Documenting Censorship – Libraries linking past and present, and preparing for the future

Introduction by Mette Newth, Chair of the BFE International Steering Committee to Session II: Documenting censorship – three case stories
“The history of literature is the history of censorship” 
So said Günther Grass, the German novelist and Nobel Prize winner, in a discussion hosted by the Swedish Academy of Literature in 2001. Of course he is right, and furthermore, freely expressed thoughts, ideas and opinions have probably given offence long before written communication was invented by the clever Mesopotamians.

The playwright Euripides (480-406 BC), who defended the true liberty of freeborn men, the right to speak freely, was no doubt keenly aware that the powers that be easily take offence, so he added diplomatically: "Who neither can nor will, may hold his peace. What can be more just in a State than this?" 

Euripides could not foresee a situation where some societies would almost drown in free expressions, societies were one is tempted to ask if we really need all the details of the private lives of royals or Big Brother television – or rather, what are the consequences of a continued vulgarisation of freedom of expression?
However, Euripides was to be quoted almost 20 centuries later by John Milton (1608 –1674), champion of free speech in England. Milton experienced the not so strange paradox that the art of printing greatly aided both the freely expressed thoughts and arguments and the urge to censor/protect the public from harmful and offensive ideas. 

Already in 1543 the Catholic Church had decreed that no book might be printed or sold without permission of the church, and the Sacred Inquisition became the zealous guardians of the most comprehensive and systematic instrument of censorship in Western culture, issuing lists of books banned for their heretical or ideologically dangerous content, and punishing with death, jail or flames those that violated the ban. The first of the Roman Inquisition's lists - Index Librorum Prohibitorum - was issued in 1559. The last of the voluminous 20 lists of banned books was published in 1948 and only suppressed in 1966.  

Naturally, all banned titles are listed in the Beacon for Freedom of Expression database, along with thousands of other books and newspapers banned by various regimes though the ages. History shows, that even centuries and cultures apart, there are striking resemblances between the arguments and zealousness of the Catholic Inquisition and, for example, the former Soviet Union.  

Alongside the denouncement of "anti-communism" in the Soviet Union, we can also see the denouncement of "Semitism" in Nazi-Germany, the denouncement of "communism and anti-American activities" in USA in the 50s and 60s, and similar prohibitions on free speech in the modern day Islamic Republic of Iran.
Fanatical rulers have always attempted to ensure complete control, not only by purging libraries, but also by purging people’s minds through implanting the mechanisms of self censorship. This is the most destructive form of censorship; like a virus it attacks the integrity and moral of  writers, causing shame and loss of self respect, belief in one's abilities and one's responsibilities. The ideas and thoughts censored in the minds of the writers can never be reconstructed. 

Since the horrors of  9/11 2001, the war on terrorism and particularly the war in Iraq, many governments have focused more on national security than their citizens’ human rights. Increased terrorism, such as the tragic bombings in London and Sharm-El-Sheik this summer, has spurred the introduction of anti-terror laws and electronic surveillance. Along with patriotic self-censorship, these are chilling echoes of the restrictions placed on the British and American press, and often voluntarily practiced self censorship, during both World War I and II, of the paranoid Soviet-era, and closer to us in time, the Anti-terror-laws of Turkey. These last laws, so strongly opposed by Europe, were employed in Turkey for decades to violate people’s rights to free expression and freedom of access to information, restrict their right to demonstrate or arrange public meetings, or even prevent them speaking Kurdish or speaking of Kurdish.

Naturally, matters of national security must be respected, but it is also in times of war between countries, or indeed during this war on terrorism, that our right to information and free expression is most precious.   

No doubt Grass is right, that the history of literature - indeed the history of expression - is one of censorship. But if censorship is inevitable, history endlessly repeats itself and the struggle for freedom of expression is perpetual, why then bother to carefully document past and present violations? Some may ask, and certainly, many do. Even people who ought to know better.

In my mind, the answer is as simple and true as the cliché goes: history is our guide to understanding the present. Learning from history may prevent us repeating past mistakes.

This is our hope, and hope of change is an inexpensive commodity that nobody can afford to loose, and hope we owe to our children and grandchildren. Hope and knowledge, the tool of change. 

This in brief, is the background for the Beacon for Freedom of Expression, the Norwegian initiated database, which compiles bibliographic information of censored books and newspapers through the ages, and information on literature about freedom of expression and censorship. The Beacon is not a news site but an archive, not a full text site, but a reference library, not complete, probably never complete. 

