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o  Jews,  Christians  and  Mus-
lims  worship  the  same  God 
even if some have some false 
beliefs about God?’ I think the 

answer is yes. The line I would take is 
that  Jews,  Christians,  and  Muslims 
intend to worship the same God, and 
their  intention  is  enough  to  fix  the 
reference  of  their  acts  of  worship  so 
that they all pick out the same God.

It seems to me that the question of 
whether Jews, Christians, and Muslims 
worship  the  same  God  resolves  into 
the  question  of  whether  their  acts  of 
worship  refer  to  the  same  God,  so  I 
think this  is  mainly  a  question about 
the  theory  of  reference.  (Mainly  but 
not  entirely—there  are  theological 
issues too, and we might also need a 
distinction between ‘minimal worship’ 
and ‘proper worship,’ as I discuss be-
low.)

Suppose you and a friend are at  a 
party  and  you  see  a  man  across  the 
room who is drinking what appears to 
be champagne from a champagne flute 
and who appears to be wearing a nice 
watch.  You  say  to  your  friend  “That 
guy  drinking  champagne  has  a  nice 
watch!”  Now  suppose  your  friend 
happens to know that the guy in ques-
tion is drinking water, not champagne, 
from his flute. What if your friend then 
says to you “Ha! No one over there is 
drinking  champagne!  As  a  result  of 
your  false  beliefs,  your  expression  is 
empty  and  you  have  not  referred  to 
anyone at all!”

Your friend is being a jerk. You did 
refer to the man. You had a false belief 
about him, to be sure, but it was a false 
belief about him, that guy, the guy to 
whom  you  successfully  referred. 
Philosophers will know that there is a 
large  (analytic)  literature  about  the 
theory  of  reference.  I  am  somewhat 
familiar  with  that  literature,  and  my 
views more closely align with theories 
of direct reference and the causal theo-
ry of naming. But I think the key de-
terminant  of  reference  is  a  speaker’s 
intention.

I think something analogous is go-
ing  on  with  Jewish,  Christian,  and 
Muslim acts of worship. The Christian 
insists  that  God  is  triune,  which  the 
Jew and the Muslim deny. The Muslim 

insists that God revealed the Koran to 
Mohammed,  which  the  Christian  and 
the Jew deny. The Jew insists that God 
requires  certain  ritual  acts  which  the 
Christian and the Muslim do not per-
form. And so on. There is a great deal 
of overlap among the three Abrahamic 
religions when it comes to the concept 
of God, but a great deal of difference 
too.

Nevertheless,  they  all  worship  the 
same God because  they  all  intend  to 
worship  the  one  God  of  Israel.  The 
first  proto-orthodox  Christians  took 
themselves to have learned something 
surprising  (very  surprising  indeed) 
about that  same God— that he has a 
Son, who is also fully divine. They did 
not think that their God is a different 
God  altogether.  (Well,  Marcion 
thought  that,  and  so  did  some  other 
gnostic  Christians  but  that  doesn’t 
actually complicate the point I’m mak-
ing here.) Likewise for Muslims, mu-
tatis  mutandis.  Jews,  Christians,  and 
Muslims  intend  to  refer  to  the  same 
God and so they do,  notwithstanding 
the fact that (depending on what God 
is really like) some or all of them have 
a lot of false beliefs about that God.

The  line  I’m  taking  also  explains 
why,  intuitively,  many  people  would 
say that  Greco-Roman polytheists,  or 
monotheists in non-Western traditions 
do not worship the same God as Jews, 
Christians, and Muslims. They do not 
intend to, and so they don’t.

Here is a potential counter-example 
to my view. What about a case like the 
following?  Suppose  that  Bob  intends 
to  worship  the  God  of  Israel  in  the 
form of, say, a golden calf. He builds a 
statue  himself,  bows down to  it,  and 
says “Yep. This right here is the God 
of  Abraham,  Isaac,  and  Jacob  and 
that’s  the  God  that  I  intend  to 
worship!”  Does  he  succeed  in  wor-
shipping the same God as Jews, Chris-
tians, and Muslims?

