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This paper examines the role of libraries and information services, in promoting the‘open
society’espoused by Karl Popper and George Soros. After a brief discussion of the nature
of an ‘open society’, the paper covers the role played by provision of knowledge and in-
formation, of new technology, particularly the Internet, andof critical thinking anddigital
literacy in the development of this form of society. Conclusions are drawn for the role of
libraries and librarians, with seven general principles suggested:

. provision of access to a wide variety of sources without ‘negative’ restriction or censorship;

. provision of ‘positive’guidance on sources, based on open and objective criteria;

. a recognition that a‘free £ow of information’ though essential, is not su⁄cient;

. a recognition that provision of factual information, while valuable, is not enough;

. a need for a speci¢c concern for the e¡ect of new ICTs, and the Internet in particular;

. promotion of critical thinking and digital literacy;

. a need for explicit consideration of the ethical values of libraries.

Introduction
The purpose of this paper is to examine the
role that may be played by libraries, and simi-
lar information providers, in promoting the
kind of open society espoused by Karl Popper
and George Soros. The nature of an ‘open
society’ is ¢rst outlinedbrie£y, before a discus-
sion of the role played by provision of knowl-
edge and information in the development of
this formof society, the role of new information
andcommunication technologies (ICTs), parti-
cularly the Internet, and the importance of cri-
tical thinking and information (or digital)
literacy. Finally, conclusions are drawn for the
role of libraries and librarians.

The term ‘library’ as used in this paper
should be taken to include ‘information ser-
vices’, ‘knowledge centres’, and all institutions
of that kind. Similarly, the terms ‘information’

and ‘knowledge’ are generally used synony-
mously.

The nature of open society
Although the term‘open society’was ¢rst used
by the French philosopher Henri Bergson, its
modern conception stems largely from the
work of Sir Karl Popper, particularly as
expressed in his well-knownOpen society and
its enemies, ¢rst published in 1945. He pro-
posed, in essence, a form of social organisa-
tion based on the recognition that nobody
has access to the ultimate truth; our under-
standing of the world is imperfect, and a per-
fect society is unattainable. An open society
is the best attainable solution ^ an imperfect
society, which is capable of in¢nite improve-
ment. In Popper’s eyes, the enemies of open
society were totalitarian, closed regimes ^
speci¢cally the communist and fascist dicta-
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torships of the early andmid-twentieth century.
Popper did not, however, identify open

society with any speci¢c political or economic
system, and open society is not to be automati-
cally equated with currentWestern democracy
[1, 2]. For an overview of the current status of
the open society concept, see Jarvie and
Pralong [3].

This concept was extended and somewhat
amended by the ¢nancier and philanthropist
George Soros. In particular, Soros noted that
totalitarian closed societies are only one form
of antithesis of the open society; an anarchic,
uncontrolled capitalism, or the weak states
resulting from the collapse of a closed society,
is another.

I now envisage open society occupying a
precarious middle ground where it is threa-
tened by dogmatic beliefs of all kinds, some
that would impose a closed society, others
leading to the disintegration of society.
Open society represents near-equilibrium
conditions; alternatives include not only
the static disequilibrium of closed society
but also a dynamic disequilibrium [4, p. 70].
Soros has put his ideas into practice

through a network of Open Society
Foundations, aimed at promoting the idea of
open society invarious countries,most particu-
larly in the formerly socialist countries of
Central and Eastern Europe and Central Asia.1

Considerations of knowledge and informa-
tion play an important part in the thought of
bothPopper andSoros. Popper’s political philo-
sophy developed very much from these ana-
lyses of the philosophy of science, and
speci¢cally the growth of scienti¢c knowledge;
indeed Popper’s concept of objective knowl-
edge has been regarded as a foundation stone
for information science [5]. Popper’s emphasis
is on the human ability to learn, and thereby to
gain valid and useful knowledge, even though
that knowledge is necessarily imperfect:

thuswe can learn, we can grow in knowledge,
even if we can never know ^ that is, know for
certain. Sincewecanlearn, there is noreason
for despair of reason: and sincewe can never
know, there are no grounds for smugness or

conceit over the growth of our knowledge [6,
vol. 2, p. 383]. [Popper’s italics]
For Soros, too, knowledge and information

are important considerations for an open
society. He regards the current global capitalist
system as a distorted form of open society.This
system, and the traditional market doctrine,
suggests that, with perfect information, mar-
kets will take care of themselves, returning to
their ‘natural’ position of equilibrium:

the main task [of ensuring that markets
work properly] is to make the necessary
information available and to avoid any inter-
ference with the market mechanism [4, pp.
175^176].
But Soros demonstrates that this is not a

valid analysis of how markets truly work; the
phenomenon of ‘re£exivity’, noted later, leads
to a more sophisticated relationship between
information and the operation of the market,
and, by extension, society.

