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THE CONSERVATION AND
DISSEMINATION OF INFORMATION
- A DEMOCRACY ISSUE

by Jarl Torbacke

W e are living in what is known as the information society. With the aid of
modern electronics, the flow of information has increased manifold in a short
period of time. We are inundated daily by a never-ending stream of revelations,
news, announcements and offers. Every self-respecting institution or company has
an information officer or even a whole information department. Keeping track of
the whole picture, maintaining an overview of the huge quantity of data flowing
over us, is difficult. In the opinion of many people, another problem is that
accelerating commercialization and competition between the growing number of
media is leading to a trivialization of content and a cheapening of the value of the
information. Screening out what is essential in the information flow to conserve for
the future is an increasingly daunting prospect. At the same time, deciding what is
worth conserving - which should guide and enrich future generations - is some-
thing worth careful consideration. In addition, the very quantity of information
constitutes yet another, and rapidly growing, problem - not least from a technical
point of view.

This brings us to the question of who is entrusted with handling the historic
information, the information which, for various reasons, is conserved for the
future. The records produced by society's own institutions and the type of other
information that should be passed on to future generations is kept for the most part
in our archives and, to some extent, in our libraries and museums. Their function is
to conserve, maintain and make available that which is turned over to them.
Archives are usually therefore characterized as a nation's memory. A country that
has lost its history is, like a person that has lost his memory, in dire straits. A person
suffering from amnesia is at the mercy of those around him. A nation without a past
leaves the field wide open for any individual or any group that wishes to invent a
past to suit their own purposes, thereby opening the road to a more uncertain
future.

It is then the duty of another corps of professionals, the historians, to sift through
and analyze the essential content in the national memory stored in the archives. It
is to the archives a country's historians turn in order to gather the source material
on which they base their research. There exists, by tradition, intimate cooperation
between the officials of the archives, who are themselves often historians by
training, and the historians from the faculties of the country's universities.

The societal function of the historians is to describe and explain, in cooperation
with the archives, the country's past, i.e. to analyze the chains of political, eco-
nomic, social and cultural events that have shaped the country's history. They
examine the past and try to explain why things happened the way they did. The
lessons of the past, whether pleasant or unpleasant, should be passed on to pos-
terity. But it is important to emphasize that history is not an instrument for
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predicting the future. History does not repeat itself, and if it does it is purely by
chance. There are no laws governing the pattern of history that make it possible to
extrapolate from knowledge of the past and present to predict what will happen in
the future. For this very reason, say the historians, it is impossible to say with
certainty what portion of a period's records should be saved and what can be safely
culled out as being less important. Nevertheless, they do realize that the volume of
the information requires some prioritization and representative selection.

With some knowledge of history it is, however, possible to try to avoid repeating
past mistakes. And of course, there are individuals and events in the past which are
particularly important to keep in mind and from which we can certainly learn
something. But history also gives us examples of persons who, with different
intentions both good and evil, have tried to use history as an instrument to control
the course of events in the present.

Power over the past

George Orwell is quoted as saying: "He who controls the past controls the future".
Another way of saying this could be: "History is the key to power in the future".
Over the course of history, those in power have also done what they could to
control history. There was a time in the past when every self-respecting potentate
had his own personal historian whose task was to glorify the virtues and accom-
plishments of the ruler by relating all the good he had done and suppressing all the
bad. The same attempt to manipulate the past and thereby control the future has
been made countless times in our time as well. The most obvious examples come
from dictatorships where the sole purpose of writing history is to glorify the deeds
and sayings of the rulers without regard to actual events - not merely for the sake
of self-glorification, but above all to tighten the regime's grip over its citizens and
lull them into the belief that no matter how bad their lot may be, they live in the
best of all possible worlds. An urgent task for the historians is then to expose and
foil this attempt to falsify the past in order to gain power over the future.

