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Papers for Presentation at IFLA 2012 Satellite Meeting   

Transcending Boundaries to Increase Cultural Understanding Between Countries 

Advancing Global and Cultural Understanding Through Innovative Library Practice:   

Three Fulbright Experiences 

 

Michael J. Miller, Queens College – CUNY 

Constantia Constantinou, SUNY Maritime College 

Kenneth Schlesinger, Lehman College – CUNY 
 

Abstract 

By transforming an in-situ Arab Spring religious diversity experience into digital learning objects; 

introducing new library collaborations through a highly political-ethnically sensitive environment 

between Turkish and Greek Cypriot library communities; and developing strategic directions for library 

and cultural heritage institutions in South Africa, three New York City academic library leaders embrace 

Fulbright programs to advance access and applications of information in order to advance international 

learning .  

Queens College Associate Librarian for Public Services Michael J. Miller was awarded a Fulbright-Hays 

Seminar Abroad grant for the summer 2011 professional development program, Religious Diversity in the 

Maghreb.  For six weeks he traveled throughout Morocco and Tunisia with 15 other academic 

professionals from diverse fields.  The group attended lectures from scholars and leaders about religion, 

culture, and the politics of the region, highlighting both the historical and contemporary.  Participants 

also took a brief Arabic language course, as well as visited religious and cultural institutions.  Based on his 

experience in the Maghreb, Professor Miller developed digital learning objects accessible to learners from 

a broad spectrum of disciplines at Queens College, across CUNY, and beyond. 

SUNY Maritime College Library Director Constantia Constantinou was named a Fulbright Scholar in 2011 

where she spent six months in Cyprus.  Ms. Constantinou’s work brought the Greek-Cypriot and Turkish-

Cypriot academic communities closer through overcoming ethnic and political conflicts.  To achieve this, 

Ms. Constantinou lectured and trained librarians in information literacy, enabled membership of 

University of Cyprus into OCLC’s global bibliographic network, and promoted the role of the Cyprus 

National Library Consortium.  Ms. Constantinou developed bi-communal programs for the Greek and 

Turkish Cypriot library communities to explore areas of mutual benefit, collaboration, and understanding.  

Further, she worked with the U.S. Department of State, enabling two librarians from the Turkish and 

Greek Cypriot university communities to travel to the United States to engage in further training and 

exposure to American library practices at SUNY, Cornell, and Columbia Universities.   

 

Lehman College Chief Librarian Kenneth Schlesinger served as a Fulbright Senior Specialist with the 

Steve Biko Centre in the Eastern Cape, South Africa, for six weeks in early 2011.  He was tasked with 

drafting a three-year strategic plan for a proposed Library and Archive as an integral part of a cultural 

heritage center under construction.  Professor Schlesinger addressed special literacy and digital divide 

challenges confronting this underserved region.  He planned a dynamic and interactive space which 

talked to the planned museum, auditorium, conference center, and community garden which comprise 

the Centre. 

 

Fulbright Scholar Programs are sponsored by U.S. Department of State’s Bureau of Educational and 

Cultural Affairs, and are vital government international cultural exchange programs. 
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Getting the Most Out of a Fulbright Award –   

Religious Diversity in the Maghreb:  Morocco and Tunisia 

 

Michael J. Miller 

Associate Professor, Fulbright-Hays Grantee 

 

Overview 

International and Foreign Language Education (IFLE) is an office of the U.S. Department of 

Education with responsibility for “…encouraging and promoting the study of foreign languages 

and cultures of other countries at the elementary, secondary, and postsecondary levels in the 

United States.”  This office administers the Fulbright-Hayes Seminars Abroad Program (FHP), 

which offers international cultural exchange professional development opportunities for high 

school and college teachers and administrators.  Recent opportunities offered by the FHP 

include seminars in Chile, New Zealand, and Israel previously, and in Morocco and Tunisia in 

2011 (the seminar awarded to and accepted by this author).   The summer 2012 Seminars are 

currently under way in China, as well as in Oman/United Arab Emirates.  The summer 2013 

Seminars will be announced shortly, so start planning for the mid-October 2012 deadline by 

reviewing information that will be available at 

http://www2.ed.gov/programs/iegpssap/index.html 

The seminar, Religious Diversity in the Maghreb:  Morocco and Tunisia, was listed as a 

professional development opportunity as partially described in the original IFLE 

announcement: 

The Maghreb, North Africa’s rim set between seas and desert, holds a present and a past 

that illuminate the diversity of religious traditions in western Islam. Morocco and 

Tunisia provide insights into the roles that Judaism, Christianity, and Islam have played 

in a part of the world that is at the same time African, Mediterranean, Arab, and Berber. 

