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Nederlandse	Samenvatting
	
	

Het	werk	van	Paul	Otlet	(Brussel	1868;	Brussel	1944)	vormt	een	mijl-
paal	in	de	geschiedenis	van	de	informatiewetenschappen,	waarin	hij	
het	concept	‘documentatie’	introduceerde;	een	veld	zowel	van	studie	
en	praktijk	dat	zich	ontwikkelde	uit	de	bibliografie	tot	de	informa-
tiewetenschappen.	Otlet	was	echter	meer	dan	een	bibliograaf,	ency-
clopedist	 en	 grondlegger	 van	 de	 documentatie;	 hij	 was	 ook	 een	 so-
cioloog,	 een	 internationalist,	 en	 een	 onvermoeibare	 verdediger	 van	
zijn	opvattingen	over	het	‘universalisme’	of	‘mondialisme’,	en	van	het	
Mundaneum	en	de	Cité	Mondiale.

Aan	 het	 leven	 en	 werk	 van	 Paul	 Otlet	 werd	 reeds	 een	 groot	 aantal	
publicaties	gewijd,	waarin	drie	verschillende	benaderingen	of	thema’s	
kunnen	worden	onderscheiden.	Een	eerste	groep	auteurs,	voorname-
lijk	historici	van	de	bibliotheek-	en	informatiewetenschappen,	heeft	
Otlets	pioniersrol	in	de	bibliografie	en	documentatie	bestudeerd;	een	
tweede	groep	heeft	zich	geïnteresseerd	in	zijn	werk	in	het	kader	van	
de	studie	van	het	internationalisme	en	transnationalisme	in	het	begin	
van	de	twintigste	eeuw;	een	derde	groep,	ten	slotte,	heeft	zich	gericht	
op	Otlet	als	de	uitvinder	van	het	utopische	programma	en	de	visionaire	
architectuur	van	het	Mundaneum	en	de	Cité	Mondiale.

Dit	proefschrift	ontwikkelt	de	derde	van	de	drie	bovengenoemde	
benaderingen	waarin	Otlet	wordt	beschouwd	als	een	utopisch,	visio-
nair	denker.	Otlets	werk	mag	vandaag	met	het	etiket	‘utopisch’	wor-
den	bestempeld,	niet	enkel	in	de	negatieve	zin	op	te	duiden	op	zijn	
grootheidswaanzin,	maar	evengoed	in	de	positieve	zin,	zo	stel	ik,	om	
een	 organisatorische	 en	 anticiperende	 denkwijze	 te	 typeren	 die	 te	
werk	gaat	via	projectieve	verbeelding,	en	die	nieuwe	mogelijke	rich-
tingen	verkent	in	de	realiteit	via	denkbeeldige	structuren	en	experi-
mentele	projecten.	Deze	capaciteit	tot	utopistisch	denken	waarmee	
hij	het	probleem	van	de	organisatie	van	kennis	tegemoet	trad	in	haar	
sociale,	culturele	en	politieke	dimensies,	maakt	Otlet	tot	een	unieke	
figuur	en	originele	denker.	Zijn	visie	van	een	wereldwijd	netwerk	van	
kennisinstellingen,	gecentraliseerd	rond	het	Mundaneum	en	de	Cité	
Mondiale,	kan	beschouwd	worden	als	een	visie	van	een	vroege	infor-
matiesamenleving:	ze	verbeeldt	namelijk	een	wereldsamenleving	die	
in	 toenemende	 mate	 geünificeerd,	 geglobaliseerd	 en	 gecontroleerd	
wordt	door	kennisinstellingen.

Dit	proefschrift	is	een	‘intellectuele	biografie’	van	Paul	Otlet	of,	met	
andere	 woorden,	 een	 vorm	 van	 ‘intellectuele	 geschiedenis’	 die	 het	
ontstaan	en	de	inhoud	van	zijn	gedachtegoed	tracht	te	verklaren	in	
verhouding	tot	de	intellectuele	context	van	zijn	tijd.	Het	bespreekt	
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zeven	van	Otlets	visies,	en	onderzoekt	hun	ontstaan	en	uitwerking	in	
specifieke	sociale	omstandigheden	en	intellectuele	tradities.	Met	de	
term	 ‘visie’	 bedoel	 ik	 een	 systematische	 organisatie	 van	 concepten,	
een	visionair	project	of	een	schematisch	actieplan	dat	Otlet	beraam-
de	en/of	propageerde.	De	zeven	visies	of	projecten	zijn:	het	‘Univer-
sele	Netwerk	voor	Documentatie’	(hoofdstuk	2),	het	‘Universele	Boek’	
(hoofdstuk	3),	het	 ‘collectieve,	mechanische	Brein’	 (hoofdstuk	4),	de	
‘Encyclopaedia	 Universalis	 Mundaneum’	 (hoofdstuk	 5),	 het	 ‘Docu-
mentatiebureau	van	de	Union	Internationale	des	Villes’	 (hoofdstuk	
6),	 het	 ‘Urbaneum-Nationeum-Mundaneum’	 (hoofdstuk	 7),	 en	 de	
‘Cité	Mondiale’	(hoofdstuk	8).

Methodologie

De	belangrijkste	bron	die	is	aangewend	om	een	nieuw	licht	te	wer-
pen	op	Otlet	als	een	utopisch	denker,	 is	de	indrukwekkende	verza-
meling	van	schema’s	 (schetsen,	de	 ‘Encyclopaedia	Universalis	Mun-
daneum’	(EUM)	en	architecturale	plannen)	waarmee	hij	zijn	ideeën	
over	de	organisatie	van	kennis	en	internationalisme	visualiseerde	of	
illustreerde.	Hoewel	een	aantal	beelden	reeds	zijn	gereproduceerd	en	
besproken,	 is	de	volledige	omvang	en	diversiteit	van	deze	verzame-
ling	 tot	 vandaag	 niet	 ten	 volle	 naar	 waarde	 geschat	 en	 onderzocht.	
Otlet	begon	met	de	aanleg	van	zijn	verzameling	schema’s	rond	1910,	
toen	zijn	Internationaal	Museum	de	deuren	opende	in	het	Brusselse	
Jubelpaleis,	en	besteedde	tijdens	het	interbellum	steeds	meer	tijd	en	
aandacht	aan	de	visualisatie	van	zijn	ideeën.

Door	 middel	 van	 een	 historische	 analyse	 van	 Otlets	 schema’s	 en	
geschriften	in	relatie	tot	de	ideologieën	die	destijds	heersten	in	het	
wetenschappelijke,	culturele	en	politieke	internationalisme,	wil	deze	
thesis	het	 fundamenteel	universalistische	karakter	blootleggen	van	
zijn	utopische	visie	op	de	organisatie	van	kennis	en	internationale	or-
ganisatie.	Het	begrip	‘universalisme’	vat	een	belangrijk	kenmerk	van	
Otlets	werk	samen,	namelijk	het	verlangen	om	wetenschap,	cultuur	
en	politiek	–	kortom	de	‘Wereld’	–	te	denken	als	één	geheel,	en	de	
nood	om	dit	geheel	te	organiseren	en	te	systematiseren	in	een	alles-
omvattend	institutioneel	kennissysteem.

Twee	kardinale	onderzoeksvragen	bieden	een	raamwerk	voor	de	be-
studering	van	het	concept	‘universalisme’.	Een	eerste,	‘verticale’	as	die	
aanwezig	is	in	elk	hoofdstuk,	onderzoekt	de	interactie	tussen	universa-
listische	ideologieën	en	particuliere	belangen.	Deze	as	laat	zien	hoe	de	
visies	van	Otlet,	ondanks	hun	universalistische	idealen	en	globale	as-
piraties,	samenhingen	met	specifiek	persoonlijke,	lokale,	nationale	en	
transnationale	belangen	of	agenda’s.	De	tweede,	‘horizontale’	as	legt	de	
relaties	en	de	verschillen	bloot	van	een	universalistische	ingesteldheid	
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op	de	gebieden	van	wetenschappelijk,	cultureel	en	politiek	internatio-
nalisme.	Deze	tweede	as	structureert	de	drie	delen	van	dit	proefschrift	
die	de	logica	trachten	uit	te	leggen	achter	de	drie	fundamentele	univer-
saliteitsidealen	die	het	internationalisme	volgens	Otlet	zou	moeten	na-
streven:	de	‘Eenheid	van	Kennis’	(deel	1),	de	‘Eenheid	van	de	Mensheid’	
(deel	2)	en	de	‘Eenheid	van	de	Aarde’	(deel	3).	De	volgorde	van	deze	drie	
delen	weerspiegelt	het	geloof	in	de	transformatieve	kracht	van	de	mo-
derne	wetenschap,	de	technologie	en	de	technocratie	dat	wijdverbreid	
was	 in	 de	 internationale	 wetenschappelijke	 gemeenschap,	 en	 in	 de	
theorieën	over	 internationale	relaties	en	de	tayloristische	filosofieën	
uit	het	interbellum;	maar	–	en	dit	geldt	in	het	bijzonder	Otlet	–	loopt	
de	volgorde	evengoed	parallel	met	het	idee	dat	door	de	internationale	
verspreiding	van	kennis	en	door	educatieve	programma’s	die	de	men-
sen	inwijden	in	de	geest	van	het	internationalisme,	de	wereld	‘gecivili-
seerder’	en	bijgevolg	vredevoller	kon	worden	gemaakt.

Ondanks	de	kritiek	die	de	laatste	decennia	vanuit	de	hoek	van	de	we-
tenschapsfilosofie,	de	culturele	studies	en	de	politieke	wetenschappen	
is	geuit	op	de	realiteit	van	het	universalisme,	valt	het	niet	te	ontkennen	
dat	het	universalisme	in	de	late	negentiende	en	vroege	twintigste	eeuw	
een	krachtige	en	invloedrijke	rol	heeft	gespeeld.	Om	diverse	redenen	
en	in	uiteenlopende	contexten,	is	de	betekenis	van	het	concept	univer-
salisme	gewijzigd	in	de	loop	van	de	geschiedenis;	en	dit	proefschrift	wil	
een	bijdrage	leveren	tot	de	ideeëngeschiedenis	van	het	universalisme	
door	na	te	gaan	wat	dit	begrip	inhield	voor	Paul	Otlet	en	zijn	tijdgeno-
ten.	Dit	was	universalisme	als	iets	ontluikend,	gerelateerd	aan	ideeën	
over	sociale	organisatie	–	wat	hij	het	‘internationale	leven’	noemde	–	
iets	wat	het	regionalisme,	nationalisme	en	internationalisme	oversteeg,	
hoewel	hij	het	voortdurende	belang	van	deze	eerdere	organisatievor-
men	niet	ontkende.	Universalisme	was	een	fenomeen	dat	complexe	
persoonlijke	idealen	en	sociale	doelstellingen	in	zich	verenigde,	en	ver-
schillende	betekenissen	kreeg	op	wetenschappelijk,	cultureel	en	poli-
tiek	gebied,	en	ook	de	historische	omstandigheden	en	ondernemingen	
uit	die	tijd	weerspiegelde.	Voor	Paul	Otlet	was	het	een	samenspel	van	
ideeën	en	doelstellingen	waarvoor	hij,	zo	blijkt,	een	nieuw	woord	no-
dig	had	–	‘mondiaal’	–	hoewel	hij	daarnaast	de	termen	‘universeel’	en	
‘internationaal’	bleef	gebruiken.	De	zeven	hoofdstukken	van	dit	proef-
schrift	belichten,	contextualiseren	en	interpreteren	specifiek	facetten	
van	deze	complexe	problematiek.

Overzicht

(Hoofdstuk	1	legt	meer	gedetailleerd	de	methodologie	en	de	onder-
zoeksvragen	uit	die	hierboven	kort	werden	geïntroduceerd.)
DEEL	 1	 van	 het	 proefschrift,	 met	 als	 titel	 de	 ‘Eenheid	 van	 Kennis’,	
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situeert	 Otlets	 betrachting	 om	 de	 organisatie	 en	 verspreiding	 van	
kennis	 te	 universaliseren	 in	 de	 context	 van	 de	 internationale	 orga-
nisatie	 van	 bibliografie	 en	 documentatie.	 Hoofdstuk	 2	 onderzoekt	
hoe	hij	samen	met	Henri	La	Fontaine	en	het	Internationaal	Instituut	
voor	 Bibliografie	 internationale	 samenwerkingsverbanden	 op	 touw	
zette	 met	 het	 oog	 op	 de	 standaardisering	 van	 classificatiemethodes	
en	-procedures	in	de	bibliografie	en	de	documentatie,	en	hoe	hij	dit	
engagement	vertaalde	naar	zijn	concept	van	het	Universele	Netwerk	
voor	Documentatie.	Hoofdstuk	3	bespreekt	de	positivistische	episte-
mologische	grondslagen	van	Otlets	concept	van	het	Universele	Boek,	
dat	een	centrale	plaats	inneemt	in	zijn	theorie	van	de	documentatie.	
Dit	concept	schrijft	voor	hoe	documentalisten	–	de	nieuwe	experts	
in	documentatieprocedures	–	feiten	of	objectieve	kennis	dienen	te	
vergaren	door	de	subjectieve	ballast	te	verwijderen,	en	deze	feiten	te	
synthetiseren	in	een	encyclopedische	vorm	om	die	dan	klaar	te	ma-
ken	voor	openbaar	gebruik.

DEEL	2	van	het	proefschrift,	met	als	titel	de	‘Eenheid	van	de	Mens-
heid’,	kadert	binnen	de	context	van	het	culturele	internationalisme	
verschillende	 projecten	 en	 visies	 van	 Otlet	 die	 een	 reflectie	 bieden	
op	het	bestaan	en	de	ontwikkeling	van	een	wereld	beschaving	door	
middel	van	een	meer	geglobaliseerde	kennisoverdracht.	Hoofdstuk	
4	behandelt	Otlets	op	een	organicistische	leest	geschoeide	conceptie	
van	de	globale	samenleving	als	een	macrosociologische,	natuurlijke	
entiteit	–	een	‘collectief,	mechanisch	brein’	–	die	door	integratie	en	
organisatie	toegroeit	naar	een	steeds	grotere	universele	intelligentie	
en	bewustzijn;	een	proces	dat	hij	uitwerkte	tot	een	concreet	program-
ma	ter	internationalistische	actievoering	voor	de	Unie	van	Internati-
onale	Associaties,	waarover	hij	samen	met	La	Fontaine	en	Cyrille	Van	
Overbergh	de	leiding	had.	Hoofdstuk	5	bestudeert	de	projecten	van	
het	 Internationale	 Museum	 en	 de	 Encyclopaedia	 Universalis	 Mun-
daneum,	die	Otlet	beschouwde	als	respectievelijk	een	scenografische	
en	 grafische	 encyclopedie.	 Deze	 twee	 projecten	 omvatten	 het	 idee	
dat	een	kosmopolitische,	internationalistische	en	vreedzame	ethiek	
kan	worden	geleerd	aan	kinderen	en	volwassenen	door	middel	van	
visuele	educatieve	media	(zoals	atlassen	en	tentoonstellingen),	waar-
bij	hen	elementen	van	vreemde	culturen	en	waarden,	en	uiteindelijk	
een	universele	cultuur	worden	bijgebracht.

DEEL	 3,	 met	 als	 titel	 ‘Eenheid	 van	 de	 Aarde’,	 focust	 op	 een	 aan-
tal	 utopische	 voorstellen	 en	 projecten	 van	 Otlet	 die	 institutionele	
structuren	 suggereren	 voor	 een	 hernieuwde	 politieke	 wereldorde.	
In	Hoofdstuk	6	opperen	Otlet	en	andere	hoofdfiguren	van	de	Union	
Internationale	des	Villes	–	destijds	de	leidinggevende	internationale	
organisatie	 voor	 gemeentelijke	 hervorming	 –	 het	 idee	 dat	 de	 ver-
spreiding	 en	 uitwisseling	 van	 universele,	 wetenschappelijke	 kennis	
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van	 gemeentelijk	 bestuur	 middels	 een	 internationale	 documenta-
tiebureau	uiteindelijk	zou	leiden	tot	efficiëntere	gemeentelijke	ad-
ministratie	 en	 zo	 tot	 een	 internationale	 uitbreiding	 van	 gemeente-
lijke	macht	in	het	politieke	spectrum.	Hoofdstuk	7	handelt	over	het	
Urbaneum-Nationeum-Mundaneum,	en	sluit	chronologisch	en	the-
matisch	aan	op	Hoofdstuk	6.	Het	kadert	en	interpreteert	binnen	de	
opkomst	van	het	‘planisme’	en	de	regionale	planning	Otlets	visie	dat	
stedenbouw	een	universele	wetenschap	is	die	kan	worden	aangewend	
in	de	studie	en	het	plannen	van	ruimtelijke	ontwikkelingen	op	een	
lokale,	regionale,	nationale,	internationale	en	globale	schaal.	Hoofd-
stuk	8	vertelt	het	verhaal	van	Otlets	levenslange	propaganda	van	de	
Cité	Mondiale;	zijn	conceptie	van	een	extraterritoriaal	district	waar	
alle	hoofdkwartieren	van	internationale	organisaties	zouden	worden	
gecentraliseerd,	 en	 voor	 de	 visualisatie	 waarvan	 hij	 beroep	 deed	 op	
of	 samenwerkte	 met	 	 verschillende	 modernistische	 architecten	 zo-
als	Ernest	Hébard,	Le	Corbusier,	Victor	Bourgeois,	Maurice	Heymans	
en	Stanislas	Jasinski.	Deze	architecten	werkten	zijn	idealistische	visie	
van	een	vooruitstrevend	spiritueel	en	 intellectueel	Wereldcentrum	
uit	 in	 architecturale	 tekeningen,	 die	 hem	 ook	 meermaals	 van	 pas	
kwamen	voor	zijn	lokale	en	nationale	campagnes,	waarbij	hij	Brussel	
en	België	(naast	andere	locaties)	adverteerde	als	het	centrum	van	het	
internationalisme.
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English	Summary
	
	

The	work	of	Paul	Otlet	(b.	Brussels,	1868;	d.	Brussels,	1944)	represents	
a	 milestone	 in	 the	 history	 of	 information	 science	 in	 which	 he	 for-
mulated	the	concept	of	 ‘documentation’,	a	field	 incorporating	both	
study	and	practice	that	evolved	out	of	bibliography	before	develop-
ing	into	information	science.	However,	Otlet	was	more	than	simply	
a	bibliographer,	encyclopaedist	and	founding	father	of	the	discipline	
of	‘documentation’;	he	was	also	a	sociologist,	an	internationalist	and	
indefatigable	promoter	of	his	conception	of	‘universalism’	or	‘mondi-
alism’,	and	of	the	Mundaneum	and	the	Cité	Mondiale.

The	life	and	work	of	Paul	Otlet	have	been	studied	in	a	considerable	
number	of	publications.	Three	different	approaches	or	themes	of	in-
terest	can	be	identified	in	the	writings	about	the	work	of	Paul	Otlet.	
A	first	group	of	authors,	mainly	historians	of	library	and	information	
sciences,	has	explored	Otlet’s	pioneering	role	in	the	field	of	bibliog-
raphy	and	documentation;	a	second	group	has	been	interested	in	his	
work	for	the	study	of	 internationalism	and	transnationalism	at	 the	
beginning	of	the	twentieth	century;	and	a	third	group	of	authors	has	
focused	on	Otlet	as	the	inventor	of	the	utopian	program	and	the	vi-
sionary	architecture	of	the	Mundaneum	and	the	Cité	Mondiale.