It goes without saying that the most flagrant attempts to distort history for selfish
purposes have taken place - and have been able to take place! - in societies where
the flow of information has been controlled and restricted, in other words in
totalitarian states of the kind that have unfortunately always existed and still exist
today in different parts of the world. Power over information is of fundamental
importance to regimes of this kind, while a free flow of information is - or in any
case ought to be - a natural aspect of every democracy. It is in the totalitarian state
that power over information for manipulative purposes is wielded most systemati-
cally, most persistently and most ruthlessly. It is there that the results, in the form
of a misled citizenry, are most obvious. The distortion of history is a necessary
component of the regime's survival strategy. The media are not only under state
control - the information they are allowed to spread is determined by the govern-
ment.

Power over the media has always been a matter of vital importance for politicians
and governments with egotistical purposes. So dangerous was the printed word in
book and newspaper form considered to be down through the centuries that noth-
ing was allowed to be printed without first being censored and approved by the
authorities. And vice versa, the free, uncorrupted flow of information has always
been regarded as a threat to regimes who have built their existence on manipulation
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of the flow of information in society. That which is built on lies will crumble if the
truth is spoken.

The methods used to hinder the flow of illicit information in dictatorships have
varied. In Nazi Germany, for example, it was forbidden under threat of execution
to possess radio sets capable of receiving foreign broadcasts. In Greece during the
rule of the junta in the sixties and seventies, no instruction in foreign languages
was given in the schools.

History and democracy

The price of democracy in this context is that in order to guarantee openness and a
free flow of information and thereby make it possible to expose attempts to
manipulate history, we have to learn to deal with a torrent of news and messages
that is both swift, difficult to grasp and variable in quality. But it is a price that is
worth paying. An urgent question in this context is at what level in society the
problem of information dissemination should be dealt with. My personal answer is:
At all levels!

A common hobby in Sweden today is genealogical research. It has become popular
to search for your roots and to "dig where you stand", as the saying goes. Many
Swedes have been able, by searching in old archive documents, to trace their
forefathers several hundred years back in time and in the bargain to learn a great
deal not only about the origins and living circumstances of their relatives, but also
about the past in general.

The value of such knowledge lies on many different levels. Getting to know one's
own ancestors gives many people a sense of security. It also gives them a special
feeling of belonging in geographic space. And above all it has given many Swedes
an appreciation of the importance of archives and historical research. People who
would never before have come up with the idea of visiting an archive have now
learned that such institutions are also there for them and that they contain informa-
tion that is of relevance to them as well. It might even be said that genealogical
research has in this way brought about a democratization of historical research.
Archives and the information they contain on the past have become everyone's
property and can be of interest to everyone, and not just the professional historians
at the universities.

History and dictatorship

George Orwell had some very interesting things to say on this subject. In 1949 he
published his highly acclaimed novel "Nineteen Eighty-Four", a portrayal, set in
the future, of the individual's struggle and defeat in a totalitarian society. Orwell
drew his ideas from his own experience as a political left-wing radical during the
1920s and '30s, and his target was undoubtedly Stalin's Soviet dictatorship. The
main character in the novel works in the archives department at what is called the
Ministry of Truth, where his job is to alter and sift through the source material and
decide what is to be conserved in accordance with given directives in order to
make sure that what posterity learns about the leader, Big Brother, and the state
ruled autocratically by him is the doctored "truth". The citizens of Big Brother's
country are constantly indoctrinated with a distorted version of world events. The
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material that is filed away in the archives is always adjusted to suit current policy.
People and events that are exalted one day are denounced the next, events and
statements associated with them are erased from or altered in the files, while other
people and events which were previously condemned and had been expunged from
the files can, if deemed appropriate, just as quickly be reinstated in the documents.