This seminar seeks to draw lessons focusing on religious tolerance among the faiths in 

shared environments. 

The major faith of the region, Islam, will be seen in both countries through the lens of its 

own diversity.  In Morocco, participants will travel through time to discover in Fez how 

Islam was implanted in the “far west” of the Islamic world.  At the same time, the focus 

of the diversity of faith within Islam will be revealed through the exploration of the 

religious orders of North Africa, the zaouias, and their significance in contemporary 

Morocco. 

The six-week seminar began with an orientation in Michigan, and took participants to, among 

many locations, Rabat, Casablanca, and Fes in Morocco, as well as  Tunis, Madhia, and the 

island of Djerba in Tunisia. 

 

http://www2.ed.gov/programs/iegpssap/index.html


3 
 

Process  

After considering this professional development opportunity and my own professional 

development goals, I decided to apply for the Fulbright-Hays grant.  The sponsoring office offers 

many FAQs, application recommendations, and guides to get applicants through the online 

grant submission process transacted through the Department of Education’s IRIS system.  The 

application required a targeted CV, statement of experience, statement of need, project plan, 

letters of support from both a direct supervisor as well as from an external contact, and 

completion of various other disclaimers and certifications required of potential grantees.  All 

these elements were written offline, and then fed into the system when in final form. 

I approached this opportunity from the perspective of a public services leader in an academic 

library who could advance understanding of the seminar topics and pursue development of 

related digital resources on behalf of students and faculty across disciplines at Queens College.  

The project I proposed was unorthodox because, as a librarian, I would not have a specific class 

to attach a curricular learning unit.  Instead, with my Educational Technology and digital 

librarianship backgrounds, I aimed to develop a suite of digital learning objects using the 

resources I collected and created while participating in the seminar.  Here is an excerpt from the 

project plan I submitted: 

The Way Forward: A Digital Case Study of Religions in the Maghreb will be aligned 

with and augment the “The Search for Common Ground” dialogue program which is part 

of the “Bridging the Cultural Divide” initiative of the CERRU.  As such, it will be a digital 

content resource which can be turned to as a curricular aid as the students and faculty 

delve into interfaith/interethnic/interracial dialogues in the course of their teaching and 

learning activities. 

The digital case study will be an international and intercultural showcase composed of a 

multimedia compilation of writings, “talking points” tools, drawings, and if possible and 

appropriate, will showcase photos and audiovisual artifacts that will all be developed in 

the course of and immediately following my sojourn to the Maghreb.  It will be developed 

on a portable web-based platform employing open-source social networking software.    

It will include explorations of the lessons learned in Morocco about the historical factors 

that have yielded a religious tolerance in that Muslim society.  It will explore diversity 

within Islam in an effort to shed light upon important differences that outsiders need 

now desperately to understand.  It will provide examples of how various faiths survive 

and thrive in the midst of a majority Muslim land.  It will also present representations of 

the cultural landscape of both Morocco and Tunisia which will be afforded by the 

planned trips to educational and religious institutions throughout the course of the 

seminar; depictions of the explorations of mosques and fortresses of Tunisia will add 

stimulating visual and textual substance to this digital case study.  A record of 

discussions that were transacted with the religious students and leaders in Rabat and 

Tunis will be a rich resource for exploring the intercultural aspects of religious diversity 

in the region. 
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I’m proud that most of the goals set forth in my plan were realized.  The finished project is 

available at http://qcpages.qc.cuny.edu/~mmiller/MaghrebIndexB.htm, and I intend to 

improve technical accessibility soon, and have it listed on the Creative Commons web site. 

Commitment 

With pursuit of this grant opportunity, I needed to:  navigate the IRIS system after creating the 

proposal document; be prepared to spend six weeks in the seminar locations, (habituating with 

a group of new colleagues and administrators); advance the cost-sharing fee ($500); agree to 

purchase my preliminary reading materials and travel supplies; purchase government-required 

travel insurance; and renew my U.S. passport, if necessary.  Daresay, I also agreed to leave my 

usual life behind! 

Having met all program requirements and submitted a successful online application, I received 

official notification of my award the following spring, just five weeks before the June 2011 

departure date of the seminar.  Further acceptance “administrivia” ensued, and a detailed 

preliminary schedule arrived, followed shortly by a hefty reading assignment.  

