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Lecture delivered in America, October and November, 1937
Our world is changing and it is changing with an ever-increasing violence. An old world dies about us. A new world struggles into existence. But it is not developing the brain and the sensitiveness and delicacy necessary for its new life. 
While men's minds are still confused, their social and political relations will remain in confusion, however great the forces that are grinding them against each other and however tragic and monstrous the consequences. It is a very interesting thing indeed to ask myself certain questions. 
· How did I come to know what I know about the world and myself? 
· What ought I to know? 
· What would I like to know that I don't know? 
· If I want to know about this or that, where can I get the clearest, best and latest information? 
· And where did these other people about me get their ideas about things? Which are sometimes so different from mine. 
· Why do we differ so widely? 
· Surely about a great number of things upon which we differ there is in existence exact knowledge? So that we ought not to differ in these things. 
This is true not merely about small matters in dispute but about vitally important things concerning our business, our money, our political outlook, our health, the general conduct of our lives. We are guessing when we might know. The facts are there, but we don't know them completely. We are inadequately informed. [..] We are neither collecting, arranging nor digesting what knowledge we have at all adequately, and our schools, our instruments of distribution are old fashioned and ineffective. We are not being told enough, we are not being told properly, and that is one main reason why we are all at sixes and sevens in our collective life. […] 
World Encyclopaedia 

But here it is that the idea I want to put before you comes in, this idea of a greater encyclopaedism -with a permanent organism and a definite form and aim. I put forward the development of this new encyclopaedism as a possible method, the only possible method I can imagine, of bringing the universities and research institutions of the world into effective co-operation and creating an intellectual authority sufficient to control and direct our collective life. 
· I imagine it as a permanent institution untrammelled by precedent, a new institution-something added to the world network of universities, linking and co-ordinating them with one another and with the general intelligence of the world. 
· But what we want today to hold the modern mind together in common sanity is something far greater and infinitely more substantial than those earlier encyclopaedias. They served their purpose at the time, but they are not equal to our current needs. 
· A World Encyclopaedia no longer presents itself to a modern imagination as a row of volumes printed and published once for all, but as a sort of mental clearing house for the mind, a depot where knowledge and ideas are received, sorted, summarized, digested, clarified and compared. 
· It would be in continual correspondence with every university, every research institution, every competent discussion, every survey, every statistical bureau in the world. 
· It would develop a directorate and a staff of men of its own type, specialized editors and summarists. They would be very important and distinguished men in the new world. 
· This Encyclopaedic organization need not be concentrated now in one place; it might have the form of a network. It would centralize mentally but perhaps not physically.
· Quite possibly it might to a large extent be duplicated. It is its files and its conference rooms which would be the core of its being, the essential Encyclopaedia. 
· It would constitute the material beginning of a real World Brain. 
· Then from this centre of reception and assembly, would proceed what we may call the Standard Encyclopaedia, the primary distributing element, the row of volumes. This would become the common backbone as it were of general human knowledge. It might take the form of twenty or thirty or forty volumes and it would go to libraries, colleges, schools, institutions, newspaper offices, ministries and so on all over the world. 
· It would be undergoing continual revision. […]. And from this Standard Encyclopaedia would be drawn a series of text-books and shorter reference encyclopaedias and encyclopaediac dictionaries for individual and casual use. 
· It would be a clearing house for universities and research institutions; it would play the role of a cerebal cortex to these essential ganglia. 
· On the one hand this organization should be in direct touch with all the original thought and research in the world; on the other it should extend its informing tentacles to every intelligent individual in the community-the new world community. 
· The new encyclopaedism is merely the central problem of world education. This is a return to the original university idea. The original universities were gatherings of eager people who wanted to know-and who clustered round the teachers who did seem to know. They gathered about these teachers because that was the only way in which they could get their learning. I am talking of that sort of university. That is the primary form of a university. 
· The time is rapidly returning when men of outstanding mental aualitv will consent to teach only such students as show themselves capable of and willing to follow up their distinctive work. The mere graduating crowd with their games and their yells and so forth, will go back to the mere teaching institutions where they properly belong. 
· The more important thing now is to emphasize this need-a need the world is likely to realize more and more acutely in the coming years-for such a concentration, which will assemble, co-ordinate and distribute accumulated knowledge. It will link, supplement and no doubt modify profoundly, the universities, schools and other educational organizations we possess already, but it will not in itself be a part of them.
· Let me make it perfectly clear that for the present it is desirable to leave this project of a World Encyclopaedic organization vague-in all but its essential form and function. It might prove disastrous to have it crystallize out prematurely. Such premature crystallization of a thing needed by the world can produce, we now realize, a rigid obstructive reality, just like enough to our actual requirements to cripple every effort to replace it later by a more efficient organization. 
· Explicit constitutions for social and political institutions, are always dangerous things if these institutions are to live for any length of time. If a thing is really to live it should grow rather than be made. It should never be something cut and dried. It should be the survivor of a series of trials and fresh beginnings- and it should always be amenable to further amendment. 
· So that while I believe that ultimately the knowledge systems of the world must be concentrated in this world brain, this permanent central Encyclopaedic organization with a local habitat and a worldwide range-just as I believe that ultimately the advance of aviation must lead, however painfully and tortuously by way of World Air Control, to the political, economic and financial federation of the world-yet nevertheless 
· I suggest that to begin with, the evocation of this World Encyclopaedia may begin at divergent points and will be all the better for beginning at divergent points. 
· People want this assembling of knowledge and ideas. Our modern community is mind-starved and mindhungry. It is justifiably uneasy and suspicious of the quality of what it gets. 
· One of the next steps to take, it seems to me, is to concentrate this diffused demand,. to set about the definite organization of a sustained movement, of perhaps a special association or so, to bring a World Encyclopaedia into being. 
· And going on at present, among scientific workers, library workers, bibliographers and so forth, there is a very considerable activity for an assembling and indexing of knowledge. An important World Congress of Documentation took place this August in Paris. I was there as an English delegate and I met representatives of forty countries-and my eyes were opened to the very considerable amount of such harvesting and storage that has already been done. From assembling to digesting is only a step a considerable and difficult step but, none the less, an obvious step. In addition to these indexing activities there has recently been a great deal of experimentation with the microfilm. 
· There are certain responses that I have observed crop up almost automatically in people's minds when they are confronted with this project of a world-wide organization of all that is thought and known. They will say that an Encyclopaedia must always be tendentious and within certain limits-but they are very wide limits-that must be true. A World Encyclopaedia will have by its very nature to be what is called liberal. 
· An Encyclopaedia appealing to all mankind can admit no narrowing dogmas without at the same time admitting corrective criticism. It will have to be guarded editorially and with the utmost jealousy against the incessant invasion of narrowing propaganda. It will have a general flavour of what many people will call scepticism. 
· Myth, however venerated, it must treat as myth and not as a symbolical rendering of some higher truth or any such evasion. Visions and projects and theories it must distinguish from bed-rock fact. It will necessarily press strongly against national delusions of grandeur, and against all sectarian assumptions. 
· It will necessarily be for and not indifferent to that world community of which it must become at last an essential part. If that is what you call bias, bias the World Encyclopaedia will certainly have. It will have, and it cannot help but have, a bias for organization, comparison, construction and creation. It is an essentially creative project. It has to be the dominant factor in directing the growth of a new world. 
