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also to go to war in which communities
that previously co-existed under
Communism are now killing each other
and burning down libraries.

Vladimir Spiridonov of Mezh. Kniga
Publishing House looked at Russian
publishing, which has collapsed since
the fall of Communism. There is a
serious shortage of ink and paper and
frequent breakdowns of machinery.
The price of books has rocketed and
the market, like many others in Russia
today, is run by the Mafia. The
Russian people, once considered the
greatest readers in the world, are now
reduced to begging in the streets.

A similar situation can be found in
Poland. Runnalls Davis, the Library
Association’s International Officer,
considered the British Council’s role in
library development in Poland during
‘the transition’. The reality is that
when Council staff visited Poland they
found libraries that had not had a new
book in three years, where
photocopiers are unusual, microfilming
unknown and where hard chairs
proliferate.

Sylva Simsova, a freelance consultant,
told the conference that “freedom of
information returns to the Czech
Republic.” But inflation is increasing
faster than library budgets and staff
salaries are very poor. There is a
diminishing supply of indigenous
publications as subsidies for publishing
dry up. The price of books is largely
beyond the reach of ordinary Czechs.
As a result most are bought by the rich
minority.

Is it any wonder, given the havoc
caused by nationalism and the market
system in Eastern Europe and
elsewhere, that the people are turning
back to socialist parties and voting for
them in increasing numbers, as they are
in Hungary and East Germany? In
Albania disenchantment with the
regime has led increasing numbers to

yearmn for “the good old days” under
Communism. Isa Zymberi, UK
representative of the Republic of
Kosova, considered the freedom of
expression of a divided people, the
Albanians. yet even members of
Albania’s long-suffering ethnic Greek
minority, esconced in the pale stone
villages around the border, now admit
they would willingly vote for the
former Communists. Their view is that
Albania is meant to be democratic, but
in fact isn’t. At least under
Communism the Albanians knew what
they could and couldn’t say; what they
could and couldn’t do. Now they are
told: “Talk and do whatever you like”
and then, before they know it, they’ve
been put in jail.

By far the best papers of the
conference were those on Islam, Kenya
and South Africa. Naim Turfan from
the School of African and Oriental
Studies looked at democracy and Islam,
the question of political obligation in
contemporary Muslim society. It is
possible to be both democratic and
Islamic. He reminded us that not all
Muslims are gun-toting fanatics. Many
so-called fundamentalist states are
weak and take their failings out on
dissendents. A state that is self-assured
will respond to change and survive.
Japan is strong and can survive
numerous changes of leader. Rwanda
lost one leader and thousands of people
were killed because of the state’s
weakness. What is needed is not a
religious state but a state of religious
people. The individual should obey the
state because they consent with it, not
because they fear it. The Koran has
been distorted by man. The ethics of
the Koran should be incorporated into
secular law. Finally, he averred that
there was really no such thing as
western democracy.