I want to remind prospective grant applicants that they should be prepared to put their 

expectations aside as they pursue such an adventure.  It took me a bit of time to set aside the 

original program description as I remembered it, and to relax and open myself up to all the 

learning possibilities offered as the real program unfolded throughout the six weeks.  After I did 

this, I had a wonderful learning adventure! 

Planning for this trip was pretty easy since I am a frequent international traveler.  Everything 

from climate-appropriate clothing to emergency contacts and learning supplies were gotten well 

in order.  I took extra efforts to ensure I could record my experiences in preparation for 

developing the required project.   I used tablets for note-taking in lectures; pads for drawing 

pictures of people, places, and cultural objects; as well as a Blackberry phone with superb photo 

and movie capabilities to help with the digital documentation.  Further, I took a waterproof 

folder to keep my written materials safe and a mesh bag for carrying all my technology 

peripherals.   

Because program administrators provided local telecommunication options for us while on the 

ground, I was able to regularly share my record of experience via social networking tools.  One 

thing I wished I’d done was develop my own list of “must-see” experiences, sites, institutions, 

and people.  The program itinerary was very robust, but we were also afforded time for 

independent explorations and I was under-prepared for those opportunities.  I would 

recommend taking a journalist’s mindset with you.  Be respectful, but do not be shy!  Be 

prepared to try to talk with strangers every chance you get: from the other grantees, to the 

lecturers, to the inhabitants of places you visit; these personal interactions became the most 

memorable for me.  

 

 

http://qcpages.qc.cuny.edu/~mmiller/MaghrebIndexB.htm
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Experience 

The people who formed our contingent were liberal arts faculty and international or diversity 

program administrators.  History, religion, visual arts, languages, journalism, literature, and my 

own information sciences were represented.  The group was led by a Ph.D. candidate from 

University of Michigan and an historian who was the Program Officer at the Fulbright Morocco 

(MACECE) offices. 

Our seminar in North Africa, alternately known as the Maghreb, took us to Rabat and Sale, Fes, 

Casablanca, Marrakesh, and Amezray in the High Atlas Mountains while in Morocco.  In 

Tunisia, we traveled from Tunis in the north, with the ruins of ancient Carthage and the port city 

Sidi Bou Said; onward south to El Djem and the nearby ancient Roman ruins of Volubilis; to 

Sousse, Munastir, Mahdia; to Sfax and the islands of Kerkennah; and then, via air, to the island 

of Djerba.  Trips into the desert in the south were cancelled due to the revolutionary “Arab 

Spring” border activities closer to Libya. 

During our first two weeks, the group was enrolled in a course to study the Arabic language and 

also stayed with Moroccan families.  We also began receiving lectures on Maghreb culture and 

history.  These lectures were delivered throughout the seminar by academic experts, artists, 

writers, and political leaders from the region.  We also took excursions into the old centers 

(medinas) of each of the larger cities, exploring souks and mosques whenever possible.  We 

visited churches and synagogues throughout the seminar.   

In Fes, we stayed in a riad in the old center. In each city we also went to lectures hosted at local 

language schools collaborating with our sponsoring agency, MACECE.  During this period we 

were warned to avoid areas where “Arab Spring” demonstrations took place, especially on 

Sundays.  This list of activities is far from exhaustive, as the seminar was quite intense with 

experiences both wonderful and less so.  In truth, a grueling schedule was not our only 

challenge.  

When not complaining of a need for a day of rest, we had various tales to tell about our home 

stays.  My own featured a rather traditional family whose father kept their five year-old daughter 

away from me after she and I tried teaching each other our native languages (French and 

English, respectively), provided only the most meager meals, and watched only violent action 

flicks on television as our evening interaction.   Unfortunately, few group members’ home stays 

were pleasant. Other challenges included the poorly-calibrated intensity of our language 

training, food sickness endured by a good two-thirds of the group, the cancellation of several key 

speakers due to unexplained circumstances, motion sickness suffered by some on the ascent into 

the High Atlas Mountains, and the rather neglected condition and awkward reality of the nearly 

empty “tourista” hotels on the islands in Tunisia.  In Tunisia we were stuck for two hours on a 

commuter train that broke down, which completely altered our excursion of ancient Carthage.  

Luckily, the tour guide contracted for that part of our seminar was excellent, and was able to 

improvise quite well.  Finally, we did from time to time nurse each other through various other 

maladies during the trip, such as the near-concussion I suffered after banging my head in a 

rather crudely built latrine!      
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While the schedule was packed, the cultural and educational experiences were astounding 

overall.  My own personal highlights include the two times I ventured off into the medinas 

independently, a group carpet-buying session in Fes, and musical performances we were able to 

attend as lectures.  The group luckily developed close camaraderie and a positive attitude which 

helped get us through the challenges of travel and learning.  I’ m quite happy for the friendships 

I developed from this experience. 

