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Introduction

TN Blnl.tN, oN to Mav 19-13, lt bottf}e was helcl on Unter clen

I LinJ.,,. rltc ,'.tpital's Itlost irttpt't-trlttt tltorotrglrtlle' It was 'r sitc

of qreat synrbolic rcrsonalrce: opposire thc utriversitl ancl adjlcc'trr

to St Hedwig's Cathedral, the Berlin State Opera House, the l\oyai
Palace and Klrl Fricdrich schinkel's bc'autiful r'var trlctnorill .

.Watched 
by a cheering crowd of almost forty thousattd a grorrp of

stlrdents cerelrouiallv ruarched up to thc botrfire carrving the bust

of aJewish intelleclual, Magnus Hirschlbld (lbunder of the gror-rnd-

brcraking Institute of Serual Sciettces). Chanting lhe 'Fcuerspriicire',

a series of fire inr:lntations, rhev thrcrv the bust on top olthousarlds

of vol-unes fi-orl the iustitr-rte's librarv rn'hich had jotned books by

Jervish ancl other 'un-Gertttan'wri.ters (St1,5 
",rO 

cortutrunists pro1l1-

incrnt aruong them) that had been scized h'om booksho;-rs ltt.lci

librarres. Arouncl the fire stood ro\\rs of young uten in Nazi ttniforrlls
giving the Heil Hitler sllr-rte. Thc str,rclents ll''ere keen to cLlrrv

fir.our r.vith the nc:w go\rerntrent ancl this book-burtrirtg wes ;I

i:arefr.iilv pllnned publicrtl' stuttt.' In Ilerltn, Joseph Goebbels. Hrtle r'-s

nern- rrrinister ol propauancla, gnve a rousing speecir that was u'idely
reported rround the rvor-ld:

No to clecldcnce and uoral <'orruptionl Ye's to dec:cnc1, aud ruoralitl'

in lirrnil-v and strte I . . , 'lhe fulure (k-'rrnrn n1tl1 r'r,iltr not;r-tst bc a

nran of books. but a trtan of charlctcr. trt is to this crrcl th.tt',r'e rvant

to eclucate you . You do u,ell to cotnrtrit to the flanres the evil

spirit of the' past. This is a sttolrg, grcat and s,vrubolic deed.

Sinrihr screnes wen[ on in riinett, other locations rcross the coutrtry
that night. Although rnany librlries atrd lrchivcs in (iernruny r,verc

lelt untouchecl, the bonfires \\/ere a clcar rvarriiug sign of rlte .Ittltck

on knowledse about to be urrlershecl by the Nazi regi.nrc.



BURNING THE BOOKS

Knowledge is still under attack. Organised bodies of knowledge are

being attacked today, as they have been attacked throughout history"

Over time society has entrusted the preservation of knowledge to
libraries and archives, but today these institutions are facing multiple
threats. They are targets for individuals, groups, and even stales

motivated to deny the truth and eradicate the past. At the same

time, libraries and archives are experiencing declining levels of
funding. This continued decline in resources has combined with the
growth of technology companies, which have effectively privatised
the storage and transmission of knowledge in digital form, taking
some of the functions of publicly funded libraries and archives into
the commercial realm. These companies are driven by very diflerent
motives from the institutions that have traditionally made knowledge
available for sociery. 'When companies like Google have digitised
billions of pages of books and made them available online, and when
free online storage is provided by firms like Flicka what is the point
of libraries?

Just at the time that public funding is under extreme pressure we

find that democratic institutions, the rule of law and open society

are also under threat. The truth itself is under attack. This is, of
course, no new thing. George Orwell pointed this out rn Nineteen

Eighty-Four, and his words ring disconcertingly true today as we

think about the role that libraries and archives must play in defence

of open societies: 'There was truth, and there was untruth, and if
you clung to the truth even against the whole world, you were not
mad." Libraries and archives have become central to the support of
democracy, the rule of law and open society as they are bodies that
exist to 'cling to the truth'.