I’m prepared to say that he does, at 
least  in  some  circumstances.  Those 
circumstances  are  unlikely  to  obtain, 
because the relevant intention is trans-
parently  self-undermining  and  so  is 
very  unlikely  ever  to  be  formed. 
Someone who really, truly, intends to 
worship the God of  Christians,  Jews, 
and  Muslims  will  rarely  be  able  to 
really, truly, intend to direct that act of 

worship  at  something  he  himself 
constructed.  (“This  thing  I  myself 
made just now is also the very God 
that spoke to Moses from the burning 
bush…”). But I’m willing to say that 
someone  who  sincerely  does  form 
that  intention  succeeds  in  worship-
ping God, notwithstanding his mas-
sively false beliefs about God.

This  is  where the distinction be-
tween  proper  or  full  worship  and 
minimal  worship  might  be  needed. 
We  should  not  infer  from  the  fact 
that  Jews,  Christians,  and  Muslims 
all  worship the same God that they 
all worship God to the same degree, 
or in the right way, or in the fullest 
way. Nor, obviously, should we infer 
that  all  three  religions  are  equally 
salvific or equally true. The position 
that I have taken is compatible with a 
variety of views on those questions.

A final story: When I was a child, 
I read The Lion, the Witch, and the 
Wardrobe. I don’t remember how old 
I was, but I was very young. I was 
able  to  read  it  with  pleasure,  but  I 
didn’t recognize that it was a Christ-
ian allegory. (In fact, that didn’t hap-
pen until I was embarrassingly old.) 
When I finished, I thought Aslan was 
pretty  awesome— WAY better  than 
Jesus,  and way better  than the God 
we talked about in Church. One day, 
semi-guiltily,  I  decided  to  worship 
Aslan—you know,  just  to  see  what 
would happen—and so I said a little 
prayer to him.

By  my  present  lights,  I  did  not 
pray  to  the  Christian  God,  or  to 
Christ, even though in a certain sense 
Aslan  is  meant  to  be  Christ,  or  at 
least  to  represent  Christ.  (I’m  sure 
there  are  additional  complexities 
about  fictional  characters,  but  let’s 
leave them out.) The reason that I did 
not  pray  to  Christ  is  that  I  did  not 
intend to. I explicitly thought Aslan 
was a different God, and I explicitly 
said a little prayer to that God rather 
than  to  the  God  my  family  wor-
shipped on Sundays.

Reader,  I  was  a  tiny  idolator. 
Thanks, C.S. Lewis!

This article initially appeared on  
Floreamus,  a  blog  for  current  and 
former members of Oriel theology.■
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nce again,  Oriel  continues to 
dominate  the  culture  scene. 
Last  week  saw  the  Freshers 

repping The Oriel in drama Cuppers 
with  their  performance of  Between 
Mouthfuls at the Burton Taylor stu-
dio,  with  Jack  Morris  receiving  a 
nomination for Best Actor. The new-
ly launched Oriel Art Society got off 
to  a  strong  start,  providing  a  feel-
good vibe for Welfare Weekend, and 
starting regular meetings on Monday 
evenings.

This  week,  Spring  Awakening 
conquers the Keble O’Reilly, with a 
solid Oriel contingent comprising of 
Molly  Clapperton  as  Producer, 
Zizzy  Lugg-Williams  on  costumes, 
and  Josephine  Wilks  as  Lighting 
Assistant.  On  Saturday  28th  No-
vember,  the  Arcadian  Singers,  fea-
turing Lizzie Searle, Matthew Wool-
ley  and  Jacob  Warn,  are  giving  a 
festive concert of ‘carols and a cap-
pella treats’ in St Giles church.

Want your theatrical/musical/cultur-
al/artistic  endeavour  to  get  the 
recognition  it  deserves?  Just  con-
cerned  about  bums  on  seats  and 
those ticket sales stats? Send details 
of  your  event  to  Culture  Watch  at 
thepoorprint@oriel.ox.ac.uk.
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Emily Smith

ast  summer  I  was  fairly 
determined to leave the UK. 
Taking  advantage  of  that 
gloriously low effort skill of 

speaking  one’s  own  native  language,  I 
headed  to  Nanchang,  Jianxi  in  China 
where  I  taught  English  to  high  school 
and university students.

I  learnt  a  lot,  but  one thing I  really 
didn’t learn was how to speak Mandarin.

Students  had  to  grasp  that  I  really 
wouldn’t give them anything by way of 
translation in their own language. Instead 
they had to find ways to figure out what I 
meant, whether by looking it up on their 
smart phone, asking a friend, trying out 
another English word, or drawing a pic-
ture.