Of	 the	 three	 different	 approaches	 outlined	 above,	 this	 thesis	 fur-
ther	develops	the	third	approach,	in	which	Otlet	is	perceived	to	be	a	
utopian,	visionary	thinker.	Today,	Otlet’s	work	may	be	labelled	uto-
pian—not	only	in	a	negative	sense	in	reference	to	his	megalomania—
but	also,	I	argue,	in	a	positive	sense,	in	order	to	characterize	an	orga-
nizational	and	anticipatory	mode	of	thinking	that	operates	through	
projective	imagination,	and	which	explores	potential	new	directions	
in	reality	by	means	of	 imaginary	structures	and	experimental	proj-
ects.	 It	 is	 this	capacity	for	utopian	thought	with	which	he	explored	
the	issue	of	knowledge	organisation	in	its	social,	cultural	and	politi-
cal	dimensions	that	makes	Otlet	such	a	unique	figure	and	an	original	
thinker.	His	vision	of	a	worldwide	network	of	knowledge	institutions	
centered	 around	 the	 Mundaneum	 and	 the	 Cité	 Mondiale	 could	 be	
considered	to	be	the	vision	of	an	early	information	society,	in	that	it	
envisions	a	world	society	that	is	increasingly	unified,	globalized	and	
controlled	by	knowledge	institutions.

This	 thesis	may	be	considered	to	be	an	 ‘intellectual	biography’	of	
Paul	Otlet,	or	a	form	of	intellectual	history	which	tries	to	explain	the	
genesis	and	substance	of	the	edifice	of	his	thought	in	relation	to	the	
intellectual	context	of	his	time.	It	discusses	seven	of	Otlet’s	schemes,	
and	examines	their	origins	and	the	manner	in	which	they	were	de-
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veloped	within	particular	social	circumstances	and	intellectual	tradi-
tions.	In	using	the	term	‘scheme’,	I	mean	a	systematic	organization	of	
concepts,	a	visionary	project	or	a	schematic	plan	of	action	that	was	
plotted	and/or	propagated	by	Paul	Otlet.	The	seven	schemes	or	vision-
ary	projects	are:	the	‘Universal	Network	of	Documentation’	(chapter	
2),	the	‘Universal	Book’	(chapter	3),	the	‘collective,	mechanical	Brain’	
(chapter	4),	the	‘Encyclopaedia	Universalis	Mundaneum’	(chapter	5),	
the	 ‘Documentation	 Office	 of	 the	 Union	 Internationale	 des	 Villes’	
(chapter	6),	the	‘Urbaneum-Nationeum-Mundaneum’	(chapter	7),	and	
the	‘Cité	Mondiale’	(chapter	8).

Methodology

The	major	source	that	 is	used	to	throw	new	light	on	Otlet	as	a	uto-
pian	 thinker	 is	 the	 impressive	 collection	 of	 schemas	 (the	 sketches,	
the	 ‘Encyclopaedia	 Universalis	 Mundaneum’	 (EUM),	 and	 the	 archi-
tectural	plans)	with	which	he	visualized	or	illustrated	his	ideas	about	
knowledge	 organization	 and	 internationalism.	 While	 a	 number	 of	
the	 images	 have	 been	 reproduced	 and	 discussed,	 the	 full	 extent	 of	
their	quantity	and	range	has	not	until	now	been	fully	understood	and	
exploited.	Otlet	started	to	develop	this	collection	of	schemas	as	early	
as	1910,	with	the	opening	of	his	International	Museum	in	the	Palais	
du	Cinquantenaire	in	Brussels,	and	he	spent	the	inter-war	period	de-
voting	ever	more	time	and	attention	to	the	visualization	of	his	ideas.
By	means	of	an	historical	analysis	of	Otlet’s	schemas	and	writings	with-
in	the	context	of	the	ideologies	that	prevailed	in	his	time	within	the	
field	 of	 scientific,	 cultural	 and	 political	 internationalism,	 this	 thesis	
aims	to	identify	the	fundamental	universalistic	character	of	his	uto-
pian	vision	of	knowledge	organization	and	international	organization.	
The	notion	of	‘universalism’	captures	the	desire	that	is	characteristic	
of	Otlet’s	work,	to	think	of	science,	culture	and	politics—in	a	word	the	
‘World’—in	 its	 unity,	 and	 the	 urge	 to	 organize	 and	 systematize	 that	
unity	through	an	all-embracing	institutional	knowledge	system.

Two	principal	research	questions	concerning	the	concept	of	univer-
salism	offer	a	framework	for	its	study.	The	first	‘vertical’	axis,	which	is	
present	in	each	of	the	chapters,	explores	the	interaction	between	uni-
versalistic	 ideologies	 and	 particularistic	 interests.	 It	 highlights	 how	
the	visions	of	Otlet,	despite	their	Universalist	ideals	and	global	aspira-
tions,	were	at	the	same	time	related	to	particular	personal,	local,	na-
tional,	and	transnational	interests	or	agendas.	The	second,	‘horizontal’	
axis	 demonstrates	 the	 relations	 and	 differences	 of	 the	 Universalist	
outlook	 in	 the	 field	 of	 scientific,	 cultural	 and	 political	 internation-
alism.	This	second	axis	structures	the	three	parts	of	this	thesis	that	
try	to	unravel	the	logic	of	the	three	fundamental	universality	ideals	
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to	which	Otlet	believed	internationalism	should	aspire:	the	‘Unity	of	
Knowledge’	(part	1),	the	‘Unity	of	Humanity’	(part	2)	and	‘the	Unity	of	
the	Earth’	(part	3).	The	sequence	of	these	three	parts	mirrors	the	ap-
peal	to	the	transformative	powers	of	modern	science,	technology	and	
technocracy	that	was	common	in	the	thinking	of	 the	 international	
scientific	community,	and	within	the	international-relations	theories	
and	Taylorist	philosophies	of	the	inter-war	period;	but	it	also	paral-
lels—more	 specifically	 in	 the	 case	 of	 Otlet—the	 idea	 that	 through	
the	international	dissemination	of	knowledge	and	educational	pro-
grammes	 introducing	 people	 to	 the	 spirit	 of	 internationalism,	 the	
world	could	be	made	more	‘civilised’	and	hence	more	peaceful.

Despite	critiques	on	the	reality	of	universalism	within	the	fields	of	
science	studies,	cultural	studies	and	political	theory	over	the	course	of	
recent	decades,	there	is	no	denying	that	universalism	has	been	a	pow-
erful	and	influential	argument	in	the	late	nineteenth	and	early	twenti-
eth	century.	For	various	reasons	and	in	various	contexts,	the	meaning	
of	the	concept	denoted	by	‘universalism’	has	changed	over	the	course	
of	history,	and	this	dissertation	aims	to	contribute	to	the	historiogra-
phy	of	this	concept	by	exploring	what	it	involved	for	Paul	Otlet,	as	he	
(and	others	associated	with	him)	dealt	with	the	issue	of	universalism	
in	his	work	and	across	the	span	of	his	lifetime.	This	was	universalism	
as	something	in	a	state	of	becoming,	of	ideas	of	social	organization—
what	Otlet	called	 ‘international	life’—moving	inexorably,	in	his	view,	
beyond	regionalism,	nationalism	and	internationalism,	though	he	did	
not	deny	the	continuing	importance	of	these	earlier	forms	of	organi-
zation.	Universalism	was	a	phenomenon	incorporating	complex	per-
sonal	ideals	and	social	objectives,	assuming	different	meanings	in	the	
fields	of	science,	culture	and	politics,	and	reflecting	the	historical	cir-
cumstances	and	undertakings	of	the	time.	For	Paul	Otlet,	it	was	a	com-
plex	of	ideas	and	aspirations	for	which	he	essentially	seemed	to	need	
a	new	word—‘mondial’—though	he	also	continued	to	make	use	of	the	
terms	‘universal’	and	‘international’.	The	seven	chapters	of	this	thesis	
uncover	and	highlight	particular	facets	of	these	complexities,	in	order	
to	contextualize	and	interpret	them.

Overview

(Chapter	1	explains	in	more	detail	the	issues	to	do	with	methodology	
and	questions	of	research	that	have	been	introduced	briefly	above.)

PART	 1	 of	 this	 thesis,	 entitled	 ‘Unity	 of	 Knowledge’,	 situates	 Ot-
let’s	commitment	to	making	the	organization	and	dissemination	of	
knowledge	 more	 universal	 within	 the	 context	 of	 the	 international	
organization	of	bibliography	and	documentation.	Chapter	2	explores	
how	Otlet,	Henri	La	Fontaine	and	the	International	Institute	of	Bib-
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liography	engaged	in	international	cooperation	for	the	standardiza-
tion	of	the	methods	and	procedures	of	classification	within	the	field	
of	bibliography	and	documentation,	and	how	he	translated	these	en-
gagements	into	his	concept	of	the	Universal	Network	of	Documen-
tation.	 Chapter	 3	 discusses	 the	 positivist	 epistemological	 underpin-
nings	of	Otlet’s	concept	of	the	Universal	Book,	which	was	of	central	
importance	in	his	theory	of	documentation.	This	concept	proposed	
how	documentalists—the	new-born	experts	trained	in	documentary	
procedures—were	to	gather	facts	or	objective	knowledge	by	remov-
ing	the	unwanted	‘dross’	of	subjectivity,	and	to	synthesize	those	facts	
in	an	encyclopaedic	form	to	make	them	ready	for	public	use.

PART	2	of	this	thesis,	entitled	‘Unity	of	Humanity’,	frames	within	the	
context	of	cultural	internationalism	the	different	projects	and	visions	
through	which	Otlet	reflected	on	the	existence	and	development	of	a	
world	culture	or	universal	civilisation	by	means	of	a	more	globalised	
transmission	of	knowledge.	Chapter	4	discusses	how	he	conceived	the	
world	 society	 along	 organicist	 lines	 as	 a	 macro-sociological,	 natural	
entity—a	‘collective,	mechanical	brain’—which	was	evolving	through	
integration	and	organization	toward	an	ever	 greater	 state	of	univer-
sal	consciousness	and	intelligence;	a	process	which	he	turned	into	a	
particular	programme	of	internationalist	action	for	the	Union	of	the	
International	Associations,	which	he	directed	together	with	La	Fon-
taine	and	Cyrille	Van	Overbergh.	Chapter	5	studies	the	project	of	the	
International	 Museum	 and	 the	 Encyclopaedia	 Universalis	 Munda-
neum,	which	Otlet	intended	to	be	an	encyclopaedia	in	scenographic	
and	graphic	form,	and	examines	how	these	two	projects	included	the	
idea	that	it	would	be	possible	to	teach	a	cosmopolitan,	international-
ist,	and	peace-loving	ethic	to	children	and	adults	by	means	of	visual	
educational	media	(such	as	atlases	and	exhibitions),	thereby	instruct-
ing	them	about	the	existence	of	a	universal	culture,	and	cultures	and	
values	other	than	those	of	their	own	national	culture.

PART	3,	entitled	‘Unity	of	the	Earth’,	focuses	on	a	group	of	Otlet’s	
utopian	 proposals	 and	 projects	 that	 outline	 institutional	 structures	
for	 a	 renewed	 political	 world	 order.	 Chapter	 6	 discusses	 how	 Otlet	
and	other	leading	members	of	the	International	Union	of	Local	Au-
thorities—which	was	the	leading	international	organization	for	mu-
nicipal	reform	of	its	time—put	forth	the	idea	that	the	dissemination	
and	exchange	of	universal,	scientific	knowledge	about	municipal	gov-
ernment	 through	 an	 international	 office	 of	 documentation	 would	
eventually	lead	to	more	efficient	municipal	administrations	and	thus	
to	an	international	amplification	of	municipal	power	in	the	political	
spectrum.	 Chapter	 7,	 on	 the	 Urbaneum-Nationeum-Mundaneum,	
chronologically	 follows	 chapter	 6	 and	 builds	 further	 on	 its	 consid-
erations.	 It	 contextualizes	 and	 interprets	 within	 the	 emergence	 of	
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planist	 politics	 and	 regional	 planning,	 Otlet’s	 view	 that	 urbanism	
was	 a	 science	 with	 a	 universal	 rationale	 that	 could	 be	 deployed	 in	
the	study	and	planning	of	spatial	developments	on	a	local,	regional,	
national,	 international	and	 global	 scale.	 Chapter	 8	 tells	 the	 story	of	
Otlet’s	lifelong	promotion	of	the	Cité	Mondiale;	his	conception	of	an	
extraterritorial	 district	 where	 all	 the	 headquarters	 of	 international	
organizations	would	be	centralized,	and	for	the	visualization	of	which	
he	appealed	to,	or	collaborated	with,	a	number	of	different	modernist	
architects,	 including	Ernest	Hébard,	Le	Corbusier,	Victor	Bourgeois,	
Maurice	Heymans,	and	Stanislas	Jasinski.	These	architects	made	con-
crete	 in	 architectural	 drawings	 his	 idealist	 vision	 for	 an	 advanced	
spiritual	and	intellectual	World	Centre,	which	also	served	him	well	
on	occasion	in	a	number	of	his	localist	and	nationalist	campaigns	that	
(among	other	locations)	promoted	Brussels	and	Belgium	as	the	centre	
of	internationalism.
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general	abbreviations

ALA	 American	Library	Association	
ASLIB	 Association	of	Special	Libraries	and	Information	Bureaux	
BSIB	 British	Society	for	International	Bibliography	
BTPC	 Belgium	Town	Planning	Committee
CIAM	 Congrès	Internationaux	d’Architecture	Moderne	(International	Congresses	of		
	 Modern	Architecture)
CICI	 Commission	internationale	de	coopération	intellectuelle	(International	Committee		
	 on	Intellectual	Cooperation)
CISA	 Congrès	International	des	Sciences	Administratives	(International	Congress	of		
	 Administrative	Sciences)
CNBAC	 Comité	Néerlando-Belge	d’Art	Civique
EUM	 Encyclopaedia	Universalis	Mundaneum
IBE	 International	Bureau	of	Education
IIB	 Institut	international	de	Bibliographie	(International	Institute	of	Bibliography)	
IID	 Institut	international	de	Documentation	et	Bibliographie	(International	Institute	of		
	 Documentation	and	Bibliography,	as	the	IIB	was	called	from	1931)
IISA	 Institut	International	des	Sciences	Administratives	(International	Institute	of		
	 Administrative	Sciences)
ICSL	 International	Catalogue	of	Scientific	Literature
IGCTPA	 International	Garden	Cities	and	Town	Planning	Association
IF	 International	Federation	for	Housing	and	Town	Planning
IMALSO	 Intercommunale	Maatschappij	voor	de	Linker	Schelde	(intermunicipal	company		
	 for	the	left	bank	of	the	river	Scheldt)
ISAD	 Institut	Supérieur	des	Arts	Décoratifs	(Higher	Institute	of	Applied	Arts	or	‘the	school		
	 of	La	Cambre’)
ISOTYPE	 International	System	of	Typographic	Picture	Education
FID	 Fédération	internationale	de	Documenation	(International	Federation	of	Documentation,		
	 as	the	IIB	was	called	from	1937)
IIIC	 Institut	international	de	Coopération	Intellectuelle	(International	Institute	for		
	 Intellectual	Cooperation)	
ILO	 International	Labour	Organization
IIS		 Institut	International	de	Sociology	(International	Institute	of	Sociology)
ISS	 Institut	des	Sciences	Sociales	(Institute	of		Social	Studies)
NIDER	 Nederlandsch	Instituut	voor	Documentatie	en	Registratuur	(Dutch	Institute	for		
	 Documentation	and	Registration)	
NOP	 Nuovo	Orbis	Pictus
OCID	 Office	Coopératif	d’Information	et	de	Documentation
OIB	 Office	internationale	de	Bibliographie	(International	Office	of	Bibliography)	
OREC	 Office	de	Redressement	Economique	(Office	of	economic	rectification)
POB	 Parti	ouvrier	belge	(Belgian	Labour	Party)	
RBU	 Répertoire	Bibliographique	Universel	(Universal	Bibliographic	Repertory)
SESP	 Société	d’études	sociales	et	politiques	(The	Society	of	Social	and	Political	Studies)
UFOD	 Union	Française	des	Organismes	de	Documentation
UIA	 Union	des	Associations	internationales	(Union	of	International	Associations)	
UIV		 Union	Internationale	des	Villes	(International	Union	of	Local	Authorities)
UDC	 Universal	Decimal	Classification
WFEA	 World	Federation	of	Education	Associations



25

abbreviated	archival	Sources

MDN	 Archives	of	the	Mundaneum,	Mons
CM	 Collection	Cité	Mondiale
EUM	 Collection	Encylopaedia	Universalis	Mundaneum
IM	 Collection	Musée	International
UIV	 Collection	Union	Internationale	des	Villes
APM	 Collection	Amis	du	Palais	Mondial
HLF	 Collection	Personal	Papers	of	Henri	La	Fontaine
AFF	 Collection	d‘Affiches
DN	 Dossiers	numérotés
UIA	 Archives	of	the	Union	of	International	Associations,	Brussels
AAM	 Archives	d’Architecture	Moderne,	Brussels
KBR	 Royal	Library,	Brussels,	Manuscript	room
VRWL	 Archives	of	Raphaël	Verwilghen,	KULeuven
FLC	 Fondation	Le	Corbusier,	Paris



FIG. 1 Portrait of Paul Otlet in his late twenties



Chapter	1

Introduction

In	 1898,	 the	 Belgian	 art	 critic	 Octave	 Maus	 portrayed	 his	 friend,	 Paul	
	Otlet,	then	thirty	years	old	and	still	at	the	beginning	of	his	career,	with	
the	following	colourful	words:

About	thirty.	His	bushy	beard	and	a	pince-nez,	which	under	a	wide	fore-
head	 shadows	 inquisitive	 eyes,	 a	 bony	 face	 and	 the	 dogmatic	 nature	 of	
his	gestures,	makes	one	think	of	a	professor	of	philology	from	Bonn	or	
	Heidelberg,	 without	 the	 formality	 of	 the	 university.	 The	 severity	 of	 his	
appearance	is	lightened	by	a	smile	that	is	now	malicious,	now	ironic	and	
relaxes	his	features,	cutting	little	wrinkles	around	his	half	opened	mouth.	
Laughter	lives	in	this	mobile	face,	but	a	silent	inward	laughter	that	masks	
the	rapid	movement	of	his	thoughtsi	FIG. 1.

According	to	Maus,	he	was	a	man	of	cordial	character,	with	a	multiplic-
ity	of	tastes	and	an	independent	mind,	a	mind	that	had	absorbed	the	
complexity	of	the	intellectual	culture	of	his	time.	As	Maus	observed,	‘his	
intimates	cannot	imagine	otherwise,	when	they	think	of	him,	than	as	
the	image	of	a	man	‘surrounded	by	cards,	boxes,	files	that	he	juggles	with	
the	agility	of	a	slight-of-hand	artist’.ii	By	‘the	ardour	of	his	faith	and	the	
firmness	of	his	convictions’,iii	he	pursued	the	dream	and	the	ambition	
to	 ‘inventory	human	thought,	 to	establish	a	registry	of	thirty	or	forty	
million	works	scattered	in	all	the	libraries	of	the	globe,	and	then	to	keep	
this	colossal	enterprise	up	to	date,	to	make	the	work	permanent’.iv

In	addition	to	his	bibliographical	enterprise	 to	 inventory	all	publi-
cations,	as	described	by	Maus,	Otlet’s	work	represents	a	milestone	in	
the	history	of	information	science	in	which	he	formulated	the	concept	
of	‘documentation’,	a	field	incorporating	both	study	and	practice	that	
evolved	 out	 of	 bibliography	 before	 developing	 into	 information	 sci-
ence.	However,	Otlet	was	more	than	simply	a	bibliographer,	encyclo-
paedist,	and	founding	father	of	the	discipline	of	 ‘documentation’;	he	
was	also	a	sociologist,	an	internationalist	and	an	indefatigable	promoter	
of	his	conception	of	‘universalism’	or	‘mondialisme’,	and	of	the	Munda-
neum	and	the	Cité	Mondiale.	In	what	follows,	I	will	briefly	describe	his	
extraordinary	career	which	spans	the	period	between	1890	and	1944.

