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Let me start on a personal note. Whenever I go back to Bengtsfors, the small township close to the Norwegian border where I lived until my early teens, I look at the library building with a nostalgic affection. From the age of seven, I was in constant search among the books for new objects of love. I have strong reasons to remember the title of the very first volume I borrowed: “Borka, the Missing Foal”. The book about the lost young horse went missing in my company. When it was due to be returned, it was nowhere to be found, and my mother had to pay the compensation. I have rarely since felt a stronger guilt and shame.

But instead of frightening me off forever, the local librarian taught me that library books belong to all and everyone, including me. When, at the age of nine or ten, I ventured into the general section of the library, he told me how to discover what I didn’t even know I would be looking for. It opened a learning process which continues to this day.

Years later, I understood the concept of public libraries in terms of principle: a shared ownership of crucial resources beyond the means of single individuals. A well-known metaphor is the common, an area of grassland without fences which all people are free to use.

Libraries are a marvellous collective effort with the aim of liberating individuals, regardless of background. In contrast to the duty bound learning process at school, where the character of a teacher may forever open or block your interest in a subject, public libraries leave it to yourself to define your curriculum. Computer technology has widened the horizon even further. Anyone learning to use public library resources in young years will have the privilege of individualized knowledge, interest and taste far beyond the scope of formal education.

The efforts of IFLA and FAIFE seem to be based on an ambition to give such a concept worldwide relevance. Reading this year’s World Report, I learned about human rights-related library practices in countries such as Saint Kitts and Nevis which I would be hard put to place on the world map (since pointed maps are included in all national chapters, I also learned geography as a result of my effort). There is a constant battle going on everywhere against the customary infringements on reading rights, fought by librarians willing to define their ethics as a professional code. A friend of mine who was a librarian in Iran during the purge of the libraries in the early years of the Islamic Republic told me that many of his colleagues transferred “undesirable” literature to the back of the shelves in order to make them invisible, thereby saving them for future use.

But aside from traditional enemies such as authoritarian governments and politicians counting on public narrow-mindedness to hang on to power, librarians are now facing formidable new adversaries.

One new frontline is the tendency to view public libraries as potentially commercial entities, thereby eliminating the commonality dimension. International organizations and agreements with strange-sounding names such as WTO, GATS and TRIPS have emerged as potential enemies of seemingly solid traditions of free public access. And regardless of their status in relation to EU, all Nordic countries are now facing a battle with the Commission on the issue of state support for writers and translators based on free lending rights in libraries.

We stay citizens in the library, in contrast to our role in the bookshop, where we are customers. I love both options, but I don’t want to mix them. A recent survey shows that ninety three percent of all Norwegians view free access to libraries as a fundamental right. At least sixty percent of them are using that right on a yearly basis. Hence, a public library has an enormous utility value. It is the embodiment of civil society. But who on earth would be willing to buy it and continue its present policy of equal service and full access? Utility value and market value are two different qualities. The information society needs both dimensions.

The EU Commission has made a statement indicating that the bureaucrats in Brussels are keen on changing the traditional division between these two systems of deliverance. I quote:

“Harmonisation of the public lending right is important for the single market because, among other reasons, the lending activities of public institutions can have a significant effect on the commercial rental market.”

The EU statement was made in relation to newly started infringement procedures against France, Ireland, Luxemburg, Italy, Spain and Portugal. IFLA recently took an important stand against the concept of harmonized public lending rights, stating that such a change can jeopardize free access to the services of publicly accessible libraries which is a human right.

The Nordic system of free lending rights with copyright based compensation has likewise been confronted by the Commission as a formal contravention of the EU principles of the free flowing of goods and services across borders. The Nordic states pay library compensation to authors and translators through professional organizations. Until now, authors of translated works who live in other countries are not part of the system. The Commission has attacked this division of categories as an infringement on European market principles.

There is no way of judging the outcome of this dispute. An argument can be made that the special Nordic tradition in relation to libraries and authors’ rights is a crucial part of national cultural policies, a field which, according to EU statutes, remains the responsibility of member states. In language areas as small as these, few authors would survive without a system of special support.

The fact that the terminology used in defining lending rights is related to copyright confuses the issues. In Britain, from the very outset, ownership of a work has been the right to reproduce in literal terms - hence the word “copy”. Printers were the main movers in claiming this right. Only later did the notion emerge that authors might share the right. The history of American copyright is one of precedent-setting cases in a legal tradition deriving principally from the original British definition of the right to make copies.