Open societies, Soros reminds us, consist
of ‘encumbered individuals’, by contrast with
the unencumbered individuals of the enlight-
enment philosophers:

the thinking of encumbered individuals is
formed by their social setting, their family
and other ties, the culture in which they are
reared. They do not occupy a timeless, per-
spectiveless position.They are not endowed
with perfect knowledge [4, p. 92].
The role of information and knowledge in

theopen society is then somewhat paradoxical;
perfect knowledge is denied to anyone, or any
group or movement, but the provision of infor-
mation, for learning and the growth of knowl-
edge, is of great importance. Practically, this
was recognised within the operation of Soros’s
Foundations by the establishment of several
Programmes related to information and com-
munication, notably the Library, Internet,
Media and Publishing Programmes (now incor-
poratedwithin abroader InformationProgam)2.

Information and knowledge in open
societies
Given the importance of information and
knowledge, and their communication, within

1 Details of the Foundations and their programmes
may be found at http:;///www.soros.org

..................................................................... 2 Details of the programmes from http://www.soro-
s.org
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open societies, it is reasonable to ask whether
any particular kind of knowledge, or informa-
tion resource, is associated with this form of
society (whichmaybe turned into the practical
question, what should libraries, as an impor-
tant formof information provider, be providing
to promote open society). This will lead us, in
this andfollowing sections, to the identi¢cation
of seven general principles underlying the
role of libraries in open societies.

Popper’s answer to the question of the
‘best’ sources of knowledge is unequivocal,
andderives from the very basis of this thought:

The principle that everything is open to criti-
cism (from which this principle itself is not
exempt) leads to a simple solution of the
problem of the sources of knowledge . . . It
is this: every ‘source’ ^ tradition, reason,
imagination, observation, or what not ^ is
admissible, and may be used, but none has
any authority . . . every source is welcome,
but no statement is immune from criticism,
whatever its ‘source’may be [6, vol. 2, p.378].
[Popper’s italics]
Popper develops this theme further in his

Conjectures and Refutations; while his argu-
ments deal with ‘sources’ in the broadest
sense, he makes it clear here that written
sources have a particular signi¢cance:

There are all kinds of sources of our knowl-
edge, but none has authority. . . most of our
assertions are based not on observations,
but upon all kinds of other sources.‘I read it
in The Times’ or perhaps ‘I read it in the
Encyclopaedia Britannica’ is a more likely
and a more de¢nite answer to the question
‘Howdo you know?’ than‘I have observed it’
or ‘I know it from an observation I made last
year’ [7]. [Popper’s italics]

and similarly:
There are no ultimate sources of knowl-
edge. Every source, every suggestion, is
welcome; but every source, every sugges-
tion, is also open to critical examination.
As long as we are not dealing with historical
matters, we usually examine the asserted
facts themselves, rather than investigate
the sources of our information [8, p. 49].
Popper argues that we should not try to

argue for the correctness of a view from its
source, but rather criticise the assertion itself

^ using any and all other sources as necessary.
Notturno [2, p. 136] interprets this as meaning
that an appropriate authority should be the
¢rst word, not the last word, in a critical
enquiry.

We may see from this that the basic tenet
should be that any and all sources should be
available within an open society framework
(principle 1); it is not, and cannot be, the func-
tion of the librarian, or any other information
provider, to restrict access to sources, accord-
ing to what is their judgement of what is ‘best’.
Their knowledge and understanding, like that
of all other participants is imperfect, and
restricting access to their chosen selection of
sources, regardless of their expertise and high
motivation, runs counter to the basic princi-
ples of open society.

