power.  
As in Scotland, these energy transitions  
need a combination of credible policy, 
serious investment from public and private 
sectors and clever technology mixed with 
strong political leadership. Both Africa and 

Europe want to move beyond a relationship 
defined by aid and towards greater trade and 
investment flows, which could enable much 
faster economic growth and transformation. 
Besides energy, both continents face major 
challenges to adapt to climate change, 
regenerate soils and build agricultural 

systems which nourish biodiversity 
rather than trashing nature’s 

extraordinary wealth.
When Glasgow hosted 

COP26, it was thrilling to see 
familiar and new faces here, 
on the Clyde and the station 
platform at Haymarket each 

morning. The world came to 
Scotland for a brief moment and 

some good things were achieved, 
even if President Alok Sharma shed 

a tear for the gap between the necessary 
ambition and what was finally agreed.

As a member of the RSE’s Africa Working 
Group, I am keen to map the diverse 
activities which link our small country with 
centres of knowledge and research across  
the African continent. Over the summer,  
an inventory is being prepared to give us 
a sense of work under way, collaborations 
pursued and partnerships developed by 
Scottish institutions with African colleagues.  
This should give us a strong base on which  
to make choices for future focus by the RSE.

Professor Camilla Toulmin FRSE, Senior 
Fellow, Africa-Europe Foundation; Professor 
in Practice, Lancaster University

Professor  
Camilla Toulmin

Africa-Scotland:
transforming relations into action
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→ EUROPE
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B
rexit – the United 
Kingdom’s decision via  
a narrow margin in the 
2016 referendum to leave 
the European Union  
after almost 50 years of 
membership – represents  

a dramatic caesura in post-war British 
history. The ramifications of Brexit are,  
of course, still playing out in key sectors of 
the UK economy – they are shaping the UK’s 
geo-political worldview and global activities. 
The full impact is yet to be seen.

For a still significant but dwindling 
number of voters, Brexit marks a historic 
opportunity to strike out anew as a wholly 
independent state using its regained 
sovereignty to overcome, finally, long-
standing and deep-rooted problems  
of growth and productivity. For others,  
now in the majority, it is proving to be  

an egregious, self-harming error – a disaster 
even – impoverishing the country and 
diminishing its standing in the world.

The RSE, struck by the continuing 
contention around Brexit,  
one that more often generates 
blind passion than insight, 
has launched a Europe 
Initiative to explore the 
heterogeneous effects  
of Brexit upon Scotland.

In 2016 the country voted 
62-38% for Remain; current 
polling suggests around 70% 
would do so or opt to rejoin the 
EU. The protagonists of Brexit may have 
gone quiet in Scotland, but the two main 
opposition parties in the Scottish Parliament, 
Conservatives and Labour, espouse policies 
that accept that the UK will remain outside 
the EU for all time. No re-joining the single 

market and/or customs union. For the ruling 
SNP, however, the negative consequences 
of Brexit and the pro-Brexit stance of their 

political opponents reboot their case for 
independence in Europe.

The political landscape in 
Scotland, unsurprisingly, differs 

from that in England, where 
the bulk of the UK population 
lives. In the words of the RSE’s 
General Secretary, Professor 
Michael Keating1: “The UK is 

an asymmetrical, plurinational 
union without a single demos 

(people) or shared telos (end-point  
or purpose)”. Scotland, moreover, has 

always been what historian Tom Devine has 
called a nation and culture more “enmeshed” 
with mainland Europe than England, and 
Brexit has heightened the sense of being  
“un autre pays”. Post-Brexit UK Government 

David Gow

Scotland in a  
post-Brexit Europe
The RSE’s Scotland-Europe Initiative comes in response to a growing interest in the future 
relationship between the UK and the EU, examining the distinct issues and options for Scotland



legislation, such as the Internal Market Act 
and REUL Bill, has, however, reshaped or 
threatened to recast the 1998 devolution 
settlement by reasserting British sovereignty 
rather than the self-governing autonomy  
of Scotland. 

This complex constitutional and legal 
background has prompted and informed 
the RSE’s Scotland-Europe Initiative, which 
launched on 9 March this year with an 
outstanding talk by the Chief Economics 
Commentator at the Financial Times,  
Martin Wolf, on the theme: The EU in 
a global order in crisis. This initiative is 
timely as the current and future relationship 

between the UK and EU remains unsettled 
more than two years after the Trade and 
Cooperation Agreement took full effect.  
At the same time, the EU is itself undergoing 
substantial change, much of it unnoticed 
here. Closer to home, as we have indicated, 
there are distinct Scottish issues and options. 
The initiative, therefore, has a Scottish focus 
on Europe and also a UK dimension. 

The initiative aims to provide rigorous 
analysis of the issues, drawing on completed 
or ongoing academic research; examine 
policy and institutional options for 
responding to the main challenges with 
innovative solutions; engage in a dialogue 
with government, business and civil society  
in Scotland about these solutions; disseminate 
awareness of these issues and options among 
the general public; and highlight distinctive 
Scottish implications of future relations with 
the EU and EU policy shifts. 

In other words, the initiative explicitly 
follows the RSE’s core mission – Knowledge 
made useful. Its own mission is to fill gaps 
in our knowledge and understanding of the 
public policy issues raised by the post-Brexit 
era and to develop positive, innovative 
solutions. The RSE is working closely with 
external partners to achieve these aims: 
UK in a Changing Europe (UKICE) and 
Governance after Brexit, which provide  
both their own Fellows and financial support; 
the Scottish Parliament Information Centre 
SPICe; the Europa Institute at Edinburgh 
University; PwC and Scottish Financial 
Enterprise; the Scottish Advisory Forum  
on Europe; Scotland-Europa and others.

Its main activity is to organise a series  
of workshops on key 
Brexit-related issues. 
These, held under Chatham 
House rules, are led by an 
RSE Fellow, with two or 
three speakers/discussants 
who examine and explore 
critical aspects of each 
chosen topic before the 
discussion is opened up 
to the attending audience. 
Attendees, both in person 
and online, add their 
valuable perspectives. We 
are especially keen to have 

a strong European presence. Participants 
range from Scottish and UK Government 
officials, MPs and MSPs via researchers, 
academics, think tankers in Europe as well  
as at home to Scottish civil society in the form 
of business, trade unions, professional bodies, 
trade associations, NGOs, et al.

The work does not end there. An essential 
element is disseminating the analysis, 
views and findings that emerge from the 
discussions held under the initiative. So far, 
the RSE has published a series of blogs based 
on presentations from speakers. Our goal  
is to spread the word through a variety  
of mediums as widely as possible.

Aside from Martin Wolf ’s lecture, 
workshops have covered trade and 
investment, energy and migration, and 
freedom of movement. In the first, clear 
evidence emerged of the (negative) impact 
of Brexit, with speakers highlighting the 
decline in both exports to and imports from 
the EU since the Trade and Cooperation 
Agreement; the lack of any UK/Scottish 
industrial strategy compared with the 
EU’s New Green Industrial Plan and other 
instruments; the ‘hidden’ export of Scottish 
jobs in financial services to mainland 
Europe, including Poland; and the need 
for Scotland to raise its game via ‘strategic 
foresight.’ The geo-economic clout of both 
the US and China also figured.