Takeaways 

As I briefly mentioned above, I planned extensively for recording my experience.  I had writing 

pads for note-taking at lectures.  This was particularly useful for recording resources others 

cited.  I also used the opportunity of this seminar to expand my personal talents in drawing, 

having ended up with sketches of many speakers we enjoyed, as well as drawings of many 

artifacts we saw in museums.  I also documented the seminar by taking copious pictures, and 

even used video to capture cultural performances we enjoyed.  I picked up travel brochures, 

menus from restaurants, guides from religious institutions, and materials provided by our 

lecturers.  I also have mementos I purchased by supporting local economies. 

To reiterate, one thing I wish I’d done better was to interact more fully with local people.  I did 

observe others in our group more comfortable with this.  I will definitely engage more fully when 

I go on my future excursions.  The few instances I did speak with local people have remained 

firmly etched in my memory. 

Various relationships can be established during a seminar: with family of home-stays, other -

participants, and seminar leaders and experts you might wish to invite back to your own 

institution.  Carry and share your own business cards and get contact information from people 

you encounter.  

Project 

The resources initially provided to participants, plus the drawings, pictures, movies, and lecture 

notes have all been incorporated into my curriculum project (CP), which the grant award 

required.  I also developed an extensive bibliography listing books, videos, films, and websites 

either discussed or discovered in subsequent research.   

Typically, the CP would be a collection of instructor materials which would support an academic 

course on a discrete topic related to the seminar.  Materials would be driven by learning goals 

and objectives, and would provide exercises with evaluation criteria for other educators who 

might want to replicate the topics in their own similar courses.  As the only non-course-teaching 

participant in our group, I took a different approach with the requirements.   

After reviewing my notes, I settled on three major themes of the project and developed the 

digital case study.   Synthesis of materials and implementation of the design was intense.  It was 

also a great way to review all the information gathered during the seminar, and the process 

helped remind me of the great experiences we all had shared.  
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Post-seminar activities related to the FHP grant award include personal commitment to 

outreach to one’s communities about Fulbright and the experience afforded by the award.  To 

date, I hope to bring my digital case study to students of Queens College and across City 

University of New York.  I also volunteered to lead workshops in developing digital materials for 

use in the academic environment.  I have offered to speak with campus members about 

Fulbright as a study-abroad opportunity for students and faculty professional development 

opportunity.   Finally, I have teamed with two other library colleagues from Fulbright programs 

to share our experiences and relate the value and benefits of participating in these programs 

back to our library professional communities. 
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Towards Peace:  One Library at a Time, One Nation at a Time 

 

Constantia Constantinou 

SUNY Distinguished Librarian; CIES Fulbright Scholar 

 

This essay describes my work as a Fulbright Scholar in the country of Cyprus during the year of 
2011.  The Fulbright Program is sponsored by the United States Department of State, Bureau of 
Educational and Cultural Affairs.  Under a cooperative agreement with the Bureau, the Council 
for International Exchange of Scholars (CIES) assists in the administration of the Fulbright 
Scholar Program for faculty and professionals. 

I arrived in Cyprus in December 2010 to begin a six-month assignment starting in January 2011.  

My proposed project was twofold:  (1) work with the Greek Cypriot and Turkish Cypriot 

Universities in addressing their individual library challenges, and assist with their future plans 

and aspirations; and (2) promote understanding while honoring cultural, ethnic, and religious 

differences between the two divided ethnic communities (Turkish and Greek Cypriots).  

Country Background 

Cyprus is a member of the European Union; a county with a rich and ancient history from 

10,000 BC to the present.  The Republic of Cyprus became an independent state in 1960, and a 

month later, became a member of the United Nations.  The Constitution of the Republic, which 

came into effect on the day of independence, was intended to balance the interests of both the 

Greek Cypriot and Turkish Cypriot communities.  Cyprus, Greece, Turkey, and the United 

Kingdom entered into a treaty to guarantee the basic provisions of the Constitution and the 

territorial integrity of Cyprus.   