This  pushed  me  to  communicate  in 
new  ways,  and  I  became  quite  accus-
tomed to drawing and acting, playing the 
crazy enthusiastic foreign girl, in order to 
try and work round the language barrier.

Being forced to to speak and to listen 
in different ways made me more aware 
of how we speak to fellow native speak-
ers. This wouldn’t work with my Chinese 
pupils. I became acutely conscious of the 

arcane  lexical  choices,  bizarre  idioms, 
and  complicated  grammatical  construc-
tions that are so easily and unconsciously 
fall back on.

Sometimes I felt slightly like a living 
thesaurus: for every word or phrase I’d 
try  to  use,  I  frequently  had to  jump to 
several alternatives in order to get a point 
across.

The  experience  also  made  me  very 
aware of what is involved in listening to 
another English speaker. I realised I was 
constantly  guessing,  with  more  or  less 
evidence,  at  what  someone was talking 
about.

For instance, conscious of poor Eng-
lish it was easy to adjust how I interpret-
ed  their  attempts  at  speaking  in  accor-
dance  with  the  sort  of  answer  I  would 
expect them to give to whatever question 
I had asked. Yet sometimes I would re-
alise halfway through an answer that my 
students  had  in  fact  misunderstood  my 
question, and my interpretation was en-
tirely wrong.

The reason it would take so long for 
me  to  realise  was  that  we  intuitively 
expect  certain answer types,  and we fit 
the evidence to our expectation. Listen-
ing is an act of finding a best-fit interpre-

tation,  taking  into  account  our  back-
ground  knowledge  and  assumptions 
about the sort  of things that people are 
likely to say.

In doing so we apply a sort of princi-
ple of charity, assuming that the person 
we are speaking to is saying something 
reasonable. We look for the most plausi-
ble explanation when a response does not 
fall within the scope of what we expect 
English speakers to say.

This is something we do to some ex-
tent  in  all  our  conversations,  yet  it  is 

exacerbated where we cross a language 
barrier and are pushed to be more flexi-
ble  in  making  sense  of  our  dialogue 
partner.

And however flexible and concessive 
I felt that I was being, it was humbling to 
constantly be reminded how much more 
flexible these students had to be in con-
versing with someone with no grasp at 
all  of  their  native  language  and  whose 
way of  speaking and thinking diverged 
considerably from their own.■  

TEACHING IN CHINA 
How not to learn Mandarin

Aidan Chivers

n the year 458 BC, things were 
not  looking  good  for  Rome. 
Just  recovering  from  internal 
frictions  between  patricians 

and  plebeians,  the  relentless  onslaught 
from  their  enemies  the  Aequi  was  be-
coming increasingly alarming.  At a time 
of such desperation it fell upon one man 
to step up and lead the Romans, to save 
them from a series of attacks that looked 
sure to destroy the nation of Rome.  In a 
move  ever  after  considered  a  shining 
example  of  civic  virtue,  outstanding 
leadership,  and  pietas,  Cincinnatus  led 
his  army  to  Mons  Algidus,  and  served 
Rome when it needed him most.

Fast forward two and a half millennia 
to  14th  October  2015  and  the  English 
test cricket team found itself in similarly 
dire  straits.   Facing  Pakistan’s  colossal 
first  innings  total  of  five  hundred  and 
twenty-three, with three and a half long 
days stretching out ahead of them, lead-
ership, courage and perseverance were in 
immense demand.  

Thankfully,  these  admirable  qualities 
resided  in  abundance  in  the  England 
captain,  who,  taking  to  the  crease, 
blocked,  left,  and ducked his  way to  a 
record-breaking personal innings of five 
hundred and twenty-eight deliveries.  He 
did not return to the pavilion until almost 
fourteen hours of  gruelling,  painstaking 
defence had been successfully undertak-
en.  

Lucius  Quinctius  Cincinnatus  built  a 
wall  around  the  Aequi,  and  fought  to 
hold onto it until it was clear there was 
no way through.  Alastair Nathan Cook 
built his stronghold between bat and pad, 
keeping out the Pakistani advances over 
three days of onerous, arduous defence.  
The  pride  of  the  English  test  side  was 
preserved,  just  as  the  great  nation  of 
Rome  had  survived  for  another  nine 
hundred years.

