
 

 

 

Paris, November 2012 

   THE URGENCY OF READING:  
         Books in Humanitarian Emergencies 

 
In humanitarian emergencies, reading 

and writing are essential to healing and 
reconstruction. 

 

Over 100 writers, intellectuals and public 
figures have mobilized to promote access to 
information, books and cultural activities for 

disaster victims in times of humanitarian 
crisis. 

 

 

When a humanitarian catastrophe occurs, 
international organizations and governments set up 
medical outposts, drop emergency food supplies from 
helicopters, and hand out clothing in disaster zones. 
Naturally, absolute priority is given to what we call 
‘basic needs’: food, water, shelter, and health.  
 

 
While there is no question that organizations and governments must devote the majority of their 
efforts to promoting the physical wellbeing of disaster victims, more attention should be given to 
nourishing the mind as a second measure to help victims cope with catastrophe and move forward.  
 
 
Following the devastating 2010 earthquake in Haiti, Libraries Without Borders (LWB) sent an 
emergency mission to Haiti to help Haitian organizations distribute books and educational 
resources to internally displaced persons.  
 
While some aid agencies in Europe and North America have asked whether the provision of books 
is a humanitarian priority, LWB’s years of dedicated humanitarian assistance in Haiti and 20 other 
countries have demonstrated that books and educational opportunities for disaster victims 
are essential to healing, rebuilding society and recapturing lost humanity. LWB has 
witnessed firsthand the solace and intellectual stimulation that books and storytelling activities can 



bring, even in the most harrowing of circumstances. They give hope to disaster victims by helping 
them envision a future after the rubble is cleared and houses are rebuilt. Amid humanitarian 
crises, international organizations must provide nourishment not only for the body, but also for 
the mind.  

Today, however, the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement, published by the United Nations 
Commission on Human Rights, do not include nourishment of the mind as a fundamental necessity 
in post-disaster zones. 

In order to challenge the United Nations and other international organizations to implement 
initiatives that respond to this need – and to place this fundamental issue at the heart of the 
international agenda – Libraries Without Borders is launching this international call to action on 
access to books and information resources in humanitarian emergencies.  

As part of LWB’s campaign, it has also launched a research and development mission with the aim 
of examining existing research on information, books, and culture in emergency and post-
emergency situations. The mission, which will help identify areas for future pilot projects and 
development, will result in an international symposium to be held in Paris in June 2013. This event 
will bring together humanitarian aid workers along with culture and information experts to discuss 
new practices in the field of humanitarian relief. Libraries Without Borders will also use this 
occasion to suggest prototypes of informational and cultural tools for rapid deployment in 
humanitarian emergencies. 

 
 

 
Having gained the endorsement of over 100 prominent individuals, the international call to 

action will open to the public for signatures on 28 November 2012. 
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The Urgency of Reading: Books in Humanitarian Emergencies 
THE FIRST SIGNATORIES OF THE CALL TO ACTION 
 
 

 Kwame Anthony Appiah, Professor of Philosophy at Princeton University  

 Élisabeth Badinter, historian and Professor of Philosophy at the École 

Polytechnique in Paris  

 Zygmunt Bauman, sociologist and Emeritus Professor at the University of Leeds  

 Wendy Brown, Professor of Political Science, University of California, Berkeley 

 Luciano Canfora, classicist and historian (Italy) 

 Philip Caputo, author and journalist  

 Joseph H. Carens, professor of Political Science, University of Toronto  

 Roger Chartier, historian and professor at Collège de France 

 J.M. Coetzee, winner of the Nobel Prize in Literature 

 Michael Cunningham, winner of the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction 

 Edwidge Danticat, writer  

 Robert Darnton, professor and Director of the University Library at Harvard 

University  

 Marie Darrieussecq, writer (France)  

 Frederik Willem de Klerk, winner of the Nobel Peace Prize and former president of 

South Africa  

 Christophe Deloire, journalist and Director of Reporters Without Borders 

 Junot Díaz, writer and winner of the Pulitzer Prize for Literature 

 Dave Eggers, writer and winner of the National Book Critics Circle Award  

 Jeffrey Eugenides, Pulitzer Prize-winning novelist 

 Didier Fassin, anthropologist and professor at the Princeton Institute for Advanced 

Study  

 Eugene Fidell, Visiting Lecturer in Law at Yale Law School 

 Owen Fiss, Sterling Professor Emeritus of Law at Yale Law School  

 Thierry Fremaux, General Delegate of the Cannes Film Festival 

 Antoine Gallimard, CEO of Éditions Gallimard 

 Arthur Goldhammer, Senior Affiliate at Harvard University’s Minda de Gunzburg 

Center for European Studies 

 Judith Goldstein, Founder and Executive Director of Humanity in Action  

 Stéphane Hessel, former French ambassador and writer (France) 

 Todd Landman, Professor of Government and Director of the Institute for 

Democracy and  

 Conflict Resolution at the University of Essex (United Kingdom) 

 Lawrence Lessig, Director of the Edmond J. Safra Center for Ethics at Harvard 

University and Co-founder of Creative Commons 



 Doris Lessing, winner of the Nobel Prize in Literature  

 Amin Maalouf, French-Lebanese writer, Member of the French Academy 

 Alain Mabanckou, writer and Professor of Literature 

 Jean Malaurie, ethnologist and geographer 

 Chibli Mallat, legal scholar (Lebanon-USA) 