This general idea needs to be quali¢ed in
two ways. First, it will be obvious that librar-
ians, and other information providers, must in
practice make choices as to what information
products may be provided, if only on grounds
of restrictions of budgets, space etc. However,
such choices must be made openly and trans-
parently, and in the clear knowledge that they
are enforced choices, and not choices made
according to the provider’s ideas of what the
users‘should’wantor need. Second, this gener-
al principle does not prevent librarians from
using their best judgement as to what will be
most useful and acceptable to the users of
information, and promoting and recommend-
ing this, as librarians have done from time
immemorial; so long as this does not turn into
restriction and censorship. Indeed, we should
remember Soros’s idea of open societies con-
sisting of ‘encumbered individuals’, noted ear-
lier; it will be essential for librarians to respect
the encumbered individual, by providing infor-
mation and knowledge relevant to their situa-
tion. Authoritative views may be useful as
Notturno [2, p. 136] puts it, ‘to discover how
things stand in a ¢eld, what its major problems
are, and which of the solutions that have been
proposed seem most promising’. This will not
violate thegeneralprincipleof providing a vari-
ety of sources, and refraining from giving de
novo authority to any of them, providing that it
is done in apositivemanner, by recommending
certain sources from the many available,
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rather than in a negative manner of restriction
and censorship (principle 2).

Itmaybeobjected that this is anunrealistic
and na|« ve viewpoint, since it £ies in the face
of the obvious fact that in many subject areas
^ science, medicine and law being obvious
examples ^ there are certain works that are
regarded as particularly ‘authoritative’, and
hence worthy of recommendation. However,
describing such sources as authoritative is
simply short-handfor their possessionof a vari-
ety of desirable, and objective, characteristics:
authorship by quali¢ed persons, careful edit-
ing and checking factual data, regular updat-
ing, etc. Such criteria can be, and should be,
used by librarians in justifying their recom-
mendation of such works as useful; and users
may judge for themselves whether they are
sensible and valid. This is entirely di¡erent
from the simpleuncritical statement that a par-
ticular work is authoritative.

A refusal to restrict access to sources
amounts to support for a free £ow of informa-
tion, which Soros describes as ‘perhaps the
most potent force for democracy. . . which
makes it di⁄cult for governments to misinform
the people’ [4, p. 111].This free £ow of informa-
tion is easily suppressed, if the government
controls the media; or, according to circum-
stances, controls access to any other forms of
the communication of information. But,
simply allowing a free £ow of information is
inadequate, in itself, to uphold open society:

‘In any case, the free £owof informationwill
not necessarily impel people towards
democracy, especially when people living
indemocracies donotbelieve in democracy
as a universal principle’ [4, p.111].
The implication of this for libraries and

other information providers is that allowing
free access to all relevant sources of informa-
tion is a necessary, but not su⁄cient, condition
for them tobe contributing to the development
of open society (principle 3). A more pro-
active role is required. This kind of a role has
more commonly been assumed by libraries
and information centres in the private sector,
rather than by public libraries and information
services, but there are indications that this is
changing in many countries. A particularly
interesting example is the Estonian situation,

described by Virkus [9], where a 1998 parlia-
mentary decree on principles of information
policy speci¢es that ‘information must be pro-
vided actively and systematically and, as a
whole, be easy to comprehend’.

There is a further consideration, and that is
George Soros’s concept of ‘re£exivity’. Soros
argues that statements whose truth value is
indeterminate are, far frombeing meaningless
as was claimed by the logical positivists, even
more signi¢cant than statements whose truth
value is known. The latter constitutes knowl-
edge, helping us to understand the world as it
is. The former, expressions of our inherently
imperfect understanding, help to shape the
world.This is because of their re£exive charac-
ter, and includes most generalisations of his-
tory, e.g. Soros’s example ‘the common
interest is best served by allowing people to
pursue their own interests’ [4, p. 13].
Re£exivity implies that participants make
statements about the world, to form a picture
which corresponds with reality, but their
thoughts and statements also help to mould,
change and create reality; statements may
alter the subject matter to which they refer.

The implication here is that libraries
should not just be ‘information banks’ provid-
ing chunks of knowledge, important though
this function is for the operation of open
society, and in particular should attempt to
avoid giving any impression that they are pro-
viding the de¢nitive answer to any question,
other than relatively trivial factual matters.
They should also provide, and make it clear
that they are providing, ‘thought-provoking’
material as an aid to the re£exiveprocess (prin-
ciple 4).This is a further argument, if one were
needed, for the provision of a variety of per-
spectives and viewpoints, including those that
are plainly contradictory, within a range of
information sources.

New ICTs and open societies
The increased signi¢cance of new information
and communication technologies, and the
Internet in particular, has created a new infor-
mation landscape within which libraries must
operate, and which has strong and pervasive
implications for society, aswell as for the speci-
¢cs of information provision [principle 5].

Libraries and open society; Popper, Soros and digital information



.....................................................................

