Closing Remarks

Paul Sturges, Chair of the FAIFE Committee

The satellite meeting has dealt with some very big themes – such as protecting freedom of expression in the context of anti terrorism programmes. It has identified large and significant cases – the repression of information freedom in Burma, for instance. It has also heard about big initiatives – those of the new Library of Alexandria spring quickly to mind. But there has also been discussion of smaller cases, and smaller contributions have been recounted. These are just as important in their own way, because of the cumulative effect of many small initiatives. However in my final remarks I want to talk about one of the strongest themes emerging from this meeting. That has been the important connection between civil society, the information freedoms and libraries. 

I’m happy to have the chance to re-emphasise the role of civil society in protecting and strengthening the information freedoms. Please excuse me for using an example from my own family to illustrate how this has worked. My grandfather’s name was Ernest, but it isn’t particular obvious that the title of Oscar Wilde’s marvellous play ‘The Importance of Being Earnest’ applied in his case. He spent his working life as a clerk in a shoe warehouse. He was fully literate, but not a reader. The only attempt he made a serious reading was George Elliott’s Silas Marner and when he finished it, family tradition has it that he said he thought that was enough and he wouldn’t be trying anything like that again. Yet in his private life he was a kind of living embodiment of the individual’s involvement in civil society in Britain during the first half of the twentieth century. On any given evening he might be found deeply involved in one of the many organisations of which he was a leading member. These included the local football referees’ association, a small savings organisation called the National Deposit Friendly Society, the Methodist church, the Liberal Party, or a poor man’s variation of the freemasons called the Royal Antediluvian Order of Buffaloes. The life that mattered to him most was built around meetings, the conduct of society business, debate, good fellowship, organisation and mobilisation of members. His life was cast in a mould that in Britain went back strongly at least as far as the seventeenth century and in some ways much earlier. People with the self-taught skills and experience that my grandfather had were capable of changing society and in Britain they certainly did bring about enormous change. 

What is important for our purposes is that these people knew they needed access to information and many of them saw libraries as they way they could ensure that. When I researched civil society organisations in eighteenth century English provincial life and later the history of libraries, I discovered the work of many men like my grandfather. From small beginnings in the seventeenth century, through an eighteenth century that saw the founding of hundreds of libraries, to the nineteenth century when government took up library provision on an even larger scale, Britain became a country of libraries. For something like 200 years this was almost entirely a private sector and civil society activity. The way it tended to work in civil society was that a few people would agree to assemble some books for mutual use, storing them either in the house of one of them or some publicly accessible place such as an inn or coffee house. Collections were often tiny and there were no trained librarians, but these were libraries just as much as any others. Which is why I get angry when some people attempt to rationalise government action against little private libraries, alleging that they are not libraries at all.

I know that similar processes took place in countries like Norway, our host country, but in the past, in other countries, the connections between civil society and libraries have not been so significant. They can still be made to be, however, now and in the future. The lovely and highly original City Library of Zadar in Croatia has been bringing its sea-lovers and mariners together for lecture and discussion meetings in ‘Sea Tuesdays’ for some while now, and also making its meeting rooms and courtyard available for societies and informal groups. This just exactly how libraries and civil society can interact in the present day. Although there is not a formula that says ‘combine a certain amount of library with a proportionate quantity of civil society and freedom of expression will benefit to a predictable degree’ the two do cross-fertilise and the results have been positive throughout recent history. Building the capacity for freedom of expression and access in society is something that both libraries and civil society organisations are good at and together they do it better. It is through these kinds of alliance that the practice of censorship can gradually be driven out of governance, and a society in which people can think, speak and find out freely can be nurtured.