Cincinnatus  was,  at  heart,  a  farmer.  
Famously, following his victory of such 
immense proportions, he did not stay to 
bathe in glory in Rome, but returned to 
his  plough,  and  modestly  resumed  his 
former life.  Posterity has held him up as 
a paradigm of decency and honour, with 
his feet firmly on the ground.  Cook too, 
at the end of each test series, whether it 
end  in  triumph  or  disaster,  feels  the 
summons of his family life on the farm.  
After one hundred and twenty-two Eng-
lish test caps, nothing will ever keep him 
long from returning to feed his chickens 
and to muck out the horses.■

‘I Want Thee Back’
A Shakespearian Sonnet Translation by Jade Tinslay

In bygone days thy love I held alone
and thought it ever would to me belong.
I spurned thy company and will atone

thy face I could not count in beauty's throng.
Alas, another sought thee at first sight,
'tis past the hour for me to gaze anew.

Quick footed sleep forsakes my endless night,
the shadow of thy step my woes bedew.       

I pray, mercy bestow but one time more;
renew what once was coupled in thy heart.

Observe that truth I praise and wrong deplore;
foreswear Eros the blind who saw us part!

Thus now I see his arms hath thee embraced-
I want thee back whom I didst spurn in haste.

Captain Cook and 
his 122 battles for 
Mons Algidus
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Tobias Thornes

ith  the  Mediterranean  Sea 
shimmering  silkily  around 
me  in  the  soft  spring  sun-
light, it is difficult to believe 

that  there  could  ever  be  anything  but 
peace  and  tranquillity  between  those 
quiet  coasts,  blessed  with  a  beauty 
beloved since ancient times and hardly 
diminished in  our  own.  As if  in  some 
delicious dream of mesmerising moun-
tains  and  idyllic  isles,  I  slowly  slip 
across that dazzling space. Alas, it is no 
longer possible to glide – as centuries of 
seafarers  had  done  before  me  –  with 
only  the  power  of  the  wind  upon  my 
sails  or  oars licking the water pushing 
me on. But I have boarded the smallest, 
slowest ferry I can find, meandering my 
way from Greece to Egypt via several 
island stops.

The  engine’s  hum is  quiet,  and  the 
glitter of solar panels of the cabin roof 
reminds me that  at  least  some thought 
was being given to the need to use ener-
gy sparingly and efficiently if we are to 
preserve this precious world of life. And 
yet,  I  know,  such  gestures  aren’t 
enough.  What  difference  will  a  few 
solar  panels  –  or  ‘energy-saving’ light 
bulbs  or  ‘fuel-efficient’  cars  for  that 
matter  –  really  make?  None  at  all,  if 
they  simply  tempt  us  to  plug  in  more 
and  more  powerful  electronic  devices, 
not  bother  to  switch  of  the  lights  or 
make more journeys by car. Such is the 
fallacy  of  ‘energy  efficiency’.  And  a 
little  bit  of  tinkering with a  few boats 
bobbing  on  the  Mediterranean  cannot 
save  us  if  the  planes  I  see  above  me 
continue  to  streak  like  high-flying 
hawks across the blissful blue sky.

But  climate  change  is  far  from the 
thoughts of the people here.  Beyond a 
few grumbles  about  the  fishing  stocks 
not  being  what  they  were,  they  seem 
content that their sea and islands contin-
ue to thrive, so it seems, as lusciously as 
ever. But these are not the islands their 
ancestors  knew  –  not  really.  Urbanity 
and Industry have a long history here, 
but  the  roads  and  cars  that  cut  across 
and  the  myriad  new  villas  and  apart-
ments that  crowd out the ancient  tran-
quillity  of  this  sublimely  cultural  con-
stellation represent a fundamental  shift 
in  the  quality  of  the  habitat  here  on 
which  life  in  all  its  forms  depends  to 
flourish.

And still more change is coming, of a 
still  less  intentional  kind.  You  can  al-
most  see  it,  rolling  in  like  the  storm-
clouds that gather, at first in mere hints 
and  whispers  of  shadows  on  the  hori-
zon, before with cruel rapidity the tran-

quil  sea  collapses  into  a  cauldron  of 
chaos.  Storms  are  coming  from  many 
directions. As we approach the island of 
Crete, I think of the many olive-growers 
there who wait with baited breath, hop-
ing that the disease that has devastated 
the  centuries-old  olive-trees  of  Italy, 
having been translated inadvertently by 
humans  from  the  Americas,  doesn’t 
make the further leap to strip their fer-
tile  isle,  too,  of  its  most  precious pro-
duce. But if the ships and planes keep 
moving, it’s only a matter of time.

