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I n the N e w  N o rc ia  L ib ra ry  Lecture, 
presented on 17 Sep tem ber 1998, I 
noted that the enorm ous population  

m ovem ents of the one-hundred-and- 
fifty years have  created  a p lu ra lis tic  
w orld  in w h ich  m any faiths, races and 
languages in term ing le , a w o rld  in 
w h ich  to le ran ce  is cru c ia l, a w o rld  in 
w h ich  respect for hum an rights is fun ­
dam en ta l. These considera tions c h a l­
lenge libraries and library workers.

The fundam ental hum an rights are 
expressed in the U n iv e r s a l D e c la r a t io n  
o f  H u m a n  R ig h ts , the fiftieth an n ive r­
sary o f w h ic h  w e  ce leb ra te  this year, 
and particu la rly  A rtic le  19 on freedom  
of expression and of access to inform a­
tion. A rt ic le  19 expresses the right 
w h ich  lib rarians must hold most dear, 
the right w h ich  is at the very heart of li- 
brariansh ip:

Everyone bar the right to freedom ofexpreMLon; 
tb it right included freedom to hold opinions 
without interference and to reek, receive and 
impart information and ideeut through any 
media and regardleov of frontierj.

In respecting  hum an rights, w e  
must be to leran t of others, g lo riously  
en jo y in g  d ive rs ity  and seeking to ap ­
preciate the beliefs and opin ions of oth­
ers. Expecting  our v iew s  to be re­
spected , w e  must respect those of 
others.

W este rn  societies p lace  extrem ely 
high va lu e  on in d iv id u a l au tonom y 
w h ile  o ther soc ie ties  p lace  greater 
stress on com m un ity  and socia l co h e ­
sion. D r M ahath ir, the Prim e M in ister 
of M a la y s ia , m ay be qu ite  co rrec t in 
suggesting that 'our A sian  va lues  ... 
w ill be even m ore re levant for our men 
and w o m en  as they search  for the ir 
ow n  n ich e  and identities in a 
borderless env ironm en t' but that does 
not justify the suppression of individual 
liberty, the abrogation of hum an rights. 
It does not justify  the con tro l o f the 
m ed ia  w e  have  seen in recent w eeks 
s in ce  the d ism issal of D r M ah a th ir 's  
deputy and protege, A n w ar Ibrahim .

The hum an rights expressed in the 
U n iversal D eclaration  are fundam ental. 
T h ey  p ro v id e  a foundation  for ind i­
vidual liberty. Their expression m ay dif­
fer from  coun try  to country, society to 
soc ie ty . In som e, they m ay be m ore 
brashly, m ore stridently, d isp layed ; in 
others, they w ill be m ore subtly  ex ­
pressed w ith in  a com m un ity  bound by 
strong relig ious or cultural ties. N eve r­

theless they are universal in asserting 
the right of the ind iv idu a l to be re­
spected and to be ab le to choose how  
to live  his or her life.

W h a t  is the role of libraries in such 
a w o rld ? Is it s im p ly to p rovide the in ­
fo rm ation  requested and to suppress 
that w h ich  is not favoured? In respond­
ing to the v iew s of the societies and or­
gan isations in w h ich  they have been 
established, should libraries accept that 
som e inform ation m ay be restricted or 
even suppressed? Is it possible to adopt 
a to lerant and sensitive recognition  of 
d ivers ity  w h ile  ho ld ing  fast to a co m ­
m itment to preserve and provide access 
to the docum entary  record?

A  few  recent exam ples m ight help 
us exp lore these questions:

• Last year, the N a tio n a l Front w o n  
pow er in a num ber of m un ic ipa lities  
in the south of France. The n ew ly  
elected councils  dem anded that their 
lib raries should  cease to offer 'le ft 
w in g ' pub lica tions, inc lu d ing  som e 
d a ily  new spapers, but should  offer 
instead publications associated w ith  
the N ational Front. In the ensuing fu­
rore, the lib raries w e re  accused  of 
'left w ing ' bias, the councils  arguing 
that they w e re  advoca ting  b a lance . 
The m atter has ca lm ed  som ew h at 
s ince the libraries show ed that they 
cou ld  not cance l the newspapers as 
they had long-term subscription co n ­
tracts and also  agreed to stock the 
pub lica tions sym pathetic to the N a ­
tiona l Front. It has not, h o w eve r, 
gone aw ay .