1.1.	 A brief overview of the career of Paul Otlet

Paul	Otlet	grew	up	in	considerable	luxury,	as	the	son	of	the	‘king	of	the	
tramway’,	Edouard	Otlet	(1842–1907),	a	senator	of	the	Belgian	catholic	
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party	and	an	astute	businessman	who	created	railroad	tracks	and	tram	
lines	all	over	the	world.1	However,	various	of	his	father’s	enterprises	
went	bankrupt,	with	the	result	that	most	of	the	family	fortune	had	
vanished	at	the	time	of	his	father’s	death	in	1907.	Paul		Otlet’s	mother,	
Maria	Van	Mons,	was	related	to	the	wealthy	Verhaeren	family,	which	
counted	 the	 Belgian	 poet	 Emile	 Verhaeren	 (1855–1916)	 among	 its	
members.2	Because	his	mother	died	when	he	was	only	two	years	old,	
Otlet	was	raised	by	his	stepmother,	Valérie	Linden—the	daughter	of	
Jean	Linden	(1817–1898),	the	famous	horticulturist	and	explorer.	Al-
ready,	as	a	young	boy,	Otlet	seemed	to	have	a	passion	for	collecting	
and	set	up	in	his	house	his	own	‘Museum	Otlet’;	at	the	age	of	fifteen,	
he	enthusiastically	became	the	librarian	at	school.	He	completed,	at	
his	father’s	 insistence,	a	 law	degree	 in	1890	after	studies	at	 the	uni-
versities	 of	 Louvain,	 Paris,	 and	 Brussels.	 After	 his	 law	 studies,	 Otlet	
married	and	had	two	children	with	Fernande	Gloner,	 the	daughter	
of	a	German	bank	owner	and	niece	of	his	stepmother		Valérie	Linden.	
This	 was	 not	 his	 only	 marriage.	 In	 1912	 Otlet	 married	 for	 a	 second	
time,	to	Cato	Van	Nederhasselt,	a	rich	Dutch	woman	with	whom	he	
lived	in	Etterbeek,	near	Brussels,	until	the	end	of	his	life.

In	1890,	after	his	law	studies,	Otlet	discovered	his	vocation	as	a	bibli-
ographer	when	he	joined	the	office	of	‘le	maître	des	maîtres’	Edmond	
Picard	 (1836–1924)	 as	 a	 law	 clerk.	 Edmond	 Picard	 was	 an	 outstand-
ing	 intellectual	 in	 the	 Brussels	 cultural	 scene	 of	 the	 Belle	 Époque,	
a	 famous	 lawyer	 and	 law	 professor,	 a	 novelist	 and	 critic,	 senator	 of	
the	 Belgian	 Labour	 Party,	 and	 patron	 of	 the	 arts.3	 The	 young	 Otlet	
worked,	like	all	of	Picard’s	other	articled	clerks,	on	the	Pandectes Bel-
ges	(1878–1933),	a	compilation	of	Belgian	jurisprudence	that	eventu-
ally	reached	112	volumes.	In	1891,	Picard	asked	Otlet,	along	with	the	
young	lawyers	Pierre	Blanchemanche,	Joseph	Cassiers,	and	Max	Hal-
let,	to	undertake	an	index	of	the	content	of	all	the	journals	in	the	field	
of	law;	it	was	published	as	the	Sommaire périodique des revues de droit	
between	1891	and	1894.4	Around	the	same	time,	Otlet	met	Henri	La	

1	 For	an	account	of	these	initiatives	of	Edouard	Otlet	and	how	he	managed	com-
panies	in	the	Spanish	mining	and	Russian	metallurgy	industries,	and	invested	his	
profits	in	a	real	estate	company	active	at	the	Belgian	coast	(Ostend	and	Westend)	
and	in	Alexandria	(Egypt),	see:	Luc	de	Ryck,	Otlet en zonen, projectontwikkelaars en 
bouwheren van een internationaal imperium in het openbaar vervoer (1864–1914),	PhD	
diss.,	Department	of	Modern	History	(Brussel:	Vrije	Universiteit	Brussel,	1989).

2	 W.	Boyd	Rayward,	The Universe of Information. The Work of Paul Otlet for Documenta-
tion and International Organisation	(Moscow:	VINITI,	1975),	9.

3	 Académie	royale	des	sciences	des	lettres	et	des	beaux-arts	de	Belgique,	Biographie 
nationale	(Bruxelles:	Établissements	Émile	Bruylant,	1968),	643–658.

4	 Edmond	Picard	and	N.	d’Hoffschimdt,	Pandectes Belges. Répertoire Général de Législa-
tion, de Doctrine et de Jurisprudence Belges	(Bruxelles:	Ferdinand	Larcier,	1878).	Pierre	
Blanchemanche,	Joseph	Cassiers,	Max	Hallet	and	Paul	Otlet	(eds.),	Sommaire péri-
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Fontaine	 (1854–1943),	 who	 had	 been	 a	 secretary	 to	 Picard	 and	 who	
had	 also	 worked	 on	 the	 Pandectes Belges	 FIG. 2.	 La	 Fontaine	 became	
	Otlet’s	lifelong	colleague	and	one	of	his	best	friends.	La	Fontaine	was	
a	lawyer,	a	freemason	active	in	the	lodge	of	Les Amis philanthropes,	and	
a	committed	defender	of	woman’s	rights.	 In	1895	he	became	a	Bel-
gian	senator	for	the	Socialist	Party	and	in	1899	founded	and	became	

Secretary	General	of	the	Société	belge	pour	l’Arbitrage	et	la	Paix.	In	
1913	he	was	awarded	the	Nobel	Peace	Prize	for	his	achievements	with	
the	International	Peace	Bureau,	of	which	he	had	been	President	since	
1907	(and	would	remain	until	his	death),	as	a	prominent	member	of	
the	 Interparliamentary	 Union,	 and	 other	 internationalist	 activities.	
As	the	Secretary	of	the	Nobel	Committee	said	in	the	award	ceremony	
speech—Henri	La	Fontaine	was	not	present—‘He	is	one	of	the	best	
informed	men	working	for	peace,	and	his	initiative	and	energy	have	

odique des revues de droit. Avec une préface de M. Edmond Picard. Table mensuelle de tous 
les articles et études juridiques publiés dans les périodiques belges et étrangers	(Bruxelles:	
Librarie	Generate	de	Jurisprudence,	1891).

FIG. 2 Portrait of Henri La Fontaine, the lifetime col-
league of Paul Otlet
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done	much	to	promote	the	international	peace	movement,	particu-
larly	in	the	interparliamentary	and	peace	conferences	of	recent	years	
where	he	has	contributed	to	the	practical	organization	of	the	move-
ment	and	to	the	framing	of	international	law’.5

In	collaboration	with	Henri	La	Fontaine,	Paul	Otlet	set	out	to	devel-
op	one	of	the	projects	which	occupied	him	for	a	large	part	of	his	life:	
the	 Universal	 Bibliographic	 Repertory	 (Répertoire	 Bibliographique	
Universel,	often	referred	to	as	 the	RBU).	This	was	a	giant	repertory	
that	would	catalogue	all	the	publications	of	all	times	and	all	places.	
In	 September	 1895,	 Otlet	 and	 La	 Fontaine	 laid	 the	 groundwork	 for	
this	undertaking	when	they	convened	in	Brussels,	with	support	from	
the	Belgian	Government,	an	International	Conference	on	Bibliogra-
phy	that	was	attended	by	scholars,	bibliographers,	and	librarians	from	
around	the	world.6	The	conference	concluded	that	the	RBU	should	
be	elaborated	on	cards	and	that	 it	 should	be	classified	according	to	
what	was	to	become	the	UDC.	The	UDC	or	Universal	Decimal	Clas-
sification	was	a	classification	system	devised	by	Otlet	and	La	Fontaine	
and	based	on	Melvil	Dewey’s	Decimal	Classification,	which	they	had	
discovered	in	1894.	Two	weeks	after	the	conference	of	1895,	a	Royal	
Decree	created	the	International	Office	of	Bibliography	(OIB),	which	
was	given	the	task	of	compiling	and	publishing	the	RBU	and	serving	
as	headquarters	for	the	International	Institute	of	Bibliography	 (IIB)	
FIG. 3, 4.	 The	 conference	 also	 created	 the	 IIB,	 which	 would	 become	
an	 international	 network	 of	 those	 interested	 in	 their	 bibliographic	
enterprise.	The	IIB	was	also	 intended	to	be	a	focus	for	the	study	of	
bibliographic	methods	as	well	as	the	development	of	the	UDC.	The	

5	 Ragnvald	Moe,	‘The	Nobel	Peace	Prize	1913—Presentation	Speech’,	Nobelprize.org.
(28	Jul	2011),	http://nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/peace/laureates/1913/press.html.

6	 W.	Boyd	Rayward,	Mundaneum: Archives of Knowledge	(Champaign-Urbana:	Gradu-
ate	School	of	Library	and	Information	Science,	University	of	Illinois,	2010),	9.

FIG. 3 Photographs of the RBU in expansion at the Palais des Musées Royaux in the Rue de la 
Régence in Brussels (1912)
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membership	of	the	IIB	continued	to	grow,	and	its	scope	broadened	
from	bibliography	to	what	Otlet	was	to	call	‘documentation’,	that	is,	
‘the	means	of	bringing	into	use	all	of	the	written	or	graphic	sources	of	
our	knowledge’7	FIG. 5.	The	IIB	was	eventually	transformed	in	1937	into	
the	International	Federation	of	Documentation	(FID),	which	had	its	
headquarters	in	The	Hague	and	which	continued	to	exist	until	2001.	
The	UDC	outlived	both	Otlet	and	the	FID.	It	is	currently	maintained	
by	the	UDC	Consortium	and	has	become	the	most	widely	used	classi-
fication	system	in	the	world.8	The	RBU,	in	contrast,	did	not	survive	the	
two	World	Wars.	Before	World	War	I,	the	RBU	grew	quickly	and	ex-
cited	interest	worldwide.	The	400,000	bibliographical	entries	that	Ot-
let,	La	Fontaine,	and	La	Fontaine’s	sister,	the	Belgian	feminist	Léonie	
La	Fontaine,	had	classified	and	presented	at	the	congress	of	1895	were	
expanded	into	nearly	9,000,000	entries	by	1912.9	In	1912,	twenty-two	
persons	produced	bibliographic	notices	under	the	direction	of	Paul	

7	 Ibid.,	11.
8	 ‘Universal	Decimal	Classification	(UDC)’,	in:	Joan	M.	Reitz	(ed.),	Online Dictionary for 

Library and Information Science	(ODLIS),	http://www.abc-clio.com/ODLIS/searchOD-
LIS.aspx	(last	consultation	2011.04.05).

9	 These	numbers,	cited	by	Rayward,	are	based	on	a	report	by	Louis	Masure,	who	
served	as	Secretary	for	the	OIB	from	1901	until	his	death	in	1927,	one	of	most	loyal	
colleagues	of	Otlet	and	La	Fontaine	at	the	OIB.	Rayward,	The Universe of Informa-
tion,	120.

FIG. 4 Photograph of the RBU in the Palais Mondial during the interwar period
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Otlet—although	he	himself	never	received	a	salary	for	his	work.10	Af-
ter	the	First	World	War,	the	work	on	the	RBU	slowed	down	due	to	a	
lack	of	financial	resources,	and	its	development	in	Brussels	came	to	a	
stop	in	1934,	when	the	Belgian	authorities	closed	the	Palais	Mondial	
(World	Palace).	The	Palais	Mondial	was	the	whole	of	all	the	institu-
tions	 Otlet	 directed,	 all	 located	 in	 the	 Palais	 du	 Cinquantenaire	 in	
Brussels.	At	that	moment,	the	RBU	contained	nearly	16	million	cards.

In	1907,	Otlet	embarked	on	a	second	great	venture	when	he	founded,	
in	collaboration	with	Henri	La	Fontaine	and	Cyrille	Van	Overbergh	
(1866–1959;	 principal	 private	 Secretary	 to	 the	 Minister	 of	 Science	

10	 George	Lorphèvre,	‘Paul	Otlet’,	in:	Académie	royale	des	sciences	des	lettres	et	des	
beaux-arts	de	Belgique	(ed.),	Biographie nationale	(Bruxelles:	Établissements	Émile	
Bruylant,	1982),	545–558	(548).

FIG. 5 Poster illustrating the history of the International Institute of Bibliography (IIB)
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and	Culture)	the	Central	Office	of	International	Associations	(Office	
Central	des	Associations	Internationales).	This	was	an	umbrella	orga-
nization	for	international	organizations	which	had	their	main	head-
quarters	in	Brussels.	On	the	occasion	of	the	Universal	Exhibition	in	
Brussels	in	1910,	the	Central	Office	organized	a	first	World	Congress	
of	International	Associations,	which	was	attended	by	delegates	of	132	
international	 associations,	 13	 governments,	 and	 many	 associations,	
and	in	which	five	Nobel	Prize	winners	took	part.11	As	a	result	of	this	
congress	the	Central	Office	of	International	Associations	was	trans-
formed	into	the	headquarters	for	a	Union	of	International	Associa-
tions	(UIA).	Before	World	War	I,	the	UIA	was	an	extremely	dynamic	
international	organism	which	did	much	to	affirm	the	importance	of	
international	associations	at	a	moment	when	internationalism	gained	
momentum.	 From	 1912	 until	 the	 War	 it	 received	 financial	 support	
from	 the	 Carnegie	 Endowment	 for	 International	 Peace.	 It	 issued	 a	
periodical	La Vie Internationale	and	published,	in	collaboration	with	
the	pacifist	Alfred	Fried	(1864–1921),	director	of	the	International	In-
stitute	for	Peace	in	Monaco,	two	yearbooks	in	1909	and	1911:	the	An-
nuaires de la Vie Internationales,	which	gave	an	overview,	as	completely	
as	 possible,	 regarding	 the	 various	 international	 associations	 and	 in-
stitutions.12	 In	1913	 the	UIA	organized	a	 second	World	Congress	 in	
	Brussels	and	Ghent	which	was	even	larger	than	its	predecessor.	Dur-
ing	the	First	World	War,	the	UIA	temporarily	suspended	its	activity.

During	the	War,	however,	Otlet	worked	actively	promoting	the	or-
ganization	of	a	League	of	Nations	and	on	the	role	that	 internation-
al	associations	should	have	 in	 its	constitution.	When	the	League	of	
Nations	 was	 founded	 in	 1919,	 Henri	 La	 Fontaine,	 a	 member	 of	 the	
Belgian	 delegation,	 proposed	 to	 the	 General	 Assembly	 to	 set	 up	 an	
organization	related	to	international	intellectual	cooperation.13	Otlet	
and	La	Fontaine	hoped	that	the	League	of	Nations	would	adopt	the	
Central	Office	of	International	Associations	in	Brussels	as	the	head-
quarters	 of	 such	 an	 organization,	 but	 their	 hopes	 were	 frustrated	
in	 1924	 when	 the	 League	 accepted	 a	 French	 proposal	 to	 set	 up	 the	
International	Institute	of	Intellectual	Cooperation	(IIIC)	in	Paris,	as	
the	technical	organization	for	the	International	Committee	on	Intel-
lectual	Cooperation	(CICI).	It	is	considered	to	be	the	predecessor	of	

11	 Georges	Patrick	Speeckaert,	‘Regards	sur	soixante	années	d’activité	de	l’Union	des	
Associations	Internationales’,	in:	L’Union des Associations Internationles. 1910–1970. 
Passé, Présent, Avenir	(Bruxelles:	Union	des	Associations	internationales,	1970),	19–52	
(27).

12	 Paul	Otlet,	The Union of International Associations and its Central Office. Presented to 
the British Association for the Advancement of Sciences. Session of Dundee 1912	(1912),	4.

13	 Jan	Kolasa,	International Intellectual Cooperation. The League Experience and the Begin-
nings of UNESCO	(Wroc?aw:	Zak?ad	Narodowy	im.	Ossolin?skich,	1962).
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UNESCO.14	 The	 French	 plan	 had	 been	 modelled	 on	 a	 proposal	 put	
forth	by	Jules	Destrée,	Belgian	member	of	the	CICI	and	encouraged	
by	Otlet	and	La	Fontaine,	that	a	permanent	international	intellectual	
centre	be	set	up	for	the	CICI	in	Brussels,	essentially	along	the	lines	of	
the	UIA.	Because	the	conceptual	basis	of	the	IIIC	was,	thus,	to	some	
degree	drawn	from	the	UIA	and	the	publicity	surrounding	its	value	
for	the	CICI,	Otlet	and	La	Fontaine	may	be	considered,	in	a	way,	the	
spiritual	fathers	of	UNESCO.	After	1924,	the	activities	of	the	UIA	di-
minished,	and	during	the	1930s	the	organization	was	dormant	until	
it	was	revived	after	the	Second	World	War.	The	UIA	continues	to	ex-
ist	today,	and	one	of	its	major	accomplishments	is	the	multi-volume	
Yearbook of International Organizations,	 a	 late	 successor	 of	 the Annu-
aires de la Vie Internationale.15

14	 Jean-Jacques	Renoliet,	L’Unesco oubliée. La Société des Nations et la coopération intel-
lectuelle (1919–1946)	(Paris:	Publications	de	la	Sorbonne,	1999).

15	 Union	des	Associations	Internationales,	Fondation	Carnegie	pour	la	Paix	Inter-
nationale	and	l’lnstitut	International	de	la	Paix, Annuaire de la vie Internationale	
(Bruxelles:	Office	Central	des	Institutions	Internationales,	1910–1911).	For	more	
information	on	the	Yearbook of International Organizations,	see	the	website	of	the	
UIA:	http://www.uia.be/yearbook.

FIG. 6 Schema of Otlet’s conception of the Mundaneum (1937.06)
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A	third	project	which	took	up	much	of	Otlet’s	career	was	what	he	
called	 initially	 the	 Palais	 Mondial	 and	 later	 the	 Mundaneum.	 The	
Mundaneum,	as	Otlet	conceived	it,	was	to	be:

a	Monument,	devoted	to	intelligence,	which	should	be,	altogether	and	
on	a	world	basis,	a	World	Museum,	a	World	Library,	a	World	University,	
worked	out	by	the	Union	of	International	Associations.	The	object	is	to	
exhibit	there	a	recapitulation	of	the	World	which,	by	the	strength	of	its	
unity,	might	contribute	to	the	evolution	of	the	World	towards	its	goal	of	
universal	cooperation.16

The	 Mundaneum	 was	 to	 be	 a	 scientific,	 documentary,	 educational,	
and	social	institution	which	aimed	to	explain	the	World	in	all	its	parts	
and,	therefore,	help	to	bring	peace	to	the	world;	Paul	Otlet	believed	
that	anyone	who	understands	the	world	would	no	longer	support	any	
war	effort	FIG. 6.	The	Palais	Mondial	(World	Palace)	was	the	name	that	
Otlet	 and	 La	 Fontaine	 initially	 gave	 to	 the	 complex	 of	 institutions	
that	they	directed	and	which	they	brought	together	in	the	Left	Wing	
of	the	Palais	du	Cinquantenaire	in	Brussels.	At	this	site,	with	the	per-
mission	of	the	Belgian	government,	they	had	set	up	the	International	
Museum	that	they	had	created	in	1910	as	an	aspect	of	the	World	Con-
gress	of	International	Associations.	By	1920,	their	organizations	and	
activities	occupied	hundred	rooms	on	the	Cinquantenaire	site	FIG. 7.	
The	Palais	Mondial	contained,	 in	addition	to	the	International	Mu-
seum,	the	headquarters	and	collections	of	the	OIB	and	the	IIB	(previ-
ously	located	since	1896	in	the	Rue	du	Musée),	the	Collective	Library	
of	 Learned	 Society	 which	 brought	 together	 libraries	 of	 over	 sixty	
scholarly	societies	located	in	Brussels	(created	in	1906	and	formerly	

16	 Paul	Otlet,	‘Mundaneum.	A	World	University,	Museum	Bibliography	and	Library.	
An	Head	Quarters	for	International	Associations	in	a	World	International	Center’,	
in:	Union des Associations Internationales,	117	([1925]).