Aslib Proceedings Vol 53, No. 5, May 2001 ^ 171

Libraries and open society; Popper, Soros and digital information

Though Karl Popper’s major works were
written long before the advent of these particu-
lar ICTs, he nonetheless showed a remarkable
understanding of the possible e¡ects of chan-
ging information technology on society:

Wecouldconceiveof a society inwhichmen
practically never meet face to face ^ in
which all business is conducted by indivi-
duals in isolation who communicate by
typed letters or by telegrams, and who go
about in closedmotor cars [6, vol.1, p.174].
Written in1945, this encapsulates Popper’s

idea of an‘abstract society’, one of the possible
ends of an open society, as it leaves the ‘tribal’
closed society. There are strong negative
aspects to this, but Popper also sees gains, for
example the possibility of new personal rela-
tionships, independent of birth or location.

George Soros, writing with the knowledge
of the e¡ect of global communications and
computer networks, sees the emergence of
the ‘transactional society’, something very
divorcedfrom, and inimical to, anopen society.
In a ‘transactional’ society, individual transac-
tions replace lasting relationships; each trans-
action stands on its own, and there is no sense
of loyalty or worthwhile on-going interactions
between the parties. The replacement of rela-
tionships by transactions in the business
world, Soros believes, is an on-going historical
process, which is well advanced; he notes the
advent of the Internet as one contributing
factor.

A transactional society su¡ers from a lack
of social values. If everything, including pro-
fessional life, is judged by money made, then
open society, which relies on common social
values, is not possible. This is exempli¢ed by
work carried out by the Soros Foundation in
the USA on the increased ‘business ethic’ in
law, medicine and similar areas, in which
‘market values have penetrated into areas of
society that were previously governed by non-
market considerations’ [4, p. 73].The pressures
of the market place also a¡ect journalism and
publishing: ‘ethical standards once thought
intrinsic are not standing up very well to
market pressures’ [4, p. 236].

The transactional society is bound to
a¡ect the services of libraries and similar infor-
mation providers, inasmuch as their activities

and bene¢ts are judged largely or wholly in
monetary terms. Impersonal services, includ-
ing the increasingly prevalent digital transac-
tions, though e⁄cient, may not always be
appropriate. Libraries may need increasingly
to consider an explicit founding of their ser-
vicesonrelationships rather than transactions,
as much as possible. It also seems clear that
the ethical standards of libraries and librarians
may be as much under pressure as those of
equivalent, perhaps higher pro¢le, profes-
sions, and may need particular thought.
Horvat [10] gives an example of how such con-
siderations may need explicit consideration in
library training programmes.

Among new ICTs, the Internet is the most
prominent, and is usually thought of as a
democratising medium, and hence as a gener-
ally positive force toward open society.Typical
is the view of Paul Gilster [11, p. 42]:

Thepower of the Internet come from the fact
that [its] connections are decentralised. No
one of these machines, no cluster of net-
works, can be said to run the enterprise.
Democracy prevails: I can publish a mes-
sage on the Internet as readily as you. I can
choose which topics to read about and
switch o¡ those that don’t interest me. I can
navigate the information space by making
choices, running searches for keywords,
and displaying content. Depending on my
interests, I can become a content provider
or remain a reader, meaning that what I get
out of the Internet is very much a matter of
personal preference. No one other than
myself makes the choices about what I see.
But the Internet displays several negative

features, which should be of concern to those
wishing to see it as a positive force. Most
obvious is its sheer volume of material, much
of which is generally agreed to be of poor qual-
ity at best, often seemingly partial, biased and
inaccurate. The occurrence of pornographic,
racist and similar undesirable material is also
well publicised. These factors may lead to
calls for restriction of access, to ‘protect’ users
from these undesirable features. It need
hardlybe said that this goes against the general
principles of free access enunciated above,
and should be rejected if the Internet is to be a
useful tool for promotion of open societies.
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The answers to these problems are likely to be
multi-facted, but should take the form of posi-
tive encouragement and empowerment of
users, rather than negative restriction and cen-
sorship. (Choldin [12] gives the cautionary
example of Tsarist Russia, when censorship,
initially introduced as a ‘guardianship’ func-
tion, aimed at providing a guide to good
books, quickly attained a ‘police’ function.)
One exampleof the positive approach is digital
literacy, or information literacy, enabling users
to apply critical rationality to themass of mate-
rial on the Internet, to select that which is of
value to them; this is discussed later. Another
example is the creation of ‘quality gateways’,
guiding users to Internet sites of particular
value, and indicating why they are of value;
these are usually organised along subject
lines [13], but couldalsobe adopted for particu-
lar countries or communities.

