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Don't Judge a Book by its Cover

: How the Human Library can help build understanding for diversity

"Welcome, its great and amazing to see so many people here today.”

Although I would love to think that you are here because of me! 1
understand, well and appreciate, that it is the idea and concept of the Human
Library that has brought you all out on this winter cold day in Seoul, thank

you for coming and joining us here.

But let's get right to it- as you heard I one of the inventors of the Human
Library. I am also the CEO & Founder of the Human Library Organization, a
unit that operates all across the world to promote and quality ensure Human
Library events. And I am the author of the Council of Europe and the Nordic
Minister Councils "Guide to Organizers of the Human Library”. I have a degree
in Journalism from the University of Southern Denmark and when [ am not
visiting amazing countries and meeting new people. I live in Copenhagen,
Denmark, the city where I grew up and now reside with my two children. Last
year [ unfortunately and every unexpected became a widower, as my partner

and the mother of the children passed away suddenly.

But let's get started with primary reason why we are all here. The Human
Library--- To know, understand and learn more about the Human Library and
how this concept and methodology can aid civil society in closing the gaps
between people, who are significantly different from each other, but still have a

lot more in common than what is keeping them apart.

That is one of the primary reasons why me and my colleagues at the Danish
Stop The Violence Movement sat down in February 2000 and developed the
idea and methodology behind the Human Library, which has now been

introduced in more than 60 countries around the world.
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We created the Human Library simply because we wanted to offer an
opportunity for dialogue on difficult issues. Things you cannot talk about on
the street or in the work place or with friends. But rather issues the concern

us, issues we would like to know the answers to.

To create a safe space where people who might otherwise never meet, could
sit down and talk on a topic out of the daily range and more specific, issues
where we recognize our own stereotypes, misconceptions and prejudices. A

place for understanding or at least learning about the difficult other.

We clearly felt that in order to keep this dialogue space neutral, then we would
have to create a framework similar to a library, as libraries worldwide are
considered neutral information centers. A place to seek out facts, a place to

learn, in short, the place to find the information we seek.

Our thought was if we could get people, who think they don’t like each other
"type” or who recognize that they have “issues” with some groups of people, to
sit down and talk about those issues, then differences might be resolved, or
new perspective may be offered to the reader as well as new insight for the
book. Paving the way for a new understanding of each other, based on insight,

knowledge and a personal meeting between people.

A Human Library was born offering information like no other library before it.
Today this information is offered at different frequencies in more than 60
countries around the world. In schools, colleges, universities, conferences,

work places, libraries and much more.

You see there is a need for this space on a global level. As our societies are
changing and the world is becoming smaller, we all experience how our
communities are also looking different. The diversity of the world has become
more apparent and increased mobility has seen many countries experience

immigration of alien work force.

Diversity can and should be a strength to a community. The broader our

knowledge, competences and insight is, the more challenging tasks will we be
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able to solve together. But only if we manage to utilize the diversity to the

common benefit of the entire community and society as a whole.

We created the Human Library because we thought it could change the way
people view each other. Even more we believed that it could get people talking
with each other, rather than about each other. Only through dialogue and
open minds, can we begin to take advantage of the diversity and leave behind

the stigma of old fashioned perceptions and general misconceptions.

We did it because we think it can help build a more peaceful society for all
people. And because we saw that this Human Rights orientated methodology

has an endless potential for doing good in the community.

But somehow [ got involved in all this by fate I guess. If a friend of ours had
not been stabbed six times in the stomach while out on the town in
Copenhagen. We would most likely never have started the Danish Stop The
Violence Association. And it was during this work we became wise to the
dynamics of violence and the correlation with prejudices and stereotypes. Thus
we would have never invented the Human Library and I might never have
made my first visit to this amazing country that has lifted itself out of post
conflict and into prosperity. Only thing missing seems to be political stability in
the region. I would hope one day, the Human Library could also aid you in

rebuilding relations, once the region becomes a post conflict area.

So you could say | became an activist for social change by mistake and well

there are worse things in life I could have become:---

I quickly realized not only the power of the concept but the potential for global
implementation. You see there are no thinking people on this planet, that do
not have stereotypes and prejudices. It is simply a part of human nature and
an integral part of the way we navigate diversity. Everyone applies labels to
others, to people we do not know, people we are different from, people who

live life different or believe in something different.

