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H
aving a European Year of
Languages definitely did not
mean a year of European
languages. Rather, events and
discussions focused on the
linguistic diversity of Europe.

This went beyond Germanic and Romance
linguistic boundaries, not only to celebrate
French, German and Spanish but also to
celebrate less widely-spoken languages such as
Catalan and Welsh, as well as newly-adopted
community languages.

The year had at its heart the importance of
language not just as a communicative tool, but
also as an expression and reflection of each
citizen’s identity, heritage and culture. This year
celebrated the role of English – rightly so, as this
particularly idiosyncratic language is possibly the
biggest success story in the history of languages. 

The European Year of Languages stressed,
however, the importance of each language, and
wagged a cautious finger at the dangers of the
increasingly dominant role of English. At a
conference in Brighton, chaired by Will Hutton
(former editor of The Observer, now chief
executive of the Industrial Society and an LSE
governor), the question of the dominant role of
English as a global language was addressed.
People expressed fears at the diminishing role of
other Indo-European languages such as
German, Russian and Spanish and also the
direct effect of English on Chinese, despite its
600 million speakers. 

One clear thing emerges from the findings of
the conference and previous British Council
reports. It is that English no longer belongs to
the English. More non-native speakers now
speak English than native speakers alone. Global
English is a reality, and as such neither the
British, nor the Americans, have a monopoly on
how this new globalised brand of English

develops. Indeed, this can be seen as a
justifiable trade-off. Non-English speakers give
up the battle and accept English as the
dominant language, while English speakers
relinquish linguistic imperialism and donate their
language to the world. To continue the theme,
such terms as ‘Global English’ and ‘ELF: English
as a Lingua Franca’ could become distinct
possibilities, and could be offered in the majority
of international language schools as a more
workable alternative to the parochial options of
British or American English. Esperanto suddenly
develops a nostalgic appeal to the hidden
foreign linguist within us all.

Yet, there is a paradoxical development to the
unstoppable growth in global English. It is the
growing awareness of the cultural importance of
one’s own language, and the need of finding
new roles for one’s language and defining the
realities of its functions. German is not going to
whither and die, no more than French, Dutch,
Danish or Japanese. English may be the

common denominator in the globalised worlds of
economics, business and governments but there
is a big difference between using English as a
second language and giving up on one’s own.
And while it is true to say that the over-exposure
of English in the media has affected all other
languages, new linguistic imports are vital to the
upkeep of any language’s vocabulary, and will
continue to happen, despite the artificial
protestations of such institutions as the
Académie Française.

So, given these developments, why bother with
a language centre at LSE? Since most of the 60
per cent of the international cohort of students are
fluent in at least two languages, and generally
proficient in another one, and since English is the
global language, and that takes the other 40 per
cent of the student population into account, why
have a language centre at all? 

Perhaps surprisingly, over 100 students at the
School are taking a degree option in a foreign
language, and over 1,500 are learning or

Does anyone here speak
global English?

2001 marked the European Year of Languages, with events
taking place to celebrate the linguistic diversity of all the
countries in the European Union. Nick Byrne reflects on
language learning and its importance at LSE.

Among other
concepts, Lakatos’s
idea of scientific
research
programmes (SRPs)
retains its
relevance today – 
and not only for
philosophers. 

Take, as an example, organisational culture,
something much beloved of management
theorists and consultants. As Danny Miller
argued in The Icarus Paradox, many
organisations follow a trajectory in which
success leads directly to failure. Marks and
Spencer has been a recent example. They keep
doing what seems to work well, long after it
needs rethinking. An important part of this is a
strong culture. It helps bind organisations, and
gives their members a sense of joint purpose,

but it also blinds them to new ideas as they sink
into ‘groupthink’.

What was Lakatos’s contribution to this
debate? He saw a scientific research programme
as an overall framework within which scientists
can operate, including a core of theory which is
central to the programme, plus other theories
and hypotheses which are less important. To
develop this programme Lakatos proposed that
we adopt two types of methodological rules. The
first he calls the ‘negative heuristic’. This tells us
what paths of research to avoid. In particular, it
forbids us to reject the core of our programme
when counter-evidence arises. Instead, we
should use our ingenuity to develop other
explanations which protect the core, re-
examining the evidence, or rejecting or modifying
one of the less important hypotheses. The
‘positive heuristic’ tells us what paths to pursue,
setting out a course of action to develop and
enrich our programme.

Organisations can think of their culture in the
same way – protecting it through the use of
positive and negative heuristic. But there is an

additional crucial requirement which Lakatos lays
down. This is that each step of an SRP must be
consistently content-increasing: the changes and
developments should enrich the programme. For
organisations this means that the culture should
never be taken for granted. It needs constant
review to see whether it is content-increasing
(value adding), or instead becoming an
anachronistic burden which needs to be jettisoned
in favour of a new approach – a new culture.

Dr John Darwin (BSc Econ 1969) is subject
leader in strategy and head of the Change
Management Research Centre at Sheffield
Hallam University. 

