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La documentation comme outil pour la justice sociale / Documentation as a tool for social justice

1.1) Information can be found in all kinds of documents.
The mobile telephone I am using at this moment has a manual of  … pages. The company that makes the phone does not give its customers a paper copy of this manual. You will get a summary of about 12 pages in paper and a link to an Internet location where you can find a pdf with the entire maual.  This kind of information we typically call ‘documentation’. It is not so important to formulate a precise definition of ‘documentation’. It is information that goes with something else. You cannot read it as a separate, independent thing like a book. At the other end of the scale: it is also not an archival document. That is (in principle at least) only produced once and only with the need of an administration in mind. As a broader term we could use the word ‘document’ for all carriers of information: books, journals, leaflets, manuals, letters, etc. etc. Because as activists (as any active person) you need information in whatever form, I am talking here generally about ‘information’ and ‘documentation’. ‘Documentation’ has some peculiarities, I will get back to it later. First I want to make more general remarks. 
1.2) Information functions in a social, economical and political environment

The information we are talking about is manmade. It is the product of decisions, conscious or not, made by human beings. It is made by human beings to pass on a message from one human being to another. So therefore documentation is a social product in two ways: the production of information is, as all human production, only possible within a social context. And secondly as I already said, information is meant to be used between human beings. If you look at the system in which information circulates, you can point out several players. In what I am going to describe, you can all see my Western background, as you already noticed of course. I am referring to the West because I am very familiar with it, that is a practical reason, But more substantive is that the information-situation in that part of the world and its history has influenced people around the globe. In most countries in the Western world, information and the documents holding it are at the same time private property, they are  consumer goods and a citizen’s right.  These two notions are of course at times conflicting.  The players in the information world all relate in some way or another to these two poles. On the production side the publishers are the most important players. And the last 3 decades companies in the field of mass communication like radio, tv and now internet have joined the publishers. There is an ongoing battle about copyrights which has led to a lengthening of the period before material may enter the public domain. Next to publishers there are companies doing research and patenting and copyrighting the texts they make. The state is also always present on this side of the balance. It is the player making the information market possible by legislation and other rules. The State of also produces information itself. 
The right to information is a right formulated like this in the universal declaration of Human rights:  Article 19 

Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and expression; this right includes freedom to hold opinions without interference and to seek, receive and impart information and ideas through any media and regardless of frontiers. 
Next to this, article 26 gives people the right to education. And for education there is a large demand for documents of all kinds. Article 27 gives the two poles I discussed in one: It reads
1.Everyone has the right freely to participate in the cultural life of the community, to enjoy the arts and to share in scientific advancement and its benefits. 

2.Everyone has the right to the protection of the moral and material interests resulting from any scientific, literary or artistic production of which he is the author.
If you compare article 27 with the practice of the commercial publishers of scientific articles you can feel the tension: Part 1 gives everyone the right to read scientific articles. Obviously they can only be present (if you take reasonable costs into account) in libraries.  But authors have the right to protection of their material interests. While in normal practice they have to give away the copyrights of their work for the privilege of being published in a high ranking journal.  The costs of scientific journals has made subscriptions a heavy burden for libraries.
This is only one aspect of the ‘right to information’. What is needed is a complete landscape of balanced institutions, like publishers, libraries, archives, documentation centers, authors, an educated public, newspapers and journals, broadcasting corporations, internet providers, etc.

1.3) Information is used by established powers. These powers can change information to their own purposes. They can impose their vision. No matter if it’s good or bad: it all is in the sphere of their own goals and interests
People and organizations use information for their own ends. That’s no secret and it should not be a problem. Only in the case where individuals or groups deliberately keep information to themselves at the cost of others, there is a problem. In a world where there are very sharp divisions, antagonisms and wealth differences it is obvious that those things happen. 
1.4) Activists and the whole community of groups aspiring to a better life have to gain control over information in their field.  This is a requirement for day to day operations, but also more fundamental:  It helps in the process of empowering, its shapes counter ideology and it helps shape identity. 
All over the world people try to better their lives. To gain freedom from oppression, to live a decent life. People are organizing themselves to reach these goals. In that process they need and produce information. The used information is simply a tool for organizations to be able to function: from telephone-directories, to manuals of mobile phones, from encyclopedia’s to monographs and textbooks. The information organizations produce functions in two ways: the first is also the down to earth instrumental way like previously described The second is that information also plays a part in the formation of an identity. And in that process it is a way of empowering people. Used in this way the documents in which information is kept, can acquire a different meaning. They can become the visible proof of your existence. They can become the visible proof of your history and they are therefore a signal that you are not alone in your struggle, but that there were predecessors. 
I will now give some comments on the themes of the workshops:

2.1) selection and appraisal of documentation of social movements:
There is always a selection moment in keeping material. It is not possible that everything that is produced can be kept. That is simply too costly. ‘‘Heritage’ results from a continuous process of interpretation and selection that attributes to certain objects (rather than to others) resources that postpone their degradation.’ (World Heritage: Shield or target / Dario Gamboni. - In: Conservation. The Getty Conservation Institute Newsletter Vol.16 nr.2 2001 pg.8). Selection is always an economic decision, whether it is conscious or not. Previously I listed ‘archives’ and ‘libraries’ in the enumeration of all institutions involved in the information world. These two are up till now the most important players in the field of preservation of information. They are in effect the gatekeepers to the history which will be written in the future. These institutions will collect with their own profile in mind. A state archive wants to keep documents that shed light on the inner workings of the state. Normally they execute with this a statutory provision. But my institute for instance keeps documents that pertain to social movements. So we can really choose what to keep and what to levae aside. So can we formulate some criteria for the collecting of documents which are circulating here at the WSF in Dakar and that we want to keep?
-completeness

-availability

-authenticity; 
- scarcity, 
-density, 
2.2) strategies for keeping documentation of social movements:
Although it might seem clear for historians, archivists and librarians that the keeping of historical records of social movements is important and contributes to their agency, for activists, this is often not clear at all. That is normally not because they don’t understand this, but they are obviously completely immersed in the day to day activities of their movement. And often they work in very difficult situations. To quote from a study on American anti-apartheid activists: ‘The historical sources are slipping away. As activists die or forget the details of campaigns. Most written and photographic records kept by smaller organizations and individual activists, if they are preserved at all, are consigned to moldy basements rather than placed in archives where they can later be found by scholars’. (No Easy Victories. African Liberation and American Activists Over a Half Century, 1950-2000. Ed. by William Minter, Gail Hovey, and Charles Cobb. Africa World Press, Trenton, NJ [etc.] 2008. xvii, 248 pp. Ill.  Pg. XI). 
- Creating awareness within social movements; 
- creating awareness within library and archive community; 
2. 3) availability and use of documentation of social movements:
There is the WSF library project started in 2006 by East African Librarians and the NIGD

What has been done? In Kenya in 2007 librarians started to collect material from the Nairobi SF.  But I am sure there are people here who were themselves involved in this work, so I will leave that subject to others. 
2.4) the internet and the documentation of social movements:
The Internet is rapidly developing and expanding. It is a service which for most of us feels right now as a necessity of life. It shows all the features of the old dream of a ‘Universal Library and Archive’ but than for real. If you have access to the Internet you have a wealth of information and knowledge in front of your eyes which would be inconceivable for people living just 25 years ago.  All players in the information world have to adapt to this. The place of libraries and archives is changing. From repositories they become gateways to the Internet for people who do not have access themselves. Libraries and archives will be the institutions from which the paper stocks of past knowledge will be transferred to digital documents for the Internet. Their most important function will be to authenticate the historical material. To give as it were a certificate to this material and stating: ‘this is the real document, but in a different form’. They also will have to be the gateway to sources on the Internet with a price tag, like scientific journals. This will happen more and more.  So the contours of the problems of the coming years are clear: It is about abundance and ease of use versus costs. Nearly all actions in the realm of culture and education will need the Internet. That makes that world dependent on electrical power and technology. Next to that, as the Internet is organized right now: it gives a dependency on private firms, foundations and government institutions. 
A project of keeping WSF material on the internet

www.nigd.org/libraries 

Librarians busy with information, documentation and social justice

http://www.libr.org/isc/index.html
support and solidarity within the archival community

ICA

http://archives3.concordia.ca/Solidarity/default.html
Archives without borders

http://www.arxivers.org/en/index.php
The Hub

http://hub.witness.org/en/ArchivesHumanRights
The complete Internet archive

http://www.archive.org/
3) finally
‘The Dakar Forum will be an opportunity to consolidate the achievements of the African social movements and the forces of progress on the continent and to compile a striking and visible record of their struggles and alternative solutions in the global search for a just world. ‘  I want to conclude with a citation from two German artists, which for me tells in the shortest possible way, why the keeping of documents of social movements is important:
‘If you don't create your own history, someone else will’ (Doris Lasch / Ursula Ponn: Tentoonstelling in Frankfurter Kunstverein 27th March – 14th June, 2009). 
Huub Sanders January 21, 2011

****