Finally, another potential danger of the
Internet is its homogenising e¡ect, whereby
all information sources are presented through
a common interface, and with a common‘look
and feel’; thereby removing the familiar visual
and tactile clues to quality and relevance pre-
sent in printed material. Helping users ^ the
‘encumbered individuals’ of open societies ^
to overcome this, and deal con¢dently with
Internet sources, is an important aspect of digi-
tal literacy.

Information literacy/digital literacy
for open societies
‘Information literacy’ is a term dating back to
the 1970s, and having a variety of meanings,
though generally implying the ability to make
e¡ective use of information sources, including
analysing and evaluating information, and
organising and using it in an individual or
group context [14,15,16].The list of six compo-
nents of information literacy according to the
American LibraryAssociation is typical:
. recognising a need for information;
. identifying what information would address

a particular problem;
. ¢nding the needed information;
. evaluating the information found;
. organising the information;
. using the information e¡ectively to address

the speci¢c problem.

The term ‘digital literacy’ has been used
more recently to encompass the situation
where networked resources are a signi¢cant
part of those available [11, 14], and includes
such skills as ‘hypertextual navigation’ and
‘knowledge assembly’.

These ideas have received considerable
publicity in the late 1990s, with one leading
commentator arguing that ‘companies, organi-
sation, countries and societies that ignore the
need to improve information literacy will not
be in a position to compete e¡ectively in the
new information age’ [17].

From what has been said above, it will be
clear that the promotionof information, or digi-
tal, literacy will be a necessary function of any
library service aspiring to promote open
society. But the link is, in fact, more direct and
basic, and stems from the ideaof ‘critical think-
ing’as an important part of information literacy
[14, 18]. Maloy [19] explicitly links the need for
librarians to promote critical thinking for eva-
luation of sources as a necessary complement
to the provision of open access to allmaterials.

In the information literacy context, critical
thinking usually implies:
. asking informed questions;
. posing problems in various ways before at-

tempting to solve them;
. examining assumptions;
. solving ill-structured,‘messy’problems;
. evaluating sources of information;
. assessing the quality of one’s own thinking

and problem-solving;
. usingmental frameworks togive context to a

mass of information.
However, the idea of critical thinking, or

rational criticism, has a considerably longer
history, and is a fundamental part of the think-
ing of Popper and Soros on open societies. For
them, it is the means of continually improving
our always imperfect understanding, and thus
a vital part of the establishment and improve-
ment of open societies. Notturno [2, p. 51] sug-
gests that ‘the most important tradition in an
open society is the traditionofcritical thinking’.
The original mission of the Soros Open
Society Foundation in 1979 was threefold: to
help open up closed societies; to render open
societies more viable; and to foster a critical
mode of thinking [4, p. 235].With the passing
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of events, particularly the aftermath of the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union, the concentration is
nowon the second and third aspects [4, p. 235].

We can therefore see that the promotionof
critical thinking, within the context of informa-
tion, or digital, literacy is a fundamental role
for any library aiming to promote open society
(principle 6). Not only is it a necessary tool in
helping users deal with the variety of sources,
which we have argued must be provided with-
out restriction if the aims of open society are
to be upheld, but it also enables libraries to
make a direct and active contribution to one
of the fundamental requirements of an open
society: that its citizens should be able to
apply critical thinking to their own knowledge,
and to information relevant to their own situa-
tions.

Libraries in open societies
From a consideration of the basic concepts of
open society, we have, so far, established six
general principles, which may guide libraries
seeking to support the establishment and
maintenance of open societies:
. provision of access to a wide variety of

sources without ‘negative’ restriction or cen-
sorship;

. provision of ‘positive’ guidance, based on
open andobjective criteria, towards sources
relevant to the situation and needs of ‘en-
cumbered individuals’;

. a recognition that a‘free £ow of information’
though essential, is not su⁄cient;

. a similar recognition thatprovisionof factual
information, while valuable, is not enough;

. a need for a speci¢c concern for the e¡ect of
new ICTs, and the Internet in particular;

. promotion of critical thinking, within a fra-
mework of information, or digital, literacy.
There has been surprisingly little explicit

discussion of issues of this sort in the librarian-
ship literature ^ Hannabuss [20] gives a
recent review ^ although a belief in the library
as a positive force for a healthy society has
often been voiced as a‘given’. Examples range
from a statement from the New Zealand
LibraryAssociation [21]:

[The library] can be the most valuable
instrument of democracy and good citizen-
ship.Where no library exists, books written

by zealots and propagandists, and newspa-
pers which tend to be sensational, can be
potent weapons of subversion. But a good
library service providing material in open,
well-balanced, many-sided collections
. . . can help to make democracy sane,
informed, stable and real.

to the views of Murison [22] on the British
public library service:

The total signi¢cance of the public library is
fundamentally its in£uenceon all the indivi-
duals who comprise a community and on
the relationship of these people with one
another ... the importanceof public libraries
can bemeasured by the e¡ect for good they
have on society.
Statements of this sort have usually been

made in the context of the public library ser-
vice; Kerslake and Kinnell [23] review, and
update, the idea that citizenship is predicated
upon a right of access to information, and that
the public library service has a particularly sig-
ni¢cant role in this respect. While it is clear
that public libraries, by their very nature, will
have a particularly important role to play in
the promotion of open society, the contribu-
tions of other kinds of library service should
not be ignored. National, academic and spe-
cial libraries will all have a role to play, as may
commercially funded services (see the
remarks by Roberts below). An example of
this is the variety of business information ser-
vices and providers which have emerged as
the countries of the former SovietBloc adapted
to more open market conditions; Konn [24]
describes this for the case of Russia.

Although librarians have, for the most
part, always held that their profession has a
clear ethical stance and commitment, there
has not always been clarity as to quite where
this may ¢t within wider ethical contexts. As
McGarry [25] puts it:

it is relatively easy to talk in a general way
about the ethical problems that arise in the
day-to-day work of the information profes-
sional [but] it is a di⁄cult task to analyse
our moral views in a principled or systema-
tic way.

One of the few examples that have been pro-
vided is Doyle’s argument [26], based on JS
Mill’s philosophy, in favour of the free competi-
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tion of ideas as against library censorship,
albeit well-intentioned. Thus we suggest the
need for an explicit consideration of the ethics
underlying library and information services as
another important tenet for libraries in open
societies (principle 7).

In one of the more well-structured discus-
sions of this aspect, Alex Byrne [27] sees the
responsibilities of the librarian as discharged
‘within a frame of understandings, an ethic of
service and a context of society’. A shared con-
text, Byrne suggests, is provided by the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights of
1948, and speci¢cally its 19th Article, which
includes the right ‘to seek, receive and impart
information and ideas through any media and
regardless of frontiers’. This means, for Byrne,
that libraries ‘must be able to provide all
people with access to the information they
want, because access to and transmission of
information are essential cornerstones of
human rights’.

Choldin [28] presents a somewhat similar
view of the assumptions underlying access to
information and freedom of expression: all
librarians and other information professionals
are committed to these general principles, but
people in each country know their own situa-
tion better than anyone else, and are therefore
in the best position to suggest strategies and
solutions for improving their own situation.

Ideas very similar to these, though
expressed in somewhat di¡erent terms, have
been put forward by Roberts [29], as a descrip-
tion of a concept which he terms ‘world librar-
ianship’. This focuses strongly on the role of
the librarian as the guarantor of wide and
open access to information:

If there is one very signi¢cant task for world
librarianship, it is to develop, open up and
sustain a tradition of public knowledge and
public access as a fundamental right. . . .
World librarianship should be the tradition
that regards all information and communi-
cation activities as a public good, with a pri-
vate value at many levels . . .Where
information andcommunication resources
are predominantly private, restricted and
elitist, there is every reason to believe and
suspect that deprivation and worse for the
majority will be a result [29].

A second theme is that of access to infor-
mation in all formats:

I cannot give a certainor totalde¢nition, but
I have a feeling that librarianship and its phi-
losophies are not so much about libraries
and books (important though these are),
but by the overall commitment to public
information in the public domain [29].
In addressing the speci¢c ethical aspects

of world librarianship, Roberts seeks to avoid
equivalencing public access with publicly
owned provision:

Giving service is a public act, and one
should not confuse private ownership with
public ownership as the test, nor market
economics with public economics. A pri-
vate commercial library or information ser-
vice can just as well serve the public interest
and the public domain as one paid for
wholly by public funds. The key di¡erence
is the professional philosophy (or even the
moral philosophy) of those who do the pro-
viding [29].
Of course, this is not to say that the oppo-

site argument ^ that a free market philosophy
is the only one that will support valid informa-
tion provision ^ is valid. Kuzmin [30], for exam-
ple, points out that, for all its faults, the Soviet
regime did a great deal to promote knowledge
to the population (though within strict limits),
with libraries as an important instrument.
Similarly, Moore [31], in an analysis of the
policy models which underlie planning for
‘information societies’, compares theneo-liber-
al (market-led) and dirigiste (interventionist)
systems. He concludes that the latter, empha-
sising a holistic approach, while still being
compatible with an economic system based
on capitalism, is the more appropriate means
of introducing an information-based society.
This echoes Soros’s concerns about the trans-
actional society notedabove, and,more gener-
ally, his concerns about reliance on global
markets to solve all problems [4]. Another
clear example of this concern in the library
context is provided by Ladizesky and Hogg
[32] in theirdiscussionof thechanges in the tra-
ditional pattern of international exchange of
publications between libraries in the former
Soviet Bloc and in the West; exchanges rely
upon a ‘cultural relationship’, whereas current
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trends towards regarding all such interactions
as basically commercial transactions are
weakening the ability of libraries to take part
in such programmes.

Charles Leadbeater [33], goes beyond the
public/private dichotomy, in identifying a dis-
tinction between ‘knowledge radicals’ and
‘knowledge conservatives’ ^ part of the new
divisions in society being wrought by innova-
tion and new technology (see also Leadbeater
[34] for a broader vision of a ‘cosmopolitan
and liberal’ knowledge society):

Knowledge radicals stand for open socie-
ties, prepared to engage in the diversity,
immigration and experimentation that
goes with radical knowledge creation.
Politicians who embrace innovation and
change will stand squarely in the
Enlightenment tradition which puts reason
and ideas, rather than nation and belong-
ing, at the heart of politics. Knowledge radi-
cals will stress the opportunities inherent in
the new economy and they will appeal to
the highly mobile and independent knowl-
edge workers who will make up the labour
aristocracy of the new economy.

Knowledge conservatives take a more
cautious, risk-laden view of progress. They
tend to value tried and tested old knowl-
edge, prefer a slower rate of innovation
and defend established institutions. The
knowledge conservatives will come in dif-
ferent stripes: communitarians, new envir-
onmental romantics, authoritarian
populists, traditional conservatives and
defenders of established vested interests.
Allwill argue that knowledge shouldbe con-
trolled, restrained or suppressed for the
sake of tradition and community.
This latter viewpoint has a long, and igno-

ble history, from the argument of Mr John
Imray of Aberdeen against proposals for the
setting up of a public library service in Great
Britain, that it was ‘raising the lower classes
too highly by giving them information and that
it is better to keep them without it’ [35], to the
more sophisticatedSoviet information strategy
of ‘the greatest possible sum of knowledge ^
but within certain limits’ [30].

In general, it seems that those whobelieve
in an open society must be generally on the

side of knowledge radicals. This does not
mean that librarians who take this view must
discard all older knowledge; on the contrary, a
signi¢cant rolemaybe to argue for the continu-
ing relevance of well-established sources and
techniques, against those who argue that only
new technologies can provideworthwhile pro-
vision. Nor does it mean that libraries should
notbeconcernedwithpreservationof national
and regional heritage and culture; on the con-
trary, this should be one of the main functions.
But, a repudiation of the idea of the suppres-
sion of knowledge ‘for the public good’ must
lie at the heart of any belief in libraries as
agents of open society.

AlexByrne [27]makes this point strongly. It
may be argued that an assumptionof the abso-
lute right of the individual to access whatever
information they wish is very much aWestern
viewpoint, and that, particularly in the
Internet age, complete openness to what infor-
mation is most prevalent may result in the de
facto imposition of an American culture.
Noting these concerns, Byrne makes the case
that librarians must take care to ‘protect the
interests of minorities, so that they do not lose
their identities in a global media village’. This
may involve active promotion of appropriate
materials, and sensitivity to the reaction of
library users to certain kinds of information.
This echoes Choldin’s [28] view that librarians
of each country are in the best position to
knowhow tobring about access and openness
in their own situation. However, Byrne argues
strongly against any attempt at censorship, or
undue restriction of access, evenof potentially
highly o¡ensivematerials, such as those advo-
cating racial hatred. Any such attempt is likely
to be futile, in the age of international net-
works, and is likely to have, or lead to, undesir-
able consequences, unintended at the outset.
Byrne gives a number of library examples of
this, as does Oppenheim [36], who suggests
that the Internet environment is such that
America is, in e¡ect, exporting the First
Amendment to the rest of the world.
Oppenheim’s recommendations are similar to
Byrne’s: individuals should be empowered to
make their own choices about the material
which they access.
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One concrete example of this is the use of
‘¢ltering’ software to deny access to ‘inap-
propriate’ Internet sites; the controversy as to
whether libraries shouldmake use of this tech-
nology is reviewed by Smith [37]. One particu-
larly sensible approach, in line with the
arguments of Byrne and Oppenheim, appears
to be that of the New Jersey public library ser-
vice [37, pp. 189-190; 38]. Its general principle
is that all users should be allowed unrestricted
access to Internet materials, and hence it
opposes the imposition of ¢ltering software.
However, it supports the idea that libraries
should provide such software, for those users
who actively choose to use it, provided that
they are providedwith advice about the limita-
tions of such software, and about possible
unforeseen consequences of its use.

