
The crisis in the

Rodent’s rambles

For many years LSE has been leading the 
international and global field in accumulating 
data and theories about every aspect of the 

human world. And each year the data becomes 
more comprehensive and more reliable, the theories 
more robust, more simple, and more watertight.  
Errors are rooted out, exceptions explained,  
theoretical coherence sharpened, and the precise 
cutting tools of analysis honed to a finer and finer 
edge. Incremental social science has not only 
hit the ground running, but has continued to run 
with such speed that it is now whizzing through 
hyperspace at greater and greater velocities, whilst 
the rest of the world desperately tries to keep up. 
What is on the radar is the end of uncertainty as 
we know it. Already much of existing dilettante  
social science has been disproved, and the  
working group on concrete universals has not 
only proved that Hegel was incorrect, but is on 
the brink of proving that there was no such person 
or that even if there were, it was a mistake. Within 
the foreseeable future, and probably even before 
the oil runs out, we will have a final version of the 
human social project to match that of the human 
genome. LSE will have produced the final and 
authoritative account of everything, or at least 
everything worth having an account of.

And that is the problem. Once there is nothing 
more of any significance to know, there will be no 
research of any significance to carry out, no seminars 
worth conducting, no funding bodies who think there 
is anything worth funding, no articles worth writing, 
no books or journals worth reading. Anything that 
needs to be known will be on the databases of the 
Research Councils, and when you need them, they 
will be only a mouse click away. It will be not so much 
a matter of knowing the place for the first time, as 
knowing it for the last time. The School will be like 
a group of doctors when the last disease has been 
eradicated and the world made safe from accidents 
of all kinds. Absolute and total academic redundancy 
will have been achieved.

Faced with this prospect of species extinction, 
social scientists at LSE have launched the Discord 
Project. The project is a development from the 
earlier Bayesian Academic Best Employment 
Longevity pilot (BABEL) which the Methuselah 

Foundation so generously funded at the start 
of the millennium, and which looked at available 
scenarios for academic employment beyond the 
year 2040. Discord aims to keep the universities, or 
at least this one, open by reintroducing uncertainty, 
ambiguity, and confusion into the social sciences. 
When Discord is fully rolled out and comprehen-
sively on stream, there will be nothing that it has 
not turned upside down and inside out, and it 
will involve all of the School’s departments. The 
Mathematics Department is currently leading the 
way with its slogan ‘2 + 2 = 5 for extremely large 
values of 2’, but Geography is close behind with its 
ESRC funded project on ‘Does America really exist?’ 
Ground breaking (and mould breaking) courses are 
already being test run in the Department of Rule and 
Rebellion. Uncertainty is all, and the department has 
cancelled all of its existing courses, and introduced 
two compulsory first year undergraduate counter-
factual modules: Charles Edward Stuart XIV and 
the Government of Scotland in the 20th Century, 

and The Soviet Commonwealth of Great Britain, 
1921 to the Present. These will be followed in years 
two and three by You Are What You Eat: diet as the 
determinant of voting and Climate and Constitutions: 
the influence of precipitation on polities.

Meanwhile the library has introduced the creative 
doubt scheme. Any book which has been borrowed 
will, on being returned, be placed in a locked vault 
and all reference to it in the catalogue erased. No 
one will ever be certain again that they have read 
what they think they have read, since no learning 
experience will be repeatable. The world will, each 
day, become newer and more unknown, and so more 
open to exploration. The universities will flourish, and 
LSE’s old motto will be replaced with Castores? Quis 
castores sunt? (‘Beavers? What are beavers?’) But 
of course by the time you read this, that too will have 
been replaced.  n

Rodney Barker

10 – 22 August 2009

SUMMER  
SCHOOL09LS

E
-P

K
U

The London School of Economics and Political Science – Peking University

All courses taught in English by outstanding faculty from LSE and Peking University.

Email lse-pku.programme@lse.ac.uk or pkulse@pku.edu.cn

www.lse.ac.uk/collections/LSEPKUProgramme

Daniel Finkelstein

Anyone looking for evidence of how the media, 
political and academic worlds overlap should meet 
Daniel Finkelstein.