The accumulated tension between the two communities resulted in the outbreak of violence in 

1963.  United Nations Peacekeeping Forces were deployed to Cyprus in 1964 to prevent further 

fighting between the Greek Cypriot and Turkish Cypriot communities.  In 1974, the conflict 

escalated to a war.  The outcome of this 1974 political conflict divided the country of Cyprus into 

the North section and the South, keeping the two Cypriot communities (Greek and Turkish) 

separated to this day.  The UN Council mandated the UN Peacekeeping Force to stay on the 

island, try to maintain a ceasefire, and guard the buffer zone that divided the country.   

Political Climate 

At the time I arrived in Cyprus, reform and social revolution were taking place in the Middle 

East, starting with Libya, Egypt, Yemen, and Syria.  The entire political climate of the Middle 

East was charged with demonstrations, violence in the streets, and attempts to overthrow 

governments.    
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Six months prior to my arrival in Cyprus, the New York Times published an article, “Letter from 

Cyprus in a Divided Land: Lessons in Living Together”, by Nick Thorpe (August 15, 2010).  The 

reporter interviewed a group of 29 devout Jews, Muslims, Christians, and radical secularists 

from fifteen countries visiting Nicosia, Cyprus’ divided capital.  Nick Thorpe asked Father 

Ngabirano, a Catholic priest from Uganda, what he would take home from Cyprus.  The priest 

responded, “The challenge is to apply what I have learned here without being regarded as a 

traitor by my own community — or a spy by the other.”  

Establishing Trust was to become the essential element of my work.  I realized that navigating 

the political and human conflict cultivated in a troubled region for centuries would be the most 

important and most challenging aspect of my work.  

I started by establishing good relations with the Office of Public Affairs at the American 

Embassy in Nicosia. Through serious meetings and consultation sessions, I was able to 

understand the different political dynamics I was going to encounter. Even as a Cypriot national, 

well informed and proficient in the cultural and political sensitivities of the two communities, 

my meetings at the American Embassy of Nicosia proved invaluable in information sharing and 

reflection on daily events.  The Office of Public Affairs at the American Embassy introduced me 

to the local Fulbright Commission Officers in the Greek and Turkish Cypriot communities who 

became my liaisons to their respective university communities, as well as to library 

communities.       

The Project 

As part of my work with the Greek and Turkish Cypriot library communities, I was to conduct 

seminars and lectures in library user reference; assist in development of a library liaison 

program and information literacy program for the University of Cyprus (UCY) curriculum; 

lecture on topics such as the Value of Libraries and Promoting Library Services ; facilitate 

discussion, collaboration, and partnerships among the Cypriot colleges and universities, and 

with the Cyprus Association of Librarians (CALIS).   

Upon successful completion of these tasks, I then guided my efforts toward the next level of 

international partnerships by facilitating an agreement between the OCLC network leadership 

team in Europe and Cypriot universities.  The successful outcome of these negotiations was to 

enable membership of Cyprus’ largest university library into the global bibliographic system, 

providing the basis for building a robust national library system.  

I considered reaching out to the two Cypriot ethnic communities the most important aspect of 

my work.  It was imperative I could find ways to promote understanding between these library 

communities while honoring their cultural, ethnic, and religious differences.    

I worked closely with the Office of Public Affairs of the United States Embassy in Nicosia, 

Cyprus to develop bi-communal library programs for the Greek and Turkish Cypriot library 

communities that consisted of seminars, lectures, and conferences.  Through support of the U.S. 

Department of State, I was able to invite a distinguished library speaker from the United States 
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(Cornell University Librarian Anne Richardson Kenney) to Cyprus. who spoke on the subject of 

library collaborations.  

Through a highly politically-ethnically sensitive process, political leaders, librarians, and 

educators from these two war-torn communities attended the one-day conference hosted at the 

Cyprus Fulbright Center, located in the neutral United Nations buffer zone.   The conference 

afforded the opportunity to librarians and educators to explore areas of mutual benefit, trust, 

collaboration, and cultural understanding.   

As a result of my work, the U.S. Department of State sponsored the visit of two Cypriot 

librarians (a Turkish Cypriot and a Greek Cypriot) to the United States as international visitors.  

The purpose of this visit was to engage them into further understanding of diverse but highly 

collaborative practices in librarianship in institutions such as the State University System of 

New York (SUNY), Cornell University, and Columbia University.   

Divided but Inseparable 

It was during the last day of my work at a Turkish Cypriot University that the two worlds of 

these two ethnically and politically divided communities came together Librarians brought out a 

book from Special Collections published in Istanbul in 1884 According to the handwritten 

inscription, it had belonged to a Greek woman who lived in Istanbul at the turn of the 20th 

century.  The Turkish librarians did not recognize the content of this book because the text was 

printed in the Greek alphabet. Naturally, they believed it to be a Greek book.  They asked me to 

examine it and explain more about it.   