And that is exactly what the Human Library offers access to. The people we
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normally might talk about, but typically would not talk with. People who have
volunteered to share their life experiences under a given topic that relates to
their life situation, condition or framework. Most often people who have
experienced or suffered from stigma, stereotypes or prejudices. Some also
victims of discrimination based solely on their religion, social status,

background, occupation, education, sexuality or ethnicity.

It was my realization that [ myself had a lot of prejudices about people I did
not know and that they were based on information that was unconfirmed, that
got me on track for the idea. I realized that I might be one of many that
would be willing to challenge my own prejudices, to see if what I was thinking I

knew about other people, was even close to being true.

You see there is no evil in making assumptions or navigating diversity by type
casting people based on very few informations. We all do it. In fact many of

you did it already with me now I have been standing here for a few minutes.

You look at me, you listen to me and you decide what type of person you
think [ am. But is it true what you have decided? Maybe for you but I might
not agree. So why not sit down and talk about it. Maybe you will learn
something unexpected, maybe you will gain insight and perspective on the

subject. What do you have to lose? Your opinion on someone?..

Before coming here to visit your country I gave some thought to what I was
thinking about people from South Korea. Based on the few impressions [ have
had in my life and on the stories I have heard or been told about South

Koreans.

My first negative impression was bestowed upon by American movie Director
Mr. Spike Lee in 1989, when I first watched his . Three drinkers are sitting on
their street corner in Bedstuy, New York, part of Brooklyn. The oldest of the
drunks looks across the street at the vegetable shop on the other corner.
Outside is a Korean man putting apples in place. The drunk then goes on to
complain about the conditions for black people in the neighbourhood. He

complains that all of shops on the street are owned by other people than black
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people and then goes on to make a very derogatory remark about the Korean

people.

Something in the context of “"they have been in the country two weeks and
then they open up a shop in a black neighbourhood”. Now one of the
complaints of many Western European governments of today is that immigrants
are passive and do not contribute to society. But surely the high level of
initiative, work morale and dedication of the Korean people, should be

considered a valued contribution for any country.

Spike Lee somehow got me to think that it was a negative. A negative that
Koreans were willing to work so hard everyday to achieve the goals they set
for themselves. Now [ let my thoughts fly and came up with some of the
stereotypes that I think are predominant about people from South Korea and
just for fun, to show you how these things exist [ want to share some of them
with you here today. Maybe you will laugh or even recognize something in
them, so here goes and please do not take offense as this is merely an
exercise to illustrate the dynamics of stereotypes and thus underline the need

for Human Libraries in civil society.

"Koreans talk extremely fast”

"Koreans are part of a closed community it is nearly impossible for outsiders
to enter social circles and thus they are not willing to integrate with other
non-Korean community members, some may view this as being snobby or
reserved or even worse, intolerant to people from other cultures -why else

would they not want to integrate with them? Let them in?”

"Koreans push themselves and their children to always perform or aim to
perform at the very highest level possible. As in you are overly ambitious and
way too serious and uptight” - I got that from a letter I read in the
International NY Times, a letter by an American educator who used to teach
English in South Korea for 12 years. He described in detail the school day for
young children and how they start early by cleaning the school and

classrooms, before the start of the teaching and all through to the late ending
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with buses taking the kids home, basically to just sleep, get up and go again.

He put together a days program in a way so that I thought.

"Oh my god, there is no room to play. No space for being a child and to enjoy
childhood. And if this continues, we will have no jobs left in Denmark in 30
years from now, because we are simply being out-educated, out smarted and
pressured to work 50-60 hours a week, rather than the extremely comfortable

37 hour work weeks we have in Denmark today.”

Some last reflections on my own stereotypes out about Koreans. Is related to
the work place and the status of education. It seems to be a personal disgrace
if you somehow fail to be a huge success in the work place. I once lost a job
and I actually felt I had done a good job, but somehow the needs of the
workplace had changed or they were not happy with my contribution. But
surely I was very disappointed and felt somehow that [ was a failure. But later
on I realized that I was not the failure, but the victim of a bad management

culture in the workplace.

My prejudice about Koreans is that if you lose your job, its like losing your life
and your identity and that some people will actually go home and commit
suicide because they lost their job. I mean, come on people, it's just a job:
there are more jobs out there and we are only people. We cannot expect to be

a perfect match to every workplace.

Finally I have this preconception that education is everything in this dynamic
place. If you have a high education you have status. If you don't well then you
could say that you are worth less. This is not an especially South Korean
tendency but something that is widespread in developed countries all over the
world. It seems we have built an education hierarchy and the value and status
is closely tied into education and job position---but is that all we are? A school

and a job?..I would hope for so much more.