The concept used in continental Europe, droit d´auteur, the right of the author or originator, was an offshoot of the French revolution. It focused on the spiritual origin of the work. The issue of the right to reproduce a work grew out of the author’s rights. The difference in terminology is reflected in contrasting legal systems.

Systems of author’s rights are based on the concept of an everlasting bond between author and work, the moral rights. Only the rights of use, economic rights, can be transferred by contract. You can still withdraw your work from use by a publisher if changes are made against your will. This applies to journalism as well.

This tradition can be viewed as the singular point at which the liberal and the Marxist utopias intersect. An author is the very image of an entrepreneur. The spiritual creations that authors and other artists produce are their own property. And the concept of a spiritual right to your own creation is the one point on which capitalism acknowledges what Marx once demanded for each and everyone: that the person who performs the task of production should reap the reward.

In contrast, in the Anglo-American system of copyright, ownership of all rights can be transferred by contract. Authors are routinely pressured into waiving their moral rights. And moral rights do not in any sense protect most journalistic work, in contrast to what applies across the British Channel.

A benchmark of the Continental European system, extremely important in the Nordic countries, is the widespread tradition of collective licensing trough collecting societies. In the U S, authors and performers typically sign over all their rights. The few existing collecting societies are dominated by publishers and producers.

In the area of international trade defined by the so-called TRIPS agreement, strange things are going on. The general trend in the world right now is clearly in favour of large commercial actors by changing a droit d´auteur concept of copyright into “intellectual property rights.”

The issue of protecting the concept of moral rights has been a strong professional concern of mine. I resigned as Editor-in-Chief of Dagens Nyheter, Sweden´s largest morning daily, seven years ago. My newspaper is part of the Bonnier Group, the largest media conglomerate in Northern Europe, very active in Norway as well. After sixteen years as editor, I had a growing dispute with the owners on the copyright issue in relation to electronic publishing. This was part of a conflict between us on matters of media ownership, where my group was buying competitors on a grand scale. With this experience in mind, I now hope that librarians will choose the right enemy in the general state of copyright confusion. My modest suggestion is that you should view authors and journalists in our copyright-based claims as allies in a much larger fight against corporate interests.

I will now turn to the second new threat, well documented in the World Report chapter by Marc Lampson on the USA Patriot Act in relation to libraries. There is no point in my repeating the details here. The Act will be in force for another five years. I was very happy to learn yesterday that the arguments raised by U S librarians have affected the rules relating to book lending. Part of the battle has been made in the American tradition of civil disobedience, where librarians have refused to perform the task of secret surveillance on behalf of the government. This should be a model for us all. I can only hope that journalists and authors will join forces with you in combating the growing tendencies of surveillance and control.

The war on terrorism symbolizes a change in political climate which profoundly affects professions such as ours. The concept and practice of universal human rights is under increasing strain. In symbolic terms, September 11 and its aftermath marks the end of the after-war period which started with the defeat of Germany and Japan sixty years ago. 

Against a background of the defeat of fascism, a consensus on the idea of formalizing human rights emerged after WWII, symbolized by the UN declaration of 1948, followed by more specific definitions of rights both at the UN and at regional level in Europe, Asia, Africa and Latin America. The principles of freedom of access and freedom of expression endorsed by the United Nations seemed, until recently, solid prerequisites of a democratic government. Restrictions anywhere in the world faced increasing opposition from NGO´s with the aim of upholding universalist positions. Public libraries, based on the concept of free access to anything by anyone, were part of this process. IFLA is one of the few NGO´s with a truly global reach.

But the prime effect in democracies of the new war on terrorism seems to be the re-emergence of the view that a prime element of political rule is to guard national security. Increasingly, secrecy is becoming a basic aspect of the function of governing. Decisions restricting rights are taken backstage, supported by covert action and clandestine surveillance. The new political rhetoric supporting drastic measures has strong links to Thomas Hobbes´ seventeenth century vision of a sovereign ruler required to keep society together.

Literary authors have had insight into the changing parameters for quite some time. Don de Lillo, a New Yorker who wrote a marvellous piece of journalism right after September 11, has been prescient in relation to the epochal shift. Long before the disaster, he wrote: “Only a catastrophe gets our attention. We want them, need them, we depend on them. As long as they happen somewhere else.” Several of his novels deal with terrorism. In White Noise, fear of bio-terror is a metaphor for the realities of human existence which are hidden from view in a life defined by clichés of commercial culture. Symbolically, De Lillo anticipated the fear of Anthrax by some ten years.

