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Ruth Rikowski’s 400 pages book, “Globalisation, Information and libraries” is an impressive and challenging work. Though it has the subtitle “The implications of the World Trade Organization’s GATS and TRIPS agreement”, it would have been necessary to write such a book even if GATS and TRIPS had never existed. Or, to put it in the author’s own words: "Therefore, if the GATS does not materialise for whatever reason, then it is highly likely that some other similar agreement would take its place, with an agenda for the liberalisation of trade in services"

Basically it is about a dramatic societal change, where GATS and TRIPS of course are very important in order to facilitate the traffic on the one-way road of the present policy – There Is No Alternative (TINA), as Margaret Thatcher used to put it. That is why these agreements must be opposed – they could do a lot of damage. But that is not enough. We also have to understand the very nature of traffic and do something about it. And what name should we give this horrible traffic? The words that Ruth Rikowski uses are, to sum up: “Global Capitalism in the Age of the Knowledge Revolution”. That gives a hint as to the scope of this book. It goes from the concrete experiences of the library floor through to the dream of a life beyond capitalism.

When the Swedish Parliament at the end of 1994, without any real debate, turned us into members of the WTO, no one talked about the GATS and TRIPS. It took another six years before a tentative discussion came about. BiS was one of the journals that provided critical reflections early on, and so far is almost the only journal which has forced two ministers in charge – Leif Pagrotsky and Marita Ulvskog – to express a public defence of GATS (though it did not impress us as critical people at all). So BiS has articles on GATS and furthermore a summary of a Ruth Rikowski lecture, in which she broadens the discussion about GATS in the same way as she does in her book. These articles can be found on the BiS website - (www.foreningenbis.org)

Rikowski’s book is crowded with facts: about GATS and TRIPS, about national and international library organisations and their criticisms of the WTO agreements and about new techniques and different changes and “development projects” that effect the United Kingdom, in particular. It can be used as a valuable reference book, giving both concrete information and ideas about further information retrieval on the net. But what could turn out to be the most important thing is its way of describing and scrutinizing the changes we are in the middle of or which are waiting round the corner. You will find useful concepts and a working method to follow. If we do so – like Ruth Rikowski does it – in an organised and activist way, we might find ourselves being able to provide foresight, and help us to prevent future possible developments. However, compared to many other areas – I am thinking of the schools, nursing and health care and communications sectors – libraries have so far been relatively spared from massive neoliberal attacks, and they have a strong position among the citizens as a non-commercial activity. Things could be worse!

Rikowski’s starting point is that capitalism has changed character. Not only in the sense that is has become more global – to her globalisation is basically global capitalism – but also that the amount of intellectual work has grown in what is sold and bought. “US’s single largest export” says Naomi Klein in a quotation, “is not manufactured goods or arms or food, it is copyright – patents on everything from books to drugs”. This is the reason behind the agreements on trade in services (GATS) and the Trade-Related Intellectual Property Rights   (TRIPS). Those agreements should, with the power of a constitution, now state that the truth be institutionalised world wide that Marx expressed 150 years ago: "Finally, there came a time when everything that men had considered as inalienable became an object of exchange, of traffic and could be alienated. This is the time when the very things which till then had been communicated, but never exchanged; given, but never sold; acquired, but never bought — virtue, love, conviction, knowledge, conscience, etc. — when everything, in short, passed into commerce…” Karl Marx, The Poverty of Philosophy (1847). 

In societies with a political democracy, things did not turn out as badly as Marx predicted. Well, the principle “everything can be sold” did not become outmoded. But in more civilized capitalistic societies a more or less self-evident compromise came about. The citizens were not supposed to buy everything on the market. There should be the Commons where everyone should be entitled to get what was needed to live a life with dignity. The “book” is a good example. In order to sell stories and all sorts of knowledge it must be commodified. The “book” was such a form. If you had money you could buy it and if you had something to express you could make money by writing. But everything that was in the book should not only be on the market, but also in the Commons. Information should be free. Everybody has the right to knowledge. Everyone should be able to hear the stories of the authors. Consequently, the citizens invented the public library and a school for everyone. In practice a boundary line was created between the Commons and the market. Even if it was invisible you could almost touch it by the language. In the bookshop we were customers. In the library we were citizens checking out books. There is even a law that forbids a book to become a commodity in Swedish public libraries. 