As I began to read the Greek text out loud, their eyes lit up.  On the other hand,  I understood 

nothing of the Greek text I was reading.  They understood my every spoken word: the Greek text 

spelled out the phonetic pronunciation of Turkish words!  A 1884 publication, printed 

with Greek letters, but it was phonetically pronounced in the Turkish language.  I recognized the 

book as a rare type of printed works called Karamanlidika, a language used by  the Turkish-

speaking Orthodox Christians of Cappadocia in the region of the troglodytic ecclesiastical and 

monastic communities of the Byzantine Empire.  It was an incredible realization of how the lives 

of Turks and the Greeks have been so intertwined, their fate inseparable, but their existence to 

remain divided throughout centuries.  

The Message 

On a sunny spring day, while traveling through a remote village, I came upon a big sign situated 

on the main road connecting two villages.  It spelled the words Library = Democracy + Critical 

Thinking!  I looked around to find the library, but there wasn’t any.  The village serves a farming 

community of 300 souls.  It has one grocery store, one school, three churches, and – as far as I 

know – no library.  Yet the sign in the middle of the road conveys an important message: 

Library = Democracy + Critical Thinking!     
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Centuries of history in the European and Middle Eastern region have demonstrated that peace 

and coexistence are not inherent virtue.  Peace, friendship, and collaboration are all achieved 

through extraordinary efforts of common people.  Despite the challenges of a small country like 

Cyprus divided by borders, barbed wire, and political and religious beliefs, there is always the 

spirit of enlightenment that rises above our differences and unites us in our common purpose.   

International assignments such as these often become life-changing experiences.  Our common 

purpose is to become useful to others; our common bond is our humanity. 
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Cape Crusade:  Building the Steve Biko Centre’s Library and Archive in South 

Africa’s Eastern Cape 

Kenneth Schlesinger 

Background 

During Winter 2011, I travelled to South Africa as a Fulbright Senior Specialist for a six-week 

research project.  The Fulbright Program offers short-term residencies to scholars in a variety of 

fields.  Sponsored by the University of Fort Hare (Nelson Mandela’s alma mater), I worked with 

the Steve Biko Foundation (http://www.sbf.org.za/Main_Site/index.php) in both the Eastern 

Cape and Johannesburg. 

Steve Biko (1946-1977) was a South African student leader active in the liberation movement of 

the 1970s.  He is known for developing the concept of Black Consciousness and fostering 

community empowerment for social change.  Unfortunately, Biko was brutally murdered by the 

police while in detention.  However, his tragic death focused worldwide attention on the struggle 

against apartheid.  The Steve Biko Foundation, headed by his son Nkosinathi, is dedicated to 

celebrating his legacy and political consciousness through programs of education, community 

activism, and youth empowerment. 

The Foundation ambitiously resolved to construct the Steve Biko Centre, a cultural heritage 

institution based in Biko’s hometown, Ginsberg Township (part of King William’s Town on the 

Eastern Cape).  Purposely situated in the heart of the Township, its mission is to support 

community education, employment training, and economic development.  Consisting of a 

museum, auditorium, conference center, community garden, Internet café, multimedia lab, and 

a Library and Archive, it is designed not to be a memorial but rather a locus for civic 

engagement, public dialogue, and activism.  The Library and Archive – at the time I was brought 

on board – still had no content plan, but Foundation staff definitely wanted it to interact and 

talk to the other component spaces. 

Project 

My task was to design a three-year Strategic Plan for the Library and Archive.  What had 

appealed to the Steve Biko Foundation in my selection was not only my background in libraries 

and archives, but my performing arts experience as well.  They sought an individual who viewed 

libraries in the larger context of cultural assets.  Apparently, I was their guy! 

Fortuitously, I had visited South Africa the previous year for ten days as part of a visiting 

delegation of archivists through People to People International.  Through this incredibly rich, 

intensive experience, we toured major archives and research collections in the country, having 

facilitated conversations on the nature of contested collections, repatriated archives, and related 

issues of preserving cultural heritage.  Honestly, I would never have been able to accomplish this 

Biko Centre project without already having a strong network of archival contacts in place. 

 

http://www.sbf.org.za/Main_Site/index.php
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Similar to an architect conceptualizing a new space, one’s first assignment is to have 

conversations with all major stakeholders of the Centre.  Biko Foundation administration 

conducted two days of orientation to give me a big picture overview of their mission and 

programs, process in research and development of the Centre, as well as their ideas and 

priorities for the Library and Archive.  In my project plan, the first step was to undertake a needs 

assessment of the local library and education community. 