The Methodology of Scientific Research
Programmes, Volume 1 by I Lakatos (Cambridge
University Press, 1978); The Icarus Paradox by 
D Miller (Harper Business, 1990).

Following the death of Morris
Perlman (LSE Magazine, summer
2001), alumni sent letters of
condolence with their memories of
him at Passfield. In addition,
Richard Blow (BSc Econ
International History 1960) wrote
about his time at Passfield. 

While attempting to sort out the ‘archives’ in
the attic, I came across this photograph of
myself (sixth from the right, third row) and
Passfield Hall residents from June 1959. I tried
to put names to the familiar faces from over 40
years ago and was ashamed how few I could
pin down. Having lived in Holland and Belgium
since 1969, I have lost touch with so many

people. Enlisting the help of my old friend
Stewart Paterson (seventh from the right, back
row), we identified just over half, and I
wondered where all these bright young men
are these days. Doubtless most of them have
retired, as I have, and are living all over the
world. The photo also brought back a few
memories of an era which seems very remote
now: when bitter was 1s/9d a pint and
Passfield board cost £44/-s/-d a term. One
other thing I still find interesting is the
cosmopolitan mix of students, which gave us a
few insights into the rest of the world. Many
students had been through National Service
too, so we really were a mixed bunch. One
person who could not be forgotten is the
warden, Professor Raymond Chapman, firmly
in the centre of the first row, flanked by
students and staff. Raymond had a knack of
getting close to the ‘inmates’, particularly on

Saturday nights, when he could be persuaded
to regale us with epic poems of the Yukon
after a few Newcastle Brown ales, but still
managing to maintain reasonable order when it
was needed.

Contact Richard through the Alumni office on
+44 (0)20 7955 6412 or email: alumni@lse.ac.uk

Richard adds: A group of (ex) members of
the Economicals football and cricket clubs
calling themselves the MOFFS (for obscure
reasons!) continue to meet three times a
year in London. The next lunch is on 
14 February. Anyone interested in going
along should contact Derek Jakes on 
+44 (0)20 8674 1195 or email:
derek.jakes@virgin.net

For more on the Economicals, 
see page 44.

Lakatos’s thinking

Passfield Hall memories
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For the first hundred years
of its life, LSE was

architecturally retiring, a
hidden city of bits and pieces up side streets,
round corners, down alleyways. It lurked above
pubs, behind offices, insulated from the rush of
Kingsway and the clatter of the Aldwych. It was
not so much a campus, more a series of
occupations. You were never quite sure whether
you were entering the Department of
International Relations or the Olde Curiosity
Shop. The tradition was carried on even when
the School began using the Kingsway theatre,
since it shared the stage with all manner of non-
academic theatricals, and you were as likely to
find yourself at Les Ballets Trockadero de Monte
Carlo as at Monetary Economics One. 

But that was a different era. Shy, retiring
locational diffidence changed when we took up
residence in Clement House, and presented a
flamboyant front of corporate bombast, the
pomp and circumstance of mahogany and
marble, to the public bustle of the streets linking
Westminster with the law courts and the City.
Now the School has gone further down, or up,
the same road, acquiring some of the glass and
concrete blocks shining alongside the Royal
Courts of Justice. No more the little institute
down a back street, LSE looms over the
approaches to Fleet Street, and glitters against
the law courts in a building called Tower 1.

The buildings look to a different urban future
from the fog-encrusted rambling alleyways of the
School’s foundation. The contrast is given a
further dimension if you cross the Strand to the
premises of what used to be Child’s Bank. It is a
fine Victorian banking hall, with marble columns

and dark wooden counters. It also has a gun
cabinet. High on the wall is a large glass case,
containing ten muskets with bayonets. The
wood is polished to the sheen on a chestnut
horse, and the brass fittings shine. The muskets
were bought after the Gordon riots of 1780,
when Lord George Gordon incited anti-Catholic,
and simply criminal, mobs to rampage through
London, attacking persons and property. Child’s
Bank was unharmed, but the governors were so
alarmed at the threat to public order, and more
particularly to their own premises, that they
purchased the firearms for use by their staff in
any future commotion.

They proved unnecessary. Although the people
of London frequently demonstrated their
displeasure at the arrogance of power and the
cupidity of bankers, they did not repeat the
attacks of 1780. But they realised the symbolic
powers of demonstration. Return from Child’s
Bank and you will see, on one of the School’s
newest acquisitions, a large plaque marking the
site of the house from which the journal Votes for
Women was published, and from which the
feminist suffragists of the Women’s Social and

Political Union campaigned for formal political
equality between the sexes. The suffrage
campaigners inverted the logic of urban violence,
and with devastating effect in their use of hunger
strikes became magnets for violence, providing an
example of heroism without harm to others which
baffled the male politics of Edwardian Britain.