This system – with a clear boundary line between the market and the Commons – started dissolving in the 1980s. The Social Democrats went backwards in the direction of neoliberalism and when the market radicals had their happiest days all the WTO agreements were signed in Marrakesh without the citizens knowing anything. The empty phrases that went along with the agreements promised “more free trade gives growth which brings happiness to everybody” – GATS and TRIPS did not recognise a boundary line at all between the market and the Commons. The multinational companies were supposed to be able to sell any service whatsoever. Traditional knowledge could be patented and be sold at a high cost – even also to those that had developed them. Patent on life? Why not?

In the ultimate threatening picture, which Ruth Rikowski and many other critics of GATS describe, libraries have been turned into a shop or even a place where you have to pay a fee. The EU commission has, as a matter of fact (not yet, but in the contemplated future) given a full GATS commitment which will give foreign companies access to markets and a promise of equal treatment as the competitor – which could lead to the closing down of the public library. Many of the things we used to do in the library, we are now doing on our computer. We pay per article with our smart cards. E-book commerce has increased. So, to that extent there is no point in going to the local university library – they charge you the same. Maybe an affiliated company has an ICT centre in the middle of the library shop. The trade is in full swing. The logo of Microsoft is present all over.

One thing should be said – (1) that the GATS agreement does not necessarily clear the way for this development. Not only is the obligation of the affected WTO member – like Sweden and EU – necessary, but it is also unclear in many respects how the treaty should be interpreted even with such commitments. But it should also be stated that (2) this development – from a library to a shop – is possible even if there had been no GATS or any GATS commitments in the library sector. GATS commitments are “just” a way to get WTO members to promise things that might very well be done without GATS, if they prefer that.

The confrontations that we in the Swedish Attac movement have had with Swedish ministers and government officials have never developed beyond verbal trench warfare – this is where the communication has stopped. From the side of the government the opinion has been that we say that “GATS means privatisations, which mean misery” and they have answered that “GATS has nothing to do with privatisations”. It has been difficult to advance. We do not think that they hear what we are saying. But to be honest, critical people such as ourselves have not kept the concepts in order. But Ruth Rikowski has, and she has made an immensely complicated process more comprehensible.

To begin with, it is a question of transforming use value to exchange value – which is to turn what is not a commodity into one. Public libraries have a tremendous use value. It is almost invaluable. But the exchange value is low. Who wants to buy a library? This process of transformation – to find new markets with new commodities is simply the built-in logic of capitalism and in the era of global capitalism this is more evident than ever. The process goes on untiringly, with or without WTO agreements such as GATS and TRIPS and the swells of this tsunami wave of capital have impacts deep into the library world. Rikowski uses three concepts in order to make it visible and comprehensible to us:

First of all the activity must be commercialised. You must be able to make a profit out of it. It could be selling things (Rikowski’s example of postcards etc. make you think of the popular museum shops) and introducing services subject to fees.  You can link this to smart market researches. Personal data about users can be obtained from computers. From this, “special offers” can be designed - for instance lending course books against a fee. Companies can invest in libraries and benefit from it – such as Åhlén’s big department store in Stockholm and the children’s section of Läsesalongen branch of Stockholm public library in the Cultural Centre. You can introduce micropayments – facilitating purchase by use of a smart card for library services on the net.  (Through my computer at home I can already buy articles from some papers where only the headline and the introduction are free.)

The next step is to privatise the commerce that has been created. A private owner can be the owner of the whole library or part of it – for instance the ITC centre. (In Täby a rich local authority outside Stockholm, you can search some databases – use values provided for free, while surfing has been transformed into exchange value and for sale at 19SEK per hour by Side Walk Express). Another way of doing it is to let private entrepreneurs operate and make a profit by lowering the costs below the income that the contract generates. Private enterprises can also own and let the library building. In England this is done by PFI – Private Finance Institute – which George Monbiot has described as being expensive, inefficient and 

undemocratic.