Yet it is human translation that poses 
the bigger threat. Everywhere here there 
are  memories  of  the  refugees  who 
struggled  across  these  waters  in  2015, 
desperately  seeking  salvation  from the 
suffering of needless war and persecu-
tion blighting their own countries. Then, 
migrating people poured through these 
ports, and many lost their lives on these 
seductive seas. At the time of my travel, 
the Greeks are glad that this crisis has 
abated,  but  I  don’t  think  they  realise 
that, because of climate change, this is 
just the beginning. As the world warms 
and seas rise, swathes of Africa and Asia 
will become uninhabitable, and then not 
thousands but millions of people will be 
displaced.  Europe,  where  –  misled  by 
the sugar-coated ‘medicine’ of capitalist 
rhetoric – many elsewhere have come to 
believe the very streets are paved with 
gold,  will  be  the  destination  of  which 
they dream. And everything the people 
here still hold onto from their past – the 
last pockets of natural peace, the cultur-
al  artefacts  –  may  well  be  lost  in  the 
translation.

I arrive in Alexandria as the sun be-
gins to sink, and all around bright lights 
sprinkle streets and high-rise buildings. 
For  over  two  millennia  this  city  has 
thrived  at  the  centre-point  of  moving 
goods and people, the gateway to Egypt, 
its culture and resources. But is it really 
all  that  ‘Egyptian’ any  more?  Did  not 
these street-lights and skyscrapers origi-
nate with European and American plan-
ners and architects, trying to transform 
their  own cities  far  away?  How,  then, 
did these ugly edifices come to be here? 
The  Egyptians  could  craft  buildings 
befitting their  harsh environment  thou-
sands  of  years  ago.  The  Pyramids  of 
Giza,  the  Lighthouse  and  Library  of 
Alexandria were wonders of the ancient 
world.  Now  air-conditioning  units 
struggle to keep cool constructions de-
signed in other places but carried here 
by capitalists. They desire to exploit the 
whole  wide  world,  to  ‘develop’  this 
country in ways that profit the rich but, 
unlike  those  ancient  wonders,  bring 
little lasting benefit.       

Although  decorated  with  hiero-
glyphs, to me the concrete face of the 
new library at Alexandria seems just 
another alien blot on an increasingly 
ink-spilt  skyline.  Does  this  truly  in-
voke the ancient splendour of Egypt, 
this  modern-day megalith that  might 
sit just as easily, barring a few decora-
tions,  in  London,  Sydney  or  New 
York?

At least in Alexandria I found pre-
served  some  snatches  of  authentic 
Egyptian  life  not  buried  by  foreign 
bulldozers.  But  it  was  on  arrival  at 
Cairo, after a long hot journey mostly 
by  slow  boat  along  the  Nile,  that  I 
was truly struck by the grim reality of 
the  devastation  wrought  through  so-
called ‘development’. The river itself 
brewed  with  warnings  as  I  ap-
proached.  That  life-blood  of  the  an-
cient  kingdom,  which  long  ago  was 
cherished,  protected  and  even  wor-
shipped  with  such  reverence,  now 
stank with the filth of industrial pollu-
tion.  But  the  city,  sitting  like  a  fat 
black  spider  at  the  end  of  its  dirty 
thread,  went  beyond  anything  I  had 
experienced  before.  A  poisonous 
smog hung in the air, belched out by 
scores  of  metal-working  factories. 
That  this  desert  location  had  been 
exploited  by  artificial  means  far  be-
yond  its  natural  capacity  to  support 
humans was evident  all  around.  The 
sewers  overflowed  in  poorer  areas 
packed with people; smoky motorcars 
jammed  the  streets.  Perhaps  this 
didn’t  bother  the  rich,  ensconced 
within  more  ivory  towers  of  alien 
glass  and  steel  while  beneath  them 
people struggled to live in a poverty 
perpetuated  by  their  greedy,  profit-
driven practices.