Public library leaders were generous and eager to meet with me.  I visited the small local King 

William’s Town Library.  It had limited and dated print resources and only one Internet 

terminal for use by the librarian.  However, it contained a large, heavily-used lounge for 

students containing textbooks and curriculum support materials.  East London Central Library, 

located in the large city near King William’s Town, had a medium-sized collection, as well as 

Special Collections and resources for the disabled.   

Further, the Foundation arranged meetings with local representatives from Eastern Cape 

Provincial libraries, archives, and curriculum administration.  Historically home of both the 

black intellectual and liberation movements, the Eastern Cape is South Africa’s poorest 

Province.  Nationwide unemployment stands at 28%, and the student pass rate of 52% on 

matriculation exams (high school graduation) is the second lowest in the country.  Not 

surprisingly, public school students are greatly underserved by libraries – in many cases, one 

library will have to serve ten schools.  Notably, the majority of residents in the primarily rural 

Eastern Cape don’t have access to libraries.   

These administrative meetings were politically charged, as I had to quickly observe and 

assimilate the business protocols of South Africa.  Moreover, there was initial suspicion and 

distrust of my status as a visiting outsider.  I learned to begin meetings by introducing myself, 

discussing my background and qualifications, then outlining my project in as respectful, 

inclusive, and transparent way that I could. 

These strategies, in part, served me well when I scheduled appointments to visit Special 

Collections at major university archives.  Whereas my previous Fulbright experience in Vietnam 

encouraged me to declare I was visiting as a representative of the U.S. State Department, there 

was not receptivity to this in South Africa.  On the contrary, there exists considerable suspicion 

toward the U.S. government – as well as government in general.   

Since the mandate in American archives is access and sharing documents, I was admittedly 

shocked when in several significant instances archivists did not show me original documents 

related to Steve Biko or liberation movements.  After our initial interview, I was directed instead 

to the public access catalog (which I could obtain online) or printed finding aids.  Several 

questioned the need for the Biko Centre to build its own archive, and even stated that we were in 

competition with their mission.   
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On the positive side, some supplied contacts to colleagues at related research collections.  

Another primary exception was the South Africa National Library, whose previous curator had 

illegally collected an impressive array of anti-apartheid materials, which were banned at the 

time.  Another leading university collection referred me to an individual who had conducted 

interviews about Biko with prominent colleagues for a biography she had written.  She agreed to 

work cooperatively with the Foundation to make available copies of the audiotapes and 

transcripts once she secured releases from subjects.  Lastly, colleagues at Mayibuye Archives at 

University of Western Cape – home of the Robben Island Archive and probably the most 

extensive collection of liberation materials in the country – not only provided copies of 

voluminous finding aids, but willingly agreed to share pertinent records by preparation of a 

proposed Memorandum of Understanding with the Biko Foundation. 

Further – and equally critical to preparation of this project – were visits to major cultural 

heritage museums in Cape Town, Johannesburg, Port Elizabeth, and Pretoria.  South Africa is 

blessed with some of the world’s outstanding museums.  In order to contextualize the proposed 

Library and Archive within the country’s cultural history, it was significant to evaluate how 

museums interpreted their narratives visually, as well as how successfully they connected to 

visitors and their local communities.  Too numerous to mention and chronicle would be my 

inspiring sojourns to, among others, the Apartheid Museum (likened to the U.S. Holocaust 

Memorial Museum); Robben Island (where Mandela was imprisoned); Constitution Hill (site of 

a notorious prison, now home to the Supreme Court); Hector Pieterson Museum (13 year-old 

killed in 1976 Soweto student uprising); Slave Museum; Bo- Kaap Museum (Muslim 

immigration); Voortrekker Monument (Afrikaner heritage). 

After three weeks, I was invited to the Foundation’s Johannesburg office to present my 

preliminary findings to the Content Team for the Centre.  I introduced them to the Library and 

Archive’s Mission Statement: 

The Steve Biko Centre Library supports the information and learning needs of the 

Eastern Cape community and visitors.  It provides both print and online cultural 

heritage materials related to South African history and civilization, Black 

Consciousness, and the African diaspora.   

 

Functioning as a teaching library, it fosters research support, independent learning 

and student success through public and outreach programs.  Further, it is committed to 

partnering with and supporting the information needs of the other programs affiliated 

with the Steve Biko Centre. 