The suffrage campaigners pioneered not just
the hunger strike, but the whole politics of
theatrical communication. Underlying their
demonstrations was the realisation that
messages are conveyed not only in print but by
peaceful symbolic action. It was a lesson applied
with spectacular effect three quarters of a
century later, when feminist campaigners at
Greenham Common, rather than meet the
arguments of the proponents of Cruise missiles
with matching strategic detail, pulled the rug
from under military bombast by ridiculing it: ‘Take
the toys from the boys’. Easter picnics on missile
silos, without making military strategies one jot
less dangerous, certainly made them seem more
absurd.

For LSE the suffrage plaque is a challenging
symbol. The beaver has always been an
ambivalent emblem. ‘Rerum cognoscere causas’
makes it sound as if our heraldic beast simply
sits on the river bank and watches the flotsam
flow by. ‘Hmmn, there goes another log. That’s
20 this week. Wonder where they came from?
Time for a bit of log linear analysis.’ But the
beaver also gnaws down trees and builds dams.
As another ancient burrower and gnawer almost
put it: ‘Water rats have interpreted the river. The
point, however, is to change its course.’ The
suffrage plaque is a more hopeful sign in that
direction than the Child’s muskets. ■

The view from the riverbank

Rodent’s Rambles 
Rodney Barker

The life and
times of the
Language
Centre
In spring this year, the Language Centre

received rave reports, not only from the

internal auditing bodies of LSE but also

from external agencies, including the

Quality Assurance Agency. All of them

praised the teaching and innovation of

the centre. This year also saw the

creation of the Language Showroom in

the Clare Market building.

The last two and a half years have seen a

tremendous period of growth. Nearly 150

students are following a degree option in

French, German, Russian, Spanish

language and society, or English literature

and society. Over 1,500 students are

learning or improving a foreign language

as an extra-curricular activity, and

students can choose between the above

languages or Arabic, Chinese, Italian,

Japanese or Portuguese. 

It is not just LSE students who are

benefiting from the centre. Over the last

two years business clients have included

the British Council, the Foreign and

Commonwealth Office and Pixelpark – part

of the Bertelsman Group.

The other key area is English for Academic

Purposes. About 1,000 students take

advantage of a varied programme of in-

sessional language support, and up to 200

take part in their growing pre-sessional

and language foundation programmes.

Said Nick Byrne: ‘Before we started our

own one-year language foundation

programmes, prospective LSE students

were going to King’s or UCL. LSE was

losing out on income, and students were

losing out on the specialist subject-

specific language tuition, which we are

best equipped to give.’

In June Nick was awarded a £50,000

National Teaching Fellowship – one of only

20 awarded by the Institute of Learning

and Teaching – for his project

Communitec. He said: ‘We are using the

money to ensure our staff are up to speed

in new technologies. We don’t want to fall

into the trap of having first-class

equipment but not the time or the money

to train staff how to use it effectively.’

In August three LSE students, Niall

Williams, Stuti Sood and Nicole Foster,

taking degree options in French, German

and Spanish, won the European Year of

Languages essay competition, tying for

first place with the University of Bristol. 

Finally, in October, as part of European

Year celebrations, the Language Centre

hosted a round-table discussion on

Languages and Citizenship. The panel

comprised guest speakers from LSE,

King’s College, London, Dublin City

University and a representative, Eva

Blasser, from EUROLANG, the official

press agency for less widely spoken

European languages. 

Tel: + 44 (0)20 7955 7933
Email: languages@lse.ac.uk
Web: www.lse.ac.uk/Depts/language

NOTE: LSE alumni are entitled to use the
Language Centre at the same rates as LSE
students. Please visit our website for
further details. 

improving a foreign language as an extra-
curricular activity. About half of these students
have English as their first language. It is
interesting to note that IWLPs (Institution Wide
Language Programmes) have been the big
success story of the 1990s. The number of A level
language students may be dropping but the
number of students learning a language anew, or
continuing where they left off at school, has
rocketed. Sadly departments or faculties of
languages have been reduced in UK universities,
owing to the downturn in the number of students
taking single and joint honours in languages, but
the growth of language centres has somewhat
compensated. Students at LSE and also across
the UK realise that being and acting globally
means being able to operate in more than one
language. Relying solely on English – even global
English – results in a self-imposed paradoxical
linguistic, social and cultural isolation. Global
English is an initial means of communication not
an end in itself. If global English helps open initial
doors, an over-reliance on it will ensure that
further doors remain shut. 

‘Mainland’ European countries are already
working on procedures, which will give
preference to people who speak three languages
competently. Those who have only English will
find themselves disadvantaged in both the
European and global marketplace. Many UK
students have seen the light, and it is a red
warning light, against the dangers of the type 
of linguistic complacency so dear to the heart
of little Englanders around the world. Going
global means thinking internationally, and being
truly international means learning and speaking
other languages. ■

Nick Byrne 
is director of the LSE Language Centre. 

‘More non-native
speakers now speak
English than native
speakers alone’

Nick Byrne 
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