FIG. 7 Photograph of the Palais Mondial in the Parc du Cinquantenaire
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located	at	the	Montagne	de	la	Cour),	and	the	headquarters	of	the	UIA	
(previously	located	since	1910	in	the	Rue	de	la	Régence).17	The	Palais	
Mondial	 was	 also	 to	 provide	 offices	 for	 international	 organizations	
with	headquarters	in	Brussels	and	common	services	for	them.	In	1921	
what	were	called	the	Quinzaines	Internationales	(International	Fort-
nights)	were	organized	at	the	Palais		Mondial.	The	Quinzaines	Inter-
nationales	were	to	provide	the	opportunity	for	conferences	for	the	
UIA,	for	other	organizations	that	might	be	interested,	and	especially	
for	the	meeting	of	a	new	International	University	that	Otlet	and	La	
Fontaine	wanted	to	create.	The	International	University	was	a	high-
powered	 summer	 school	 that	 received	 initially	 recognition	 by	 the	
League	of	Nations.	It	met	three	times	on	the	three	occasion	on	which	
a	Quinzaine	Internationale	was	held:	1921,	1922,	and	1927	FIG. 8.

Despite	its	vast	programme	and	intense	organization	of	activities,	the	
Belgian	Government	finally	closed	the	Palais	Mondial-Mundaneum	in	
1934.	The	collections	remained	in	place	but	were	inaccessible.	The	sec-
retariat	 for	 the	Mundaneum	was	moved	 to	 Otlet’s	 own	 house	 in	 the	
rue	Fétis	in	Brussels.	In	1941,	when	the	Germans	gave	orders	to	clear	
the	Palais	du	Cinquantenaire,	the	collections	were	moved	to	a	wing	of	
the	Institut	Pasteur	in	the	Parc	Léopold.	A	vast	quantity	of	the	archive	
of	files	that	had	been	created	by	the	UIA	about	international	organi-
zations	were	confiscated	by	the	Germans	and	actually	taken	to	Berlin	
because	of	their	possible	intelligence	value.	In	the	Parc		Léopold,	some	
of	 the	earlier	activities	of	 the	Mundaneum	were	taken	up	again	and	
were	continued	after	Otlet’s	death	in	1944	by	Otlet’s	dedicated	secre-
tary,	Georges	Lorphèvre	(1912–1997)	who	had	joined	him	in	1927	at	the	
time	of	Louis	Masure’s	death.18	After	1972,	when	the	Mundaneum	in	
the	Parc	Léopold	was	closed,	the	collections	embarked	on	a	long	per-
egrination	through	several	locations	in	Brussels,	during	which	much	of	
the	collections	were	damaged,	destroyed,	or	stolen.	This	deterioration	
of	the	collections	stopped	in	1996	when	the	Mundaneum	was	revived	
in	Mons	with	the	support	of	the	Communauté française de Belgique.	Like	
their	 founders	would	have	desired,	 the	Mundaneum	is	now	simulta-
neously	a	conference	centre,	a	museum,	and	a	documentation	centre	
which	makes	the	collections	of	the	earlier	Mundaneum	accessible.

A	final	project	that	Otlet	pursued	until	the	end	of	his	life	was	the	Cité	
Mondiale	or	World	City.	The	Cité	Mondiale	was	for	Otlet	an	extrater-
ritorial	district	where	all	the	great	international	institutions	would	be	
centralized	and	where	each	nation-state	would	have	its	pavilion,	and	

17	 Institut	International	de	Bibliographie,	L’Organisation systématique de la documenta-
tion et le développement de l’Institut International de Bibliographie	(Bruxelles:	Institut	
International	de	Bibliographie,	1907).

18	 Bettina	Cerisier	and	Jean-François	Füeg,	Un internet de papier. Le Mundaneum	
(Mons:	Editions	Mundaneum,	1998),	40.
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each	international	association	its	residence.	The	Cité	Mondiale	would	
house,	 among	 other	 organizations	 the	 League	 of	 Nations,	 the	 Inter-
national	 Labour	 Organization,	 the	 World	 Bank,	 and	 a	 centre	 for	 the	
Olympic	Games.	The	core	of	the	Cité	Mondiale	was	conceived	to	be	the	
Mundaneum.	Otlet	described	the	Cité	Mondiale	as	‘a	visible	represen-
tation	of	the	idea	of	Unity	and	Humanity,	of	men	coming	together	in	
order	to	realize	in	vast	networks	all	the	benefits	of	Work	done	in	com-
mon,	of	Justice	founded	on	universal	equality,	of	a	Peace	that	brings	
serenity	and	reduction	of	effort’v	FIG. 9.	In	order	to	visualize	his	idea	of	
the	Cité	Mondiale,	he	collaborated	with	a	whole	series	of	architects	and	
artists,	among	whom	Hendrik	Christian	Andersen	and	Ernest	Hébrard	
(1913),	 Louis	 Van	 der	 Swaelmen	 (1919),	 Le	 Corbusier	 (1928–1929	 and	
1933),	Victor	Bourgeois	 (1932),	Maurice	Heymans	(1938),	and	Stanislas	
Jasinski	(1943).	In	the	period	between	1907	and	1920,	Otlet’s	propaganda	
for	the	Cité	Mondiale	was	linked	to	the	endeavours	of	prominent	Bel-
gian	politicians	and	internationalists	who	aimed	to	affirm	Brussels	as	a	
centre	of	internationalism	before	the	War	and	as	the	seat	of	the	League	
of	Nations	in	1919.	After	Geneva	was	chosen	in	1920	as	the	seat	of	the	
League	of	Nations,	Otlet	turned	the	Cité	Mondiale	into	a	vehicle	of	cri-
tique	on	the	programme	and	activities	of	the	League	of	Nations.	From	
1930	until	his	death,	several	Belgian	modernist	architects	linked	to	the	
architectural	school	of	La	Cambre	in	Brussels	made	the	Cité	Mondiale	
into	a	town-planning	exercise,	the	results	of	which	illustrated	at	once	
their	own	vision	of	a	model	city	and	Otlet’s	geopolitical	vision	which	
attributed	less	power	to	nation-states	and	more	power	to	cities	and	in-
ternational	organizations.

FIG. 8 Photograph of the participants in the Quinzaine Internationale, before the colonnade of 
the Palais Mondial (1922)
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1.2.	 Status Questionis of the research on Paul Otlet

The	life	and	work	of	Paul	Otlet	have	been	studied	in	a	considerable	
number	of	publications:	two	biographies,	W.	Boyd	Rayward’s	The Uni-
verse of Information	(1975)19	and	Françoise	Levie’s	L’homme qui voulait 
classer le monde	(2006);20	one	monograph,	La Organización Documental 
del Conocimiento	(1995)	by	José-María	Izquierdo	Arroyo;21	three	edited	
volumes,	Cent Ans de l’Office International de Bibliographie	(1995)	edited	
by	Andrée	Despy-Meyer,22	European Modernism and the Information So-
ciety	(2008)	edited	by	W.	Boyd	Rayward,23	and	Paul Otlet. Fondateur du 

19	 Rayward,	The Universe of Information.
20	 Françoise	Levie,	L’homme qui voulait classer le monde: Paul Otlet et le mundaneum	

(Bruxelles:	Impressions	nouvelle,	2006).
21	 José-María	Izquierdo	Arroyo,	La Organización Documental del Conocimiento	(Madrid:	

Tecnidoc,	1995).
22	 Andrée	Despy-Meyer,	Cent Ans de l’Office International de Bibliographie	(Bergen:	Édi-

tions	Mundaneum,	1995).
23	 W.	Boyd	Rayward	(ed.),	European Modernism and the Information Society: Informing the 

Present, Understanding the Past	(Aldershot:	Ashgate,	2008).

FIG. 9 Allegory of the Cité Mondiale as a lighthouse
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Mundaneum (1868–1944). Architecte du savoir, Artisan de paix	(2010)	ed-
ited	by	Jacques	Gillen,	Stéphanie	Manfroid,	and	Raphaèle	Cornille;24	
a	special	issue	of	the	journal	Transnational Associations	(2003);25	as	well	
as	numerous	articles	in	scholarly	journals	and	magazines,	many	chap-
ters	in	various	books,	and	several	(doctoral)	dissertations.

Three	 different	 approaches	 or	 themes	 of	 interest	 can	 be	 identi-
fied	in	the	writings	about	Paul	Otlet’s	work.	A	first	group	of	authors,	
mainly	historians	of	 library	and	information	sciences,	has	explored	
Otlet’s	pioneering	role	 in	the	field	of	bibliography	and	documenta-
tion;	a	second	group	has	been	interested	in	his	work	for	the	study	of	
internationalism	and	transnationalism	at	the	beginning	of	the	twen-
tieth	century;	and	a	third	group	of	authors	has	focused	on	Otlet	as	the	
inventor	of	the	utopian	program	and	the	visionary	architecture	of	the	
Mundaneum	and	the	Cité	Mondiale.

In	the	first	approach,	authors	study	Otlet’s	work	for	its	importance	
for	 the	 history	 of	 library	 and	 information	 sciences.	 This	 approach	
was	initiated	by	W.	Boyd	Rayward.	In	his	biography	of	Otlet,	The Uni-
verse of Information,	he	 tells	 the	story	of	a	 ‘pioneer	both	of	 interna-
tional	organization	and	of	documentation’.26	Rayward	recounts	how	
Otlet,	 as	 an	 ambitious	 entrepreneur,	 founded	 in	 collaboration	 with	
Henri	La	Fontaine	two	successful	international	organizations:	the	IIB	
and	the	UIA.	Furthermore,	he	approaches	Otlet	 in	his	biography	as	
‘something	of	a	visionary	whose	ideas	were	at	least	fifty	years	ahead	
of	his	time	in	laying	the	foundations	for	what	has	become	known	as	
Documentation,	 then	 Information	 Science	 in	 the	 United	 States	 of	
America,	 and	 now	 Informatics	 in	 Europe,	 especially	 in	 the	 USSR’.27	
Rayward	focuses	mainly	on	Otlet’s	career	before	1932,	which	he	con-
siders	as	a	turning	point	‘at	which	Otlet’s	influence	ceased	to	be	of	any	
primary	importance	in	shaping	the	structure	and	work	of	the	Inter-
national	Institute	of	Documentation’.28	Rayward	describes	how	after	
an	initial	rise,	a	wave	of	crises	in	the	in	the	1920s	and	1930s	led	to	the	
downfall	of	Otlet’s	monumental	oeuvre.	‘It	is	tempting	to	speculate’,	
Rayward	concludes,	‘that	at	this	time	[the	latter	part	of	the	1920s	and	
early	1930s],	an	old,	discouraged,	slightly	bitter	man,	Otlet	had	begun	
to	retreat	from	the	world	of	action,	from	the	practicalities	of	his	ex-

24	 Jacques	Gillen,	Stéphanie	Manfroid,	and	Raphaèle	Cornille	(eds.),	Paul Otlet. Fon-
dateur du Mundaneum (1868–1944). Architecte du savoir, Artisan de paix	(Liège:	Les	
Impressions	Nouvelles,	2010).

25	 ‘L’œuvre	de	Paul	Otlet.	Paul	Otlet’s	Work’,	special	issue	of	Transnational Associations,	
1	and	2	(2003).

26	 Rayward,	The Universe of Information,	3.
27	 Ibid.,	3.
28	 Ibid.,	338.
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traordinary	ambitious	program	of	international	organization’.29	In	his	
biography	and	a	series	of	other	publications,	Rayward	has	shown	that	
Otlet	is	the	unquestionable	founder	of	the	field	of	‘documentation’.

Through	his	publications,	and	in	particular	an	English	translation	of	
a	collection	of	essays	by	Otlet	in	1990,	Rayward	has	opened	new	paths	
for	other	researchers,	which	has	led	to	the	‘rise’	after	the	‘rise	and	fall’	
of	the	ideas	of	Otlet.30	Paul	Schneiders	submitted	a	doctoral	disserta-
tion	about	 the	bibliographic	enterprise	of	Paul	Otlet	 in	1982;31	 Irene	
S.	 Farkas-Conn’s	 From Documentation to Information Science	 (1990)	 ac-
knowledged	 the	 pioneering	 role	 of	 the	 IIB	 for	 the	 development	 of	
documentation	in	the	United	States;32	Eric	van	Binsbergen	studied	the	
philosophical	origins	of	the	UDC	in	1994;33	Sylvie	Fayet-Scribe’s	Histoire 
de la documentation en France	(2000)	studied	how	modern	techniques	of	
information	 retrieval	 and	 knowledge	 organization	 have	 been	 intro-
duced	 in	 France	 through	 national	 and	 international	 associations,	 in	
particular	 through	the	collaboration	between	Paul	 	Otlet	and	general	
Sébert	(1839–1930);34	and	several	other	authors,	such	as	Michael	Buck-
land,	Bernd	Frohmann,	and	Ronald	E.	Day,	have	explored	Otlet’s	con-
ception	of	documentation	on	a	more	theoretical	level.35

A	second	approach	treats	Otlet’s	work	as	a	major	case-study	for	the	
study	of	 internationalism	and	transnationalism	in	the	early	twenti-
eth	century.	The	increasing	number	of	studies	on	Otlet’s	internation-
alism	stems	from	the	upsurge	of	interest	in	transnational	history	in	
the	 last	 two	 decades.	 Anne	 Rasmussen	 has	 set	 the	 tone	 for	 this	 ap-
proach	 in	 her	 doctoral	 thesis	 L’Internationale scientifique 1890–1914	
(1995).	Rasmussen	gives	ample	attention	to	the	transnational	network	
of	scientific	internationalists	in	Central	Europe	in	which	Otlet	and	La	
Fontaine	are	shown	to	hold	a	key	position,	and	unmasks	the	way	in	

29	 Ibid.,	348.
30	 W.	Boyd	Rayward,	International Organisation and Dissemination of Knowledge. Selected 

Essays of Paul Otlet	(Amsterdam:	Elsevier,	1990).
31	 Paul	Schneiders,	De bibliotheek- en documentatiebeweging 1880–1914: bibliografische 

ondernemingen rond 1900	(Amsterdam:	Universiteit	Amsterdam,	1982).
32	 Irene	S.	Farkas-Conn,	From Documentation to Information Science: The Beginnings 

and Early Development of the American Documentation Institute—American Society for 
Information Science	(New	York/Westport,	Conn./London:	Greenwood	Press,	1990).

33	 Eric	van	Binsbergen,	La Philosophie de la Classification Décimale Universelle	(Liège:	
Éditions	du	Centre	de	Lecture	publique	de	la	Communauté	française	de	Belgique,	
1994).

34	 Sylvie	Fayet-Scribe,	Histoire de la documentation en France. Culture, science et technolo-
gie de l’information 1895–1937	(Paris:	CNRS	Éditions,	2000).

35	 Michael	K	Buckland,	‘What	is	a	“Document’?’	in:	Journal of the American Society for 
Information Science,	48.9	(1997),	804;	Ron	Day,	‘Paul	Otlet’s	Book	and	the	Writing	of	
Social	Space’,	in:	Journal of the American Society for Information Science,	48.4	(1997),	
310–318;	and	Bernd	Frohmann,	Deflating Information: From Science Studies to Docu-
mentation	(Toronto:	University	of	Toronto	Press,	2004).
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which	the	internationalist	ideals	exhibited	in	the	activities	and	pro-
gram	 of	 the	 IIB	 and	 the	 UIA	 are,	 in	 fact,	 combined	 with	 a	 national	
agenda.36	 Madeleine	 Herren	 has	 adopted	 a	 similar	 approach	 in	 her	
book	Hintertüren zur Macht	(2000),	where	she	shows	how	the	govern-
ment	and	entourage	of	King	Leopold	supported	the	IIB	and	the	UIA	
as	a	‘backdoor’	to	increase	their	influence	and	power	beyond	the	na-
tional	borders.37	Eckardt	Fuchs	has	shown	how	competition	between	
the	international	bibliographic	enterprises	of	the	IIB	and	the	Royal	
Society	 was	 determined	 by	 national	 motives.38	 And	 in	 his	 doctoral	
dissertation	submitted	in	2008,	Daniel	Laqua	has	tried	to	unravel	the	
complicated	 relationship	 between	 nationalism	 and	 international-
ism	in	Belgium	between	1880	and	1930,	for	which	he	relies	to	a	great	
extent	on	a	discussion	of	 the	 institutions	of	Otlet	and	La	Fontaine,	
which	he	considers	to	have	been	a	major	centre	for	transnational	co-
operation	in	Brussels	at	that	time.39

In	a	third	approach,	Otlet	is	viewed	as	a	utopian,	visionary	thinker	
or	as	the	inventor	of	the	Mundaneum	and	the	Cité	Mondiale.	This	is	
the	case	in	several	studies	by	different	art	historians	or	historians	of	
architecture	who	have	discussed	Otlet’s	program	of	the	Mundaneum	
and	the	Cité	Mondiale	in	relation	to	the	different	architectural	trans-
lations	that	were	given	to	them.	In	1982,	Giuliano	Gresleri	and	Dario	
Matteoni	published	an	extensive	study	of	the	plans	drawn	by	Andersen	
and	Hébrard,	Otlet	and	Le	Corbusier,	for	a	World	City.40	Other	studies	
by	 Pieter	 Uyttenhove,	 Catherine	 Courtiau,	 Nader	 	Vossoughian,	 and	
Pierre	Chabard	have	also	confirmed	the	relevance	of	Otlet’s	utopian	
visions	for	the	history	of	architecture	and	town	planning.41	Charles	

36	 Anne	Rasmussen,	L’Internationale scientifique 1890–1914,	PhD	diss.,	Department	of	
History	(Paris:	Ecole	des	Hautes	Etudes	en	Sciences	Sociales	de	Paris,	1995).

37	 Madeleine	Herren,	Hintertüren zur Macht: Internationalismus und modernisierungsori-
entierte Aussenpolitik in Belgien, der Schweiz und den USA 1865–1914	(München:	
Oldenbourg,	2000).

38	 Eckhardt	Fuchs,	‘The	International	Catalogue	of	Scientific	Literature	as	a	Mode	of	
Intellectual	Transfer:	Promises	and	Pitfalls	of	International	Scientific	Co-operation	
before	1914’,	in:	Christophe	Charle,	Jürgen	Schriewer,	and	Peter	Wagner	(eds.),	
Transnational Intellectual Networks	(Frankfurt/Main:	Campus	Verlag	GmbH,	2004).

39	 Georg	Daniel	Laqua,	European Internationalism(s), 1880–1930: Brussels as a Centre for 
Transnational Cooperation,	PhD	diss.	(London:	University	College	London,	2008).

40	 Giuliano	Gresleri	and	Dario	Matteoni,	La Citta’ Mondiale. Andersen, Hébrard, Otlet, Le 
Corbusier	(Venezia:	Marsilio	Editori,	1982).