Such concerns are not, of course, limited
to the new technologies; librarians, in very dif-
ferent societies, have often had to argue
against censorshipof ‘improper’or ‘inappropri-
ate’ printed materials. Jones [39] gives a
detaileddiscussion of the issues of intellectual
freedom, access and censorship in libraries,
albeit from an almost exclusively American
perspective. Muswazi [40], for example,
describes the current di⁄culties facing librar-
ians in the countries of Southern Africa. Lee
[41], in opposing the American campaign for
‘Family Friendly Libraries’, is one of the few to
ground such opposition in an explicit argu-
ment for libraries as promoters of an open
society. The Internet, however, undoubtedly
exacerbates the problem; though it is interest-
ing to note that the same concerns were
expressed about an earlier revolutionary
device for the communication of information
^ the printing press [42].

In general, the Internet, and digital net-
worked information generally, serve to point
up and bring into a sharp focus several of the
points discussed above. The need for open
and objective criticism of the value of informa-
tion resources is made apparent by the prolif-
eration of resources, many of questionable
value, which are now readily available, and is
met by the sets of detailed ‘quality criteria’,
reached by consensus and widely publicised,
used by subject gateways [13, 43]. This same
factor makes the need for critical thinking,

now cast in the form of digital literacy, of
immediate importance [11,14].

The Internet is being seen in many quar-
ters as a tool for providing better access to
information of immediate relevance to open
society; an example from Great Britain is the
‘citizenship in a modern state’ area of funding
within the ‘New Opportunities Fund’, which
funds Internet access to ‘information that
helps people to access services, including
information rights and obligations and how to
be e¡ective in dealing with di¡erent organisa-
tions’ (details are available from http://
www.nof-digitise.org). The increasing signi¢-
cance of digitised information, and the skills
of digital literacy needed to deal e¡ectively
with it, are of vital importance for librarians
involved in the promotion of open societies.
One response to this has been the extension
of a two-week course on ‘Libraries and the
Internet’, at the Soros’ endowed Central
EuropeanUniversity todealwith thewider con-
cept of ‘Digital Literacy for Open Societies’ [44].

Finally, of course, it is necessary to retain a
sense of proportion.While the library profes-
sion may consider that its contribution to
open society to be self-evident, others may
not agree. Roberts [29] speaks of

. . . the contributionof world librarianship to
individual and social wellbeing, with a
status not less than education, economy,
livelihood and health. The contribution to
political life and cultural life that informa-
tion can make is self evident, and there
must thereforebe full publicmeans of provi-
sion.
But this is an over optimistic assessment.

For one thing, there are other needs and rights
which may seem of more immediate impor-
tance than access to information: as Yilmaz
[45] puts it

the phrase‘right to information’ for a person
who is hungry, who does not have enough
money to live, who is not educated, and
who does not have freedom, does not have
any meaning.

The commendable proposition that access to
informationmaybe a powerful aid in overcom-
ing all these di⁄culties is not an obvious one.

Furthermore, while we may wish to agree
with Roberts that the importance of ‘informa-

Libraries and open society; Popper, Soros and digital information



.....................................................................

Aslib Proceedings Vol 53, No. 5, May 2001 ^ 177

Libraries and open society; Popper, Soros and digital information

tion’ may be accepted as self-evident ^ do we
not, after all, live in an ‘information society’
during an ‘information age’ and embracing an
‘information economy’ ^ the same is certainly
not true of libraries. The emphasis in many
quarters on provision of Internet access as a
complete solution to the problem of informa-
tion access is the most obvious example.
Libraries are e¡ective promoters of open
society, but if that role is not recognised, then
both libraries and society will be losers.
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