The notion that there could exist 'alternative facts'was famously
suggested by Kellyanne Conway, (JS Counselor to the President,
in January zor7. She was responding to criticism of Trump's
assertion that the crowd that had attended his inauguration cere-
mony was larger than the crowd at Barack Obama's five years

before, when images and data showed the opposite to have been
the case.3 It was a timely reminder that the preservation of infor-
mation continues to be a key tool in the defence of open
societies. Defending the truth against the rise of 'alternative facts'

means capturing those truths, and the statements that deny them,
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IN f RODfI(]IION

so thet we hlve reflerenc:e poitrts thlt sor:ieties catl trllst and rely
on.

Librrrics are crucill for thc health,v functioning o{-society. While
I have r'vorkecl in Librlries fbr rnore than thrrry-five yelrs, I havc

bcen a user of thcn lir longcr. rnd have secn the value thev briLrq.

fhrs book has been rnotivatcd by rrr,v own sense of anger at re crent

firilures across the globe - both dclibcratc: ;rnd :rcciclental - to ensllre

that soL:iety can rely on librlrics and lrc:hivcs to preserve knorn,ledge.
'l-he rcpeatcd attrcks o1r thc1r1 over thc centLrries need to l",e exanr-

ined as a rvorrving trencl iu hnnrau historv and the astonishing

ellbrts rnacle by peoplc to protect ttre know.leclge thev hold should
bc' ceiebrated.

Thc revelation that lancling calds docurncnting the arrival into
the UK of the ''Windrush qeneutiou'had bccn cleliberately destroved

by the llorne ()ffice in zoro shows the inrporhnce of archives. Thc
sovernnlent had dso begr-Ln to pllrsue a 'hostile cnvironnrent'policy
ot-r irnurigratiotr, u-hich rcquircd the Winclrush micrlnts to provc

thcir continueci residence here or be deported.+ Yet thc:,v had been

gr.raranteeci citizcnshrp uncler the llritish Netronaliry Acr r94[i and

lucl coruc in goocl faith to the UK, which facecl severe l;rbour:

shor:tages after: the Secorrd World War. By spriug zot8, tl're Honrc
C)tlce had lclmitted to the rvrongtirl deportatior-r of at least eigbW-
thr:ee of these i:itizens, eleven of u4rorn h:rd sincc diecl, proupting
l public outcr,v.

I rvas struck by the absurdrty of a policy', instigatccl and aggrcs-

sirrely prouiulgrtcd bv a gove rnnrent departlnent (uncler the
leadership of Tlieresa IV{a1,, who had becom.e primc nrinister bv the,

tinre the situation calrle to light) that had destroved thc rruin evidence
lhat r,vor.r1d hlve enabled many of the peoplc to prove their citizen-
slrip.i Althor"rgh the decision to clestroy the records wls lrlde before
the iutpleruen[ation of tl-re policy anci w'as prob:lbly not rualicior-rs,

the Honre Officet lnotivJtiorr to pe15151 u'ith the hostile treatlrent
ttrrv havc been. I wro[e an op-ed in rlre Financittl 'l'r'mes" pointing
oul that the preservation of knorvledge of riris kind rvls vital fbr-

an open, healrh,v society, as indeed it hrs been since the heeinning
of our civilisrtiorrs.

For as lonq as lrunurrs have gathered tosether in organised
corntnunities, rvith :r neccf to r:orrrrnunit:atc with one lrnother.
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krrou.leclge hrs becn createcl ancl infbrmation recorded. In the
c:arliest corrulunities, tlris rook the form, rs far as lvc knour, of oral
inforuration, rnd the only pernl.rnent record thlt survives is in the

forrn of iruges: peintinus rrracle otr the 'urralls of caves, or thcl

scratc:hes of syrrrbols o1l storres. We knor,v nothing of the nlotivati()11

behincl these nrarks; anthropologists anil archaeoiogists can on11,

makc educated guesses.

