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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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