Now chief leader writer of The Times, Danny has 
found that ideas provide a basic currency which is 
equally welcome in all three markets. While his role 
at The Times has meant writing, commissioning and 
editing the opinion pieces he hopes will stimulate 
debate from the pages of the newspaper, his fasci-
nation for social and political thinking also led him to 
work first at the Social Market Foundation think tank 
and then as political adviser to Conservative leaders 
John Major and William Hague.

‘My role at The Times, you couldn’t predict it,’ he 
says. ‘I did none of the things that you would tell some-
body they should do – I didn’t go to journalism school, 
I was mainly political at LSE, and I ended up working 
here because the editor was interested in some of the 
ideas I had rather than my journalistic skills. 

‘I really wanted to spend my life thinking, writing, 
taking part in good politics, and I’ve set out to do that 
very single-mindedly. Work takes up so much of your 
life that you can’t afford to fritter it on something you 
don’t like. It’s in your control – that’s the first thing I 
would say to any student who reads this.’

Danny’s time at LSE (graduating in Economics 
in 1983) was one of political upheaval in the UK, 
including the founding of a new party by disaffected 
Labour members: ‘Actually LSE was the first place in 
the whole country where the SDP [Social Democratic 
Party] won an election. It was 1981, but before the 
party was formally established, and the SDP won 
the sabbatical election. The SDP group at LSE was 
formed out of a dispute in the Labour Club, and the 
disagreements, particularly over free speech issues, 
led me as one of the moderates out of the Labour 
club and into the SDP.

‘One of the people who influenced me was Robert 
McKenzie, the inventor of the swingometer. I ap-
proached him about becoming president of the 
LSE debating society, which I had set up. I hoped 
he would help us encourage speakers to debates, 
but he said he couldn’t encourage his friends to 
speak while the Students’ Union had a policy of No 
Platform – where anyone who was deemed racist 
or sexist wasn’t allowed to come and speak. The 
policy had been used to ban Hot Gossip, the Kenny 
Everett dance band, to boycott Timothy Raison, the 
Home Office minister, and to discourage the Israeli 
ambassador. It was working to overturn that policy 
– successfully – that politicised me.’

Danny remembers a ‘fantastically high standard of 
staff’ who taught him at LSE, including Andrew Dilnot, 
Julian Le Grand, Sir Roy Allen, Kenneth Minogue and 
Richard (now Lord) Layard. ‘It was a very exciting 
place to be intellectually and politically.’ 

His advocacy of the power of the social sciences 
has grown stronger over the years: he argues that 
advances in evolutionary psychology and behavioural 
economics mean we are on the verge of a revolu-
tion in understanding why humans behave as they 
do. ‘When I was studying economics I wondered 
what would happen if you relaxed the assump-
tion that human beings behaved as economic 
models suggested they would behave. In the last 
25 years a lot of the most cutting-edge economics 
has been precisely about relaxing that assump-
tion, and economics, with social psychology and 
sociology, has become richer and better able to 
explain the world. 

‘It seems to me unlikely that we are the only species 
whose behaviour isn’t primarily evolutionary. But let’s 
say that we conclude from this that some people 
are more capable of intellectual understanding and 
achievement than others. Does thinking that make 
you right wing or left wing? Neither, because you’re 
still left with the fundamental decision of what you 

do with that. Ironically, I think a belief that there are 
variations in the lottery of ability and that equality 
of opportunity will inevitably produce quite a wide 
disparity of result, leads you to become somewhat 
more paternalistic and compassionate rather than 
more right wing, because you realise that people’s 
lot in life is not their own fault entirely.’

This mix of passionate argument and intellectual 
curiosity won’t surprise anyone who met Danny at 
university. He said: ‘When I was working at the Social 
Market Foundation with my friend Andrew Cooper 
who had been a fellow student at LSE, another friend 
of ours from 15 years before rang up and said “Great 
to speak to you, what are you doing?” and Andrew 
said: “Do you remember what Danny and I used to 
do – having funny political ideas, trying to implement 
them, and joking about politics? Well, we’re still 
doing that, only now someone’s paying us.” That’s 
essentially the story of my life.’  n

Warwick Smith
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