Orwell's novel stirred up considerable debate, was sold in several printings in the
free world and was made into several film versions. It was published the first time
during the early days of the Cold War between the Soviet Union and its satellites
on one side and the western allies under the leadership of the USA on the other. In
the USA it helped pave the way for a campaign of vilification of everything the
Soviet Union was considered to stand for. It was a reaction which victimized
Americans whose views were considered to be "un-American". Under the leader-
ship of Senator Joseph McCarthy, a veritable witch hunt was instigated against
suspected communists and homosexuals in both public and civilian walks of life.
Paradoxically, this led to the blacklisting of individuals regarded as unreliable. The
mere knowledge of what things were like in the Soviet Union could lead to the
persecution of individuals considered to be "subversive" in the world's leading
democracy, the country that regarded itself as the very bastion of freedom on earth.

When, more than 40 years later, the USSR collapsed and its entire power sphere in
Europe and Asia dissolved into a multitude of new, independent states, the world
found out that what Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn and other exile Russians had been
saying was correct: Orwell's interpretation of how the dictator state worked came
very close to the truth. And it was officially confirmed to millions of citizens of the
Soviet state that they had been misled regarding the alleged superiority of their
own social system. People had been deported and sent into internal exile, natural
resources had been ruthlessly exploited, environmental catastrophes had been
visited upon vast areas and the state had only managed to feed the population with
the aid of huge food shipments from its mortal enemy, the United States of
America.

Untouched archives

But - and this is important! - there were parts of Orwell's eerie portrait that did not
precisely coincide with reality, and one of these was the archives. It is true that
history and information in the Soviet Union had been manipulated and that indi-
viduals and events had been declared non-existent. But the documents had not bee
destroyed or altered. The material in the archives remained intact and can now be
viewed. The true story can be reconstructed. And this is a general observation - the
leaders of the Soviet era were just as anxious as the rulers of other totalitarian
states to preserve the documents produced by the regime. Now that historians from
the west have also been given an opportunity to begin doing research in Russian
and Eastern European archives, they are finding them to be well-organized and rich
in content and to contain many unpleasant facts about the way the former regime
arbitrarily treated its own citizens. The rich contents of the records makes it
possible, for example, to follow in detail the often arbitrary judgements and
deportations that led to the establishment of what Solzhenitsyn calls the GULAG
archipelago, the network of labour camps and prisons that comprised a state within
a state in the Soviet empire. This is a parallel to what happened after the defeat of
Nazi Germany in 1945. The cruelties perpetrated in the German concentration
camps had been documented in detail. With typical bureaucratic thoroughness, the
German camp administrators had keep records of everything that happened in their
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camps. With this kind of information available, it is futile for anyone to deny the
systematic terror and crimes against humanity committed by the state. Such at-
tempts are unfortunately made.

We might well wonder why those in charge of both the Nazi and Soviet state
dictatorships weren't smarter, why they didn't follow Orwell's blueprints in "Nine-
teen Eighty-Four" and erase or selectively destroy the records they kept in order to
eliminate all proof of the acts committed by the regimes. What happened instead
was that the charges made in the war crimes trials against the Nazi leaders in
Nuremberg after the Second World War could be substantiated by the voluminous
records in the German archives. The fall of the Soviet regime did not have such
consequences, and did not occur in the same way, but has at least made it impossi-
ble for communism to rise again - at least in its old guise.

There are a number of reasons why a society of this kind chooses to keep records
of all that happens. In the first place, they of course do not believe that their regime
will ever be overthrown - Hitler talked about having established a thousand-year
Reich, which as we know only lasted twelve years. In the second place, the
archives in a dictatorship comprise an excellent instrument of control which can be
used to support and protect the regime against its own citizens in particular. All that
can be used to either fortify the rulers' power, or to keep opponents in check, is
then stored in the archives. The archives are therefore also closed facilities to
which only persons deemed reliable by the regime are allowed access. The Swed-
ish National Archives is currently very active in efforts to help the citizens of the
resurrected Baltic republics to learn what archives really are, after 50 years of
Soviet occupation. Archives in our Swedish view are institutions open to everyone.
They are symbols of a well-functioning democracy. All citizens are entitled to use
them to obtain information on the past. For those Baits who lived through the
Soviet era, on the other hand, archives and archive officials during the period of
occupation were used to exercise brutal regime-directed control over the country's
inhabitants. We are now trying to show them that these institutions are there to
serve the citizens, and that this is where the nation's historical and cultural heritage
is preserved - no matter how painful the memories stirred up by this heritage may
be for many - and that the archives contain material that will make it possible to
tell the story of what really happened during the years of Soviet occupation.