The clear message from the second 
workshop on energy was the need for the 
UK to cooperate closely with the EU on 
policy issues related to electricity generation 
and distribution (including North Sea 
grids), markets in renewables (including 
hydrogen and wind) and carbon capture  
and storage. Of course, much of the 
discussion was triggered by the Russian 
war on Ukraine and the impact on energy 
markets in Europe.

The third workshop gave original insights 
into Scottish labour markets, demographic 
pressures and skills shortages, as well as 
issues raised by the continuing need to 
integrate migrants into often socially fraught 
environments. Again, the backcloth was 
heavily influenced by external events such  
as the mass movements of refugees and by 
the extraordinary changes in the world of 
work being wrought by developments such 
as artificial intelligence and automation.

The series continued with a workshop 
on financial services and will resume, 
after the summer break, with one on 
higher education, followed by regulatory 
alignment, borders, foreign and security 
policy, research, and future Scottish relations 
with the EU. Citizen/human rights and 
civil society in the post-Brexit environment 
may also join the mix. Two key players in 
the Brexit story, authors Brigid Laffan and 
Stefaan de Rynck, will co-present their 
perspectives on Scotland/UK and Europe 
at an evening event on 3 October at the 
RSE: The European Union and the Brexit 
Negotiations. Register: bit.ly/rse-eu-brexit

David Gow FRSE, writer, editor and 
consultant; co-editor of sceptical.scot; former 
European business editor of The Guardian; 
new Fellow of the RSE, 2023

Find out more and follow the latest on the 
Scotland-Europe Initiative on the RSE website: 
bit.ly/rse-scotland-europe

1 Brexit: shaking up the Scottish constitutional 
settlement - UK in a changing Europe 
(ukandeu.ac.uk) https://rb.gy/fclkz.

SCOTLAND, MOREOVER,  
HAS ALWAYS BEEN WHAT 
HISTORIAN TOM DEVINE  
HAS CALLED A NATION AND 
CULTURE MORE “ENMESHED” 
WITH MAINLAND EUROPE 
THAN ENGLAND, AND BREXIT 
HAS HEIGHTENED THE SENSE 
OF BEING “UN AUTRE PAYS”
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T
his year’s programme 
brings together a 
selection of Scotland’s 
leading thinkers to get 
‘Under the surface’ in the 
fields of biology, poetry, 
anthropology, healthcare, 

astrophysics and forensic science – to 
name only a few – in a series of thought-
provoking group discussions, talks, 
workshops, walking tours and exhibitions 
that will encourage people to look a little 
deeper in their search for knowledge –  
and all events are free.

Now in its fifth year, Curious will have 
more in-person events allowing people  

to get more involved with the discussions  
and activities. 

Professor Nasar Meer FRSE, Dr Sam 
Illingworth and PhD candidate Nicole 
Anderson (pictured) gathered in South 
Queensferry to announce the launch of  
the 2023 Curious programme.

Sir John Ball, President of the RSE 
said: “As the theme suggests, this year’s 
programme promises to delve beneath  
the surface of cutting-edge topics on a  
wide range of subjects. I am certain that 
those who attend the many free events  
will depart with a renewed perspective, 
enhanced understanding and a desire for 
deeper knowledge.”

“The involvement of so many talented and 
accomplished speakers this year serves as a 
testament to the high reputation of Curious.  
I hope you find the programme inspiring  
and that you will want to take part.”

See the full programme and register  
for events at rse-curious.com

→CURIOUS

The RSE’s flagship event series, Curious, returns 4–17 September 

Get under the surface 
with 

Professor Nasar Meer FRSE, PhD 
candidate Nicole Anderson and  

Dr Sam Illingworth launched the  
2023 Curious programme in  

South Queensferry
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THE SECRET 
WORLD OF DATA

 Monday 4 September  
 17:30 

 In-person, RSE and online

SURFACING 
DIASPORAS

 Wednesday 6 September 
 13 00 

 In-person, RSE and online

SCOTLAND:  
THE GREEN 
ENERGY STORAGE 
SUPERPOWER?

 Tuesday 5 September  
 18:00 

 In person, RSE and online

CAN YOU BE  
A FORENSIC 
SCIENTIST?

 Tuesday 5 September  
 18:00 

 In person, RSE and online

EXPLORING THE 
CLIMATE CRISIS 
THROUGH POETRY

 Tuesday 5 September 
 12:00 

 Online

ECTOCARPUS: 
WHEN SEAWEED 
MEETS DANCE

 Thursday 7 September 
 18:00 

 In-person, RSE

Data is all around us. How our data is used, by whom and  
for whose benefit is a major topic of discussion.

So, what is really being done with it? Who can use it  
and why? And how can it help people?

This event will unpack how public sector data is being used 
securely for research and explore how linking different types  
of data can provide insights that benefit society.

From end-of-life care to Covid fines, we will discuss how 
researchers use data to understand the world better and 
improve public services, and how data is protected, and 
people’s identities are kept safe.

What does it mean to be part of a diaspora? How does 
migration shape our common experiences?

Join our international panel to explore the rich experiences 
of diaspora communities and the profound impact of 
migration on our collective journey. From Somali-Scots to 
Philippine workers, we challenge outdated views of ‘exotic’ 
cultures abroad.

Amplifying migrant voices, we reclaim diasporas as vibrant, 
diverse cultures beyond Western perspectives that dominate 
the media. We challenge academia’s oversight of the 
knowledge of colonised peoples and propose new ways of 
reflecting on identity through sound and listening, opening up 
unexplored archives of migration and dreaming of new futures!

The UK has ambitious plans to produce large quantities  
of electricity from offshore wind generation by 2030. Scotland  
is central to this green transition, with half of this energy  
to be produced here. But how will we store it?

In this talk, learn about the latest developments in energy 
storage solutions and explore the trajectory of Scotland’s energy 
storage industry. Discuss the relationship between the green 
transition and the socio-political development of Scotland  
and hear about how we can harness the engineering legacy  
of hydro and the power of the Glens. Learn about projects  
such as Coire Glas, the first large-scale pumped hydro storage 
scheme to be developed in the UK for more than 40 years.

Dive into the inner workings of forensics as you analyse evidence 
and present it to court in this exciting, hands-on workshop. Take 
on the role of a forensic scientist and work together with others 
to solve a crime. What will be the outcome for the accused? 
How will everything fit together? The outcome is up to you.

Find and analyse evidence to unravel the mystery of  
a criminal case and present your evidence to the court. Consider 
not just what the evidence reveals, but what limitations are also 
present. Discover more about how forensic scientists work and 
the challenge of communicating complex information.

Join this interactive workshop where you will be working in 
groups to analyse evidence and present it to your ‘jury’. You will 
become the forensic scientists investigating the evidence related 
to a murder, guided by forensics scientists from the Leverhulme 
Research Centre for Forensic Science.

Many have experienced climate anxiety at some point. This  
can manifest as fear, confusion, worry or even a sense of 
apathy linked to climate change.

With the help of Sam Illingworth, poet, scientist and  
science communicator, this workshop will use the magic  
of poetry to make sense of the big and daunting climate 
changes happening in our world. Through creative processes, 
we want to create a welcoming environment to explore our 
emotional responses.

Together, we’ll learn to express and process our thoughts and 
feelings about climate change in a personal and relatable way.

You don’t need to be a poet or a scientist to participate – 
just have an interest in learning. Let’s explore our changing 
world together through the power of words.