Jlfu thc Bronze Ag.-'. cortrtnrrnitics rvcrc beconring bette:r orgarl-
isetl and more sophisticateci. As groups of nonrads settled, ancl began

to establish fixecl cornurunities, involved in tJrnrine lnd earlv
itrdr"rstry, rhey also begrn to clevelop hierarchres oliorganisation. with
gorrernine farnilics, tribal chiefs and others rvho lecl lhe rest of the

conurlruuty
These cournrunities, fiorri arouncl 3,ooo IlcE onu,arcls, began to

kcep rn,rittcn rccorcls. Frorr these euliest archives, ancl in the docr-r-

nlcnts found irr thern, we knor.v l surprising ilnrollut of detail abor.rt

horv thosc soc;ieties operated.T In other docLrrlc'nts people began to
recorcl their thoughts, ideas, obscrv:rtions lnd stories. These rvcrc

preserved in the elrliest libraries. Ttris process of orcanisins know-
1eclge soorr r:equircd the developrnent of specialiseci skil1s, which
irrcluded the rccording of knowledge ancl tcr:htricpes for copf ing.

C)r,cr tine these tlsks resulted in the creation ol profissionel roles

- loosclv sinrilar to those of the libr:arian or archivist. 'Librarian'
conles frorn the Latin u''orcl librarius, frclru lif er meruinq 'book'. T'he
ternr 'arclrivist' is ltorn the Lttin arclt.iyurrr, which retbrs to both
tritten records and the placc r,vherc they lre kept. The origins of
tlris w'orcl clerjve f,ronr the Greek arclteia nreaning 'pr-rblic recorcls'.

Lit-rraries rnd archives were nol createcl or run r,vith the saure nrotiv-
alion as those in the rnotlcrn wor1d, rrncl ir is cltngerous lo clrar,v

rrralogics betrveen these ancient collc'ctions and those of todav. Everr

so, these civilisations created bodies of krrorvledgc- ;rrrd developed
skills co orqanisc theur. nrrrny oltu.hlch r,ve rcco.enise toda\,. such ls
catllogues ancl nretadata.t

-fhc roles of librarian and erchivis[ were otten comtrined u.ith
others, such as pri.est or administrator, becorning nore clistinct arrcl

vi-sible in ancier-rt fireece and llorne. r,r.hcrc librlries were luore
pr.rblic1l, availablc, and the belief that acc'ess to know'leclge is an

csscrrtial clernrcnt of a healthy societv began to take holcl.1' A list of'
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the nanres of tlic nren rvho held rhe post of heed librarian of thc

Clrear Librrry of Alexandria cluring the thircl and second celrtLlries

BCn survives - lueny of thcsc figures were also recogllised as the

leading schohrs of theil tittre, slrch as Apollonius of Rliocles (r'vhosc

epic poerrr about Jason atrd the Golderr Flecce inspi.recl the Aancitl)

and Aristophanes of Byzlntiuru (inventor ol one of rhe earliest

lbrnrs of punctuation).'o
Storehouses of knor,vledge hlve been rrt the lterrt of rhe clevel-

oplr1c1lt of societics frorn their inccptiott. Although the technoltrgics

of crcating knou.ledge, and the ler:hniqr.res for preserv.rtion ltave

alterecl r:Lc1ic.r11y, their core ftinclions have changed surprisinglv 1irt1e.

Firstly, librarics ancl archivcs collcct, organise atrd preserve kuow.
leclge. 'Ihrough gift, trlnsf,er ancl purchasc rhev have ltccutnulatecl

tablets. scrolls, books, jourruls, matruscripts, photographs and rnany

other mcthods of docurnenting civtlisation. Tcldry these fornats arc'

expancled tlrroueh digital ureclia, from rvord-processing files, to
enreils, web pages and social uredia. In lnticprity ancl the rttedicval

period the lvork of organisine iibraries ltad sac:red courrotatiorls: lhll
archives of the anciertt kingdorns of- Mesoporarnia we re often kept

in tenrples, rncl King Philippe Auguste (aiso knor,vn es Philip II) of
France establishecl the "fi6sor cles (lhartes'(the treasury of charters).