Difficult process of adjustment

Many interesting but difficult problems are being confronted in the former Soviet
satellite states now that the archives from the Soviet era have passed into the hands
of the new, democratically elected officials. The shift of power has raised funda-
mental questions of how to handle records which reflect a past containing unpleas-
ant elements. These include questions concerning to what extent it is desirable to
either let the past be forgotten or to investigate what has happened and how it could
have happened in order to settle accounts with those who have violated fundamen-
tal human rights. The problem can be recognized from Germany, where a battle has
raged ever since the Second World War concerning firstly whether it is a good idea
to root around in the past, or whether it is better to allow the memories of the
twelve years of Nazi power to fade into oblivion, and secondly whether ordinary
citizens share in the guilt for the crimes of the Nazi regime. In both cases the
information preserved in the archives is necessary to handle these questions. Of
special importance is the fact that attempts to put the lid on and simply forget the
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past have had unfortunate consequences in that, as mentioned above, this has
resulted in efforts to rewrite history by, for instance, denying the existence of the
concentration camps and the systematic extermination of Jews. If the archive
records had not existed, this would have left the field open for a false history that
could have greatly benefited the neo-Nazi movement which has reared its ugly
head from time to time.

The situation in the Baltic States following the fall of the Soviet Union provides a
good example of the kinds of problems involved. In the new and free Latvia, for
example, the archives have proven their usefulness to society and therefore been
frequently visited. The reason is that they contain documents showing who owned
the land before the forced collectivization of agriculture that was carried out at the
outset of the Soviet era in the 1940s. With the aid of preserved land registers it is
possible for the original owners or their heirs to verify their title to the land and
regain what was once theirs. At the same time, the Latvians have refused to open
the Latvian KGB archives. The reason is that the Russians in the country comprise
half the population and are even in a majority in the capital of Riga, and there has
been a desire to avoid further intensifying the hostility between the ethnic groups,
as inflamed as relations already are. The KGB archives contain information on
which Latvians were deported, why, where and what has happened to them. In
many cases it was denunciation by neighbours and enemies that led to their
deportation, and all such information was carefully recorded.

When I visited Latvia last year I was accompanied by a colleague whose father-in-
law fled from Latvia to Sweden in 1944. Shortly thereafter, the father-in-law's
father was deported by the Russians to Siberia and hasn't been heard from since.
During our visit to the KGB archives, the friendly archivists brought out, in all
secrecy, the relevant personal file as a gesture of goodwill so that my colleague's
father-in-law was able to find out more than 50 years afterwards where, when and
how his father had died.

The Latvians' caution in this case is understandable. Infected feelings can easily
lead to undesirable consequences when the circumstances surrounding tragic
events become known after long periods of uncertainty and pent-up bitterness. But
less caution has been exercised elsewhere. In East Germany the archives of the
secret police, Stasi, have been made available, although only to persons who are
registered there. In this way it has come out that neighbours, friends and relatives
have acted as spies and informants, which has in turn led to reprisals. A tough
policy is also being implemented in Estonia. Individuals who collaborated with the
Soviet authorities and caused harm to other Estonians are given the choice of either
turning themselves in to the authorities for criminal prosecution or having their
activities reported publicly in the mass media.