As long as censorship continues, as new information is added and old information digitised, the Beacon will steadily grow. Thanks to clever researchers and enthusiasts such as Robert Netz in Switzerland, who only yesterday asked us to link to his impressive project on banned books in France in the 18th century, the gaps of information that indeed still exist in the Beacon database will be filled. And hopefully, one day, all governments will publish their files of censorship, giving the world public access to information often hidden in governmental closets, thus giving the staff of the Beacon less work.  

The Beacon rests on two solid pillars of experts in the field: IFLA/FAIFE and IFEX, the world’s largest network of freedom of expression organisations. The idea of Beacon is not very different from the Internet-invention Wikipedia, the free online joint venture encyclopaedia, in that it is a network of knowledge joining people across all borders and professions in the interest of public knowledge and awareness, which grows with its users.

The idea of the database was born some 10 years ago. We had the revival of the ancient library of Alexandria as a mentor star, and Alexandria’s famous Pharo’s lighthouse, one of the seven wonders of the world, as a poetic model for our logo and intentions: Beacon for Freedom of Expression.

The Beacon for Freedom of Expression is therefore dedicated to the world’s first universal library, the Bibliotheca Alexandrina, built on the African continent approximately 2300 years ago.  The revival of this unique world forum of human knowledge, and the visions drawn up by UNESCO’s International Commission Revival of the Ancient Library of Alexandria  inspired Beacon for Freedom of Expression.

This gift from Norway dedicated to the new library of Alexandria has been funded by the Ministry of Culture and Church Affairs since the Norwegian Forum for Freedom of Expression started the project nearly a decade ago. Naturally, as Norway was the initiator of Beacon, our entire, detailed history of censorship (mid 16th century– end of 20th century) is included in the database.

I have been granted the honor of introducing three experts from very different fields and countries to present three cases of documentation of censorship. Allow me to quickly dwell on the three cases in hand:

South Africa 
Mr Archie Dick, University of Pretoria, South Africa

The Apartheid regime in South Africa (1950- 1994), in upholding their cruel policy of racism, doted on severe censorship, torture and killings, not only to strangle the South African extra-parliamentary liberation movement, but also to erase memory.
The struggle against the Apartheid regime has been subject to numerous studies. Also, detailed information about all items that were censored has been carefully compiled by the South African publisher Jacobsen in the "Jacobsen's index on objectionable literature" (1996). This information is listed in the Beacon database. 

Russia Ms Nadezhda Ryzhak, Head of Department, Department of Russian Literature Abroad, Moscow 

Following extensive censorship in 19th Century Imperial Russia, the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics experienced the longest lasting and most comprehensive censorship of the 20th century. Russia’s long history of censorship has been well documented in numerous publications both by Russian and Western experts. However, information on the vast amount of books and newspapers that was subjected to strict censorship in Imperial Russia and the Soviet Union mostly exist in the form of archives, index cards or paper lists in the National Library of Russia in St. Petersburg and the Russian State Library in Moscow.  

We are indeed honoured to have The National Library of Russia in St. Petersburg and the Russian State Library in Moscow as partners in the Beacon for Freedom of Expression database project. Both have graciously submitted detailed information about the extensive collections of censored national and foreign publications during the 19th and 20th century. Thanks to the assistance of the libraries, the Beacon for Freedom of Expression database now contains bibliographic information on a portion of the huge amount of books and newspapers that were subject to censorship during the 19th and 20th century in Russia. 

Arab countries Mr Kamel Labidi, Journalist and IFEX researcher, Cairo 

Documenting the Arabic heritage of censorship is a high priority task for the Beacon project. At the moment the database contains just a small number of books censored in Arabic-speaking countries and only a decade’s worth of data on censored newspapers. Censorship of contemporary publications in Arabic speaking countries is considerable, but the detailed information is as yet hard to obtain.  Therefore we are all the more grateful that Kamel Labidi, renowned journalist and long time researcher for AMNESTY and now IFEX, will present a case study.

Beacon for Freedom of Expression was presented to Bibliotheca Alexandrina in May 2003 by the Norwegian Minister of Culture and Church Affairs, who also participated in and sponsored the second BEACON conference hosted by Bibliotheca Alexandrina in September of 2004. This conference brought together 250 Arab intellectuals to debate democracy and freedom of expression, and was initiated by the Arab Reform Forum. It is our great hope that Beacon can continue to be a platform in Bibliotheca Alexandrina for invaluable discussions and documentary work such as this.

It is through an open, enlightened and continuous public/media debate that we as individuals and as societies can transform fear, indifference and silence to a compassionate democracy that learns to live peacefully with disagreements. We are all responsible for ensuring a continuous, free and earnest dialogue and interaction on all levels of society.
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