• Earlier this year, a student at the U n i­
ve rs ity  of C entra l Eng land , in B ir ­
m ingham , took photographs of 
illustrations in a book on the em inent 
photographer M ap p le th o rp e  w h ich  
had been pub lished  by Jona than  
C ap e . She  d ropped  the film  off for 
develop ing  at a pharm acy. The shop­
keeper d ec id ed  the photographs 
w e re  obscene, inform ed the po lice , 
w h o  dem anded  the book from  the 
U n ive rs ity  and subsequently laid an 
inform ation w ith  the O ffice  of C rim i­
nal P rosecu tions. It is not c le a r 
w h e th e r a prosecution  w ill be 
brought against the U n ivers ity  or the 
student.

• T w o  months ago, at Yekaterinberg in 
Russia, books by m odern  p h ilo so ­
phers w e re  burnt by o rder of the 
b ishop  w h o  w as e v id en tly  a la rm ed

by developm ents in m odern Russia.

• In Afghanistan, the Ta liban  are d riv ­
ing w om en  from p ub lic  life, denying  
them  in d iv id u a l hum an rights, in­
c lud ing  the rights to access inform a­
tion and to speak out in such areas as 
their ow n health.

• In Indonesia, there has been a heart­
en ing  im provem ent in access to in­
formation and freedom  of expression 
since the resignation of former Presi­
dent Suharto. Severa l jou rna ls have 
resum ed p u b lica tio n  and deta ils  of 
the atrocities in Aceh  are being c ircu ­
lated. For those w ith  the resources 
and language sk ills to access them , 
the internet and  sate llite  te lev is ion  
services p rovide ready access to in­
form ation  from other countries. But 
there are still lim its on both freedom  
of expression and access to in fo rm a­
tion , p a rticu la r ly  for the poor and 
those outside the m ain centres. The 
current currency and econom ic  crisis 
w ill render it im possib le for all but a 
few  lib raries to pu rchase overseas 
publications.

• Am ong the books censored in public 
and schoo l lib raries  in the U S A  in 
1996 w e re  M ark  T w a in 's  
H u c k le b e r r y  F in n , Flerman M e lv ille 's  
M o b y  D ic k ,  A lex  Com fort's T h e  lo y  
o f  S ex , John G r ish am 's  T h e  C l ie n t ,  
Ton i M o rr iso n 's  B e lo v e d ,  A M  
H om es's J a c k  and Kevin  O 'M a lle y 's  
F ro g g y  W e n t  A - C o u r t in ' .  T h e  most 
com m on  reason w as 'co n flic ts  w ith  
the va lues of the com m u n ity '.

• C lo se r to hom e, W este rn  A ustra lia  
and the Northern Territory have  en ­
acted legislation to im pose penalties 
on those w h o  m ake 'o b je c t io n a b le ' 
(undefined) m ateria l a va ilab le  to m i­
nors v ia  the internet. The responsib il­
ity is placed p rim arily  on the de livery  
channel.

W e  cou ld , perhaps, im ag ine  the 
first exam ple happening  in A ustra lia  if 
a s im ila r extrem ist party cam e  to 
pow er, perhaps Pau lin e  H anson 's  O n e  
N ation . W o u ld  our lib rarians have  the 
courage to resist a d u ly  elected council 
or governm en t? C o u ld  w e  im ag ine  a 
book being seized from a un iversity  li­
b rary? W o u ld  it be a ccep ta b le  if the 
contents w e re  as con fron ting  as are 
M ap p le th o rp e 's  photographs? W h a t  
m ight w e  (do w e ?) ex c lu d e  from  our 
school libraries? W h y  w o u ld  w e  do it: 
because a parent did not find the novel
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'p roper to be in the lib rary due to the 
language' as in the case of Jack?  Su rely 
w e  w ou ld  not burn books, w o u ld  w e ? 
M ight w e  stop girls obta in ing  inform a­
tion on their sexuality  and con tracep ­
tion? Can w e  im agine a school or pub­
lic  lib rary  being  prosecuted  for 
perm itting yo un g  students to access 
pornograph ic images via  the internet?

In an in te rco n nected  w o rld  free 
flo w  of inform ation becom es the on ly  
option. Its pow er has been w ell dem on­
strated in the striking im ages from 
Beijing 's T ienanm en  Square, the Berlin  
W a l l  and, latterly, Jakarta. But it is not 
just a m atter for brave , or fo o lhard y, 
journalists. It is our business, as lib rar­
ians, to ensure that free flo w  of infor­
mation. W e  must ensure that the w rit­
ings of such authors as Pram oetja  
A nan ta  Toer are a v a ila b le  (h o w eve r 
d iscom fiting  they m ay be to those in 
pow er), that the w om en  of Kabul can 
access health information, and that stu­
dents in e ve ry  cou n try  have  the re­
sources to learn.