 Mahmood Mamdani, Professor of Government, Columbia University  

 Toni Morrison, writer and winner of the Nobel Prize for Literature   

 Amélie Nothomb, writer (France) 

 Joyce Carol Oates, winner of the National Book Award 

 Ingrid Parent, President of the International Federation of Library Associations 

 Nikolay Petev, writer and President of the Bulgarian Writers’ Union (Bulgaria) 

 Thomas Pogge, Professor of Philosophy and International Affairs at Yale 

University 

 Jean Reno, actor (France) 

 David Rieff, journalist and writer  

 Pierre Rosanvallon, historian, professor at Collège de France (France) 

 Saskia Sassen, Professor of Sociology at Columbia University 

 Richard Sennett, Professor of Sociology at the LSE and NYU 

 Jacques Schwartz-Bart, musician 

 Peter Singer, Professor of Bioethics at Princeton University  

 Anne-Marie Slaughter, Professor of International Affairs, Princeton University 

 Oleg Sokolov, historian and professor at the University of St. Petersburg 

 Elizabeth Strout, author and winner of the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction 

 Lilian Thuram, President of the Lilian Thuram Foundation (France) 

 Emmanuel Todd, historian and demographer at the Institut national d'études 

démographiques (France) 

 Tzvetan Todorov, philosopher and historian (France) 

 Loïc Wacquant, Professor of Sociology at University of California, Berkeley  

 Daniel Weinstock, professor in the Faculty of Law at McGill University  

 Chulgu Woo, Emeritus Professor of Political Science at Yeungnam University 

(South Korea) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 



 
 
The Urgency of Reading: Books in Humanitarian Emergencies 
International Call to Action 

 
When a humanitarian catastrophe occurs, international organizations and governments set up medical 

outposts, drop emergency food supplies from helicopters, and hand out clothing in disaster zones. Naturally, 

absolute priority is given to what we call ‘basic needs’: food, water, shelter, and health. While there is no 

question that organizations and governments must devote the majority of their efforts to promoting 

the physical wellbeing of disaster victims, more attention should be given to nourishing the mind as 

a second measure to help victims cope with catastrophe and move forward. 

 

Following the devastating 2010 earthquake in Haiti, Libraries Without Borders (LWB) responded to requests 

from Haitian institutions and sent an emergency mission to the country. At this time, a number of individuals 

asked if giving Haitians the opportunity to read, write, and access information was as much of a priority as 

food and shelter. 

 

The fulfillment of basic needs is undoubtedly the first priority in humanitarian situations. Yet from LWB’s work 

in Haiti, we know that access to books and information resources improves outcomes for displaced persons. 

Books and expression help sustain intellectual stimulation and promote self-worth and resilience 

amid crisis. Whether through books, computers, legal assistance or training, access to information and 

cultural resources empowers individuals and gives them the tools to reconstruct what has been lost. 

Furthermore, libraries can improve communication within communities and among aid workers by providing 

phones, community mapping tools, and places for family reunification and community organizing. These 

types of resources can also play a decisive role in restoring a sense of normality in post-emergency 

situations. 

 

And while numerous international guidelines for humanitarian assistance do affirm the importance of basic 

education within humanitarian settings, these guidelines should also include access to books and information 

as a priority for disaster victims. 

 

With the strong belief that books, writing, and learning should not be denied to victims of humanitarian 

disasters, Libraries Without Borders, through this call to action, seeks to increase awareness about 

the need for access to information and books in post-disaster situations. Furthermore, LWB calls on 

international organizations to 1) expand reading, cultural and educational programs, which activate 

the human spirit and help individuals cope with trauma; and 2) make the provision of access to 

information and books a priority for international humanitarian relief. 

 

Thank you for your support! 

 

Patrick Weil 

Chairman of Libraries Without Borders / Bibliothèques Sans Frontières 

 
 



WORDS OF SUPPORT 
FROM OUR SIGNATORIES 
 
 

“This is an urgent issue! There can be no democracy without access to books 
and education – no culture without literature. Books are a crucial part of what 

makes us human, the most precious of our resources.”  

JOYCE CAROL OATES, winner of the National Book Award 

 

“I know and admire the work of the people at LWB, who are 
concerned about the needs of others in a world that only listens 
to its own needs… We would be wrong to believe that the revival 
of culture isn’t a priority in times of war or after a catastrophe. 
The purpose of language is to say something to somebody, and 
the first caress is words. Books fulfill this role better than any 
other object.” 

DENIS GOMBERT, author and editor 

 

 
“Food for the soul is essential to reconstructing societies and remaining human in 
desperate situations. The work of Libraries Without Borders following the January 2010 
earthquake in Haiti was invaluable.”  

KETTLY MARS, writer 

 

“I support Libraries Without Borders’ call to action. A book is an anchor, a 
memory which follows you and helps reconstruct where we have been.” 

DAVID CHAILLOU, composer 

 

“In times of darkness books are invaluable because they radiate hope and 
inspiration and insight and because at their best they transform utterly the 
world within and the world without.” 

JUNOT DÍAZ, Pulitzer Prize-winning author of The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao 

 

“It's easy to forget, I think, in situations of disaster, that the ability to touch a  
book, to turn its pages, to see the print and absorb its words, is  
life-giving. I am grateful to everyone who helps make Libraries  

Without Borders a viable presence wherever it is needed.”  

ELIZABETH STROUT, Pulitzer Prize-winning author of Olive Kitteridge 

 