Ectocarpus is a brown seaweed known for the speed at which 
it completes its lifecycle, and it can be found across the globe. 
This weird and wonderful alga connects seaweed researchers 
and marine research institutes worldwide, including Scotland 
and France.

In this event we explore how dance can aid our work to map 
and analyse global research collaboration, such as in seaweed 
research. We invite members from the RSE Saltire project on 
the Geography of Collaborations who are currently developing 
networks of international cooperation using the concept of 
choreography and movements across time and space.
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MONOLINGUALS 
VS. 
MULTILINGUALS: 
WHO WINS?

 Thursday 7 September  
 18:00 

 In-person, RSE

CLIMATE CHANGE: 
WHAT’S FOOD GOT 
TO DO WITH IT?

 Monday 11 September  
 18:00

 In person, RSE

‘IN COLOUR’:  
THE EXHIBITION

 9–17 September
 Various 

 In-person, St Andrews 
Observatory

BARLEY: MORE 
THAN JUST  
A CROP?

 Monday 11 September  
 15:00 

 Online

(SIX FEET) UNDER 
THE SURFACE:  
THE SECRETS  
OF GREYFRIARS 
KIRKYARD

 9–17 September
 Various

 In-person, Greyfriars Kirkyard

DIGGING UP OUR 
NORSE PAST

 Monday 11 September  
 18:00 

 Online

Scotland’s younger generation is becoming more linguistically 
diverse, yet despite living in an increasingly globalised and 
ever-changing world, our societies still harbour many 
misconceptions about what it means to be bi/multilingual. 

From prejudices about the impact on childhood 
development of learning multiple languages to considering 
language learning as a magic bullet for national development, 
perceptions of bi/multilingualism are largely oversimplified  
and need to be challenged, while language diversity should  
be championed.

In this talk, we will see why we should all regard ourselves  
as bilingual in one way or another. 

Did you know the food system contributes ca. 1/3 to global 
greenhouse gas emissions, mainly from meat and dairy? Have 
you ever tried to shift to a plant-based diet, or do you know 
somebody trying to reduce their meat intake?

Then you’ll know that changing what you eat is not only a 
food issue but also a social challenge! Join an interactive group 
discussion and creative session with behaviour change experts 
to learn about all the different ways in which how we think  
and talk about food affects the health of our planet – as well  
as ourselves.

A small observatory in St Andrews has stood unused for many 
years, its telescope long since removed. Once home to a 
high-precision twin photometric telescope between 1983-1992, 
the building is now being brought back to life through a new 
art installation this Summer.

Through the power of sunlight, ‘In colour: the exhibition’ 
seeks to bring back memories of the telescope once housed 
here. With a vibrant interplay of colours and newly crafted 
soundscapes, we invite you to experience this unique and 
immersive installation.

Barley is the fourth most cultivated cereal globally. This crop  
is a vital contributor of the Scottish economy as barley grains 
are the key constituents of whisky, Scotland’s national drink 
and our biggest export.

Dundee is home to the International Barley Hub which 
includes scientists from the James Hutton Institute (where it is 
based) and the University of Dundee. They study this important 
crop to provide knowledge to tackle problems of food security 
and to develop sustainable production systems against a 
background of environmental change. In this panel discussion, 
you will hear from scientists studying different aspects of barley 
which will let you get under the surface of this crop.

Commemorating the dead was once an artform, and nowhere 
is this more apparent than in Edinburgh’s famous Greyfriars 
Kirkyard. Despite being the final resting place for more than 
200,000 people, fewer than 750 monuments have stood the 
test of time. The headstones that endure look enigmatic at 
first glance, adorned with cryptic symbols that hint at hope, 
human mortality and the uncertainty of what awaits us on  
the other side.

Join us on this walking tour as we unpack imagery, historical 
icons, including past fellows of the RSE, and the inevitability  
of death – memento mori – and discover why graveyards  
are (ironically) among the most life-affirming places you  
could visit. 

The Norse are woven right through the tapestry (or tartan!)  
of Scottish history and culture. But why do we not know more 
about them? Why do most of Scotland see the Norse as 
ephemeral invaders and not part of the polity?

Digging just a little beneath the surface reveals that  
the Norse impact is hidden in plain sight – we find the last 
remnants of the Norse in our placenames, our landscape  
and our language.

This talk will delve deep into the Norse substrate in our 
placenames and analyse them through an interdisciplinary 
linguistic, onomastic, social and historical focus, shedding  
some light on our Viking past.
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THE FUTURE  
OF THE SEABED

 Tuesday 12 September
 12:30 

 Online

THE QUEST  
TO CURE 
PARKINSON’S

 Friday 15 September  
 12:30 

 Online

NO SILVER 
BULLET: 
DECARBONISING 
AVIATION

 Wednesday 13 September 
 15:00 

 Online

LIFE’S NOT FAIR
 Friday 15 September  
 12:30

 In-person, RSE

PREVENTING 
CANCER –  
WHO CARES?

 Wednesday 13 September 
 14:00 

 In-person, RSE

UNDER THE 
SURFACE OF 
ARTHUR’S SEAT

 Saturday 16 September 
 10:00  In-person, Dugald 

Stewart Monument

Is the seabed a realm of mystery or a part of our world?  
We extract resources from it, lay cables across it and send 
robots to search it. In 1971, Wolfgang Friedmann’s The Future 
of the Oceans warned of a “race to the bottom” as nations 
sought to territorialise and exploit the seabed. Fifty years later, 
ocean governance is again fiercely debated: a UN high seas 
treaty was recently agreed upon, yet highly controversial 
deep-sea mining could become widespread over coming years.

This roundtable brings arts and humanities perspectives  
to bear on legal, ecological and heritage issues relating to  
the seabed.

Around one in every 375 adults live with Parkinson’s disease  
in Scotland with about 30 people diagnosed each week. The 
current treatments have not changed in over 60 years and  
only treat the symptoms, not the disease. 

Scientists and clinicians at the University of Dundee are 
aiming to change that and are making significant advances  
in understanding this disease with the assistance of those 
living with Parkinson’s.

In this panel discussion, we will discuss the latest research 
taking place in Dundee and the real-world impacts it will have.

While the first real-world evaluation of greener flying is 
happening in Orkney as part of the Sustainable Aviation Test 
Environment, there are no easy solutions to removing carbon 
from aviation.

There are significant technological and economic challenges 
that must be solved before the reliance on fossil fuels is ended. 
This means that there will be an interesting period of transition 
where competing solutions operate alongside each other.

But we must start somewhere! This talk will explore the 
various challenges of, and opportunities for, net zero carbon 
aviation and the operational, safety and regulatory journey 
needed to help combat climate change.

On the surface, it may seem that everyone in Scotland has  
an equal chance in life.

However, people from the most deprived parts of the country 
are more at risk of poor health, live shorter lives on average and 
have reduced opportunities in education and employment.

This interactive workshop will use a board game to  
explore the complex interactions between inequality, privilege, 
and health.

The latest research surrounding the positive impact of a 
healthy lifestyle – a balanced diet and regular exercise –  
on reducing cancer risk remains largely absent in medical 
school training, general practice and the oncology community. 
Indeed, too often, primary care and prevention are conflated 
and an emphasis on other factors such as genetics and early 
detection overshadows the possible impacts of lifestyle.  
But why?