Commercialisation and privatisation have paved the way for the third step: Capitalisation. This is the very accumulation of capital, which is made possible when you can make a profit from an activity, which can be sold and bought by the owner. It is true that this can happen within the public sector – I am thinking here of the spectacular businesses by the state owned Vattenfall national power producer contrary to the democratically decided energy policy of Telia Sonera, which wanted to buy a Turkish telecom company, while Swedish telephone holders were out of telephones. But this goes most of all for private actors. Now we are talking about finance capitalism, turbo capitalism or quantum capitalism – it is a question of making money from money. It is a matter of the price of the stocks, not what the customers or the staff need. Industrial workers have already experienced how they have become richer, when the value of their private shares has increased because they have been sacked in a rationalisation package, which has been enthusiastically demanded by the stock market. Is that a potential future for library staff as well? By that time, however, the salaried work at the information conveyor belt is called something else other than librarianship.

Rikowski spices up her account of these three steps with many British examples. That might very well inspire us to the same kind of common inventory of corresponding Swedish tendencies to commercialisation, privatisation and capitalisation. This could generate magnificent group-work assisted by the Net, which uses the abstract analysis to make concrete observations and initiate preventive actions on workplaces and in political communities!

This historical transformation of the use value of the Commons to the exchange value of the market can, however, take place without the WTO trades agreement GATS. So what has GATS to do with this? Very much!

Firstly, the agreement is crucial because GATS is the way for big companies and national states to create traffic rules. The GATS agreement facilitates the movements across borders of capital, and in the neoliberal dystopian model it also drives all over in what once was the Commons protected by democratically decided laws to promote peoples’ life and life quality.

Secondly, GATS is the very key – in practice inaccessible to citizens, despite all talk about representative democracy – to be used to finally lock this order when it is established. GATS cements and asphalts the only and one-way directed road of neoliberalism. 

An interesting part of Rikowski’s book is what she calls “The national faces of GATS in the UK”. She is here referring to decisions and activities which assist with the GATS agreement, for instance by promoting indirectly commercialisation and privatisation or by making sure that laws and regulations do not introduce rules in opposition to the GATS-demands of “unnecessary burdensome barriers to trade in services”. One example of the latter is, according to Rikowski, the “Library standards” which have been stipulated and where a proposal to define qualification standards has been abandoned and the phrase “appropriate number of qualified staff” has been selected. As an example of other initiatives, Best Value and the People’s Network are described as pointing towards market solutions. Both cases are actions which on the surface could look commendable and even progressive, and are evidently seen as such by many people working in the public sector. Best Value is New Labour's bold venture on a make up of the public sector. It has been practised energetically, especially in the libraries, often supported by the staff. But beneath a smoke-screen of nice words Rikowski implies that there is a political core which makes the whole programme a neoliberal Trojan Horse. This goes also for The People's Network which is a big public programme – with a couple of million pounds as a contribution from Bill Gates – to give the citizens access to the Internet and computers in libraries. It has taken place at a high speed and become popular. What is going to happen later on, Ruth Rikowski wonders? The risk is that the public means will not be enough and that the continued operation and up dating will be up to private enterprises – in other words a very suitable GATS commodity. This entrance – to search for the “national faces of GATS”, is an idea that Rikowski’s book provides and which should generate reflections and excavations by vigilant librarians, particularly in Sweden.

There is a lot in “Globalisation, Information and Libraries" which, from a lack of space, I have been forced to omit. Such as the section on TRIPS where the links to libraries are more vague and the more theoretical discussions, where the author, in the tradition called Open Marxism, seeks to use Marxist concepts to develop a more complete social theory in order to make us understand better and to be to able mobilise actions against GATS and TRIPS – yes, even abolish capitalism.

As always when I am puzzling my brain over GATS and WTO I feel like I am moving between two poles, which might turn out to be a problem when going to extremes. Let us call them Naivism and Alarmism. Naivism is close to passiveness and cheap optimism: “This will work out fine; it’s not too bad after all, you have to be positive to changes”. Alarmism on the other hand can turn into stiff dogmatic rhetoric, which can prevent us from seeing clearly and where we become branded as conspiracy theorists. It is true that Ruth Rikowski can be quite provocative now and then, when she energetically depicts and repeats one threatening picture after the other: yes, it even seems as if she likes something she calls communism. But you cannot dismiss her. She knows too much. Moreover, she swings the two swords of the good activist: she is both a theorist and a practitioner.

Lasse Karlsson

Member of Attac and BiS in Sweden
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