T-his rvas at first l 'nrobilc'collection, but by r2,54 cante to be stored

in :r purposc-builr suitc- of rool11s at the holy site of the Sairrtc-

Chrpcllc in IJaris."
'lhr:ough der.cloping arrd publishrng therr catalogues, provicLng

reldius roo11)s, spotrsoritre sciroiarship, by publishirs trooks, stagirrg

exhibitions, and urote recently thror.rgh drgrtisation, lill:aries lnd
lrctrives have been part of the brolder hi.story of dissctui.uating iclels.

The cre ation of rutiorul librlrtc's lrottr the eishteenth century arcl

public libraries fionr the ttineteenth ccnttlrv onr,vards tlassive[y
erpanclc:d the role thar thesc insti.tutiotrs played iu transforruittg
soclety.

At the heart of this is thc idea of preservation. Kuor.vledge crur

be vr-rlnerable, fi'agrle and unstable. Papyr:us. prper and parchrncnt

rrc highly courbustibic. Water can just as easily dauusc thetn, ls

carr nror-rld createcl through high huruiditlr llooks and docutncuts
cln bc stolen, defaced and tlnrpercd r,,-it.tr. T'he eristence of digital
il1c's can be even rnorc: tle etitrg, o"ving to te:chnologic.r1 obsolcscence,
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the iluperrnaneltcc of ltlasuclic storrlge nredia, an(l the vulnerabihty
oI all knorvleclge placcd ou]ine. As anyone rvho has encountered .1

broken u,cb link has clisc--overecl. therc r:an be no acccss u,irhor-rt
presefvallorr"

Archi.ves rre diffcrent fi-onr iibrarics. Libraries arc accLuruhrions
of knou,leclqe, built r1p onc book at a tirrre, often witlt grcat strarcgic
plrrpose, u,,hi1e archivcs doclulrent clir-ectly the actiorrs rncl decisiou-
nrrkinu proccsscs of institr,rtions lnd adnrinistrations, evcn of
sovelnlllents. Libraries oftcn I'rold some of this rruterial es lvell - thc
prirrted-/crr.rrntrl o.l'the Hottsc o"l-()onturcns, for exaurple - but archives
;rre by ttreir naturc fi-rll of llraterial, ofteu uundane iu i[s character,

not irltcncled to be read by c ltrass ltrdience. l]ut rvhere libr:.rrrcs
c1ea1 r,vith ide ;rs, anrbitions, cliscoverie-. and iruaeinings, rrchives detlil
the rorrtine brrt vital stuff of everyday life: land orvnership, irnporrs
lund exports, thc trinutes of c--ornrnittees and tares. Lists are often
au inrportant fcatr-rre: rvhcthcr thev are lists of citizens recordcci in
tL ccllsus, or lists of irnrnisrants arriving on a tro:rl, archives lre at

the hcart o[triscory', recordinq the inplenrentatior] of the rdeas arrd
thor-rehts rhat may be captured irr a trook.

1'he flip sidc of this, of course, is that the significancc of trooks
lncl lrchival material is ret-ognised not onl,v bv those urho 'uvisl:

io prolect knowlc'dse, but also by those who rvish to destrof ir.
-l'hrouqhor.rt iristorl,, librarics lncl archives heve been sr.rt-rjecr t<r

ltlat:k. At tirnos librariaris ard rchivists heve risked ;rnd lost their
livcs for thc preservation of kno$,,lecice.