[ am not sure how many of the before mentioned stereotypes are true, but I
sure hope to get a chance to find out, during my stay here in South Korea.

And that is part of the essence of the Human Library approach. To offer this
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opportunity for people to challenge their ideas about other people.

And the Human Library is the vehicle that will allow you to challenge these

stereotypes and go behind the facade or surface if you like.

But before we get into the practicalities of setting up and presenting a Human
Library. One more question must be answered. And that is "why should we
even care, that some people feel stigmatized, socially excluded or marginalized

because of their education, ethnicity, religion or lifestyle?

In my view, it is a basic Human Right to be who you are. As long as you live
within the rules of law and abide by the social contracts in your society, you
should be allowed to be who you want to be without being judged only on the

"cover” or Ttitle”.

If we do not manage to create platforms for participation and to ensure
inclusion, we will continue to see more and more divided communities and
conflicts will continue grow as will the gaps between you and your fellow man.
Cohesion is the glue of the community, the backbone that ensures peace,
safety and prosperity. Without it societies will deteriorate and lose their ability

to ensure quality of life for all.

And to prove this point I would like to give an example from my home
country, the Kingdom of Denmark. A very small nation but with a proud

history.

From the fairy tales of Hans Christian Andersen to LEGO and probably the
best beer in the world, Carlsberg. Danes are proud of their inventions and
have built their prosperity by being open towards the world. Trading, selling

and well let's not forget MAERSK and shipping.

In an annual study of world happiness, the Danes have been at the top for
years. Making it look like we are the most happy people in the world. No one

in Denmark believes that, but the survey keeps showing we are at the top.
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But desperation lurks under the surface as the financial crisis and recession
hit Europe. Politicians turned the screws on the underprivileged and
unemployed, making matters only worse and creating an even bigger social
imbalance. But what happens to a society when you allow people to drop to
the bottom? They become desperate and what do desperate people do?

Desperate things:-

This means that our young people are now put at risk because so many of
them carry an expensive Samsung Smartphone or Iphone in their pocket. They
are targeted in street robberies by desperate people, often from deprived areas
and from families with very low social status. Crime of this type is on the rise,
creating more insecurity and again splitting people up. Between those who have
found their place in society and those who are not allowed or somehow
systematically being frozen out, just because they are from a Muslim country
or because they are disabled or because they have suffered from a mental
illness. This again takes away from the collective quality of life in the society.
If T have to worry everyday my child is out to have fun with friends, that
somehow will assault my daughter, because she has an Iphone or other
expensive goods of value. Our children are brought into the line of targets and
this is just unacceptable to me, with the amount of tax I am paying. I expect
the society to be a safe place and that the authorities will do their utmost to
ensure cohesion so that no one is desperate, that they will attack or Kkill

someone else for scrap.

[ love the opportunities of the United States and used to live there as a child,
I went to High School in New Milford, Connecticut. Only 10 miles from Middle
Town, the setting of a recent school shooting. And the shootings are

symptomatic to the exclusion I am talking about.

Or as one story I read from the Los Angeles Times years ago about an african
american man who has been shot and killed because someone wanted to take
his new 150 dollar NIKE Air Jordan shoes from him and he resisted. Do we
really want to live in a world where you can lose your life for a phone or a

pair of shoes? I know [ do not and that is why [ am standing here today.
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Well and because [ know that the Human Library can help us address some of

these challenges.

Now it is really easy to get going and setup a Human Library. In fact once you
understand the basic principles and criteria for a Human Library, it's pretty

simple---

First you identify the topics that are relevant to the community in which you
are planning to present. Next you find good representatives of those topics, i.e.
the Human Books, that are to go on shelf and meet the readers. After
preparing the books you start the practical part of preparing the event.
Deciding on location, opening hours, duration of loans, marketing materials et
c---and before you know it. You are lending out people and building an
understanding for diversity through earnest dialogue in a framework provided

by you and well in partnership with us.

The rules for organizers are simple. Content, content, content. If the content is
not right and the aim and objectives of your event are not clear. Well then
think again. Stereotypes and prejudices must be addressed. If you are not
courageous enough to do that, please find something else to do. And if you
think for one second that readers do not have the courage to challenge
themselves, then you are indeed underestimating the readers, their motivation

and the potential outcomes of a Human Library.

Now some organizations, institutions and authorities, have seen the Human
Library as a great marketing tool to bring about attention to their cause,
target group, problem or theme. Thus some have created monsters and turned
me and my staff into monster killers. Something we prefer not to have to
spend time one. As this concept is so straight forward, there could be no

mistaking its aims and objectives.