The national archives are thus playing a different and pivotal role in the societies
of the new sovereign countries, both in their own capacity and as concrete evidence
of what a democratic social order with records open to public scrutiny means.
Their role is of course particularly important when it comes to access to informa-
tion over long periods of time, for example between generations, and when it
comes to exposing what has happened during periods formerly shrouded in se-
crecy. Fine words about archives as a nation's memory then take on practical
significance. Then it is particularly important that this memory be open to all, that
the information conserved in the archives be accessible to everyone.
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The importance of source criticism

The task of historians is to provide as true and impartial a picture as possible of
various events in the past. A sceptical attitude towards the information found in
sources is necessary for objective historical analysis; source criticism should be
the hallmark of the historian. From the perspective of a Swedish historian, trying
to write a reasonably reliable history on the basis of material provided from the
archives in a functioning totalitarian state would appear to be a an exercise in
futility. Histories produced by an authoritarian regime's own historians are imme-
diately recognizable as tendentious accounts. It is significant to note that the
reunification of Germany was followed by a particularly harsh purge of historians
from the free universities in the eastern part of the country.

This is not to say that the source material and the version of history produced in the
so-called free, democratically governed world is completely free of any bias or
attempt at manipulation. Hopefully, the cause of any distortion is not state-control-
led historians or a lack of raw data. It is more a question of the fact that people in
positions of power - statesmen, politicians, military leaders and others in leading
positions in society - not only in their memoirs but also in other kinds of docu-
ments tend to, more or less intentionally, present persons and events in a way
which puts themselves in a more favourable light, in other words to put their own
slant on things. This is only human. Naturally, some subjective accounts contain
out-and-out distortions of the facts. But such things are routine matters for an
historian to recognize and allow for, and there is even a widely accepted rule-book
for source-critical evaluation.

The pot calling the kettle black

Finally, it should be said that the counter-reaction to a presumed threat which
Senator McCarthy presided over during the Cold War in the form of a persecution
of actual or alleged communists in the United States shows that in situations of real
or imagined danger, infringements occur even in the most democratically governed
countries of both basic human rights, such as freedom of speech and freedom of the
press, and other civil rights. Concentration camps are not a German invention, for
example; they were first used by the British during the Boer War without the
British public finding out about it. American citizens of Japanese descent were
rounded up and interred in similar types of camps during the Second World War, a
fact which only became known to the general public after the war. The first
ministry of propaganda in history was neither German nor Russian but British and
was instituted during the First World War both to undermine morale on the German
home front and to boost morale among British citizens, who were kept in the dark
about the horrendous casualties being suffered in the trenches on the western front.

Nor should anyone be so naive as to believe that our own Swedish government
doesn't keep a watchful eye on the flow of news in crisis situations. During the
Second World War a special government agency was created, the State Information
Board, for the purpose of deciding on behalf of the Government what could and
could not be published in the press and broadcast on the radio. The purpose was
firstly to avoid upsetting Swedish citizens with information on the all-out war, in
part directed against civilians, that was raging in the world around Sweden, and
secondly, and above all, not to annoy the Germans - who were occupying Den-
mark, Norway and Finland at that time - by publishing things that the German
leaders in Berlin did not want to have said straight out.
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When democracies and their leaders get into tight spots they have a tendency to be
like the pot calling the kettle black - in other words, they are just as bad as the
totalitarian states when it comes to controlling information and publishing propa-
ganda. Whether this is defensible or not is the subject of constant discussion. A
Swedish government inquiry on the use and abuse of power concluded the other
year, somewhat cynically, that in Sweden, where complaints are frequently made
nowadays about the media's snooping around looking to uncover improper behav-
iour by politicians and other leaders, the latter have begun to learn the game and
take the initiative from the reporters. So someone who wants some news spread
can just "leak" it to a reporter, who rushes to announce his or her "scoop". A new
variation on the theme of manipulating public information.

Summary

Some points to remember from the above:

Open information is an important element in a democratic society and is normally
one of the criteria that distinguishes democracy from autocracy.

In the closed and controlled information society, on the other hand, all that is
hushed up and covered up eventually becomes a ticking bomb which, when it
finally blows up, leads to bitterness and rage among the country's citizens.

Conserving records of the activities of past generations for posterity and making
them available to the public is a way of preserving the core of the nation's identity
and culture. A well-functioning national archives and freely working historians are
vital elements of a democratic state and provide a measure of assurance that the
lessons and experience of the past will be not be forgotten by future generations.

PART II 20