41	 Pieter	Uyttenhove,	‘La	nouvelle	Société	Internationale	selon	Geddes	et	Paul	Otlet’,	
in:	Transnational Associations,	5	(1987),	274–280;	Pieter	Uyttenhove,	‘Le	Mirage	Co-
nique	de	Paul	Otlet’,	in:	Amphion,	(1988);	Catherine	Courtiau,	La Cité Internationale, 
1927–1931, Le Corbsier à Genève 1922–1932. Projets et Réalisations	(Lausanne:	Éditions	
Payot,	1987),	53–69;	Nader	Vossoughian,	‘The	Language	of	the	World	Museum:	Otto	
Neurath,	Paul	Otlet,	Le	Corbusier’,	in:	Transnational Associations,	2–3	(2003),	82–93;	
and	Pierre	Chabard,	‘Towers	and	Globes:	Architectural	and	Epistemological	Differ-
ences	between	Patrick	Geddes’	Outlook	Towers	and	Paul	Otlet’s	Mundaneums’,	in:	
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van	den	Heuvel	focuses	less	on	the	visionary	architecture	of	Otlet	and	
more	on	what	he	calls	Otlet’s	‘architecture	of	knowledge’.42	In	several	
articles,	van	den	Heuvel	has	discussed	what	makes	Otlet’s	visions	and	
visualizations	 relevant	 to	 current	 developments	 regarding	 the	 se-
mantic	web	and	knowledge	visualization.43	Also	W.	Boyd	Rayward	has	
discussed	Otlet	in	terms	of	a	visionary	theorist	or	‘pioneer	of	informa-
tion	science’.44	In	‘Visions	of	Xanadu’	(1994),	Rayward	has	pointed	out	
the	similarity	and	differences	of	Otlet’s	complex	of	organizations	to	
contemporary	hypertext/hypermedia	systems.

Otlet’s	dreams	and	visions	are	also	the	main	narrative	of	Françoise	
Levie’s	biography	of	Otlet,	L’Homme qui voulait classer le monde	 [The 
Man who Wanted to Classify the World]	(2006).45	Levie,	who	in	contrast	
to	 the	 previous	 authors	 is	 not	 an	 academic	 historian	 but	 a	 profes-
sional	documentary	film	maker,	has	exploited	in	her	biography	the	
research	that	she	had	undertaken	for	the	documentary	film	with	the	
same	name,	The Man Who Wanted to Classify the World	(2002),	which	
‘tells	the	story	of	a	utopia	that	could	have	come	true,	of	an	intuition	
that	winds	up	becoming	an	obsession,	of	a	dream	of	Universal	Peace	
ending	in	frenzy	…	The	story	of	an	apparent	failure	and	an	unfore-
seen	 posthumous	 victory	 …’46	 In	 a	 similar	 way,	 the	 book	 after	 the	
movie	tells	the	true	and	improbable	story	of	a	man;

who	held	firmly	to	the	idea	that	classification	would	lead	to	peace,	to	a	
better	understanding	among	peoples.	Of	a	man	haunted	almost	to	the	
point	of	obsession	by	the	idea	of	a	Palais	Mondial	(World	Palace),	subse-
quently	by	the	Cité	Mondiale	(World	City),	which	would	itemize	and	ar-
bitrate	the	knowledge	of	the	world,	in	order	to	make	it	available	to	all.vi

Rayward	(ed.),	European Modernism and the Information Society,	105–126.
42	 Charles	van	den	Heuvel,	Boyd	Rayward,	and	Pieter	Uyttenhove,	‘L’architecture	

du	savoir.	Une	recherche	sur	le	Mundaneum	et	les	précurseurs	européens	de	
l’Internet’,	in:	Transnational Associations,	2–3	(2003),	16–28.

43	 Charles	van	den	Heuvel,	‘Building	Society,	Constructing	Knowledge,	Weaving	the	
Web:	Otlet’s	Visualizations	of	a	Global	Information	Society	and	His	Concept	of	a	
Universal	Civilization’,	in:	Rayward	(ed.),	European Modernism and the Information 
Society,	127–153;	and	Charles	van	den	Heuvel,	‘Web	2.0	and	the	Semantic	Web	in	
Research	from	a	Historical	Perspective.	The	designs	of	Paul	Otlet	(1868–1944)	for	
telecommunication	and	machine	readable	documentation	to	organize	research	and	
society’,	in:	Knowledge Organization,	36.4	(2009),	214–226.

44	 W.	Boyd	Rayward,	‘Visions	of	Xanadu:	Paul	Otlet	(1968–1944)	and	Hypertext’,	in:	
JASIS,	45	(1994),	235–250.	For	a	complete	list	of	publications	by	W.	Boyd	Rayward	
about	Paul	Otlet,	see:	http://people.lis.illinois.edu/~wrayward/cv.html	and	http://
people.lis.illinois.	edu/~wrayward/otlet/otletpage.htm

45	 Levie,	L’homme qui voulait classer le monde.
46	 Quoted	from	the	cover	of	the	English	version	of	the	documentary.	Françoise	Levie,	

The Man who Wanted to Classify the World	(Bruxelles:	Sofidoc,	2002).	Original	script	
by	Françoise	Levie	and	Benoît	Peeters

	 http://www.sofidoc.be/lhomme2.htm.
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Levie’s	biography	is	especially	valuable	in	that	it	explores	in	new	ways	
the	 private	 life	 of	 Otlet	 and	 his	 endeavours	 for	 peace	 and	 the	 con-
struction	of	the	Cité	Mondiale.	It	gives	ample	attention	to	‘his	dreams,	
his	utopias,	his	accomplishments,	his	disappointments,	his	delights,	
his	hopes,	the	ups	and	downs	of	a	life	from	birth	to	death’.vii	The	man	
who	wanted	to	classify	the	world	is	necessarily	a	megalomaniac;	and	
the	story	by	Levie	novelizes	this	megalomania.

The	visionary	or	utopian	dimension	of	Otlet’s	monumental		oeuvre,	
which	 is	 brought	 to	 the	 fore	 in	 Levie’s	 biography	 and	 in	 the	 other	
publications	mentioned	above,	has	also	been	emphasized	in	the	last	
decade	 in	popular	accounts	of	Otlet’s	work	by	different	 journalists,	
exhibition	makers,	and	authors.	In	an	article	 in	Le Monde Magazine	
(2009),	the	journalist	Jean-Michel	Dijan	calls	Otlet	and	his	colleague	
Henri	La	Fontaine	‘two	utopians/lawyers’	who	‘have	devoted	their	life	
to	a	mad	enterprise:	to	assemble	and	to	make	accessible	to	everyone	
all	the	knowledge	of	the	world.	The	Mundaneum,	their	great	work,	in-
strument	of	knowledge	in	the	service	of	peace,	has	laid	the	basis	of	the	
science	of	documentation—and	envisioned	the	Internet	one	century	
in	 advance’.viii	 Like	 Dijan,	 the	 journalist	 Alex	 Wright	 mythologized	
Otlet	in	The New York Times	(2008)	in	contemporary	terms	as	the	for-
gotten	forefather	of	the	World	Wide	Web.47	Wright	drew	attention	
to	 the	 fact	 that	 ‘more	 than	 half	 a	 century	 before	 Tim	 	Berners-Lee		
released	the	first	Web	browser	in	1991,	Otlet	(pronounced	ot-LAY)	de-
scribed	a	networked	world	where	“anyone	in	his	armchair	would	be	
able	to	contemplate	the	whole	of	creation”’.

Furthermore,	several	exhibitions	or	shows	have	portrayed	Otlet	as	
an	 extraordinary	 or	 somewhat	 eccentric	 visionary.	 The	 exhibition	
hall	 in	 the	 Mundaneum	 in	 Mons,	 of	 which	 the	 scenography	 is	 cre-
ated	by	the	cartoonists	and	designers	François	Schuiten	and	Benoît	
Peeters,	presents,	as	Rayward	characterizes	it,	‘the	apparent	hubris	of	
his	utopian	visions	and	the	motley	physical	reality	of	what	was	actu-
ally	achieved’.48	Several	other	exhibitions	at	the	Mundaneum,	such	as	
‘Utopia,	de	l’Atlantide	aux	cités	du	futur’	(2007),	‘Du	papyrus	au	livre	
éléctronique’	(2007),	and	‘Jules	Verne:	savoir	rêver,	savoirs	rêvés’	(2006),	
as	well	as	the	Mundaneum	booklet	‘Un	Internet	de	papier’,	have	por-
trayed	Otlet	and	La	Fontaine	as	two	visionaries	who,	like	Jules	Verne,	
explored	 ‘very	 diverse	 domains	 of	 knowledge,	 science	 and	 technol-

47	 Alex	Wright,	‘The	Web	Time	Forgot’	in:	New York Times	(2008,	17	June)	http://www.
nytimes.com/2008/2006/2017/science/2017mund.html?_r=2001&pagewanted=all.	See	
also	the	blog	of	Alex	Wright	on	Paul	Otlet.	http://www.boxesandarrows.com/view/
forgotten_forefather_paul_otlet.

48	 W.	Boyd	Rayward,	‘Knowledge	Organisation	and	a	New	World	Polity:	The	Rise	and	
Fall	and	Rise	of	the	Ideas	of	Paul	Otlet’,	in:	Transnational Associations,	1–2	(2003),	
4–15	(11).
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ogy,	aimed	at	disseminating	new	knowledge,	and	never	contradicted	
their	liking	for	utopia’.ix	In	2002,	the	theatre	Ad	Hoc	made	a	theatre	
production	on	‘the	tragedy	and	humour’	of	Otlet’s	urge	to	complete-
ness.49	In	La Belgique Visionnaire.	C’est	arrivé	près	de	chez	nous	(2005),	
Harald	Szeemann	put	Otlet	on	his	list	of	Belgian	surreal	visionaries.50	
And	in	2006,	the	exhibition	Dwaze	wijzen	en	wijze	dwazen	[Foolish	
Wise	 Men	 and	 Wise	 Foolish	 Men]	 in	 the	 Museum	 Dr.	 Guislain	 in	
Ghent	included	Otlet	in	a	series	of	Flemish	and	Dutch	‘morosophes’	
[wise	 fools],	 thinkers	 whose	 comprehensive	 theories	 are	 ‘so	 absurd	
and	 monomaniacal	 that	 they	 attain	 almost	 a	 literary	 quality’.51	 In	
this	series	of	popular	accounts	about	Otlet	it	seems	not	entirely	clear	
whether	Otlet,	rather	like	the	historian	Edward	Hall	remarked	of	the	
utopian	thinker	Thomas	More,	should	be	called	a	foolish	wise	man,	
or	a	wise	foolish	man.52

1.3.	 Delineation of the historical research and general  
methodological approach

Of	the	different	approaches	outlined	above,	this	dissertation	aims	to	
develop	further	the	third	approach	in	which	Otlet	is	perceived	to	be	
a	utopian,	visionary	thinker.	At	the	outset,	I	believe	it	is	necessary	to	
emphasize	 that,	 although	 the	 work	 of	 Otlet	 is	 characterized	 by	 the	
authors	mentioned	above	as	visionary	or	utopian,	Otlet	himself	nev-
er	considered	his	concrete	endeavours	to	be	utopian	in	the	sense	of	
unrealistic,	 although	 he	 did	 on	 different	 occasions	 relate	 his	 more	
visionary	schemes	to	a	utopian	mode	of	thought.53	He	spoke,	for	ex-
ample,	of	his	vision	of	the	 ‘Universal	Book’,	which	will	be	discussed	
in	Chapter	3,	as	a	conception	which	he	had	arrived	at	 ‘by	means	of	
reflection,	generalization,	inventive	and	creative	imagination	that	is	
applied	to	answering	desiderata	that	are	clearly	defined’	and	which	he	

49	 Theatre	Ad	Hoc,	‘De	tragiek	en	humor	van	volledigheid’	‘[The	Tragedy	and	Humour	
of	Completeness]	(2002)

	 http://www.theateradhoc.nl/adhoc/login/dagboek/mons/31.php	(2010.02.13).
50	 Barbara	Costermans	and	Harald	Szeemann,	La Belgique Visionnaire. C’est arrivé près 

de chez nous [à l’occasion de l’Exposition “La Belgique Visionaire. C’est Arrivé Près de 
Chez Nous” qui se tient au Palais des Beaux-Arts de Bruxelles du 4 mars au 15 mai 2005] = 
Visionair België?	(Bruxelles:	Fonds	Mercator,	2005),	40–41.

51	 Museum	Dr.	Guislain,	Dwaze wijzen en wijze dwazen	(3/06/2006—3/09/2006)
	 http://www.museumdrguislain.be/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=2

08&Itemid=44	(2010.02.13).
52	 Raphael	Holinshed,	Chronicles	(London:	John	Harrison,	1577),	793.
53	 Paul	Otlet,	Le Livre Universel. Le Livre de Demain. Encyclopédie Mondiale—Réseau 

de Documentation.	(1938.12.08).	MDN,	Notes	numérotées,	Atlas	de	Documentation,	
Note	n°	8338,	3.
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related	to	‘similar	attempts’	which	‘the	ancients	referred	to	with	the	
term	 “utopia”	 and	 even	 more,	 with	 the	 term	 “anticipation”’.	 ‘Nowa-
days’,	Otlet	continued,	‘each	act	of	science	and	technology	must	con-
sider	 what	 could	 and	 what	 should	 be;	 what	 should	 take	 place	 after	
what	already	is	or	has	been’.x	Yet,	he	believed	that	all	of	the	different	
organizational	schemes	and	projects	which	he	pursued	could	be	fully	
realized,	and,	in	effect,	he	did	everything	in	his	power	to	realize	them,	
albeit	in	a	preliminary,	experimental	form.

From	the	series	of	projects	that	occupied	him	during	his	career,	he	
linked	only	the	Cité	Mondiale	to	the	concept	of	utopia	in	the	tradi-
tional	 meaning	 of	 the	 word;	 as	 a	 type	 of	 work	 whose	 name	 derives	
from	the	Utopia	of	Thomas	More	and	which	imagines	a	city	through	
which	the	ideal	commonwealth	is	realized	and	which	aims	at	the	good	
life.54	In	his	writings,	Otlet	presented	the	Cité	Mondiale	as	a	continua-
tion	of	other	utopias,	such	as	Plato’s	Republic,	Saint-Augustine’s	City 
of God,	More’s	Utopia,	Francis	Bacon’s	New Atlantis,	and	the	fantastic	
cities	described	by	Jules	Verne,	H.G.	Wells,	and	Frederik	Van	Eeden.55	
However,	the	Cité	Mondiale	was	for	Otlet—to	use	the	terminology	of	
Lewis	Mumford—certainly	not	a	‘utopia	of	escape’	which	belongs	to	
the	department	of	pure	literature	but,	rather,	a	‘utopia	of	reconstruc-
tion’	 which	 reckons	 with	 the	 world	 in	 which	 it	 seeks	 realization.56	
	Otlet	believed	that	the	Cité	Mondiale	could	be	realized.	‘Utopia?	Chi-
mera?	Not	at	all’,	he	declared.57	He	explored	the	financial	and	juridical	
conditions	for	its	realization,	negotiated	with	land	owners	and	politi-
cians,	and	commissioned	architects	to	draw	plans	for	specific	sites.58

Whereas	 Otlet	 himself	 did	 not	 consider	 his	 ideas	 to	 be	 utopian,	
some	of	his	contemporaries	designated	them	as	such,	because	they	
considered	his	ideas	to	be	in	principle	unfeasible,	unrealistic,	or	im-
practicable.	 As	 Karl	 Mannheim	 has	 observed,	 the	 meaning	 of	 the	
concept	 utopia	 ‘depends	 necessarily	 upon	 one’s	 perspective,	 i.e.,	 it	
contains	within	itself	the	whole	system	of	thought	representing	the	
position	of	the	thinker	in	question’.59	In	the	first	place,	it	was	Otlet’s	
opponents	 and	 critics	 who	 termed	 his	 ideas	 utopian	 or	 megaloma-
niac.	His	dream	to	make	a	bibliography	of	all	that	had	been	published,	

54	 For	a	discussion	of	the	definition	of	utopia	as	derived	from	More’s	Utopia,	see:	Fran-
çoise	Choay,	La règle et le modèle: sur la théorie de l’architecture et de l’urbanisme	(Paris:	
Éditions	du	Seuil,	1980).

55	 Paul	Otlet,	‘Sociologie	et	Urbanisme’,	in:	L’Époque,	2.4	and	5	(1934),	72–76	and	81–92	
(87).

56	 Lewis	Mumford,	The Story of Utopias	(1992;	Charlestone:	BiblioBazaar,	2008),	26.
57	 Otlet,	‘Sociologie	et	Urbanisme’,	88.
58	 Paul	Otlet,	Cité Mondiale. Geneva: World Civic Center: Mundaneum	(Bruxelles:	Palais	

Mondial,	1929).
59	 Karl	Mannheim,	Ideology and Utopia: An Introduction to the Sociology of Knowledge	

(1936;	London:	Routledge	and	Kegan	Paul,	1976),	196.
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was	 criticized	 by	 several	 European	 library	 professionals,	 as	 Uytten-
hove	and	Van	Peteghem	have	observed,	as	 ‘a	pipe	dream’	or	 ‘simply	
megalomaniacal’.60	 Otlet	 was	 criticized	 for	 the	 megalomania	 of	 his	
schemes,	but	he	also	was	praised	for	his	courage	and	perseverance.	As	
his	career	developed,	it	seems	that	he	continued	to	gain	more	sympa-
thy	but	less	support	from	influential	political	protagonists	who	had	
supported	him	earlier	in	his	career.	The	Swiss	architect	Le	Corbusier,	
one	of	Otlet’s	friends,	remembered	how	Otlet,	when	he	presented	his	
grand	vision	of	the	Mundaneum	and	the	Cité	Mondiale	in	Geneva	in	
1928,	was	confronted	with	the	audience’s	incomprehension.

In	Geneva,	 in	1928,	when	Paul	Otlet	 suddenly	 took	from	his	pocket	a	
little	metal	case	no	bigger	than	a	walnut	and	unrolled	its	microfilm,	car-
rier	of	documentary	truth,	he	was	greeted	by	sarcasm	and	smiles.	‘Poor	
fool,’	they	thought.61

The	organizational	schemes	of	the	‘propagandist	of	“Mondialisme”’,	
as	 Le	 Corbusier	 calls	 Otlet,	 illustrated	 by	 means	 of	 projections	 of	
all	sorts	of	schemas,	were	considered	by	the	public	in	Geneva	to	be	
unrealistic	and	impracticable.	One	of	the	key	figures	 in	Geneva	at	
that	time,	Albert	Thomas,	the	first	director	of	the	Office	of	the	In-
ternational	 Labour	 Organization	 (ILO),	 sympathized	 with	 Otlet’s	
work	 but	 found	 nonetheless	 that	 his	 ideas	 held	 a	 certain	 naiveté.	
In	a	 letter	to	Edgard	Milhaud,	a	socialist	and	professor	of	political	
economy	at	the	University	of	Geneva,	Thomas	mentioned	what	he	
thought	of	Otlet:

You	 know	 what	 my	 policy	 is	 in	 relation	 to	 Otlet.	 I	 respect	 his	 efforts,	
despite	the	fact	that	what	he	does	is	a	little	uncertain	and	naïve.	I	want	
to	help	him	the	best	that	I	can.	But	I	cannot	at	all	engage	the	Office	in	
his	causes.	I	would	just	like	to	assure	him	of	my	sympathy	and	[let	him	
know	that],	should	the	need	arise,	me	and	my	friends	are	there	to	help	
him.xi

In	 contrast	 to	 his	 critics	 and	 opponents,	 Otlet’s	 loyal	 friends	 and	
collaborators	 thought	 that	 his	 failure	 to	 realize	 his	 ideas	 should	 be	
blamed	on	the	declining	support	his	projects	received	from	others,	in	

60	 Frantz	Funck-Brentano,	sub-librarian	of	the	Bibliothèque	de	l’Arsenal	in	Paris,	
thought	the	repertory	was	‘a	pipe	dream’	that	created	more	disorder	than	order;	
Charles	Langlois	(1863–1929),	who	became	director	of	the	French	National	Archives	
in	1913,	considered	the	project	of	Otlet	and	La	Fontaine	‘to	be	simply	megaloma-
niacal’;	while	Ferdinand	Van	der	Haeghen	(1830–1913),	the	librarian	of	Ghent	Uni-
versity,	was	convinced	that	the	aims	of	Otlet	and	La	Fontaine	‘will	not	be	attained’	
and	that,	although	he	honoured	their	courage,	he	believed	they	had	‘not	taken	fully	
into	account	the	immensity	of	their	enterprise’.	Pieter	Uyttenhove	and	Sylvia	Van	
Peteghem,	‘Ferdinand	van	der	Haeghen’s	Shadow	on	Otlet:	European	Resistance	
to	the	Americanized	Modernism	of	the	Office	International	de	Bibliographie’,	in:	
Rayward	(ed.),	European Modernism and the Information Society,	96,	100	and	95.