A novel which is even more prescient in relation to September 11 is H.G. Well’s The War in the Air from 1907. It depicts a world war were attacks from the air are the defining feature. 39 years before Guernica, Wells describes how the line between soldiers and civilians is eliminated. Victory is determined by technology.

Just as fascinating is his perspective on the vulnerability of modern society. The conflict he describes takes place in a world which is already globalised. It’s based on commercial relations between people who will never meet. The United States is part of the world, yet lives under the illusion that it is forever separate:

“For many generations New York had taken no heed of war, save as a thing that happened far away, that affected prices and supplied the newspapers with exciting headlines and pictures. The New Yorkers felt that war in their own land was an impossible thing… They saw war as they saw history, through an iridescent mist, deodorized, scented indeed, with all its essential cruelties tactfully hidden away.” 

In Well’s description, nationalist propaganda triumphs in the attempt to keep this peculiarity intact. Behind the façade of popular rhetoric, the administration closes all channels of access and democratic control:

 “The war was fought by the president and the Secretary of State in an entirely autocratic manner.”

I won’t tell you how the novel ends. But one of Well’s messages is that, when war is declared, you should distrust the messages of power holders more than ever. The legendary American journalist I.F. Stone, famous for his continuing reporting of uncovered news from the Vietnam War in his weekly newsletter, made a recommendation which I think is forever valid:

“Read the newspaper from the back side. Pay particular attention to the short paragraphs which the editors have placed at random. They very often signal the way out of conventional wisdom.” 

I will now make some reflections on issues and matters where I think the focus of news and commentaries is wrongly pointed.

In his November 3 victory speech last year, president Bush pledged to “fight this war on terror with every resource of our national power.” There is no doubt that his choice of similar words during the presidential campaign was a prominent reason for his victory. His conflation of security at home and military effort abroad, insisting that Iraq “is the central front in the war on terror”, was a prime element of his electoral strategy.

During the first nine days after September 11, the language was very different. The attacks were described as acts of criminal atrocity. Those responsible were to be brought to justice. But in his speech at the joint session of Congress on September 20, Bush made a complete change of rhetoric. From then on, the attack was defined as a terrorist act based on structures which had to be fought by a new kind of war “unlike any other we have ever known.” Attacking Iraq soon emerged as a line of action as important as driving Al Qaida out of Afghanistan. Ever since, the worldwide war on terrorism has been the core point of the Bush administration’s political rhetoric.

A war situation entails the chance of a formal victory. It requires an enemy willing to surrender or compromise, a fact relevant even in relation to structures as irrational as Nazi Germany or the IRA. Al Qaida-type terrorism seems to be based on ever changing groups and individuals without central leadership and hence with no authority to block continued action. The aftermath of September 11 strikes a cord with Orwell’s 1984: the idea of a never-ending far-away war against faceless, constantly changing enemies. Considered from a judicial, rather than political angle, it seems to me that, instead of accepting the Al Qaida rhetoric of warfare by giving them the credit of being formal adversaries, actions such as the destruction of the Twin Towers and the Istanbul, Casablanca, Madrid and London bombings should be defined as crimes against humanity, to be pursued by a coordinated international police action, whenever necessary backed by strictly temporary emergency powers. Such measures, based on a moral revulsion against tendencies where thousands of civilians have been the victims, would have a solid popular support in Western democracies.

I’m fully aware that such a definition of the fight is a forlorn hope. But there are valid arguments for defining mass killings of civilians in criminal terms rather than in a terminology of global warfare. Paradoxically, the war on terrorism rhetoric gives stature to the enemies it proclaims to fight. Supporters of a Bin Laden worldview use it to stage their actions as valid resistance to Western oppression of the Muslim world.

Michael Scott Doran, a Princeton Professor, made a point relevant to this soon after September 11. In his view, rather than aiming for a fight against the US on American territory, the strategic aim of September 11 should be seen as a provocative effort to entrap the super power into a civil war in the Muslim world, thereby making it easier to project Al Qaida and its sympathizers as God-led fighters against foreign invaders. Doran launched his theory before the Iraq invasion, but in terms of political realities, his speculation fits Iraqi circumstances increasingly well.