This group discussion will delve into challenging and 
sometimes uncomfortable questions about health 
responsibility to try to understand how we can empower 
society to engage with cancer prevention.

Geology and poetry exist in parallel with each other – they’re 
not-so-distant relatives.

Both require active participation and imagination. Both  
are active and involved processes that try to understand  
and process the material world around us.

This walking tour around Arthur’s Seat will illustrate this 
relationship by focusing on both the geological interpretations 
and the poetic expressions of the iconic Edinburgh landmark. 
We will explore and discuss the vast and varied history of 
human interactions with this dramatic tourist spot in the heart 
of the city and will follow in the footsteps of many famous 
geologists and poets – and find the motivation to write your 
own creative expressions, inspired by the landscapes and earth 
around you.
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→ ASTRODYNAMICS

S
pace environmentalism 
focuses on understanding and 
mitigating the environmental 
challenges posed by human 
activities in outer space.  
As a space environmentalist, 
my work in this field primarily 

revolves around space debris – or ‘space junk’ 
– and the development of novel statistical 
strategies to ensure the sustainability  
and long-term viability of space activities.

This discipline advances our ability  
to understand how human objects in space 
create both services and risks of collisions 
and reveals how environmental protection  
on Earth is related to mitigating the 
challenges of space debris. Most of what  
we send into outer space never comes back, 
so mapping the location and trajectory of 
these potentially harmful objects is critical. 
And in proposing policies that would create 
a circular space economy, we aim to prevent 
pollution in the form of single-use satellites 
and incentivise companies to reuse satellites 
rather than abandon them.

As a recently elected Corresponding Fellow 
of the RSE, Scotland’s National Academy, 
and a member of GlobalScot, Scotland’s 
International Business Network, I am 
increasingly enthralled by Scotland’s 
capacity to spearhead initiatives 
that prioritise preserving celestial 
environments and promoting 
sustainable practices.

The Scottish space sector is 
evolving rapidly – with multiple 
spaceports, launcher 
companies, a thriving 
space data scene and 
many scientific and 
commercial users 
of space – but 
Scotland has 
long been at 
the forefront 
of scientific 

advancements and environmental 
stewardship. By integrating these two pillars, 
it can position itself as a global leader in 
space environmentalism and sustainability.

Our international networks, exemplified  
by institutions such as the RSE, provide  
a platform for interdisciplinary collaboration 
and knowledge exchange. By leveraging  
these networks, Scotland can assemble  
global partnerships dedicated to advancing 
space environmentalism and sustainability. 
By fostering innovation through collaborative 
research, Scotland can develop cutting-
edge technologies that minimise the 
environmental footprint of space missions.

Global leadership in space environmentalism 
will require an emphasis on education 
and public engagement. By incorporating 
sustainability and space environmentalism 
into educational curricula, Scotland can 
foster a new generation of scientists, 
engineers and policymakers who are 
passionate about sustainable space 
exploration. By involving the public in 
discussions about the environmental impact 
of space activities, Scotland can build a 
collective commitment to responsible 
practices and garner support for sustainable 

space exploration endeavours.
The path lies not only in scientific 
advancements and international 
networks, but also in drawing 
upon ancient wisdom and 
traditional ecological knowledge. 
Scotland, with its rich cultural 
heritage and deep connection  

to nature, can harness  
the traditional ecological 

knowledge of Druids 
as a basis for attuning 
to the space 
environment and 
achieving space 

sustainability.
Druids, the 

ancient Celtic 

priests and scholars of Scotland, possessed 
a profound understanding of the natural 
world and its interconnectedness. They  
lived in harmony with the land, valuing  
the balance between human activities  
and the preservation of ecosystems. 
This wisdom can be applied to space 
environmentalism, where a similar balance 
must be struck between human exploration 
and the protection of celestial environments. 
The holistic principles of the Druids, 
emphasising the interconnectedness  
of all life forms and the importance  
of respecting natural cycles, can guide 
the development of spacecraft and space 
technologies that prioritise environmental 
preservation and resource efficiency.

Scotland can now seize a leadership 
role in space environmentalism and 
sustainability, forging a path towards  
a responsible and sustainable future  
beyond our planet. By capitalising on  
its strengths in scientific research, 
international networks and ancient wisdom, 
Scotland can inspire global initiatives 
that prioritise the preservation of celestial 
environments and the harmonious 
coexistence of humanity and nature.

It is beyond words for me to express  
the honour of being elected to the RSE, 
as one of only six Corresponding Fellows 
in 2023. I am extremely excited at the 
opportunity to contribute to the mission 
of knowledge made useful and to apply 
my life’s work in astrodynamics and space 
environmentalism and sustainability.

Dr Moriba Jah CorrFRSE, Associate 
Professor of Aerospace Engineering and 
Engineering Mechanics, The University  
of Texas; Chief Scientist, Privateer.

Co-founded with Apple co-founder Steve 
Wozniak, Privateer is a data and intelligence 
platform empowering the future of space 
sustainability. Visit privateer.com

The path to

global leadership
in space environmentalism

Dr Moriba Jah

12  /  RSE RESOURCE SUMMER 2023



P
hysicists have hypothesised 
that neutrinos – one of the 
most abundant fundamental 
particles in the universe – 
could be the origin of  
all matter in the universe 
today. However, despite 

their abundance, neutrinos are some of the 
most elusive particles to detect and, after 
decades of research, physicists still have  
many questions about their make-up, 
properties, and role in the universe’s origin.

At the University of Glasgow, research 
by members of the particle physics group 
uses data from the most sensitive neutrino 
detector on Earth, the Tokai to Kamioka 
(T2K) experiment in Japan. The main goal 
of the experiment is addressing one of the 
greatest outstanding problems of modern 
physics, namely that our current models  
of the composition of the universe have  
a fundamental gap. Modern physics observes 

particles (such as electrons) and antiparticles 
(like positrons) which form a symmetric 
pair where each has an identical mass but 
opposite charge. However, we now know 
that for every antiparticle there are in fact 
approximately ten billion particles, 
meaning the universe has a perfect 
symmetry with each particle 
balanced by an antiparticle 
with identical mass but 
opposite charge, and an 
almost perfect asymmetry, 
due to there being many, 
many more particles than 
antiparticles in the universe. 
This naturally leads to the 
question: where does this asymmetry 
stem from?

One way to investigate this phenomenon 
is through studying neutrinos. These 
fundamental neutral particles can be created 
in a state of quantum superposition – for 
example, the ability to be in multiple states 
at the same time – wherein they change 
their state in what is known as ‘neutrino 
oscillation’. By counting how often this 
change occurs, it may illuminate the 
underlying mechanism giving rise to the 
observed particle/antiparticle asymmetry.

Using advanced data analysis techniques, 
we can interrogate the measurements from 
the T2K experiment to investigate neutrinos’ 
properties. By simulating the high-intensity 

proton beam which produces the neutrinos, 
the group from Glasgow is able to study 
the fundamental physics of the resulting 
interactions. This work provides one of 
the world’s most precise measurements of 

neutrino properties, and this research 
can help us begin to understand 

their role in the evolution of  
the cosmos.

Following a pause during 
which time significant 
upgrades were made to  
the particle accelerator,  
the experiment will be 

switched back on in early  
2023. A new, larger data set  

will be collected throughout next  
year which, together with our refined data 
analysis techniques, could mean we are  
at last on the cusp of understanding 
fundamental neutrino properties.

