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Rodent’s rambles

I was giving a lecture the other day to second 
year undergraduates in the Department of 
Rule and Rebellion, and made a passing 

reference to Margaret Thatcher. Quite a few of 
them looked puzzled. One or two made frowning 
enquiries of the person next to them, who in most 
cases shook their head in equal bewilderment. It 
took me a while to realise that even the oldest 
of the audience would have been no more than 
two years old when Mrs Thatcher left office.

But the readership of LSE Magazine is 
chronologically both more stretched and 
more challenged, and there must be plenty 
of you for whom, like me, Margaret Thatcher 
is still only yesterday – or even this morning 

– along with the Shirelles and the Beatles.

So those of you who still think of ‘the last 
century’ as the one with the Crimean War and 
the publication of Darwin’s Origin of Species in 
it, and who can remember CND and the Rolling 
Stones, may also remember Roger Vadim’s film 
of Barbarella, in which Jane Fonda has a pink 
fluffy computer which acts like a cross between 
Jeeves, Mary Poppins and Cherie Booth’s style 
guru, greeting her operator affectionately when 
turned on, and full of helpful personal advice. It 
seemed wild and amusing in 1968, but as with 
even the most imaginative science fiction, reality 
catches up fast, and overtakes even faster. 

Things have moved on, and computers do a lot 
more now than urge you to have a nice day. I 
only have to type ‘Habermas’ into my laptop 
and it interrupts, asking politely but oleaginously 

desktop guru
The

whether I meant Haber-as, Hagerman, hibernal, 
harems, or haeremai. Haber-as I haven’t a clue 
about, Hagerman is a wildlife refuge which lies 
‘on the Big Mineral Arm of Lake Texoma, on the 
Red River between Oklahoma and Texas’, and 
hibernal and harems seemed pretty harmless, 
but haeremai? Well it’s Maori for welcome, and 
wasn’t I glad that my friendly computer was 
there to set me straight. There was I rattling on 
about German sociologists when what I was 
really trying to do, had I been sufficiently rational 
and sufficiently informed, was greet people in 
New Zealand, or visit wildlife in the not so wild 
as it used to be but wild enough for tourists 
West. I didn’t realise that, but the computer did. 

It was the same with Richard Rorty. I thought 
I was commenting on his post-modernism, 
but how wrong could I be. Clearly what I 
really meant was either retry, rarity, forty, or 
rutty. And as for Etzioni and Putin, I clearly 
meant Ethiopa, or potion, or patina.

But that’s only the start. In the old days it was 
little more than ‘you have performed an illegal 
function’. We have moved on a long way since 
then. Now it’s ‘that command is so yesterday’. 
Nor has it stopped there, but is accelerating faster 
than science fiction could ever imagine. To begin 
with, the assistance the computers gave was 
restrained, in manner if not in substance: ‘are you 
sure you mean meme?’ ‘Is there another term 
you could use – pro forma sounds rather like an 
energy food?’ ‘Are you sure Caracas is the capital 
of Bolivia?’ But helpful advice has been getting 
more and more confident, and as homes and 
work places become increasingly computerised, 
the authoritative tone of the superior electronic 
style guru has become more pervasive.

Pulling my cycling jacket down from the pegs in 
the front hall yesterday, I was summoned by a 
grinding electronic rebuke from above my head: 
‘You’re not going out dressed like that?’ I mumbled 
something about needing to be visible as well 
as fashionable, but the electronic nagger would 
have none of it. ‘That’s all very well, but if you let 
standards drop, how can you expect anyone else 
to keep neat and tidy. Remember, “a tidy mind in a 
tidy person”. Sloppy dress is the first step to social 
decay and civil disorder. You wouldn’t find the 
professor of corporate enterprise dressed like that. 
And don’t think you can slip that thing back on 
when you’re round the corner. A tidy beaver in a 
tidy world. We shall be watching.’ They will too. n
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‘In the old days it was 
little more than “you 
have performed an 
illegal function”...’ 

The Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy aims 
to contribute to the transformation of Asia by 
educating and training policy makers and lead-
ers to raise the standards of governance and 
improve the lives of people throughout the re-
gion. It was launched in 2004 having inherited 
NUS’s Public Policy Programme, established in 
1992 in partnership with the Kennedy School 
of Government, Harvard University. Its students 
are on one of three master’s programmes: the 
Master in Public Policy, the Master in Public Ad-
ministration or the Master in Public Management.