 

The Archive serves as an onsite and remote resource collecting materials documenting 

the life, writings, political engagement and community development philosophy of 

Steve Biko.  Materials are made available to local and international scholars to support 

publications, exhibitions and special projects.  The Archive also partners with local 

schools to introduce students to primary source documents to enhance the curriculum. 
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It is critical that the Library serves the entire Ginsberg Township community – from children in 

crèches (nursery schools) to pensioners (elderly).  Print materials not only have to represent the 

range of reading levels – but also the breadth of African culture and civilization.  Literacy 

reinforcement is the foremost priority, followed by the need to promote student success in 

preparing for matriculation exams.  The Library should also collect textbook and curricular 

materials.  A related component is to compile a repository of school lesson plans and curriculum 

development documents to promulgate best practices for teachers. 

 

Since South Africa experiences pronounced digital divide issues, patrons should be welcomed 

into the Library by ten public access Internet terminals and an opportunity to print documents.  

Study tables in the central portion of the space encourage student group work, surrounded by 

circulating book stacks.  The back area contains comfortable reading chairs, magazines for 

browsing, display cases for literary or archival exhibits, as well as open space for lectures, 

readings, and children’s groups (Biko Foundation recently informed me they will now construct 

a separate Children’s Room).  Adjacent to this area are the Periodicals stacks and a secure 

Archive Reading Room. 

 

The project plan also contains an Appendix of Policies for establishing access and circulation, 

cataloging software, collection scope, Donor and Scholar Agreements, etc.  The intention is to 

keep annual membership fees or book fines low to encourage widespread use.   

 

The Archive provides a more specialized facility for researchers and scholars, documenting Steve 

Biko’s brief life, professional contributions, and political philosophy.  In addition to formulating 

cooperative exchange agreements with related repositories, new collections will be actively 

solicited.  Processing interns may be recruited from University of Western Cape’s Museum and 

Heritage Studies diploma program.  Further, a local history archive of Ginsberg Township will 

be constructed by community members contributing visual materials, artifacts and documents. 

 

This physical space will be supplemented by outreach, active programming, and professional 

training programs.  The Library should exist as its own cultural center with readings, lectures, 

and writing workshops conducted by local authors.  The Centre’s accompanying Computer and 

Multimedia Labs can be annexed to facilitate information literacy training, Internet instruction, 

and classes in website design and Photoshop.  Community youth can be trained in multimedia 

technology equipment to record oral history interviews with community elders as an archival 

resource.  A proposed Bookmobile will travel to outlying rural areas to distribute print books 

and offer limited access to computer technologies. 

 

Admittedly, the Content Team had preconceived and fairly traditional notions about how the 

Library could function.  Initially, they were surprised by the plan’s emphasis on literacy, 

software training, and cultural enrichment, particularly how the Library and Archive was 

conceived to work in tandem with the Computer and Multimedia Labs.  One member remarked 

with a smile, “It’s not quite what we had in mind, but I think it will work.”  Then I showed them 

the budget . . .  
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Conclusions 

 

Before traveling to South Africa, a few leading archival specialists cautioned me about the nature 

of international archival work, primarily the financial sustainability and ongoing support for 

implementation of plans once the residency is completed.  I was also advised on the limitations 

of being an outsider, as well as the necessity to quickly grasp the complexities and behavior 

mores of a different culture.  While being intellectually prepared, there’s still no comparison 

with actually being there on the ground.   

 

From my previous experience, I had learned of South African archives’ uneasy relationship with 

their U.S. counterparts – joint digitization agreements where American universities somehow 

expected to assume ownership of the attendant cultural property.  One South African librarian 

characterized this as digital imperialism, as we heard many stories of the contested nature of 

the nation’s cultural assets, notably sensitive materials from the apartheid era. 

 

On the whole, I cherished this unique opportunity to spend six weeks in a fascinating, 

stunningly beautiful country with a complex and embattled history.  I was proud of my 

submitted plan – however skeletal – which I believed did justice to honoring Steve Biko’s 

admirable principles of social justice and community leadership.  My South African hosts and 

the majority of colleagues encountered were warm, receptive and supportive.   

 

But international assignments always contain their fair share of frustration, setbacks, 

disorientation, and loneliness.  Nevertheless, it was precisely this dislocation I welcomed 

because it fundamentally challenged my overarching intellectual concepts, social constructs, and 

basic cultural biases.  It wasn’t always easy – sometimes it was shoved in my face! – but 

ultimately proved rewarding for my personal development, professional contributions, and 

intimate understanding of my role as a citizen of this planet. 