The continued partnership between 
Scottish and Japanese colleagues allows  
this critical research to take place, and, given 
that it positions Scotland at the forefront of 
major developments in fundamental physics, 
underlines the importance of this research.

Dr John Nugent, member of the Japan Society 
for the Promotion of Science; Royal Society 
Fellow at Tohoku University; Honorary 
Research Fellow in the School of Physics  
and Astronomy, the University of Glasgow

→ ASTRONOMY

Dr John Nugent

Dr John Nugent received a £10,000  
RSE Scotland Asia Partnerships Higher 
Education Research (SAPHIRE) Fund 
award to exploit data from the most 
sensitive neutrino detector on earth,  
the Tokai to Kamioka experiment  
in Japan. The award also enabled  
Dr Nugent to recruit and train two 
researchers in advanced data analysis 
techniques to interrogate the findings 
from the experiment.

Neutrinos: 
The key to unearthing  
the origin of the universe?

Inside the Super-Kamiokande, the far 
detector of T2K, Kamioka Observatory.  

Visit t2k-experiment.org © ICRR
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HYAB: You’re one of the world’s renowned 
poets. What does poetry mean to you and 
how does it help us understand ourselves  
and the world?

CHIRIKURE: Poetry, for me, is a means 
to express and share intimate thoughts 
and emotions. For poetry to captivate its 
audience, it must originate from the depths 
of the heart. As the old saying goes, “art is 
a reflection of society and culture”. Poetry 
allows us to observe society and, in turn, 
provides opportunities for us to question  
and comprehend the world we live in.  

This same process also aids in understanding 
ourselves and others. Like other forms of art,  
poetry communicates inner thoughts and  
emotions, allowing for a deeper understanding 
of ourselves and those around us.

HYAB: How do you approach the  
task of writing and reading poetry?

CHIRIKURE: I don’t have a set approach 
to writing poetry. Each poem tends to have 
its own journey, starting from the initial 
inspiration to the formatting and actual 
writing process. Many of my favourite poems 

→ CULTURE

Chirikure Chirikure CorrFRSE was elected as a Corresponding Fellow of the RSE in 2022 
and is best known as one of Zimbabwe’s most talented performance poets and storytellers, 
publishing several books ranging from poetry collections and children’s stories to educational 
materials. He is also a performance poet and lyricist, stage and film actor, and the founder  
and director of LitFest Harare International Literature Festival.

Dr Hyab Yohannes, PhD holder from the University of Glasgow, is a research 
associate and academic coordinator for CUSP N+ and a member of the RSE 

Young Academy of Scotland.

A conversation with 
Chirikure Chirikure

Fellowship 
in focus

Chirikure Chirikure 
© Hannah Mentz
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take form in my mind and may even linger 
there for a couple of days before I finally put 
them on paper. If you are deeply inspired and 
in the right mindset, you can write a poem in 
a very short amount of time. Poetry is  
a condensed form of expression, 
a concise work of art that has 
the ability to paint countless 
pictures with just a few lines.

When it comes to reading 
poetry, I typically choose 
a book or a specific poem 
based on my current mood. 
Since poetry is an intimate art 
form, I often prefer to  
read it at night when there’s a 
sense of quiet and peacefulness.

HYAB: What do you look for in a poem that 
resonates with you as a reader and writer?

CHIRIKURE: All the themes and subject 
matters that poets write about have been 
written by millions of other writers. What 
should set one poem from the other is the 
choice of words and the delivery. For a poem 
to resonate with me, it also has to be genuine 
and sincere. I easily get put off by poems that 
are too clever and vain.

HYAB: How do you balance the need to convey 
your own personal experiences in your poetry 
with the desire to connect with readers?

CHIRIKURE: I believe that personal 
experiences are much easier for readers  
to connect with. The average person 
possesses empathy, so when you genuinely 
share your own experiences, people are more 
inclined to listen.

HYAB: Can you share with us a  
specific experience or memory  
you have about Scotland?

CHIRIKURE: My first encounter with 
Scotland was in a remote setting. Growing  
up in Zimbabwe, a former British colony,  
our education focused on the British 
influence on Africa. One of the figures we 
learned about in history class was David 
Livingstone, the explorer from Blantyre who 
“discovered” the Mosi-oa-Tunya and named 
it Victoria Falls. In my young mind, I often 
wondered about the environment and culture 
that shaped this explorer from Scotland.

The second experience was in 2007, when  
we spent an entire month performing two 
theatre productions at the Edinburgh Festival. 
Apart from the incredible experience at the 
festival itself, interacting with people on 
the streets and in restaurants left a lasting 
impression. However, we faced challenges  
with the language barrier with some of the 
people we interacted with here and there.

HYAB: Have you ever collaborated with 
Scottish poets or artists? If so, can you tell  
us about that experience?

CHIRIKURE: In 2021, I had the 
opportunity to collaborate with two 

artists from Glasgow as part of 
the University of Glasgow’s 

Refugee Integration 
through Languages and 
the Arts (RILA) initiatives. 
Together, we created a 
multidisciplinary piece 

called In This Space which 
combined poetry, music and 

animation. I took on the role of 
writing, performing and recording 

the poetry, while Clare Robertson composed 
and recorded the music and Martha Orbach 
contributed the drawings and animation. 
Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, our 
collaboration was carried out virtually. Even 
though we have yet to physically meet, we 
managed to build a strong bond throughout 
the production process.

HYAB: How do you see the RSE supporting 
the arts and culture in Zimbabwe?

CHIRIKURE: The Fellowship bestowed 
upon me by the RSE has been an honour 
and has served as inspiration for many of 
my fellow writers. I am hopeful that we will 
soon have opportunities to collaborate with 
the RSE and other fellows to find ways to 
support the arts and culture in Zimbabwe. 
It would also be wonderful to establish 
facilities for cultural exchanges between 
Zimbabwe and Scotland.

HYAB: As an artist, how do you feel  
your Zimbabwean identity intersects  
with your Scottish connections?

CHIRIKURE: In the opportunities I have 
had to share my artistic work with Scottish 
audiences, I have always made an effort to 
showcase my mother tongue, Zimbabwean 
music and the collective experiences of 
my people, both past and present. These 
elements are integral to my identity and,  
by sharing them, I aim to provide audiences 
with a glimpse into the world that shaped 
me. These small gestures help foster 
appreciation and mutual respect in our 
interconnected global community.

HYAB: Looking forward, do you see 
 yourself continuing to maintain your 
connection to Scotland through the RSE?

CHIRIKURE: Absolutely, yes. We have 
planted the seed and all it requires is regular 
watering until it sprouts. After that, we must 
continue to nurture the tree so it can bear  
an abundance of fruit.

HYAB: Any last words to Zimbabwean  
and Scottish artists?

CHIRIKURE: History has brought our  
two worlds together, although some phases 
of that process were not rosy. However,  
it is important for us to focus on the positive 
aspects and use them as a foundation to 
move forward. We should strive to develop  
a more productive relationship, 
characterised by mutual respect and 
appreciation for one another. As one  
popular African proverb says: “If you  
want to go fast, go alone. If you want  
to go far, go together.”