61	 Le	Corbusier,	UN Headquarters	(New	York:	Reinhold	Publishing,	1947),	38.
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particular	from	the	Belgian	authorities.	Igor	Platounoff,	for	example,	
who	was	a	collaborator	of	the	Palais	Mondial	 in	the	1930s,	stated	in	
1999	that	he	‘does	not	agree	with	those	who	consider	him	as	a	utopian.	
[...]	What	he	lacked	was	money,	to	maintain	things,	to	catalogue	docu-
ments	...’xii

I	agree	in	part	with	some	journalists,	scholars,	and	exhibition	plan-
ners	who	today	label	Otlet’s	work	utopian	for	the	very	same	reasons	
he	was	criticized	 in	his	own	time:	 the	megalomania,	overly	system-
atic	character,	and	large	scale	of	his	endeavours.	The	fact	that	his	en-
terprises	eventually	withered	or	failed	to	be	realized	is	what	makes	
them	utopian	from	the	present	point	of	view,	as	Benoît	Peeters	has	
observed:	‘the	peculiarity	of	a	true	utopia	is	of	not	being	transformed	
into	 reality,	 and	 the	 melancholy	 engendered	 by	 this	 succession	 of	
failures	is	by	no	means	foreign	to	the	charm	that	the	history	of	the	
man	who	wanted	to	classify	the	world	continues	to	exert’.xiii

However,	 in	 this	dissertation	I	use	 the	adjective	 ‘utopian’	 to	char-
acterize	Otlet’s	work,	not	so	much	in	a	negative	sense	to	refer	to	his	
megalomania	but	in	a	positive	sense	to	the	visionary	character	of	his	
work.	Unlike	the	scepticism	and	criticism	with	which	the	word	‘uto-
pia’	has	been	approached	since	the	1960s,	I	use	and	understand	the	
term	‘utopia’	in	this	dissertation	positively,	as	meaning	a	productive	
mode	of	 imagination	and	 ideal	 thinking	that	 is	directed	at	 the	real	
and	 that	 is	 opposed	 to	 acceptance	 of	 the	 status	 quo.62	 As	 Zygmunt	
Bauman	has	proclaimed,	utopias	are	all	too	easily	dismissed	‘as	a	fig-
ment	of	unrestrained	fantasy,	unscientific,	at	odds	with	reality—i.e.,	
loaded	with	all	those	features	which	mark	off	an	idea	as	something	
to	be	kept	at	a	safe	distance	from	scholarly	discourse’,	and	therefore	
are	easily	denied	their	original	force,	to	use	a	metaphor	of	Bauman,	
of	knives	that	were	once	pressed	with	their	edges	against	the	future.63	
Otlet’s	schemes,	as	I	take	it,	reveal	the	extraordinary	sense	of	organi-
zational	imagination	with	which	he	was	gifted,	and	in	this	dissertation	
I	take	them	to	be	utopian	in	the	sense	that	they	attest	to	a	mode	of	
thinking	that	operates	through	projective	imagination.	The	utopian	
mind,	as	Paul	Ricoeur	has	argued,	leaps	into	a	‘non-place’	or	‘u-topos’,	
not	as	a	place	of	refuge	far	removed	from	reality	but	as	a	laboratory	

62	 For	a	reassessment	of	the	notion	of	‘utopia’	in	contemporary	urbanism	and	a	
discussion	of	the	critiques	by	K.	Popper,	B.	Russell,	and	L.	Mumford	on	the	al-
leged	totalitarianism	of	utopias	in	the	1960s,	see:	Anthony	Vidler,	‘How	to	Invent	
Utopia:	The	Fortunes	and	Misfortunes	of	Plato’s	Polis’,	Mellon	Lecture	at	the	CCA	
(2005.05.17)	http://www.cca.qc.ca/system/items/2485/original/Anthony_Vidler.
mp3?1244230891.

63	 Zygmunt	Bauman,	Socialism, the Active Utopia	(London:	Allen	and	Unwin,	1976),	9	
and	12.
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of	 imagination.64	 In	 that	 laboratory,	 it	can	try	out	different	courses	
of	action	and	redescribe	reality.	Like	fiction,	utopia	is	directed	else-
where,	but	 it	uses	the	power	of	 imagination	to	unfold	new	possible	
directions	in	reality.65	Otlet’s	projects	and	projections	were	utopian	
in	the	sense	that	they	addressed	reality	by	exploring	and	anticipating	
the	 impact	of	 issues	such	as	globalization,	 internationalization,	and	
the	application	to	society	of	new	information	technologies.

Moreover,	Otlet’s	visionary	schemes	not	only	addressed	their	contem-
porary	historical	reality	but	also	were	anchored	physically	in	that	real-
ity.	They	sought	but	failed	to	be	fully	realized	in	the	order	of	the	real-
ity	in	which	they	originated	and	against	which	they	reacted.	The	many	
abstract	 structures	 which	 Otlet	 imagined	 were	 linked	 to	 the	 many	
concrete,	 highly	 ambitious,	 and	 innovative	 projects	 that	 he	 pursued	
throughout	his	career.	In	his	work,	Otlet’s	more	abstract	schemes	and	
his	concrete	projects	 interacted	and	complemented	one	another.	His	
concrete	projects—for	example	the	Universal	Bibliographic	Repertory,	
the	Documentary	Encyclopaedia,	and	the	Palais	Mondial—were	labora-
tories	in	which	he	tested	his	abstract	arrangements	in	a	preliminary	and	
uncompleted	form;	at	the	same	time,	his	abstract	programs	extended	
what	he	had	explored	in	concrete	form.	To	use	Foucault’s	distinction	
between	utopias	and	heterotopias,	we	could	say	that	Otlet	created	both	
utopias	 and	 heterotopias.	He	 created	utopias	 or	 ‘arrangements	which	
have	no	real	space’,	that	 ‘are	by	their	very	essence	fundamentally	un-
real’	and	which	‘represent	society	itself	brought	to	perfection’;	while	he	
also	created	heterotopias,	or	real	and	effective	spaces	that	lie	outside	all	
places	and	yet	are	actually	localizable,	‘places	which	are	absolutely	other	
with	respect	to	all	the	arrangements	that	they	reflect’.66

Otlet’s	visionary	schemes	were	anchored	in	reality,	not	only	physi-
cally	in	the	form	of	more	concrete	organizational	realizations	but	also	
in	the	sense	that	they	were	firmly	rooted	in	the	intellectual,	social	and	
disciplinary	contexts	of	their	time.	This	dissertation	discusses	seven	
of	Otlet’s	schemes	and	examines	their	origins	and	the	manner	in	which	
they	 were	 developed	within	particular	 social	 circumstances	and	 in-
tellectual	traditions.	In	using	the	term	‘scheme’,	I	mean	a	systematic	
organization	of	concepts,	a	visionary	project	or	a	schematic	plan	of	

64	 This	is	a	point	made	by	Paul	Ricoeur	in:	Paul	Ricoeur,	‘Imagination	in	Discourse	and	
in	Action’,	in:	Gillian	Robinson	and	John	F.	Rundell	(eds.),	Rethinking Imagination: 
Culture and Creativity	(London:	Routledge,	1994),	118–135	(124).

65	 Gaston	Bachelard,	On Poetic Imagination and Reverie: Selections from Gaston Bachelard	
(Dallas:	Spring	Publications,	1987).	See	also:	Jean-Jacques	Wunenburger,	La vie des 
images	(Grenoble:	Presses	Universitaires	de	Grenoble,	2002),	13.

66	 Michel	Foucault,	‘Of	Other	Spaces:	Utopias	and	Heterotopias’,	in:	Neil	Leach	(ed.),	
Rethinking Architecture: A Reader in Cultural Theory	(London/New	York:	Routledge,	
1997),	350–356	(352).
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action	that	was	plotted	and/or	propagated	by	Paul	Otlet.	The	seven	
schemes	that	will	be	treated	in	the	next	seven	chapters	are:	the	‘Uni-
versal	Network	of	Documentation’	 (Chapter	2),	the	 ‘Universal	Book’	
(Chapter	 3),	 the	 ‘Collective,	 Mechanical	 Brain’	 (Chapter	 4),	 the	 ‘En-
cyclopaedia	Universalis	Mundaneum’	 (Chapter	5),	 the	International	
Office	of	Municipal	Information	(Chapter	6),	the	 ‘Urbaneum-Natio-
neum-Mundaneum’	(Chapter	7),	and	the	‘Cité	Mondiale’	(Chapter	8).	
While	 this	 dissertation	 studies	 these	 schemes	 in	 relation	 to	 Otlet’s	
concrete	projects;	it	also	aims	to	place	these	schemes	firmly	in	their	
intellectual	and	ideological	context	and	thus	show	the	relationships	
and	affinities	they	had	with	the	pronouncements	and	assumptions	of	
other	intellectuals	at	that	time,	primarily	those	intellectuals	to	whom	
Otlet	referred	to	or	with	whom	he	corresponded.

As	such,	the	kind	of	historical	inquiry	made	in	this	dissertation	is	
closest	to	the	approach	known	as	 ‘intellectual	history’,	 the	interdis-
ciplinary	enterprise	which	attends,	as	John	W.	Burrow	defines	it,	 ‘to	
the	reflective	communal	life	of	human	beings	in	the	past;	to	their	as-
sumptions,	 arguments,	 enquiries,	 ruminations	 about	 the	 world	 and	
themselves,	their	past	and	their	future	and	their	relations	to	each	oth-
er,	and	the	various	vocabularies	and	rhetoric	in	which	they	conducted	
these’.67	More	precisely,	this	thesis	may	be	considered	an	‘intellectual	
biography’:	not	simply	the	biography	of	an	intellectual	but	a	form	of	
intellectual	history	which	tries	to	explain	the	genesis	and	substance	
of	the	edifice	of	a	subject’s	thought	in	relation	to	the	intellectual	con-
text	of	his	time.68	This	intellectual	biography	aims,	through	a	work	of	
historical	contextualization	and	interpretation,	to	discuss	and	recon-
struct	Otlet’s	ideas,	assumptions,	and	arguments	about	the	nature	and	
creation	of	knowledge	as	they	are	incorporated	in	the	evidence	that	
has	been	found	describing	his	schemes.	This	historical	analysis	thus	
is	 limited	to	the	situational	 logic	of	an	individual	 life,	which	it	uses	
to	try	to	comprehend	what	Otlet	found	important	in	his	time	about	
the	‘information	society’	in	which	he	lived,	and	how	he	believed	the	
information	and	information	infrastructures	it	foregrounded	could	
be	improved.69

67	 John	W.	Burrow,	‘Intellectual	History	in	English	Academic	Life:	Reflections	on	a	
Revolution’,	in:	Richard	Whatmore	and	B.	W.	Young	(eds.),	Palgrave Advances in 
Intellectual History	(Basingstoke:	Palgrave	Macmillan,	2006),	8–24	(11).

68	 My	definition	of	intellectual	biography	is	based	on	my	reading	of:	Malachi	Haco-
hen,	‘Rediscovering	Intellectual	Biography—and	Its	Limits’,	in:	History of Political 
Economy,	39	(2007),	9–29;	and	Alastair	Hannay,	Kierkegaard: A Biography	(Cambridge:	
Cambridge	University	Press,	2001).

69	 For	a	framework	for	historical	analysis	which	understands	all	societies	as	informa-
tion	societies,	see:	Alistair	Black,	Dave	Muddiman,	and	Helen	Plant,	The Early In-
formation Society. Information Management in Britain before the Computer	(Aldershot:	
Ashgate,	2007).
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1.4.	 Sources of the investigation

The	 major	 sources	 used	 to	 investigate	 Otlet’s	 utopian	 schemes	 are,	
on	 the	 one	 hand,	 his	 writings	 and,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 his	 drawings	
and	schemas.	Otlet	was	a	prolific	writer	during	his	entire	life.	He	pub-
lished	 a	 great	 quantity	 of	 articles	 in	 conference	 proceedings,	 news-
papers,	and	journals,	especially	in	those	journals	that	he	founded	in	
collaboration	with	La	Fontaine:	the	Bulletin de l’IIB,	the	publications	
of	the	Union	of	International	Associations,	and	La Vie Internationale.	
Furthermore,	 Otlet	 edited	 several	 conference	 proceedings,	 wrote	 a	
dozen	books	and	booklets	and	left	behind	a	rich	archive	of	unpub-
lished	‘numbered	notes’,	correspondence,	and	manuscripts.	This	dis-
sertation	focuses	on	the	attention	he	gave	to	his	schemes	in	his	writ-
ings	,	which	varies	from	occasional	mention	to	elaborate	explanations	
and	extensive	programmatic	statements.

In	order	to	shed	new	light	on	Otlet	as	a	utopian	thinker,	I	will	use	
the	impressive	collection	of	schemas	with	which	he	visualized	or	il-
lustrated	his	ideas	about	knowledge	organization	and	international-
ism.	These	schemas	reveal	the	extraordinary	sense	of	organizational	
imagination	 with	 which	 he	 was	 endowed.	 While	 a	 number	 of	 the	
images	have	been	reproduced	and	discussed,	the	full	extent	of	their	
quantity	and	range	has	not	until	now	been	fully	understood	and	ex-
ploited.

The	collection	of	schemas	that	Otlet	produced	can	be	subdivided	
in	three	groups:	the	sketches,	the	Encyclopaedia	Universalis	Mun-
daneum,	and	the	architectural	plans.	The	first	group,	 the	schemas	
in	 the	 form	 of	 sketches	 annotated	 with	 scribbles,	 can	 be	 found	 in	
different	‘fonds’	of	the	Personal	Papers	of	Otlet	preserved	in	the	Ar-
chives	 of	 the	 Mundaneum	 in	 Mons,	 a	 great	 quantity	 of	 which	 are	
located	in	the	section	EUM	FIG.10, 11.	It	seems	that	Otlet	drew	these	
sketches	 not	 so	 much	 to	 visualize	 his	 ideas	 to	 outsiders	 but	 to	 or-
ganize	his	 ideas	for	himself.	Schematization	is	always	an	action	of	
organization,	and	these	schematic	sketches	are	the	formal	result	of	
that	action.	In	his	autobiographic	notes,	Otlet	noted	that	‘I	find	that	
I	must	draw	certain	ideas,	certain	graphics.	And	it	is	in	my	mind	that	
I	make	the	movements	that	draw:	a	circle,	a	 triangle,	a	 line’.xiv	We	
could	 call	 the	 process	 which	 Otlet	 describes	 in	 this	 passage,	 after	
Rudolf	Arnheim,	a	process	of	‘visual	thinking’.70	Visual	thinking	in-
volves	how	we	organize	mental	images	using	shape,	line,	colour,	and	
composition	in	order	to	make	them	meaningful.71	It	is	by	means	of	

70	 This	term	is	borrowed	from	Rudolf	Arnheim:	Rudolf	Arnheim,	Visual Thinking	
(Berkeley:	University	of	California	Press,	1969).

71	 Jean	Trumbo,	‘Making	Science	Visible.	Visual	Literacy	in	Science	Communication’,	



such	 a	 process	 of	 visual	 thinking	 that	 Otlet	 fleshed	 out	 particular	
concepts	or	thoughts.

Many	 schemas	 and	 scribbles	 of	 this	 first	 category	 functioned	 as	
working	documents	for	what	Otlet	referred	to,	from	at	least	1925	on-
wards,	as	the	Encyclopaedia	Universalis	Mundaneum	(EUM),	which	is	
a	major	focus	of	this	dissertation	and	which	I	consider	to	be	a	second	
category	of	his	schemas.	The	EUM	was	conceived	as	a	picture	ency-
clopaedia	or	 ‘atlas’	offering	 ‘a	vast	panorama	of	the	world	and	what	
it	contains’;	an	encyclopaedia	that	visualized	in	a	synthetic	manner	
what	was	known	about	‘the	sciences	and	diverse	orders	of	activity’,	the	
history	of	civilization,	the	geography	of	nations	and	populations,	and	
about	‘international	life’.72	The	EUM	is	a	collection	of	loose	sheets	in	
a	large	poster	format	(64	x	67	cm)	FIG. 12	and	in	a	smaller,	more	easily	
manageable	 format	 (21,5	 cm	 x	 27,5	 cm)	 FIG. 13.	 These	 drawings	 were	
usually	made	on	tracing	paper	and	then	reproduced	as	‘photocalques’	
on	plain	paper.	A	large	number	of	the	EUM	images	were	microfilmed	
on	several	hundred	films	as	part	of	the	Encyclopedia Microphotica,	but	
these	films	are	still	inaccessible	to	scholarly	research.73

in:	Luc	Pauwels	(ed.),	Visual Cultures of Science: Rethinking Representational Practices 
in Knowledge Building and Science Communication	(Hanover:	University	Press	of	New	
England,	2006),	266–283	(269).

72	 Paul	Otlet,	Encyclopedia Universalis Mundaneum. Programme—Catalogue	(1925.05.20).	
MDN,	EUM,	Note	n°	5997.

73	 Rayward,	Mundaneum: Archives of Knowledge,	24.

FIG. 10 Paul Otlet, Untitled Sketch (1943.10.04) FIG. 11 Paul Otlet, Basic Schemata (n.d.)



The	EUM,	as	will	be	discussed	in	detail	in	Chapter	5,	derived	from	
the	 program	 of	 visual	 education	 as	 explored	 at	 the	 International	
Museum.	 The	 International	 Museum	 in	 Brussels	 was	 conceived	 as	
a	 ‘museum	of	ideas	and	of	facts’,xv	a	sort	of	spatial	encyclopaedia	set	
up	in	such	a	way	as	 ‘to	visualize’	and	synthesize	what	is	known,	and	
this	 from	 an	 internationalist	 point	 of	 view.74	 In	 addition	 to	 various	
objects,	models,	and	graphic	material,	the	museum	contained	posters	
which	 aimed,	 through	 visualization,	 to	 ‘transpose’	 knowledge	 from	
books	and	documents	which	are	by	their	nature	‘discursive,	slow	and	
compact’	into	‘intuitive,	direct	and	rapid’	explanations.75	The	posters	
that	hung	in	the	International	Museum	and	that	Otlet	considered	to	
be	part	of	the	EUM,	contain	different	sorts	of	visual	material.	The	fol-

74	 Paul	Otlet,	‘Le	Musée	International’,	in:	Office Central des Associations Internationales,	
27a	(1914),	7.

75	 Draft	made	in	1913:	Otlet,	La visualization des résultats consignées dans les publications 
des associations internationales.	Published	in	1914	on	the	occasion	of	a	meeting	of	the	
UIA	on	18	May	1914	in	order	to	decide	about	the	organization	of	a	section	of	the	
UIA	on	the	‘Exposition	internationale	Urbaine’	in	Lyon:	Paul	Otlet,	La Visualisation 
des résultats consignés dans les Publications des Associations Internationales	(Bruxelles:	
Office	Central	des	Associations	Internationales,	1914).

