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A Gentlemen’s Club
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The intellectual environment

• Development of Transnational Civil Society 

• Thomas Davies (2014): Three phases

• c.1860 to 1918 (end of WW1)

• 1919 to 1945 (end of WW2)

• 1945 to present

• IFLA founded in 1927, second phase

• What came before?
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Image: Wikimedia: 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gare_Sai

nt-

Lazare_(Monet_series)#/media/File:Cl

aude_Monet,_The_Gare_St-

Lazare,_1877.jpg
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“Tiu ĉi frazo estas en Esperanto, 

konstrua (t.e. artefarita) 

internacia helpa (Konstruita) 

lingvo kreita de L.L. Zamenhof

en 1887, celita kiel universala

dua lingvo por internacia

komunikado.”

Can you read this?

Belle Époque: 

Communicating for peace 

and progress

• Idealistic internationalism

• International languages

• Peace movements. Treaties

• Rapid growth of science & 

technology

• “Information overload” –

attempts at bibliographic control

• Phenomenal growth of libraries
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Poster advertising the Brussels International 

Exposition, 1897
Image: Wikimedia, 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=7

675391

Universal Expositions and 

International Congresses

• 1876 Founding of American Library Association at 
Centennial Exposition (annus mirabilis) 

• 1877 First International Conference of Librarians, 
London

• 1892 Second, Paris. At Exposition Universelle

• 1893 -1926 Nine library conferences, in various 
cities.

• Some with archivists, antiquarians, booklovers

• Often in conjunction with an international 
exposition

https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=7675391
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Aftermath of the battle of Delville Wood, 

France, July 1916
Image: https://delvillewoodtrust.org.za/

The ugly face of “international”: WW1, 1914-1918

https://delvillewoodtrust.org.za/
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Never again…

1920: League of 

Nations set up at 

Versailles Peace 

Conference

1922: International 

Committee on  

Intellectual 

Cooperation (ICIC)

1922: Subcommittee 

on Bibliography & 

libraries

The League of 

Nation’s Palais des 

Nations under 

construction in Geneva



Who claims credit for founding IFLA?

• 1926: Proposal by Gabriel Henriot (France)

• at the International Library Congress in Prague, Czechoslovakia

• 1926: Matter pursued at the 1926 ALA Conference in Philadelphia, USA

• 1927: At the Library Association Conference in Scotland a motion was adopted to 

set up the “International Library and Bibliographical Committee”

• 1929: At the World Congress of Libraries and Bibliography in Italy a federal 

structure and set of Statutes were adopted and the name IFLA was finalized 
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Founding Resolution of the 

“International Library and 

Bibliographical Committee”, 20 

September 1927, Edinburgh, 

Scotland

The word “Bibliographical” was dropped at 

insistence of the ICIC 
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Signatories of the Resolution 

21 delegates

15 library associations

15 countries

One lady

One non-Western country

Austria

Belgium

Canada

China

Czechoslovakia

Denmark

France

Germany

Great Britain

Italy

Netherlands

Norway

Sweden

Switzerland

United States
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Delegates received in an audience by Pope Pius XI
Photo: IFLA (Guerrini & Speciale 2012)

First IFLA Statutes

Adopted in Venice, 1929

(One page)



IFLA’s Gradual evolution 

• The International Library Committee (ILC)

• IFLA’s executive. Met annually 

• International conference every 5 years 

• IFLA generally known as the International 

Library Committee

• International congresses faded into the 

background

• Larger ILC meetings → IFLA conferences
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The “Gentlemen”
Well fed, privileged international travellers

Nucleus of international leaders

Well connected, in ICIC committees

Got things done

Formal dinner at Stockholm ILC session, 1930 (Photo: IFLA)
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The League of Nations Connection

The International Institute of 

Intellectual Cooperation 

Installed in the Palais Royal, Paris, in 1926
Image: Wikipedia

Subcommittee on 

Bibliography & Libraries 

(1922-1930) & Committee 

of Library Experts (1927-)

League of Nations Library

T.P. SevensmaIFLA Secretary 

General

T.P. Sevensma

Chief Librarian

International Library 

Committee (IFLA)

1927-

International 

Committee for 

Intellectual 

Cooperation 

League of Nations 

Geneva



Les Actes/Proceedings

• Annual meetings of ILC (IFLA) 

• Proceedings printed & published 

• Substantial content: 

• List of delegates

• Group photo 

• Opening address 

• Communications

• Subcommittee reports

• Country reports

• Sharing professional knowledge
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What the “gentlemen” achieved

• IFLA gradually became an organized INGO 

• Programme of professional action (not merely a 

series of conferences)

• Annual meetings, set up committees, regular 

reporting

• Represented the library field Internationally

• Collaborative projects with the ICIC/IIIC i.a. on 

standardization issues

• Significant sharing of professional knowledge 
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What happened to IFLA 

during WW2?

• IFLA did not “disband”.

• ILC could not meet

• Sevensma under Nazi occupation

• President Godet and Assistant Secretary 

Breycha-Vauthier in neutral Switzerland

• IFLA Secretariat kept operating

• Active in international committees to aid 

prisoners of war



End of Part 1