Dr Hyab 
Yohannes

“Poetry allows us to observe society and, in 
turn, provides opportunities for us to question 

and comprehend the world we live in.”
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T
hat is perhaps the most 
famous line in John 
Barbour’s monumental 
14th century poem  
The Bruce, which is  
nearly as large as Dante’s 
Divine Comedy.  

A book remarkable in many ways –  
a unique chronicle of Scotland’s 
War of Independence; a 
detailed biography of her 
greatest king and his loyal 
followers, notably Sir James 
Douglas; a romance (so says 
the author) of chivalry, where 
love for an ideal lady is replaced 
by love for one’s native land.

It is the first major literary work 
in Scots to survive, justly admired by 
Burns, Sir Walter Scott and many others. 
There are several excellent editions, the latest 
by Archibald Duncan, and a translation into 
modern English, but not, as far as I know, 
into any other tongue. I doubt that today it 
is much read in Scotland, let alone the wider 
world – it looks too bulky and difficult to 
follow – but, frankly, anyone with a decent 
command of Scots can give it a try, and will 
be rewarded. Bits may appear tedious, but 
there are passages of great vigour and beauty. 

Many years ago, before the internet days, 
when I got Bruce from my parents for my 
PhD in medieval history, it was a rarity in the 
USSR, though there were previous attempts 
at rendering some fragments in Russian. 
In a fit of excitement, I have translated the 
prologue myself, metred and rhymed. The 
result seemed not bad, but I did not proceed. 
The task was far too daunting, and there 
were more urgent matters to attend to. Later 
on, I had many wonderful trips to Scotland, 
and became utterly enchanted. 

I have been to the scenes of action: 
Kildrummy, Loudon Hill, Linlithgow, Perth, 
the Borders, Bannockburn, and the Castle  
of Maidens, as the Edinburgh stronghold  
was once known. Long have I sat, alone  
at times, in St. Machar’s, Aberdeen, where 

Archdeacon Barbour had served and lies 
buried. I knew I had to resume my 

poetic labours and translated 
during morning strolls, train 
rides, dull meetings, even 
when picking fruit in the 
garden or mushrooms in 
a wood. Rhymes can be an 
awful headache, especially 

that many, but in 
tricky cases someone 

seems to prompt me 
along. Today, several parts 

of Russian Bruce are already 
printed with commentary, 
and to my own disbelief,  
I am now midway into  
Book XVI out of 20. 

So, what’s in it? 
Tremendous battle scenes, 
apparently related by a hardy 
warrior rather than the serene 
cleric that Barbour was.  
Lively portraits  
of historical 
figures. 

Memorable episodes with flashes of humour, 
as when the Earl of Surrey sneers at the 
solitary lame cow left to the English host in 
the whole of Lothian: “This is the derrest beiff 
that I saw evir yheit!”. Touches of warmth and 
compassion, as when King Robert halts the 
march of his army to help a poor laundress  
in childbirth. And something else besides. 

Amazing relevance to the times of our 
own. Drawn-out wars of scorched earth, 
attrition and conquest; struggles for national 
sovereignty and personal freedom; great 
powers striving to devour their neighbours, 
denying their right to exist; ruthless violence; 

appalling bloodshed; agonies of defeat, 
suffering, captivity and exile –  

and triumphs of the righteous 
cause. These are not just 
things of the past. Have we 
not witnessed them all 
of late, are we not seeing 

them even now?! Indeed, 
liberty is to be cherished – 

we “suld think fredome mar 
to prys, Than all the gold in 
warld that is”. 

Dr Dmitry Fedosov  
CorrFRSE, Institute of 
World History, Russian 
Academy of Sciences

→ LITERATURE

Dr Dmitry Fedosov

“A! Fredome is  
a noble thing!”
There is more to the great medieval Scottish epic 
The Bruce than historical and literary worth
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KIA ORA FROM NEW ZEALAND’S ROYAL SOCIETY TE APĀRANGI! 
In May 2023, Dr Brent Clothier (President) and Paul Atkins (Chief Executive) from the Royal Society Te Apārangi 
(RSTA) were hosted by Professor Sir John Ball (President) and Professor Sarah Skerratt (Chief Executive) of the RSE

→ INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS

Connections are critical in an ever-complex 
world. International, inter-academy, and 
inter-disciplinary linkages are all vital if we 
are to play an effective role in informing 
and enabling great solutions to significant 
global challenges.

Our recent visit to the RSE reinforced 
this and we are grateful to all involved for 
the warm hospitality and energising 
conversations. We wholeheartedly support 
the mission of 'knowledge made useful'!

Despite being at the opposite ends of 
the earth, the RSE and RSTA enjoy strong 
links dating back to RSTA’s foundation. In 
February 1862, the RSE elected the 
Scottish medical doctor, explorer, and 
geologist James Hector. Just two months 
later, albeit after a journey of 102 days, 
Hector landed in New Zealand and in 1867 
formed the New Zealand Institute. In 1933, 
it changed its name to the Royal Society  
of New Zealand, and in 2007 we were 
given the Māori name, Te Apārangi, 
meaning a group of experts.

Today, the RSTA and the RSE continue 
to enjoy a close interpersonal relationship. 
But that is not the only important 
similarity and connection – we share the 
characteristic of having academies that 
embrace not just science, but also social 
science, the arts and humanities. Our 
ability to draw people together from 
across the different disciplines from  

within our own ‘family’ is an extraordinary 
strength as we seek to bring effect to true 
transdisciplinarity.

Following six months of broad 
consultation with our members and 
stakeholders, the RSTA is in the process  
of developing our strategic plan for the 
next twenty years. It is the first time our 
Society has looked forward this far. It 
recognises the need to be internationally 
intergenerational and look to the potential 
for long-term impact of our work as well 
as the shorter-term goals to be found in 
our annual business planning. Discussions 
with RSE colleagues regarding the 
development of the RSE’s strategic  
plan 2023–2028 have been extremely 
valuable. The next five years will be  
crucial to our respective nations and  
how we make knowledge useful our  
critical contribution.

Another topic of discussion, and of  
great benefit to us, was the origins, 
structure and functioning of the Young 
Academy of Scotland (YAS). The reports 
and publications coming out of the YAS 
are impressive. Although the RSTA does 
not have a young academy in the same 
form, we do have under our auspices an 
active Early Career Researchers’ Forum, 
with a representative who sits ex officio  
on the Council of the RSTA. As the 
international connectivity of the young 

academies grows, we will seek to support 
our early career researchers in that network.

There were other topics of mutual 
benefit discussed during our visit – 
approaches to ensuring equity, diversity 
and inclusivity in our academies, and  
the processes we use to appoint a 
President-Elect.

We look forward to building on this  
brief catch-up to initiate longer-term 
connections between our two like-minded 
Societies and honour the legacy of Sir 
James Hector.

Dr Brent Clothier, President; Paul Atkins, 
Chief Executive, Royal Society Te Apārangi

SHOWCASING A MODERN SCOTLAND IN THE STATES
I have been Head of the Scottish 
Government in the USA for almost  
two years, and it is an honour to represent 
Scotland in a place with such deep  
ties to it. Those ties extend to millions  
of Americans who can trace their family 
roots back to Scotland; and hundreds  
of Scottish charitable societies, many  
of which existed before the USA was  
an independent country. 

These historic connections are etched  
into the physical and spiritual fabric of the 
USA: Scottish stonemasons painstakingly 
carved the intricate details of the White 
House, and of the 56 signatories of the 
Declaration of Independence, two were 
Scottish and at least six more were of 
Scottish or Scots-Irish descent.