FIG. 12 Example of a poster of the EUM illustrating the concept of the Mundaneum in 
large format (64 x 67 cm)



lowing	list	of	items,	as	formulated	by	Otlet,	gives	a	good	sense	of	the	
diversity	of	materials	they	contain:
a.	 photography	(view	of	objects);
b.	 the	diagram	(transformations	of	numbers	in	figures);
c.	 the	map	(distribution	of	a	phenomenon	in	space);
d.	 the	schema	(representation	of	concepts	and	ideas	by		

linear	forms);
e.	 the	pictographic	drawing	(representation	of	ideas	in		

concrete	images);	and
f.	 texts	themselves,	presented	either	in	a	synoptic	form	or		

in	the	form	of	a	legend	and	with	brief	comments	on	illustrations,	
reduced	in	both	cases	to	the	most	concise	expression		
(a	telegraphic	style	or	the	style	of	a	summary	note).xvi

In	1913,	Otlet	came	up	with	the	idea	to	bundle	the	posters	that	had	
been	 created,	 with	 the	 collaboration	 of	 international	 associations,	
into	a	single	‘Atlas	of	International	Associations’,	a	visual	instrument	
that	would	explain	to	the	public	everything	it	needed	to	know	about	
international	organization	in	an	‘intuitive	direct	and	rapid’	manner.76	

76	 Otlet,	La Visualisation des résultats consignés dans les Publications des Associations Inter-

FIG. 13 Example of the same schema as shown in Figure 12 for the 
EUM, but in a smaller format (21,5 cm x 27,5 cm)
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During	the	interwar	period,	Otlet	explored	this	idea	further.	In	1926	
he	made	an	‘Atlas	of	Administrative	Sciences’;	in	1929	he	worked	on	
an	‘Atlas	of	Universal	Civilization;	and	during	the	1930s	and	1940s,	the	
creation	of	plates	for	the	EUM	became	a	priority	for	Otlet	and	his	col-
laborators.	There	would	be	about	eight	thousand	different	panels	cre-
ated	in	connection	with	the	EUM,	organized	according	to	the	UDC	in	
four	special	series	or	sub-Atlases:	The	Sciences,	History,	Geography,	
and	International	Life.77

Of	particular	interest	for	this	dissertation	are	the	series	of	schemas	
of	 the	 EUM	 which	 express	 Otlet’s	 ideas	 about	 knowledge	 organiza-
tion	and	internationalism.	Many	of	these	schemas	are	assembled	in	
the	 Atlas Monde	 (1936),	 which	 illustrates	 his	 ideas	 contained	 in	 the	
book	of	the	same	name;	the	atlas	Documentatio Universalis,	which	ex-
plains	 his	 ideas	 about	 documentation;	 the	 atlas	 Civitas Mundaneum	
(1940),	which	deals	with	the	Cité	Mondiale;	and	the	atlas	on	Brussels	
and	Belgium	called	the	Atlas Bruxellaneum	(1944)	and	Atlas Belganeum	

nationales.
77	 Rayward,	Mundaneum: Archives of Knowledge,	24.

FIG. 14 ‘Schematic plans’ drawn by Otlet (1922)
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(1944).	 Although	 it	 seems	 that	 Otlet	 attempted	 to	 get	 these	 atlases	
properly	published,	they	remained	in	his	personal	archives	in	an	un-
finished	state.

A	third	group	of	‘schemas’	are	the	drawings	which	give	an	architec-
tural	translation	to	the	institutions	that	Otlet	imagined	for	the	inter-
national	organization	of	knowledge,	such	as	the	Mundaneum	or	the	
Cité	Mondiale.	These	architectural	drawings	balance	between	archi-
tecture	and	architectonics,	between	concrete	plans	for	the	construc-
tion	of	a	building,	on	the	one	hand,	and	architectural	visions	which	
translate	a	system	of	thought,	on	the	other	hand	FIG. 14,	Some	of	these	
drawings	 are	 concrete	 institutional	 designs;	 others	 more	 resemble	
memory	theatres	from	the	Renaissance	that	spatialize	Otlet’s	meta-
physical	 and	 institutional	 structures.	 These	 architectural	 drawings	
were	made	not	only	by	Otlet	but	also	by	different	architects	at	Otlet’s	
request.	In	contrast	to	the	sketches	and	the	EUM,	these	drawings	were	
found	not	only	in	the	Mundaneum	(Mons)	but	also	in	the	Sint-Lukas	
Archive	 (Brussels),	 the	 Archives	 d’Architecture	 Moderne	 (AAM)	 in	
Brussels,	the	Archives	of	Verwilghen	and	Louis	Van	der	Swaelmen	at	
Leuven	University,	and	the	Fondation	Le	Corbusier	in	Paris.	Many	of	
them,	 especially	 those	 by	 Otlet,	 Heymans,	 and	 Jasinski,	 have	 never	
before	been	published	and	discussed	before.

1.5.	 Hermeneutics of Otlet’s visual language

Whether	in	sketches,	drawings	of	the	EUM,	or	architectural	schemas,	
Otlet	used	a	visual	language	that	is	characteristically	metaphorical.	The	
images	or	figures	 in	his	 schemas	function	as	metaphors	 in	 that	 they	
represent	abstract	or	non-tangible	ideas	or	structures	by	means	of	re-
semblances,	associations,	or	comparisons.	The	metaphorical	language	
used	in	the	schemas	is	built	from	images	or	figures	that	have	a	symbol-
ic,	iconographic,	or	geometrical	nature.	First,	Otlet	uses	symbols	which	
are	 sometimes	 conventional	 symbols	 and	 sometimes	 new	 symbols	
which	he	invented.	This	can	be	seen,	for	example,	in	Figure	15,	where	a	
torch	symbolizes	the	idea	of	the	university;	a	magnifying	glass	the	idea	
of	the	museum;	a	network	Otlet’s	concept	of	the	international	associa-
tion,	and	a	tree	in	combination	with	a	key	Otlet’s	conception	of	docu-
mentation	FIG. 15.	Secondly,	he	builds	metaphors	from	different	icono-
graphic figures	 that	 take	 the	 shape	 of	 allegorical	 representations.	 For	
example,	in	Figure	16	FIG. 16,	the	story	of	the	process	of	social	reform	is	
represented	by	a	Roman	general	on	a	golden	carriage	who	must	choose	
between	three	different	paths:	the	path	of	realizing	small	affairs	in	25	
months	(empty	bullets	indicate	this	would	be	a	waste	of	time),	the	path	
of	realizing	affairs	of	medium-size	in	25	years	(an	angel	offers	a	wreath	
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of	laurels	 if	he	selects	this	effort),	and	the	realization	of	great	affairs	
in	more	than	25	years	(at	the	end	of	this	path	arises	Otlet’s	Cité	Mon-
diale).	Thirdly,	Otlet	makes	use	of	geometrical figures	as	metaphorical	or	
analogical	 translations	of	conceptual	 structures.	For	example,	 in	Fig-
ure	17	a	series	of	circumscribed	circles	represents	the	different	levels	
on	which	official	organisms	operate	(the	local,	regional,	national,	and	
global	levels)	FIG. 17.	In	many	pictures,	he	mixes	these	symbolic,	icono-
graphic.	and	geometric	elements	with	textual	notes	in	a	metaphorical	
language	that	is	difficult	to	understand	for	the	layman.	One	of	the	aims	
of	this	dissertation	is	to	decipher	these	metaphors	and	their	visual	ele-
ments,	as	well	as	to	explain	what	these	schemas	are	actually	saying.

There	is	a	considerable	literature	on	the	nature	and	use	of	metaphors	
and	analogies	in	the	sciences,	and	some	of	its	insights	may	help	us	to	
understand	how	and	why	Otlet	 in	his	schemas	borrows	elements	or	
figures	from	different	fields	of	knowledge	and	experience.78	In	gener-

78	 Noppen	has	compiled	two	bibliographies	of	studies	on	metaphors	between	the	

FIG. 15 Example of the symbolic language used by Otlet to explain how he conceived the 
Mundaneum to be a knowledge institution that is at once a documentation centre, a university, a 
museum, and a network of similar institutions
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al,	scholars	seem	to	agree	that	we	use	metaphors	to	come	to	grips	with	
phenomena	or	concepts	for	which	we	still	lack	precise	descriptions.79	
Metaphors	function	on	the	basis	of	analogy	or	the	similarity	that	ex-
ists	between	two	or	more	apparently	dissimilar	things.80	By	means	of	
analogies	or	approximating	resemblances,	metaphors	help	us	to	see	or	
identify	things	as	something	else,	and	thus	they	prepare	the	way	for	

1970s	and	1990:	Jean-Pierre	van	Noppen,	Metaphor. Bibliography of Post-1970 Publica-
tions	(Amsterdam/Philadelphia:	John	Benjamins	Publishing	Company,	1985);	and	
Jean-Pierre	van	Noppen	and	Edith	Hols,	Metaphor II. A Classified Bibliography of 
Publications, 1985 to 1990	(Amsterdam/Philadelphia:	John	Benjamins	Publishing	
Company,	1990).	For	an	overview	of	competing	theories	of	metaphors—pragmatic,	
semantic,	and	constructivist,	see:	Sabine	Maasen,	‘Who	is	Afraid	of	Metaphors?’,	in:	
Sabine	Maasen,	Everett	Mendelsohn,	and	Peter	Weingart	(eds.),	Biology as Society, 
Society as Biology: Metaphors	(Dordrecht/London:	Kluwer	Academic,	1995),	11–35;	
and	Sabine	Maasen	and	Peter	Weingart,	Metaphors and the Dynamics of Knowledge	
(London:	Routledge,	2000).

79	 For	the	sake	of	simplicity,	we	limit	the	discussion	here	to	metaphors	and	analogies.	
Models	are	in	generally	assumed	to	be	bound	to	the	realm	of	science.	Or,	as	Paul	
Ricoeur	noted,	‘metaphor	is	to	poetic	language	what	the	model	is	to	scientific	lan-
guage’.	Metaphors,	in	contrast,	are	also	common	in	everyday	language.	Paul	Ricoeur,	
The Rule of Metaphor. Multidisciplinary Studies of the Creation of Meaning in Language	
(Routledge	&	Kegan	Paul:	London,	1986),	240.

80	 Barbara	Maria	Stafford,	Visual Analogy: Consciousness as the Art of Connecting	(Cam-
bridge,	Mass./London:	MIT	Press,	1999),	8.

FIG. 16 Example of the iconographic language used by Otlet. The drawing, called ‘At the Junc-
tion of Roads. What will the victory be?  Who will bring about the organization of the World and 
the Global City?’, is made by Igor Platounoff. (1940.08.21)
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a	new	and	more	adequate	interpretation.81	Metaphors	transfer	infor-
mation	from	a	‘source	domain’	(which	is	used	as	a	means	of	interpreta-
tion	or	explanation)	to	a	‘target	domain’	(which	is	to	be	interpreted	or	
explained).82	 Such	 a	 transfer	 may	 occur	 between	 different	 scientific	
disciplines,	but	it	also	can	occur	between	everyday	discourse	and	spe-
cialized	discourses.	In	other	words,	metaphors	may	function	as	inter-
faces	both	in	intra-scientific	and	extra-scientific	domains.83

Otlet	seems	to	use	a	visual	metaphorical	langue	in	his	schemas	by	
means	of	which	he	assembles,	appropriates,	and	explains	in	a	synthet-
ic	and	concise	manner	the	ideas	that	he	borrows	and	develops	from	
different	fields	of	knowledge	or,	simply,	from	everyday	language	and	
experience.	 Within	 the	 given	 linguistic,	 conceptual,	 and	 epistemic	
conditions	of	his	time,	Otlet,	like	a	‘bricoleur’	[handyman]	(to	use	the	
notion	described	by	Lévi-Strauss),	builds	his	schemas	(just	as	his	theo-
ries)	 about	 documentation	 and	 internationalism	 by	 importing	 con-
cepts,	methods,	and	models	from	diverse	fields	such	as	the	natural,	
social,	 and	 political	 sciences,	 the	 arts	 and	 humanities,	 and	 technol-
ogy;	but	he	also	draws	from	everyday	language	and	experience.84	By	
applying	 and	 integrating	 ideas	 from	 one	 context	 or	 source	 domain	
to	another,	the	schemas	provide	us	with	evidence	of	the	sources	that	
Otlet	was	borrowing	from,	inspired	by	or	dealing	with.

One	of	the	central	concerns	in	the	literature	on	metaphors	perti-
nent	for	the	analysis	of	Otlet’s	schemas	is	the	extent	to	which	meta-
phors	succeed	in	transferring	ideas,	concepts,	and	methods	from	one	
area	 of	 human	 thought	 and	 practice	 to	 another.	 As	 Sabine	 Maasen	
has	argued,	the	degree	of	meaning	that	a	metaphor	is	able	to	transfer	
between	one	domain	of	knowledge	and	another	may	differ	according	
to	the	function	for	which	the	metaphor	is	used.	She	makes	a	distinc-
tion	among	three	different	functions:	 the	 illustrative,	heuristic	and	
constitutive	 functions.85	 These	 three	 functions	 or	 levels	 of	 transfer	
can	also	be	recognized	in	the	schemas	drawn	by	Otlet.

Some	 of	 Otlet’s	 schemas	 show	 metaphors	 or	 analogies	 that	 are	
merely	illustrative.	Such	illustrative	metaphors	are	used	primarily	to	

81	 Ricoeur,	The Rule of Metaphor. Multidisciplinary Studies of the Creation of Meaning in 
Language,	240–243.

82	 This	is	the	definition	of	analogical	reasoning	as	defined	in:	Stella	Vosniadou	and	An-
drew	Ortony,	Similarity and Analogical Reasoning	(Cambridge:	Cambridge	University	
Press,	1989),	6.

83	 James	J.	Bono,	‘Science,	Discourse,	and	Literature:	The	Role/Rule	of	Metaphor	in	
Science’,	in:	St.	Peterfreund	(ed.),	Literature and Science. Theory & Practice	(Boston:	
Northeastern	University	Press,	1990),	59–89.

84	 Claude	Lévi-Strauss,	Savage Mind	(London:	Weidenfeld	and	Nicolson,	1966).
85	 Sabine	Maasen,	Everett	Mendelsohn,	and	Peter	Weingart,	‘Metaphors:	Is	There	a	

Bridge	over	Troubled	Waters?’,	in:	Maasen,	Mendelsohn,	and	Weingart	(eds.),	Biology 
as Society, Society as Biology: Metaphors,	1–11.



increase	 the	 conviction	 of	 the	 argument	 that	 he	 is	 making.	 For	 ex-
ample,	in	one	of	his	schemas	he	uses	the	refraction	of	light	as	a	meta-
phor	to	explain	his	view	on	how	international	organization	should	be	
organized	in	a	cooperative	and	centralized	manner	FIG. 18.	In	another	
schema,	he	uses	a	pair	of	scales	as	a	metaphor	to	explain	his	idea	that	
money,	which	is	wasted	on	visas	and	passports	each	year,	would	better	
be	used	to	build	his	dream	of	a	Cité	Mondiale	FIG. 19.	In	these	schemas,	
metaphors	are	used	for	their	pedagogical	value.	They	explain	the	un-
familiar	to	the	reader	through	the	familiar.

A	 second	 sort	 of	 metaphor	 has	 a	 heuristic	 function.	 This	 sort	 of	
metaphor	is	used	as	a	device	that	helps	the	reader	understand	par-
ticular	issues	and	also	helps	the	creator,	Otlet,	think	creatively	about	
these	issues	and	eventually	construct	certain	theories.	For	example,	
in	the	schema	Documentation—Le Cycle des Opérations,	Otlet	uses	a	
schematic	 representation	 of	 a	 distillery	 or	 a	 set	 of	 reservoirs	 con-
nected	 by	 piping	 as	 a	 metaphor	 for	 the	 cycle	 of	 operations	 that	 a	
document	undergoes	during	the	process	of	what	he	calls	‘documen-
tation’	(collecting,	recording,	cataloguing,	classification,	assembling,	
illustration,	and	exposition)86	FIG. 20.	In	other	schemas,	Otlet	uses	the	
biological	concept	of	the	 ‘organism’	or	the	scientific	notion	of	the	
‘conservation	of	energy’	as	a	metaphor	to	reflect	about	the	social	or-

86	 This	image	has	also	been	used	by	van	den	Heuvel:	‘Web	2.0	and	the	Semantic	Web	
in	Research	from	a	Historical	Perspective.	The	designs	of	Paul	Otlet	(1868–1944)	
for	telecommunication	and	machine	readable	documentation	to	organize	research	
and	society’.

FIG. 17 Example of the geometrical graphic language used by Otlet



FIG. 18 Refraction of light used by Otlet as a metaphor to explain his view of  
international action

FIG. 19 A pair of scales used by Otlet as a metaphor to compare the cost of constructing 
the Cité Mondiale to the money that is wasted on passports (1934)



FIG. 20 Paul Otlet, Documentation – The Cycle of Operations 
(1944.06.18)

FIG. 21 Schema of the Cité Mondiale
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ganization	of	knowledge.	In	such	heuristic	comparisons,	metaphors	
are	used	almost	like	a	pair	of	glasses	through	which	an	object	is	ob-
served	and	reorganized.	Particular	characteristics	 from	 the	 source	
are	transferred	onto	the	target	in	a	way	that	inspires	the	generation	
of	hypotheses.	In	such	comparisons,	the	source	remains	clearly	dis-
tinguishable.

A	 third	 category	 of	 metaphors	 has	 a	 constitutive	 function.	 In	 this	
kind	of	metaphor,	the	figure	or	source	that	is	used	as	metaphor	for	
the	 target	 becomes	 completely	 absorbed	 by	 and	 equated	 with	 the	
target.	The	source	object	has,	in	other	words,	stopped	being	a	meta-
phor	and	has	become	part	of	the	vocabulary	it	was	intended	to	enrich	
from	 outside.	 In	 Otlet’s	 schemas	 there	 are	 certain	 figures—such	 as	
the	sphere,	the	pyramid	and	the	network—which	recur	so	often	that	
they	may	be	assumed	to	be	constitutive	for	his	visual	language.	The	
figures	shown,	for	example,	in	Figure	21,	are	building	blocks	that	he	
systematically	used	to	visualize	his	utopian	visions	FIG. 21.	If	he	once	
started	 to	 draw	 these	 figures	 because	 he	 associated	 them	 with	 par-
ticular	concepts	or	meanings	that	he	found	important,	they	grew	in	
time	into	figures	that	he	used	continuously	and	attributed	with	ad-
ditional	 personal	 meanings,	 to	 the	 point	 that	 they	 became	 almost	
idiosyncratic	metaphors	which	he	and	his	collaborators	understood,	
but	outsiders	did	not.	These	figures	may	be	considered	what	is	called	
‘dead	metaphors’:	metaphors	that	have	been	absorbed	to	the	extent	
that	they	no	longer	reveal	the	original	imported	concepts.

Because	the	functioning	of	metaphors	relies	on	transfer	from	one	
particular	context	of	ideas	or	area	of	thought	to	another,	 it	 is	these	
contexts	or	areas	of	thought	which	are	borrowed	from	that	are	first	
pointed	out	and	explained.	Depending	on	the	function	of	the	meta-
phorical	language	being	used,	some	schemas	will	require	more	con-
textualization	and	explanation	than	others.	Images	or	figures	that	are	
given	an	illustrative	metaphorical	function	are	usually	rhetorical	ploys	
which	aim	to	make	an	argument	or	statement	more	concise,	convinc-
ing,	and	attractive;	these,	accordingly,	will	be	used	in	this	dissertation	
to	 illustrate	 the	 kind	 of	 argument	 Otlet	 was	 making.	 These	 images	
or	figures	are	usually	borrowed	from	common	knowledge	or	every-
day	life	and	therefore	need	to	be	situated	in	their	timeframe.	Figures	
which	are	given	a	heuristic	metaphorical	function	are	especially	valu-
able	in	that	they	provide	us	with	evidence	that	allows	us	to	show	from	
which	domains	or	narratives	Otlet	borrowed	his	ideas.	These	schemas	
must	be	sufficiently	contextualized	in	order	to	assess	the	originality	
of	their	content.	Figures	which	are	given	a	constitutive	metaphorical	
function	refer	to	more	than	one	context	or	field	of	knowledge	and	
are	explained	in	relation	to	these	different	contexts	throughout	the	
different	chapters	of	this	thesis.