One organization working for the mentally ill liked the idea but did not want to
share the platform with people who were facing other prejudices. So they tried
to setup a Human Library event full of books all relating to being homeless.

This is not a Human Library as Readers have very little choice. In fact it
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reduces the methodology to mere propaganda or a marketing for a special
interest group. Readers have very little choice and you might say that you do
not really challenge anything. This is a monster and we will not allow it in our

name.

We have seen many different monsters from selfish organizations or people
only concerned with their own little group. And it has even gone very wrong
for some of them. Like in Poland, where a local LGBT NGO got the idea to use
the Human Library to try and address the very high level of intolerance
against Gay, Lesbian and transsexual communities. A well worthy cause to
address but when you fill up a Human Library only with LGBT books, you can

also become a provocation to some and thus an easy target.

The event in Poland was disturbed before it even opened by radical right wing
extremists who told the books to go home or get a beating. Obviously Poland
has issues with this topic and so bringing one Gay and one lesbian for
example and mix them with 15 other books on other topics, would be a much
more viable approach and not a provocation in the same sense. But it would

also make it a true Human Library and not a monster.

But you do not have to create a monster to get in trouble with crazy people.
In Voronezh, Russia our local partner hosted a Human Library for tolerance
and understanding at a local book cafe and library centre. The event was
interrupted by a young extremist who used pepper spray against a book and a
volunteer organizer. He screamed out loud that there was no need for
tolerance and understanding, just before the police arrested him. Russia is a
difficult place as there is widespread intolerance towards especially members of
the LGBT community. You can literally get beaten up or killed on the street, if
you are openly GAY. Now is that what we want for our children? That they
have to hide who they are to survive? And what quality of life will that bring

them?

So I hope it's clear to everyone here that the aim of a Human Library should
always be to address stigma, prejudice and stereotypes, that are common in

the local community.
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To build relations, cohesion and understanding and prevent violence and
conflicts. We welcome you to join us on this mission to build a better world. A
more tolerant world that benefits fully from its amazing diversity. Rather than

streamline people and force everyone to be and do and think the same.

And although we realize this is not an easy mission. We continue to grow.
From library to Universities, towns to cities, and countries to continents.
Stereotypes and prejudices are everywhere and so should the Human Library
be.

From Denmark we went on to Hungary, Norway and Portugal. To test the
adaptability and potential for implementation in other countries. We found it
had global appeal and from there we gone on to another 60 + countries with

Africa joining us this year making it all 7 continents.

We came to South Korea a few years ago but noticed that many who wanted
to use our concept did not respect its principles of diversity in content and
that books should not be storytelling but rather enter into an open dialogue

about their topic.

So now we have come to re-launch the concept. To ensure that this serves its
purpose and is allowed to deliver its full potential and outcomes to the civil
society of South Korea and not just be a marketing instrument for desperate
organizations or companies, that are without the courage to do it right. You
are all here, because we believe you are among the leaders of the
communities, that have not only the potential to lift this task but also the right

approach to building a better society.

[ personally look forward to seeing the Human Library Korea, grow into a
beautiful garden that will flourish and enrichen your society and raise the

quality of life for those who have been excluded or somehow deselected.

And please remember that every country has its own stigmas and stereotypes.
Some are universal bestsellers you might say but others are indeed specific to

a country or region. And in each country local adaptation must be done, so
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that we take into consideration the differences in our cultures and mentality.
Like in the United States, most organizers provide a stop watch to every book,

so they remember to keep the time and not have a late return.

In other countries we offer dictionaries that help translate books and aid with
the reading. Finally something that is universal to all events. We provide great
books delivered by great people and hosted in a neutral framework. Events
organized by official partners that are engaged in the community, engaged in
creating a social change, in building tolerance for those less tolerated, despite

their human right to be who they want to be:-.

I want to close on a thank you to our partners and hosts from the Hope
Institute and the Lifelong Learning Centre in Suwon. Without their great efforts
and commitment, we would not be here today and for that I am indeed very

grateful.

We have agreed with the Hope Institute that they will serve as the National
Contact Point for the Human Library Korea and as such they will help quality

ensure your events and to ensure that no more monsters are born.

Thank you again for your attention and for your dedication to deliver strong

content and give readers the chance of a lifetime.

I look forward to working with you and hope many of you will become official

Human Library Organizers under the Hope Institute umbrella.
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