IFLA and FAIFE
D ea ling  w ith  these m atters is a c o m ­
plex issue w hen  w e  seek to address it at 
a national leve l. At an in ternational 
leve l, it becom es even m ore d ifficu lt. 
Not on ly  do w e  need to a ch ieve  a so­
c ia l co m p ac t w ith in  a com m u n ity  
w h ich  has agreed to live  together but 
w e  need to find a d ia lo g ue  betw een  
com peting  ideo log ies, faiths and v a l­
ues. W e  cannot arrogantly assum e that 
our va lues are un ive rsa l, im posing 
them on others, but nor can w e  dismiss 
ind iv idua l freedom  w ith  am orphous 
concep ts such as 'A s ian  va lu e s '. A l ­
though w e  w ill  not a lw ays  agree, w e  
can find com m o n  ground as profes­
sionals in addressing the issues facing 
lib rariansh ip , not least in the areas of 
access to in form ation  and freedom  of 
expression.

In this role, as navigators through 
the w o rld  of in fo rm ation , both trad i­
tional and e le c tro n ic , w e  h ave  a re­

sponsib ility. It is a responsib ility  to en ­
sure that all our c lien ts  can  and m ay 
obtain  the inform ation they w ant.

IFLA, the International Federation of 
L ib rary  A ssoc ia tions  and Institutions, 
has responded to this professional cha l­
lenge. A fter tw o  years o f background  
investigation, in August 1997 it estab­
lished FA IFE , the com m ittee  on Free 
A ccess to Inform ation and Freedom  of 
Expression, w h ich  I have the honour to 
chair. W e  have been fortunate that the 
Danish lib rary com m un ity  has funded 
the estab lishm ent o f an o ffice  to sup­
port this w ork.

The period  of investigation  identi­
fied the fo llow in g  broad issues:

• to p rov ide  and pro tect the right of 
eve ry  ind iv idu a l to have  access to 
needed inform ation ;

• the deve lopm ent of libraries in order 
to bridge the in fo rm ation  gap be­
tw een  the in fo rm ation  rich and the 
inform ation poor;

• in te llectua l freedom  in c lu d ing  the 
pro tection  of lib ra ry  m ateria ls and 
personnel from censorship.

The mission of the FA IFE com m ittee 
and office is, as stated in the resolution 
adopted  at the C o p en hag en  G en era l 
C onference in 1997,

. . .to  advise IFLA on matters o f international 
significance to libraries and librarianship in 
regard to freedom of access to informa tion and 
freedom of expression, uicluding, but not limited 
to:

• censorship o f library materials,

• ideological, economic, political or religious 
pressures resulting in limitations on access 
to mformation in libraries, or restrictions 
on librarians and other information  
specialists who provide reference and other 
information services.

The priorities w ith in  this work are to:

1 .P rom ote freedom  of access to infor­
mation and freedom  of expression as

fundam ental hum an rights w h ich  are 
vital cornerstones of the mission of li­
braries to be gatew ays to know ledge 
in support o f hum an rights, p eace, 
d em ocracy  and deve lopm ent.

2 .Be  the lead ing  organ isation  in re­
sponding  to attacks and lim ita tions 
on lib raries and lib rarians, seeking 
the support and assistance of other 
organisations as appropriate.

3 .Support and assist o ther o rg an isa ­
tions w h ich  are addressing other rel­
evan t issues w h ich  m ay in d ire c tly  
affect libraries and librarians.

The w o rk  has started. The o ffice  
opened on 1 Ju ly  1998 and w e  held the 
first m eetings of the new  com m ittee  in 
August. The m embers of the com m ittee 
w ill be augm ented w ith  nom inees from 
under-represented areas and a w o r ld ­
w id e  network of rapporteurs w ill be es­
tab lished. W e  are d eve lop ing  contacts 
w ith  related organisations such as A rti­
c le  19, P EN  In terna tiona l, Index  on 
Censorship, and Am nesty International. 
Po lic ies  and procedures are being c re ­
ated. W e  w ill bu ild  on the ex ce llen t 
w o rk  of those international bodies and 
such library organisations as the A m eri­
can  Library Association 's long standing 
and ad m irab le  O ff ic e  for In te lle ctu a l 
Freedom .

This is deve lop ing  a peak in terna ­
tional body to deal w ith  the issues of 
freedom  of access to in fo rm ation  and 
freedom  of expression w h ich  im pinge 
on lib raries and inform ation  services. 
But this w ill not be enough. The w ork  
of ou r com m ittee w ill need to be sup­
ported, m ora lly , p ractica lly  and fin an ­
c ia lly  by lib rary and inform ation w o rk ­
ers, o rgan isa tions and assoc ia tions 
throughout the w orld . Each of us needs 
to articu la te  the ind iv is ib le  right

. . .  to freedom o f expression.. .freedom to hold 
opinions without interference and [ f  reedom] 
to seek, receive and impart information and 
ideas through any media and regardless of 
frontiers. ■
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