The link will create opportunities for LSE and NUS 
to work together in a variety of ways. These include 
the innovative dual MPA programme which brings 
together LSE, the School of International and Public 
Affairs at Columbia University, Sciences Po, Paris, 
the Hertie School of Governance, Berlin and the Lee 
Kuan Yew School and the prestigious Global Public 
Policy Network (GPPN) created in 2005 by LSE, 
Columbia and Sciences Po to address the most 
pressing public policy issues of the 21st century. 

The Lee Kuan Yew School will bring a valuable Asian 
perspective to the GPPN and makes its scope truly 
global. Kishore Mahbubani, dean of the Lee Kuan 
Yew School, said: ‘There is now growing recogni-
tion among thoughtful policy makers and intellectu-
als that the 21st century will be the Asian century, 
and the younger people in America, Europe, are 
beginning to realise this clearly, and so there is 
a very great desire to understand Asia better.’

In welcoming the Lee Kuan Yew School of Public 
Policy to the GPPN and to the network of double 
degrees, Howard Davies, director of LSE, said: 
‘LSE is delighted to be working with one of the 
key public policy schools in Asia. Our students 
and faculty will have access to a rich Asian per-
spective on public policy. We look forward to de-
veloping a deep relationship with the Lee Kuan 
Yew School and NUS over the coming years.’

• In October the second GPPN conference on 
‘Globalising Asia or Asian Globalisation’ was held 
at the Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy. It 
was a very successful event with participants 
from over 50 public policy institutions from  
Africa, Asia, Europe as well as North and South 
America. Speakers from across the region and  
internationally addressed the challenges which have 
arisen for Asia from the accelerating processes of  
globalisation. The conference was followed by a 
workshop on global public policy education for  
public policy graduate schools from across the world. 
For more information on GPPN activities, see 
www.gppn.net  n

Above: Kishore Mahbubani, dean of the Lee Kuan 
Yew School of Public Policy, National University of 
Singapore and Howard Davies, LSE director, sign the 
MPA agreement

LSE forges link with 	
National University of Singapore
LSE has established an alliance with one of the top universities 
in the Asia-Pacific region, the National University of Singapore 
(NUS). The first initiative will be a dual master’s in Public 
Administration (MPA) programme with the Lee Kuan Yew School 
of Public Policy, an autonomous graduate school of the National 
University of Singapore.

The next LSE Asia Forum will be held in Singa-
pore on 11 April 2008. Speaking to a gathering 
of alumni and guests at the Shangri-La hotel 
in Singapore in October, LSE director Howard 
Davies announced that the fourth Asia Forum, 
entitled ‘The Politics of Knowledge’, would 
address issues of knowledge from across 
the fields of economics, social policy, health, 	
human rights, religious diversity, climate change 
and the environment.

Forum highlights will include an opening speech 
from the prime minister of Singapore, Mr Lee 
Hsien Loong, and keynote speakers including 
LSE professors Danny Quah, Nikolas Rose, 
Conor Gearty, John Sidel and Sir Nicholas 
Stern. Minister for education and LSE alumnus 
Tharman Shanmugaratnam (BSc Econ 1981), 
who will also be participating, said: ‘I am glad 
that LSE will host its fourth Asia Forum in Sin-
gapore, and on a theme that occupies many of 
us in Asia. It should be an exciting and dynamic 
exchange of ideas.’

The Forum will be preceded on 10 April by an 
alumni reception at the British High Commis-
sioner’s Residence and a fundraising dinner for the 
LSE Singapore Trust with Peter Sutherland, chair of 
LSE’s Court of Governors from January 2008. 

The LSE Asia Forum 2008 will be held in 
conjunction with the Institute of Southeast 
Asian Studies (ISEAS), a regional research 
centre dedicated to the study of socio-political, 	
security and economic trends and develop-
ments in Southeast Asia and its wider geostra-
tegic and economic environment. 2008 marks 
the 40th anniversary of ISEAS.

Invitations have now been distributed and 
all Singapore based alumni should have 
received their copy. For further details, 	
please see www.lse.ac.uk/asiaforum 	
or email asiaforum@lse.ac.uk. 
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Come back you rodent! 
How dare you walk away 
when I’m talking to you!