That history often comes with a deep 
affection for all things Scottish, especially 
our whisky, where the US is the number  
one market by value. There are world-class 
pipers and bands, highland games, and  
of course parades such as the Alexandria 
Christmas Scottish Walk and the Tartan 
Day Parade in New York – which attracts 
tens of thousands of spectators. 

The love for Scotland that comes with 
these connections is a great asset for those 
with a Scottish connection doing business  
in the US (whether that is the business of 

government, academia, or corporations)  
but falling back on perceptions of Scotland 
rooted in the past can be a barrier. 

Modern Scotland is not the Scotland  
of screen depictions that 
proliferate the US like Outlander, 
Braveheart or Brave. Modern 
Scotland is diverse, innovative 
and outward-facing – and 
this is what we seek to 
convey in the US. 

Many of our partners 
understand that Scotland 
was the home of scientists 
and inventors throughout 
history, but less is known about 
our strengths today in sectors such 
as space and aerospace, AI, quantum, 
genetics, climate change, and much more. 
We frequently champion the stories of recent 
Nobel Prize-winning scientists like Professor 
David MacMillan CorrFRSE, BAFTA-winning 
filmmakers like Parisa Urquhart who 
documents Scotland’s reckoning with its 
history of slavery, or how the Arbikie family  
is on a radical journey delivering green spirits 
not only to Scotland, but to the world. 

It is important for us, while respecting  
and celebrating our past and our built and 
natural heritage, to demonstrate Scotland’s 
current capabilities and future ambitions to 

our partners. We still have our amazing 
history, we still have stunning landscapes,  
but we also have an incredible modern offer 

as a place to live, work, study, do 
business, or visit. 

We work with Scottish 
Development International 
(our overseas trade body), 
with Scottish universities, 
and with business and 
cultural organisations like 
the Edinburgh Festival 
Fringe to help promote this 

vision of modern Scotland. 
The US is an incredibly strong 

partner for us for trade and 
investment, for academic 

collaborations, exchange students and 
for tourism. To maintain this, and to grow 
this, we need to continue to affirm all that  
is good in the 'traditional' view of Scotland, 
as well as promote what modern Scotland 
does, and could, actually look like.

Chris Thomson, Head of Scottish 
Government in the USA

Scottish Government in the USA promotes 
Scotland’s interests through political, cultural 
and economic diplomacy. Visit: bit.ly/3rIbpeu 
for more information.

Chris Thomson
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S
cotland’s constitutional 
question has dominated and 
polarised Scottish politics 
in recent years, but the 
contested nature of the process 
– especially whether there 
should be an independence 

referendum – has crowded out 
meaningful discussion.

Building on the RSE’s 
convening power, the 
Constitutional Futures 
Initiative created space 
for a meaningful dialogue 
and analysis of different 
constitutional options. In a 
series of roundtables organised 
in Autumn/Winter 2022, leading 
scholars and practitioners provided 
thoughtful and impartial reflections on 
the implications of recent developments, 
including Brexit and Covid-19. The purpose 
was not to provide recommendations in 
relation to alternative constitutional futures, 
but rather to apply the knowledge and 
expertise of RSE Fellows and others to explore 
options, challenges, and opportunities. 

The first workshop re-examined 
devolution and the Scottish Parliament, 
exploring whether the devolution settlement 
is still fit for purpose. The original 
legislation that led to the setting up of the 
Scottish Parliament is now 25 years old.  
It has evolved over time; most recently and 
most significantly, the Scotland Act (2016) 
introduced significant new powers and 
responsibilities. However, these changes 
pre-dated Brexit, Covid and the cost of 
living crisis, each of which has brought 
pressure to bear on devolution. The 2016 
settlement also created new complexities 
and interdependencies between devolved 
and reserved powers, which have been 
augmented by Brexit.

In a public event co-organised with the 
Institute for Government and the Bennett 
Institute for Public Policy, we explored 
how well the Westminster system works 

for the UK’s devolved nations. Chaired by 
Kenny Farquharson, Columnist and Senior 
Writer at The Times, the panel considered the 
status and operation of the Sewel convention 
following Brexit, as well as options to 
strengthen the constitutional protection 
of devolved autonomy. Participants also 

reviewed how the nations and 
regions of the UK might be given 

more voice in Westminster, 
including in a reformed 
second chamber.

The project also considered 
Scottish independence and 
the challenges posed by recent 

developments. Our discussion 
focused on two key issues. The 

first considered independence in the 
European Union in a post-Brexit world. 

We examined the implications this would 
have for the borders Scotland shares with 
the (remaining) UK, as under this scenario, 
they would also be EU-UK borders. Second, 
we explored the currency options that would 
face an independent Scotland, and how these 
have changed since the 2014 referendum. 
We focused on what were suggested by our 

experts to be the two viable currency options: 
continued use of GBP within an informal 
currency union, or the establishment of a new 
currency. Each was assessed according to the 
balance of risk and reward. 

The last meeting in the series considered 
the complexities of public opinion. While a 
superficial reading suggests Scots are divided 
down the middle in support for, or opposition 
to, independence, we delved into the more 
complex and nuanced picture revealed by 
academic surveys. These insights open up  
the possibility of finding ways to move 
beyond seemingly entrenched positions 
– where each side aims to defeat the other – 
towards a more consensual approach  
to Scotland’s place on these islands.

The RSE stands ready and able to 
contribute to these debates. A series of  
blogs, videos and a public lecture recording, 
which explore some of these key themes,  
are available on the RSE website:  
bit.ly/rse-constitutional-futures

Professor Nicola McEwen FRSE, Professor  
of Public Policy; Director of the Centre for 
Public Policy, the University of Glasgow

→ DEVOLUTION

Reshaped by Brexit and Covid, the RSE’s Constitutional Futures Initiative 
brings an impartial and expert reflection on Scotland’s constitutional options

Professor  
Nicola McEwen

The constitutional 
question for Scotland
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→ NEWS OF FELLOWS

Professor Alison Phipps honoured  
with Doctor of Letters
Congratulations to Professor Alison Phipps FRSE, who was 
awarded an honorary degree – Doctor of Letters – by the  
University of Edinburgh on Thursday 6 July 2023. 

Professor Phipps is Professor of Languages and Intercultural 
Studies, UNESCO Chair in Refugee Integration through Languages 
and the Arts, and Co-Convener of Glasgow Refugee, Asylum  
and Migration Network at the University of Glasgow.

This honorary degree acknowledges all who have collectively 
shaped the letters which form the research and work with  
refugees and multilingual and multicultural communities  
in Scotland and worldwide.

On receiving the award, Professor Phipps said: “If wars are  
made in the minds of people, then it is in the minds of people  
that the defences of peace must be constructed.

“Letters shape the words which can start wars and end them, 
which can breed understanding or create conflict and confusion 
through lies. Letters are used in scripts the world over to write  
the words which might wrap us in comfort at times of immense 
suffering. Letters are how we imagine new, and better things.

“Letters matter greatly in the quest for sanctuary. Letters from 
home, messages of safety, and the letter from the government  
that says you are safe, you may stay here. Letters shaping the 
nuance of the law, tested in academic and political debate.  
The letter that told me that my foster daughter Rima, an 
unaccompanied minor, had been found to have a well-founded  
fear of persecution and recognised as a refugee.

