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As a great London university, Middlesex is part of the fabric of this incredible world city: a 
remarkably open city despite there always being some voices wanting to curtail the 
movement of people that’s been one of the most important reasons why London has thrived.  
 
London is not ‘little England’ but a cosmopolitan metropolis that both looks out to the world 
and brings the world here. The UK Independence Party won 4m votes in last May’s general 
election but in London it’s a non-entity. Openness is hardwired into this ancient trading city, a 
disposition that means we embrace Erasmus+ and all it stands for. 
 
At the beginning of the fourteenth century Spanish and French merchants could be found 
congregating around Dowgate in the City of London. German merchants could be found in 
the Steelyard in Thames Street. A century later Southwark and Westminster were home to 
brewers and craftsmen from Flanders and Holland.  
 
From the late twelfth century onwards Italian bankers were a significant community. Jewish 
and Huguenot migrants arrived in the seventeenth century, Chinese in the nineteenth 
century, Afro-Carribbeans, Africans and Asians in the mid-twentieth century and most 
recently Eastern Europeans in the early twenty-first century.  
 
Today, London is home to people who speak 300 different languages and to 50 non-
indigenous groups of over 10,000 people. It is France’s sixth biggest city. Our skyline is 
punctuated by Orthodox churches, Hindu temples, mosques and synagogues. London has 
for centuries been a melting pot, receiving people fleeing persecution and unrest or seeking 
a new and better life.  
 
It’s been suggested that we are now the most diverse city in the world, and what is 
especially interesting is that London is transforming from a diversity defined by pockets of 
large, isolated ethnic groups to more mixing and less segregation. 
 
Not everything is rosy. There are ethnic tensions, aggravated by deprivation and severe 
shortages of affordable housing. London is as much a city of differences as an urban melting 
pot.  
 
These differences are stark in terms of income and wealth, health outcomes and crime, but it 
is in being a city of differences that London is a world city.  
 
Its continuing economic success depends on difference because urban economies do not 
just need to be knowledge economies to stay competitive – that’s yesterday’s agenda – the 
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most successful need to be creative economies, and they need diversity to fuel their creative 
energy.  
 
London’s diversity means we’re now the world’s design capital, a city packed with creatives, 
our multicultural vibe bringing a constant stream of influences, with many approaches co-
existing, and a range and depth of innovation not found elsewhere.       
 
The difference that difference makes 
 
What I want to talk about, though, is not so much London as difference. The difference 
everyone experiences when they travel and mix with others. This is widely seen as a good 
thing, helping broaden horizons, mutual understanding and tolerance, and engendering a 
sense of global community – all important as the world becomes more global. 
 
But what I want to argue is that the experience of difference that Erasmus+ helps achieve is 
about much more than this; it’s actually integral to learning how to solve some of the most 
complex problems around. Students who have learned how to do that are going to be much 
more employable and fulfilled than students who have simply crossed borders and not used 
difference in their thinking. 
 
In his fascinating book called The Difference, Professor Scott Page, a political scientist 
working at the University of Michigan, argues that diverse cognitive tools are as important as 
smart cognitive tools.  
 
He shows with example after example how a combination of diversity and ability beats ability 
alone in tackling complex problems. This is because differences in how we think are 
important to finding solutions: they increase innovation.  
 
Most breakthroughs and innovations involve seeing a problem or situation differently. So 
possessing more perspectives can mean more likelihood of breakthroughs and innovations. 
 
We may find it more comfortable to work with people like us. That’s likely not to be about any 
kind of prejudice but about being more comfortable when we know what to expect and how 
to relate together because of similar backgrounds and upbringing.  
 
But members of a group can lock into a common perspective because they feel more 
comfortable thinking about the world the same way.  
 
Not only did people use to think that the sun revolved around the earth, but they felt 
comfortable about that because it put the earth at the centre of the universe, at the centre of 
God’s creation, and confirmed their faith and that of just about everyone they lived and 
worked with. It also seemed to be that way based on observation: as the sun passes through 
the sky it seems like it’s going round the earth. 
 
Of course, several centuries ago someone coming up with the breakthrough idea that it 
might be the earth that’s going round the sun would have figured out that the sun crossing 
the sky is exactly what that would look like too. Framing the same observation in different 
ways had big implications, not least better prediction.  
 
Copernicus figured that out in 1543 but so feared being branded a heretic by the Catholic 
church that he waited until his deathbed before revealing his fully predictive model of the 
earth going round the sun.  
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A century later Galileo promulgated the same theory only to be convicted of heresy and 
having to spend the rest of his life under house arrest. These were not times when diverse 
perspectives were tolerated, to the detriment of economic and social progress. 
 
In fact, there is evidence that it was greater diversity – bringing new and different 
perspectives - that engendered the industrial era and the big jump in productivity and living 
standards that followed - just as it’s argued today that it is diversity that’s driving London’s 
creative economy: different identities, different worldviews, different ways of seeing that not 
only energise creativity in art and design but solve scientific problems and spawn new 
inventions.  
 