In a book titled “America the Vulnerable: How Our Government Is Failing to Protect us from Terrorism”, the American risk manager Stephen Flynn describes the Bush administration’s policy as a cripplingly expensive effort to kill bad guys around the globe, rather than making the necessary changes in social, economic and technical structures which are vulnerable to terrorist attacks. Among the least protected are the networks of trade and communication which are part of the globalization process. Flynn uses his professional knowledge to suggest changes in the way goods and people are moved into and inside the US. He asks us to realize that terrorism has come to stay. With the right policies, its effects can be minimized. But Flynn´s most important message is social and political. According to him, the Bush administration strategy puts democracy at peril:

“Americans need to grow up…acts of terrorism – by al-Qaedaists and others – are a fact of modern life, like airline disasters and car crashes, and are no more susceptible to being eradicated than crime itself… The best we can do is to keep terrorism within manageable proportions.”

Such voices have, so far, gone largely unnoticed. In terms of defining the issues, the war rhetoric has won the day, and not just in the US. Authoritarian governments around the world are eagerly grasping the concept, eradicating the last remnants of judicial principles, telling the West that they pointed to the realities for a long time without anyone willing to listen. And now, all of a sudden, security measures related to the “war on terrorism,” are presented as necessary and justifiable in democracies as well.

We are currently witnessing a rollback of citizens’ rights in countries with solid democratic traditions, with Britain at the temporary forefront.  The measures proposed by Tony Blair allow for drastic restrictions on freedom of expression especially in relation to minority groups, on the vague grounds of “condoning or justifying terrorism” or “justifying or validating” violence. They hinge on the showing of an indirect link between a statement and the risk of harm. Such a definition opens for continued abuse of state authority.

Internationalisation of secret measures beyond the control of citizens in national democracies is part of this development. Swedes experienced a vivid illustration of the rapid disintegration of normal legal procedure when our government decided to bring, without notice and in strict secrecy, two Egyptian asylum seekers from their Stockholm living quarters into the hands of American agents at a Stockholm airport for further deliverance to prison cells in Egypt. It is now well established that they both have suffered torture, despite promises given by Egyptian authorities in preparing the ground for their expulsion. And extraordinary cross-border political measures legitimized by the war rhetoric can affect citizens as well. Three Swedes of Somali origin were blocked from all economic activity by a government decision following a statement from the American Treasury Department, supported by a Security Council resolution and a decision in the EU Commission. When a broad based human rights campaign forced the Swedish Government to request evidence from the US, two of them were cleared of all accusations. The third one is still deprived of his citizen’s rights on grounds which have never been published or evaluated in a legal procedure. 

Using the establishment of the Guantanamo Bay prison camp as a sign of the times, Italian philosopher Giorgio Armani has defined the establishment of a permanent state of emergency as an increasingly normal condition in Western democracies. In their handling of asylum cases, Western governments mix the formal requirements which traditionally define the scope of action by public authorities with provisions defined by security agencies with a totally secret agenda. Stateless individuals become symbols of fear and confusion and are increasingly blocked from ever achieving the social and legal rights which are part and parcel of citizenship. Journalism, stuck in conventionalities, commercial populism and the rhetoric of the war on terrorism, rarely give these changes the prominence they deserve, and the threat they pose to citizens at large, from a human rights perspective.

Reflecting on the Bush administration’s war on terrorism, I’m reminded of a historical moment when another U S president was blocked from turning his own country into a member of the world organization which was very much his own creation: The League of Nations. As you may know, Woodrow Wilson’s grand vision after WWI was blocked by a coalition of American unilateralists.

In 1919, before Wilson´s project had collapsed, he issued a warning:

“Very well then, if we must stand apart and be the hostile rivals of the rest of the world, then we must do something else… You have got to think of the President of the United States, not as the chief counsellor of the Nation, elected for a little while, but as the man meant constantly and every day to be commander of the armies and navies of the United States, ready to order it to any part of the world where the threat of war is a menace to his own people. And you can’t do that under free debate. You can’t do that under public counsel. Plans must be kept secret. Knowledge must be accumulated by a system which we have condemned, because we call it a spying system. The more polite call it a system of intelligence and you can’t watch other nations with your unassisted eye. You have got to watch all other nations by secret agencies planted everywhere (…)

You know how impossible it is to effect social reform if everybody must be under orders from the government. You know how impossible it is, in short to have a free nation if it is a military nation and under military orders.”

I do hope that Wilson’s warning does not have a prognostic strength in relation to the war on terrorism comparable to H.G. Wells´ novel.

The efforts of IFLA and FAIFE are based on an ambition to give worldwide relevance to public lending rights, a truly universal value. You’ve been targeted victims of new restrictions in the US, an issue you’ve been fighting with energy and courage. In my own field, journalism, there has been a tendency in recent years to view the question of free expression as settled in the Western world. In reality, there is now a common agenda for our professions to defend the universality of rights regardless of where we live.