The  tourists,  of  course,  trod  only 
the  richer  paths,  opiated  by  token 
cultural  treasures  preserved  for  their 
benefit. But capitalism is eating away 
at  Egypt,  as  it  is  so  much  of  the 
world. With its money-minting steam-
roller it has crushed culture into con-
formity,  paradise  into  pollution,  sus-
tainability  into  cataclysm  and  con-
tentment into greed. We can see it in 
the  languages  lost  year  by  year  as 
traditional  societies  surrender  to  ho-
mogeneity.  Your  culture  and  your 
language  are  intricately  intertwined. 
And, just as for a lost language, once 
you lose your culture you can’t trans-
late it back.■

Sam Wilkinson  
TECH EDITOR

oftware, in its many forms, has 
utterly  devoured  modern  life. 
The  ubiquity  of  digital  au-

tomation  in  today’s  world  cannot  be 
overstated, and there are few hints that 
the  relentless  progress  of  technology 
will abate any time soon.

Many  students  will  be  acutely 
aware that this has led to generic ‘com-
puter literacy’ becoming just another box 
to tick on the checklist of employability. 
Most  (or  at  least  most  millennials) 
would tick said box without much hesi-
tation. However, I would contest that the 
popular understanding of what it means 
to be ‘computer literate’ is  insufficient, 
and that it is leading to a populace that 
does not feel empowered by technology, 
but bewildered by it.

Arthur C. Clarke’s third law states 
that ‘Any sufficiently advanced technol-
ogy  is  indistinguishable  from  magic’. 
This is how many people view contem-
porary  technology,  often  at  the  cost  of 
being better  suited to using it.  By per-
ceiving something as magical, we see it 
as  beyond  the  comprehension  of  mere 
mortals,  and  conventional  logic  no 
longer applies.

While a mere mortal could perhaps 
use such a magical thing for a few basic 
tasks, they will never be able to apply it 
to new tasks, to make it their own, or to 
be  empowered  by  it.  The  majority  of 
people  do  not  understand  how  digital 
technology works at its most basic lev-
els, and therefore are at a disadvantage 
when it comes to using it.

Understanding  what  a  computer 
does,  how  the  internet  works,  or  why 

code is important, even at a very conceptu-
al level, are crucial steps towards computer 
literacy.

The definition of ‘literacy’ is the ability 
to read and write. When it comes to com-
puters,  most  are  only  able  to  stumble 
through the standard reading list.  An un-
derstanding  of  grammar  and  language 
allows someone not just to recite specific 
books, but to read, write and edit anything 
they choose. Likewise, an understanding of 
the  building  blocks  of  digital  technology 
allows  someone  not  just  to  use  certain 
programs, but to fix them when they break, 
to learn to use new ones more quickly, and 
to apply technology to problems new and 
old.

And  just  as  someone  who  is  verbally 
illiterate  is  unable  to  engage  in  literary 
criticism, someone who is computer illiter-
ate  is  equally  unable  to  properly  engage 
with many important contemporary issues 
such  as  mass  data  collection.  If  they  do 
engage,  their  misguided influence can be 
very damaging.

To be truly computer literate you should 
at least have a basic understanding of the 
building blocks of modern technology.

Understanding  technology  is  not  as 
scary as it seems. There are countless fan-
tastic resources for learning about technol-
ogy. You can find hundreds of great books 
on almost any field of technology you can 
imagine.   If  you  want  to  learn  to  code, 
code.org is a great place to start.

The next  time you find yourself  won-
dering how exactly a YouTube video gets 
onto your phone, try Google-ing it. Some-
day, maybe you’ll find yourself being able 
to solve problems with technology on your 
own,  and  perhaps  that’ll  score  you  your 
dream job, or at least allow you to avoid 
emailing the IT helpdesk.■

COMPUTER LITERACY 
It’s Not What You Think

Crossing the Mediterranean:  
from Greece to Egypt

Salma Barma, Matthew Hull &  
Zixin Jiang

n  international  education 
today  means  long  flights, 
private  schools  and  the 
International  Baccalaureate 

(IB).  It  is  seen as  a  standard of  elite 
education  and  a  key  to  prestigious 
universities.  Pessimists  among  us 
would argue that it has become charac-
teristic  of  a  social  class  preoccupied 
with  self-advancement  and  equipped 
with the resources to do so.