“In an age of conscience, we require new and  
courageous letters to shape better ways of living, 
working and being in scholarship together,  
which will remake universities as true 
sanctuaries. For courage is made 
in times like this.”

Val McDermid awarded honorary  
doctorate by the University of Oxford
Dr Val McDermid FRSE has been awarded an honorary degree  
by the University of Oxford in recognition of her contribution  
to literature. The award was presented to her at the Encaenia 
ceremony on Wednesday 21 June 2023.

Val, who has penned more than 30 books which have been 
translated into more than 40 languages and adapted for 
television, screen and stage, is known as a trailblazer in the  
genre of crime fiction. Her other works include short stories,  
a prize-winning children’s book, anthologies and non-fiction.

On receiving the award, Val said: “Nobody is more amazed than 
me. I’m frankly gobsmacked.” She added: “I’m already an Honorary 
Fellow of the college, which I thought was amazing… I thought 
that’s as high as it would get. Me! From a cooncil hoose!”

As well as being an RSE Fellow, Val is a Fellow of the Royal 
Society of Literature and in 2010 received the prestigious  
Diamond Dagger for Lifetime Achievement from the Crime 
Writers’ Association. She has also been awarded the Pioneer 
Award by Lambda Literary in the US, and the Theakston’s  
Old Peculier Award for Outstanding Contribution to the genre. 

Val also holds honorary degrees from the universities  
of Sunderland, Northampton, Dundee, and Bath Spa.

The RSE would like to extend its warmest congratulations to Val.

RSE FELLOWS RECOGNISED  
IN KING’S BIRTHDAY HONOURS
The RSE extends its congratulations to the five Fellows  
among this year’s Birthday Honours to mark their 
extraordinary achievements and services:

Knight Bachelor
Professor Iain Gray CBE FRSE FREng
For services to the aerospace industry

Commander of the Order of the British Empire
Professor Eleanor Riley FRSE FMedSci
For services to immunology

Dr Paul Little FRSE
For services to education

Officer of the Order of the British Empire
Professor Dario Alessi FRS FRSE
For services to biomedical research and translation

Member of the Order of the British Empire
Professor Jane Hillston FRS FRSE
For services to computer science and to women in science

Professor Alison Phipps  
(right) with Dr Debora 
Kayembe, Young Academy  
of Scotland alumni
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Sir Ian Rankin knighted

Congratulations to Sir Ian Rankin OBE FRSE, who was awarded  
a knighthood by the Princess Royal at Buckingham Palace on 
Tuesday 13 June 2023.

Elected as a Fellow of the RSE in 2015, Sir Ian is known best  
for exploring contemporary Scottish society through his literary 
work. He has published 26 novels, including the Inspector Rebus 
series which has been translated into 26 languages, while also 
writing for radio, the stage and film.

A winner of several national and international awards, Sir Ian  
was knighted for services to literature and charity. On receiving his 
gong from the Princess Royal, he said he had been “bemused” when 
told about the knighthood, explaining: “A few years ago I was given 
an OBE and I probably thought that’s about as much as I can expect.”

He added: “So I was very happy with that – but this was 
absolutely thrilling. The fact it was for charity work, or charitable 
giving, as well as the output of books was especially good because 
my wife and I have run a charitable foundation for quite a few years 
now but anonymously. Well, someone’s outed us now, I guess. 
Someone must have put me forward for this.”

Spotted wearing his RSE tie for the occasion, Sir Ian responded  
on Twitter with “sharp eyes” when this was pointed out by RSE staff.



→ IDENT

THE ROYAL SOCIETY OF EDINBURGH
22–26 George Street, Edinburgh EH2 2PQ
Tel: 0131 240 5000     |     www.rse.org.uk
Please send your comments on the magazine, or suggestions  
for future content, to the Editor at: comms@theRSE.org.uk

The Royal Society of Edinburgh, Scotland’s National Academy, is Scottish Charity No. SC000470

 RoyalSocEd      @RoyalSocEd      @royalsoced
YOUTUBE theroyalsocietyofedinburgh

ReSourcE designed by www.connectcommunications.co.uk

Pursuing ideas and 
truth without fear

I
n June, the RSE took over the 
secretariat for the UK Academies’ 
Human Rights Committee 
(UKHRC). The UKHRC consists 
of seven academies from the 
UK and Ireland and responds 
to alerts, by the International 

Human Rights Network, sent when an 
individual’s freedom is facing prosecution 
and abuse due to their scholarly activities. 

But what do the academy and human 
rights have to do with each other? There  
is, of course, the obvious – both embody 
essential elements of a democratic society 
that values individual liberty, intellectual 
diversity, the pursuit of knowledge and  
the free exchange of ideas. 

Human rights – to freedom of thought, 
expression, association and education –  
encase and protect crucial features of 
academic work. These include the ability 
to pursue ideas and truth, wherever they 
may lead, to critique power and to engage 
in open dialogue without fear of censorship, 
persecution or reprisal.

In turn, academic freedom can underpin 
the realisation of human rights. Scholars  
can question prevailing orthodoxy,  
challenge societal norms and explore 

alternative perspectives. Academic 
institutions are places where diverse ideas 
and opinions can be debated and tested 
through rigorous scholarship.

Restricting academic freedom can also 
clearly violate rights. Take as an example, 
an academic researcher critical of their 
government who is arrested on charges 
of espionage, collaboration with a foreign 
government and disclosing classified secrets 
– detained without trial, placed in solitary 
confinement and coerced into making  
false confessions.

There are similarly clear examples of 
restrictions on academic freedom in the 
service of rights violations, such as direct  
and indirect state prohibition of research  
and debate – on topics ranging from localised 
conflicts to women’s access to healthcare – 
that keep rights abuses from scrutiny.

Scholars At Risk, a civil society network 
tracking the relationships between human 
rights and academic freedom around the 
world, demonstrates that such examples 
are not limited to particular types of state 
or place. They are found in every continent, 
across democracies and autocracies.

However, the relationship between academic 
freedom and human rights is not necessarily 
mutually reinforcing, or destructive. 

In practice, it is well recognised that  
the pursuit of knowledge can generate 
 real harms to individuals and societies  
and that the protection of rights can lead  
to restrictions on academic freedom.

Most obviously, we recall the horrors  
of biomedical experimentation on humans 

that gave rise to research ethics regimes. 
But in a contemporary setting, states and 
societies are called on to grapple with the 
tensions between the two goods in numerous 
and subtle ways. What are the limits of 
acceptable academic research – across the 
sciences, social sciences and humanities 
– in contexts where it might be used to 
facilitate or legitimate human rights abuses 
or abusers? And to what extent are these 
concerns wielded in such a way that they 
produce a chilling effect over types  
of research, institutions and sectors? 

There are no easy answers. What is clear 
is that the relationship between academic 
freedom and human rights is one that evolves 
in context – and in which academies such  
as the RSE must play a central role.

Academic freedom and human rights are interwoven

THE LAST
WORD?

Dr Deval Desai, Young Academy of 
Scotland member; RSE International 
Committee member; Lecturer in 
International Economic Law, the 
University of Edinburgh Law School

“Human rights – to freedom of 
thought, expression, association 
and education – encase and 
protect crucial features of 
academic work.”
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