I rvanl to explore a nnruher of kcy episodes liorn history to
highliebt clifferent rnotivatiorrs for the destnrction of the storehonscs
o1- knorvlcclgc, lncl the responses c'leveloped bv thc profbssion to
resist it. 'fhe individual cases that I focus orr (and I could have
chosen clozens of others) tc-ll us sometl'ring lbor-rt the period in
lvhictr the everrts took placc ancl rtre tasciuatins in their otvrr right.

The urotirrations of statcs thrt contirrue ro el'ase history lvill be
consiclered in tire contcxr of archi-,,cs. As know-ledsc is increasingly
cteatcd in cligital fornr, the challenscs that this realiry poscs tor rhe
preservatiou of knorvleclqc rrucl for: thc health of operr societies rvill
ire exaurined. The book rvill cnd r.vjth solne sllgscstioris for how
libr:rries and archirres cor.rld be t.retter supporterd irr rhcir clirrcnt
poltical and flnencial coutexrs, and ls a Coda I r.vi1l suggest Iive
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fnnctions that thcse institutiorrs lrlvc for socicty, to highlight their
velue, ftrr the benefit of those in positions of power.

Lrbrarres lnd archi.ves ttremselrre s destr:oy knou.ledge daily.

I)r-rplicatc books are roulinely disposcd of u,hen only one co1.,1- is

needed. Sluller hbraries are ofien subsr-ruted into a bigger nnit, ;t

process thrrt r.rsuallv resr-r1ts in the knor.l'1edge bcing ltaintained try

the bigger Iibrary but sonretitnes, by acciclent or dcsisn, uttitluc
nraterials arc 1ost. Archivcs are desi.gned aroutrd a process callcd

appraisal, a systern of clisposal and retention. Not everythiug cln
or should be kept. Although this crin sorllctilttcs st'clrl olltrrgeoLls

ancl incoruprchensible to hrstorians. the idea [hll evcry docurnent

slror-rld bc kept is ecoriomicalll, s11"s.1ainable. Mttch of rvhat is

destroyecl in such processes is infortnation that is alrerdy held

else'uvhere.

T'he pr:occrsscs of selectiotr, lcquisition and cataloguing, as well
as of disp'losal ancl retenfiotr, rrc n(-\'er treutral acls. They are done

bv lrunran berngs. workin.g in thcir socral anc] tcmporrl contexts.

The books lncl journals thar sit on library shelves todl,v, or arc

rnade avlilable thror.rgh or.rr digi.tal libraries, or the doculncl)ts ancl

le dgcrs lLrat are in or.Lr archives, lrc there bccar.tse oI hutrten egenc)r.

The past behwiour of httnuns involved in the crertion of co11ec-

tions r,vas, thereforc, subject lo bias, prejudice and personalitr,'.

Most libraries and archives have great ourissious irr thei.r colle ctiotrs.
'silenccs' th:rt lrave often sevcrcly lirrrited horv the hrstoric.rl re corcl

treats. for exerttple, people of colour, or \\'onlen. Anyone r-tsitrg

those ccl1le ctions todav r-nust bc awlre of tllose c<tutexts. Readers

of this book lre sirnilarly ctrcor-rragecl to bcar rtrese historical
contcrxts in rrind and [o reuteritber that iu the past peoplc clid

thirrcs cliilerentJ,v

ln exrnrining ttre history of librarics and rhe wav their coliectit-rtts

have crrolvcd over tirnc rvc .rrc-. itr lllJllv ways. teliing the story of
the survi.val of krror,vledge rtself. Every indivicluel book that cxists

nou, in these institutions, all the collcctions that together br-rilcl up

into larger boclies of knowleclge, are surtivors.

Until the advent of digital infbrrnatior.t, libraries ancl lrr:hivcs hacl

rvell-developed strategics ftrr preservi.ng their coliections: paper. I'he
institutiors sharccl the rcsporrsibrlitl. rvith their reeclers. All nelv r.tscrs

of the Bodleiarr, lor cxaniple, arc still requi.recl to forurally swear