This is all about different heuristics, and our heuristics are very identity dependent. Different 
perspectives are ways of seeing creative or scientific solutions, but different heuristics are 
different ways of constructing solutions from the space of possibilities. 
 
And that’s what a university is – a space of possibilities. That space will be most vibrant and 
productive of ideas and solutions when it’s full of diversity. That diversity can come from 
diverse students and staff, or from students and staff who become diverse through new 
experiences.  
 
I’m not suggesting that diversity is enough. In fact, there’s a problem when the diversity is 
about fundamental preferences rather than how to achieve those preferences. People then 
just disagree and don’t work together.  
 
Some people still want to believe that the sun goes round the earth and no amount of 
evidence will shift that fundamental preference. Indeed, we need to recognise that every 
theory is a framing of reality, not a direct reflection of reality. But some framings work better 
than others, and that’s how we make progress.  
 
One of Middlesex University’s founding institutions, the Ediswan Institute, was part of the 
company created by Joseph Swan, inventor of the electric light bulb, and his business 
partner Thomas Edison. Edison in fact claimed to have invented the light bulb but what he 
did was improve on Swan’s design. By doing that he invented the first practical light bulb, the 
first practical version of Swan’s idea.  
 
Swan used a carbon rod in his lamp that needed lots of current to glow and was not viable 
commercially. Edison reframed the problem by realising that much less current would be 
necessary if instead of a carbon rod in the lamp there was a very thin filament. The rest is 
history. 
 
The important thing here is that both Swan and Edison shared the same aim: making a light 
bulb. In going about it differently they explored the possibilities, eventually hitting the solution 
that worked.  
 
Common purpose 
 
For diversity to work as inspiration we need to agree on fundamentals, on purposes and 
ends, whether to light streets and homes when it’s dark, reduce inequality say, or delight and 
intrigue with the creative arts, but have diverse thinking about the means, about the how.  
 
Thus, Erasmus+ has its founding principles of mobility and cooperation that we all here I’m 
sure agree on. These are under threat with a looming EU referendum. But Universities UK, 
the umbrella group for UK universities, and our own Board of Governors, have taken a clear 
position that it is in our interests to remain in the EU, and Middlesex benefits immensely from 
the mobility of students and staff, and from a continuing range of collaborative projects. 
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So we agree on the fundamentals but can discuss how we realise them. What I’m 
suggesting is that a really important way we can realise them is to use the experience of 
difference as a resource, the kind of difference that’s about crossing borders of all kinds.     
 
Scott Page suggests that we think in terms of toolboxes. These are the specific tools or sets 
of tools that each of has, that can’t be assessed by some simple measure but are multi-
dimensional.  
 
Our toolboxes encompass our innate abilities, our education and training, our identities and 
our experiences. What diversity can bring is a diversity of skills, abilities, heuristics, 
interpretations and perspectives, and this means we search for solutions to hard, complex 
problems differently. 
 
It seems to me that Erasmus+ is about adding to our toolboxes, either as individuals – 
adding tools through new experiences and becoming more capable - or because we learn 
how to work in teams, because things are often most effectively done by teams with diverse 
knowledge, skills and experiences. Differences can contribute as much to collective 
performance as our individual abilities. 
 
That’s why I want our students and staff at Middlesex to be diverse, and I see this as even 
more important than their prior academic attainment, although we should not set up our 
students to fail their courses by them not being properly prepared.  
 
We need both appropriately prepared and diverse students to be an exciting, vibrant 
university where everyone learns to communicate and work with one another across a rich 
diversity, to share knowledge, understandings and perspectives, to criticise one another’s 
models and find optimal solutions.  
 
A university environment, in a city like London, is a great enabler of this, with the density to 
spread diverse ideas and the physical proximity for ideas to bump into each other. This 
diversity, and adding to it through Erasmus and other border-crossings, should create not 
just a state if you like but a momentum, a continual searching, and a continual improvement, 
in creativity, enterprise and globalism: the three pillars of our institution. 
 
Conclusion 
 
I want Middlesex to be known as a university that deliberately and purposefully brings 
together the varied perspectives and approaches to work and study that different identities 
and experiences bring.  
 
That will make us more innovative and better at what we do, including learning how to work 
through preference differences, to agree and find common ground, or agree to disagree and 
compromise. This vision for Middlesex needs us all to get along: if we can get along, then 
our diversity will be able to do amazing things.  
 
This is about much more than tolerance, it’s about using diversity deliberately, getting out of 
our comfort zones whether disciplines, nationalities or cultures and seeing difference as a 
source of wonder and curiosity.  
 
When we meet people who speak different languages, have different experiences, education 
and values, who think differently, we should see opportunity and possibility. 
 
Thank you. 