But just last week, George Walker, 
the former director-general of the IB, 
gave a lecture at Oriel that offered us 
fascinating  insight  into  the  origin  of 

international  education  and  its  corre-
sponding potential for the future.

After  the  Great  War,  thinkers  and 
politicians  of  the  day  scrambled  to 
prevent a recurrence of the destruction 
they  witnessed.  The  result  was  the 
philosophy of internationalism, which 
not only led to the creation of political 
institutions such as the League of Na-
tions, but also aimed to inspire a new 
generation of globally-minded individ-
uals who could live together in harmo-
ny.

Schools lay at the heart of this. In 
1924,  the  International  School  of 
Geneva  (Ecolint)  was  established  to 
teach  the  children  of  the  League  of 
Nations’ secretariat. It was the incarna-
tion  of  a  radical  pedagogical  theory 

that dictated that everything be taught 
from  a  global  perspective.  Marie-
Thérèse Maurette, who led the school 
from 1925 to  1950,  emphasized  the 
need for schools to play an active role 
in encouraging this perspective; sim-
ply  ‘rubbing  shoulders’  was  not 
enough.  She  thought  a  global  per-

spective  should  influence  the  way 
schools taught history, geography, and 
languages;  for  example,  she  stressed 
the need to learn in both French and 
English.

In 1962, Kurt Hahn’s Atlantic Col-
lege—now known  as  the  first  of  the 
United  World  Colleges—took  up  the 
international  agenda.  The  school 
brought  together  young  people  from 
different nations with the aim of fos-
tering a spirit of mutual understanding 
to  counteract  Cold  War  antagonism. 
Hahn  believed  that  true  compassion 
could only be developed in overcom-
ing difficult circumstances together. To 
this end, Atlantic College has given its 
students the responsibility of running a 
lifeguard service in the Bristol Chan-

nel. The school is credited today with 
97 lives saved.

These  early  international  schools 
realised  they  needed  an  international 
qualification  that  would  allow  their 
students  to  go  to  university  in  their 
home  countries.  The  IB  was  born  in 
1968 as a result of this need. The IB 
Learner Profile—a list of ten character-
istics  such as  ‘open-minded’ and ‘re-
flective’—the  core  voluntary  service 
requirements,  and  Theory  of  Knowl-
edge component all speak to the ethos 
of the early international schools.

But it seems as if the written princi-
ples are only paid lip service in many 
IB schools today.

Can international education recover 
its  former  ideals?  George  Walker 
thinks  so,  but  argues  that  the  project 
would require the renewed support of 
UNESCO. Monitoring from UNESCO 
would  ensure  the  quality  of  in-
ternational  schools,  especially  as  a 
growing  number  of  companies  abuse 
the  prestige  of  being  called  an  ‘in-
ternational school’ to make money in 
India and China. International support 

would  also  hopefully  reduce  the  cost 
of  offering  the  IB  in  poorly  funded 
schools and regions, hence making the 
IB  more  accessible.  This  in  turn  is 
fundamental  to  realising  the  original 
vision  of  an  international  curriculum 
that can be shared by all.

Yet ultimately, we think this vision 
also  cannot  be  realised  without  the 
cooperation  of  individual  schools. 
Participating  schools  need  to  commit 
themselves to the underlying ethos of 
the  qualification.  They  should  think 
seriously about the meaning and histo-
ry behind the written principles of the 
IB,  and  make  a  conscious  effort  to 
impart these ideals to students.

They  must  understand  these  mot-
toes  to  be  not  just  formal  commit-
ments, but a substantive way of doing 
things  differently,  permeating  to  the 
way things are taught and the activities 
that  are  organised.  Only then can in-
ternational schools truly be an instru-
ment to build a global generation.■
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‘On Mr Turnbull’s Poetic Style’
Matthew Hull

So Rory Turnbull writes in sonnet form?
And doth to write in other forms refuse?

For “poorer poets write in multiform
Barbaric meters which no structure use.

There is no room for such bad taste!” Says he
Defending Shakespeare’s type as orthodox

And pure. For him, Rhyme’s ancient tyranny
Doth keep us all in check, and guard the box.

Pandora would have opened it for him
And all his tiring work. But think, my friend!

What poems you should write if on a limb
You leave this senseless rule and feuding end!

For if from form to form you will translate
Your poetry, a poet we create!

The Jaded International  
Returning the IB to its Roots