1.6.	 Universalism in the fin de siècle and the interwar period

By	means	of	a	historical	analysis	of	Otlet’s	schemas	and	his	texts	within	
the	context	of	the	ideologies	that	prevailed	in	his	time	in	the	field	of	
scientific,	cultural,	and	political	internationalism,	this	dissertation	aims	
to	identify	the	fundamental	universalistic	character	of	Otlet’s	utopian	
vision	of	knowledge	organization	and	international	organization.

Otlet	was	a	convinced	apostle	of	the	idea	of	universalism,	as	the	title	of	
one	of	his	seminal	books,	Monde. Essai d’Universalisme	(1935),	illustrates.	
This	was	the	outcome	of	a	course	of	fifteen	lessons	that	he	gave	almost	
annually	from	1919	until	1933	at	the	Institut	des	Hautes	Études	de	Bel-
gique	(Université	Nouvelle)	in	Brussels87	FIG. 22,	In	1926,	Otlet	wrote	to	
his	 friend	 Patrick	 Geddes	 that	 he	 continued	 ‘to	 work	 on	 an	 account	
of	Universalism	to	which	I	have	dedicated	four	years	of	courses	at	the	

87	 Andrée	Despy-Meyer,	Pierre	Goffin,	Institut	des	hautes	études	de	Belgique,	and	
ULB	Service	des	archives,	Liber memorialis de l’Institut des hautes études de Belgique 
fondé en 1894	(Bruxelles:	Institut	des	hautes	études	de	Belgique,	1976).

FIG. 22 Note by Otlet that 
lists the eight parts of his 
course on Universalism 
that he gave at the Institut 
des Hautes Études de 
Belgique (Université Nou-
velle) in Brussels: 1) The 
problems of the World; 2) 
Can science be univer-
sal?; 3) Can civilization be 
universal?; 4) Universal 
Rationalization; 5) Beyond 
the League of Nations; 6) 
From the Five-Year Plan, 
through the European 
Plan to the World Plan; 7) 
The Constitution of World 
Justice; and 8) The World 
Republic and the Cité 
Mondiale
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Institut	des	Hautes	Etudes.	But	I	still	hesitate	to	publish	it.	 [...]	 I	have	
edited	many	parts	and	above	all,	I	have	established	the	schemas.	About	
these	we	must	talk’.xvii	At	the	beginning	of	Monde,	Otlet	formulated	the	
question	of	universalism	as	follows:	‘Above	pluralities,	separations	and	
compartments,	those	of	doctrines	and	particular	sciences,	of	distinct	
harmonies	and	arts,	fragmentary	programs	and	plans,	over	and	above	
these,	 is	 it	 possible	 to	 recognize	 an	 essential	 unity	 in	 things?’88	 This	
desire	to	see	the	unity	in	science,	culture,	and	politics	and,	moreover,	
the	 urge	 to	 advance	 schemes	 to	 organize	 and	 systematize	 that	 unity	
through	an	all-embracing	institutional	knowledge	system	is	character-
istic	of	Otlet’s	work.	His	predilection	to	think	and	organize	the	World	
is	captured	in	the	notion	of	Universalism	which	he	defined	as	‘a	system	
that	would	embrace	all	things’.xviii

Two	 principal	 research	 questions	 concerning	 the	 concept	 of	 uni-
versalism	in	the	schemes	and	schemas	of	Otlet	will	be	explored	in	the	
following	pages.	These	two	questions	or	‘axes’	structure	this	disserta-
tion	and	will	be	discussed	in	the	next	two	sections.	The	first	‘vertical’	
axis,	which	is	present	in	each	of	the	chapters,	explores	the	interaction	
between	 universalistic	 ideologies	 and	 particularistic	 interests;	 the	
second	 ‘horizontal’	 narrative	 axis	 explores	 the	 relations	 and	 differ-
ences	of	the	universalist	outlook	in	the	field	of	scientific,	cultural,	and	
political	internationalism.

1.6.1.	 Universalist ideologies and particularistic interests

The	concept	of	universalism	in	the	meaning	of	the	idea	that	Human-
ity	 forms	 a	 total	 intellectual,	 spiritual,	 and	 moral	 collectivity,	 along	
with	the	commitment	to	realize	that	comprehensive	community,	has	
a	long	history	which	can	be	retraced	to	at	least	the	early	modern	peri-
od.89	However,	there	seem	to	be	three	historical	factors	which	seem	to	
have	made	universalism	particularly	attractive	and	significant	in	the	
time-frame	of	the	fin	de	siècle	and	the	interwar	period:	firstly,	‘global-
ization’	or	the	rapid	growth	of	means	of	transportation	and	commu-
nication	and	the	global	integration	of	the	economy;	secondly,	the	rise	
of	internationalism;	and	thirdly,	the	rise	of	nationalism.

88	 Paul	Otlet,	Monde. Essai d’Universalisme. Connaissance du monde, sentiment du monde, 
action organisée et plan du monde	(Bruxelles:	Mundaneum,	1935),	III–IV.

89	 For	a	study	of	the	meaning	of	universalism	in	the	early	modern	period,	see:	John	M.	
Headley,	‘The	Universalizing	Principle	and	Process:	On	the	West’s	Intrinsic	Com-
mitment	to	a	Global	Context’,	in:	Journal of World History,	13.2	(2002),	291–321.	For	a	
long-term	perspective	on	concept	of	universalism	in	science	from	the	late	Enlight-
enment	to	the	early	Cold	War,	see:	Geert	J.	Somsen,	‘A	History	of	Universalism:	
Conceptions	of	the	Internationality	of	Science	from	the	Enlightenment	to	the	Cold	
War’,	in:	Minerva,	46	(2008).
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Firstly,	 the	universalist	outlook	seems	to	have	been	 linked	to	 the	
general	 globalizing	 process	 which	 rapidly	 changed	 the	 way	 of	 life	
between	 the	 1880s	 and	 1930s.90	 The	 cross-border	 development	 of	
transport	and	communication	networks	and	the	rapid	growth	of	the	
world	economy	made	the	world	look	increasingly	smaller	and	inter-
connected.	As	Otlet	illustrates	in	Figure	23	FIG. 23,	‘networks	of	global	
solidarity’	 had	 emerged	 worldwide	 between	 people	 and	 individuals	
on	 the	 basis	 of	 economic	 (industrial,	 commercial,	 financial),	 intel-
lectual	(scientific,	artistic,	literary),	and	political,	juridical,	and	social	
networks	(about	issues	of	labour,	hygiene,	aid,	eugenics,	law).	In	1923,	
Otlet	observed	in	the	following	manner	how	the	world	seemed	to	be-
come	more	and	more	interrelated	and	interdependent:

What	characterizes	essentially	the	social	system	before	the	War,	is	that	
life	 has	 become	 more	 and	 more	 international.	 A	 global	 commerce	 of	
more	than	4	billion	one	century	ago	has	become	nearly	180	billion	now;	
200	billion	in	bonds	has	become	850	billion	owned	by	foreigners;	22	mil-
lion	workers	crossing	the	Atlantic	in	less	than	thirty	years;	30,000	ships	
of	all	nationalities	traversing	the	seas	in	all	directions;	a	global	network	
of	railways	of	more	than	one	million	kilometres;	a	universal	mail	that	
delivered	45	billion	parcels	in	the	year	before	the	war;	books	are	pub-
lished	at	 the	rate	of	150,000	a	year	and	magazines	and	 journals	at	 the	
rate	of	72,000.	Ideas,	men,	natural	or	manufactured	products,	everything	
is	involved	in	a	general	circulation,	leading	to	a	universal	form	of	think-
ing,	to	a	global	market,	to	the	accessibility	of	all	parts	of	the	Earth,	to	a	
humanity	driven	to	a	unity	of	purpose,	if	not	of	origins.xix

The	new	infrastructure	for	transportation	(railways,	tramlines,	canals,	
international	 courses	 of	 navigation,	 new	 highways,	 and	 air	 connec-
tions)	and	the	new	means	of	communication	(universal	postal	service,	
telegraphy,	and	telephony)	changed	the	perception	of	the	relativity	
between	time	and	distance.	These	developments	had	an	immediate	
impact	on	the	globalization	of	the	economy.	International	trade	in-
creasingly	integrated	into	a	single	world	market;	industrial	enterpris-
es	took	the	form	of	larger	trusts	and	cartels;	work	became	organized	
in	international	syndicates,	and	the	accumulation	and	global	flows	of	
capital	grew	rapidly.

Secondly,	 both	 the	 fin	 de	 siècle	 and	 the	 interwar	 periods	 were	
marked	by	the	rise	of	internationalism,	by	an	increasing	number	of	
international	projects,	conferences,	and	associations,	and	the	emer-
gence	 of	 new	 forms	 of	 transnational	 cooperation91	 FIG. 24.	 Interna-

90	 Although	the	term	‘globalization’	dates	back	only	to	the	1990s,	the	process	of	glo-
balization	dates	much	further	back	in	time.	See:	Peter	N.	Stearns,	Globalization In 
World History	(London:	Routledge,	2010);	and	Anthony	G.	Hopkins,	Globalization in 
World History	(London:	Pimlico,	2002).

91	 Various	works	on	the	subject	of	internationalism	take	the	First	World	War	as	the	
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tionalism	 in	 the	 nineteenth	 century	 encompassed,	 as	 Geyer	 and	
Paulmann	define	it,	 ‘two	different	things,	though	in	an	increasingly	
uncomfortable	way:	political	and	social	movements	trying	to	create	
international	 identities	 and	 to	 reform	 society	 and	 politics	 by	 way	
of	 transnational	 co-operation,	 and	 the	 process	 of	 internationalizing	
cultural,	political,	and	economic	practices’.92	This	nexus,	between	in-
ternational	movements	of	groups	and	activists	who	aimed	to	reform	
the	 international	 order	 by	 overcoming	 the	 boundaries	 of	 nations	
through	associations	and	international	assemblies,	and	the	process	of	
internationalizing	economic,	social,	and	cultural	practices,	was	com-
plex,	ambiguous,	and	diverse.	Internationalism	entailed	various	sorts	
of	internationalism;	among	others	legal,	economic,	pacifist,	scientific,	
and	 political	 internationalism	 (including	 socialist,	 liberal,	 and	 com-
munist	internationalism).93	If	universalism	is	interpreted	as	the	high	
ideal	of	internationalists,	one	may	conclude	that	there	were	as	many	
different	forms	of	universalism	as	there	were	different	forms	of	in-
ternationalism.

Thirdly,	universalist	arguments	assumed	particular	significance	in	
the	period	between	the	1880s	and	the	1930s,	contrasting	with	a	world	
which	was	increasingly	construed	in	national	terms.	The	nineteenth	
century,	 especially	 its	 latter	 half,	 was	 an	 era	 of	 nationalism.	 During	
this	period,	the	development	of	the	state	and	the	nation	occurred	in	
parallel.	Nations	were,	in	Benedict	Andersen’s	definition,	limited	and	
sovereign	imagined communities,	conceived	as	a	deep,	horizontal	com-
radeship	among	people	who	demand	freedom	within	the	boundaries	
of	their	country.94	The	development	of	the	nation-state	was	propagat-
ed	and	legitimized	by	various	social	and	political	groups	on	the	basis	
of	what	was	called	the	nation.	At	that	time,	national	identity	was	ac-
tively	construed	by	various	groups	and	elites	with	different	political	
agendas.95	 Influential	 systems	 such	 as	 education,	 the	 press,	 cultural	

cut-off	point,	which	means	that	historiography	often	ignores	the	continuity	with	
the	inter-war	period.	See:	C.A.	Bayly,	The Birth of the Modern World, 1780–1914: 
Global Connections and Comparisons	(Oxford:	Blackwell,	2004);	N.	Lubelski-Bernard,	
Les mouvements et les idéologies pacifistes en Belgique 1830–1914	(Brussels:	ULB,	1977);	
F.	Lyons,	Internationalism in Europe, 1815–1914	(Leiden:	Sythoff,	1963);	and	William	
C.	Olson	and	A.	J.	R.	Groom,	International Relations Then and Now: Origins and Trends 
in Interpretation	(London:	Unwin	Hyman,	1991).

92	 Martin	H.	Geyer	and	Johannes	Paulmann,	‘Introduction:	The	Mechanics	of	Inter-
nationalism’,	in:	Martin	H.	Geyer	and	Johannes	Paulmann	(eds.),	The Mechanics of 
Internationalism: Culture, Society, and Politics from the 1840s to the First World War	
(Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	2001),	1–25	(3).

93	 Akira	Iriye,	Cultural Internationalism and World Order	(Baltimore:	Johns	Hopkins	
University	Press,	1997).

94	 Benedict	Anderson,	Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 
Nationalism	(London:	Verso,	1983),	6–7.

95	 Els	Witte,	Ginette	Kurgan-Van	Hentenryk,	and	Emiel	Lamberts,	Natie en democratie, 
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societies,	literature,	written	histories,	but	also	language,	the	arts,	na-
tional	 symbols,	 and	 commemorations	 became	 influential	 tools	 to	
build	a	national	identity	and	to	reinforce	a	cultural	and	social	integra-
tion	in	the	nation-state.

In	the	increasingly	globalizing	world	of	the	fin	de	siècle	and	the	in-
terwar	period,	nationalist	and	internationalist	interests	and	agendas	
complemented	and	opposed	each	other.	Most	schemes	for	interna-
tional	 cooperation	 that	 were	 advanced	 by	 internationalists	 in	 this	
period	were	constructed	on	the	basis	of	or	rooted	in	concepts	of	na-
tionhood.	Ideas	of	nationhood,	popular	psychology,	and	international	
politics	became,	as	Glenda	Sluga	has	argued,	closely	intertwined	be-
tween	 1870	 and	 1919.96	 In	 the	 different	 schemes	 which	 will	 be	 dis-
cussed	in	this	dissertation,	Otlet	seems	to	give	a	hypothetical	answer	
to	what	he	considered	the	essential	task	of	the	present:	 ‘the	combi-
nation	of	nationalism	and	internationalism	to	create	a	universal	life	
more	human,	more	just	and	more	pacifist,	 simultaneously	free	and	
organized’.xx	 In	his	proposals	he	 imagines	how	national	 institutions	
and	the	emergent	organs	of	international	life	are	organized	in	such	a	
way	that	a	new	peaceful	world	order	is	created.	For	Otlet,	internation-
alism	extended	nationalism	and	aimed	towards	universalism:

Internationalism	of	interests,	efforts	and	structures	is	only	an	extension	
of	 the	 vast	 movement	 which	 earlier	 in	 history	 created	 regionalization	
and	nationalization.	Among	the	nationalist	areas	which	have	to	survive	
as	States,	survive	in	a	confederation,	a	vast	organization	is	gradually	being	
constituted	which	will	eventually	include	all	states	and	all	nations.	The	
desire	of	unity	is	a	sovereign	law	for	each	living	being	because,	without	
such	a	law,	neither	nature,	nor	humanity	would	live	or	grow.	It	is	the	de-
sire	for	unity	in	society	which	has	notably	created	internationalism.xxi

Although	Otlet’s	proposals	evoked	universalist	ideals	and	underlined	
global	aspirations,	they	were	in	fact	related	to	particular	personal,	lo-
cal,	national,	and	transnational	interests	or	agendas.	His	personal	in-
terests,	notably,	were	 the	development	of	 the	OIB/IIB	and	the	UIA,	
the	two	international	associations	with	which	he	identified	himself.	
These	two	international	organizations	built	on	and	supported	a	local	
agenda	to	further	develop	and	consolidate	Brussels	as	one	of	the	main	
sites	of	transnational	cooperation	and	activism	in	Europe97	FIG. 25.	On	
a	national	 level,	Otlet	and	La	Fontaine	managed	to	receive	support	
for	the	OIB/IIB	and	the	UIA,	at	least	initially,	from	the	Belgian	govern-
ment,	which	made	these	undertakings	not	just	an	internationalist	but	

1890–1921	(Brussel:	KVAB,	2007).
96	 Glenda	Sluga,	Nation, Psychology, and International Politics, 1870–1919	(Basingstoke:	

Palgrave	Macmillan,	2006).
97	 Rasmussen,	L’Internationale scientifique 1890–1914,	81.
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also	a	Belgian	undertaking.98	On	a	transnational	level,	Otlet	chose	to	
stay	an	independent	intellectual	and	never	took	sides	within	a	partic-
ular	political	party	or	a	religious-ideological	movement.	La	Fontaine,	
in	contrast,	was	a	socialist	politician	(he	was	for	almost	all	his	 life	a	
senator	in	the	Belgian	parliament),	a	freemason,	and	a	leading	mem-
ber	 of	 the	 lodge	 Les	 Amis	 Philanthropes	 in	 Brussels.	 The	 relations	
that	Otlet	and	La	Fontaine	had	with	particular	organizations,	certain	
protagonists,	and	the	Belgian	state	gave	them	and	their	organizations	
a	distinct	profile	which	cast	doubt	on	the	OIB/IIB	and	the	UIA’s	al-
leged	impartial	programme	of	international	cooperation.	A	principal	
research	 question	 is	 to	 investigate,	 therefore,	 the	 relationship	 be-
tween	Otlet’s	proclaimed	universalist	 ideology	and	the	particularis-
tic	interests	that	he	pursued.	Otlet	was,	after	all,	not	only	an	idealist	
thinker	 but	 also	 an	 internationalist	 activist	 who	 promoted	 and	 ob-
tained	support	for	his	schemes	of	transnational	cooperation	through	
international	conferences	and	associations.	He	resembled,	one	might	
say,	 one	 of	 those	 individuals	 or	 members	 of	 groups	 whom	 Tarrow	
and	della	Porta	define	as	 ‘rooted	cosmopolitans’,	 ‘who	are	rooted	in	

98	 Herren,	Hintertüren zur Macht.

FIG. 25 Paul Otlet, Belgium. International Situation. (n.d.)
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specific	 national	 contexts,	 but	 who	 engage	 in	 regular	 activities	 that	
require	their	 involvement	 in	transnational	networks’	and	 ‘who	link	
domestic	 and	 international	 institutions	 within	 the	 structure	 of	 the	
international	system	that	provides	both	the	challenges	and	opportu-
nities	for	transnational	contention’.99

1.6.2.	 The universalist outlook in the field of scientific, cultural,  
and political internationalism

Another	 principal	 research	 question	 which	 structures	 the	 three	
parts	 of	 this	 dissertation	 explores	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 the	 universal-
isms	of	science,	culture,	and	politics	that	Otlet	tried	to	associate	with	
his	schemes	differed	from	and	related	to	one	another:	the	‘Unity	of	
Knowledge’	(Part	I),	the	‘Unity	of	Humanity’	(Part	II),	and	‘the	Unity	of	
the	Earth’	(Part	III).	The	order	of	these	three	parts	reflects	the	gradual	
expansion	of	Otlet’s	activities	and	reflections	from	the	field	of	scien-
tific	to	the	field	of	cultural	and	political	internationalism.	The	titles	of	
the	three	parts	of	this	thesis	correspond	to	what	Otlet	considered	to	
be	the	three	essential	‘universality’	ideals	to	which	internationalism	
should	aspire.

We	can	define	[internationalism]	as	a	system	of	social	structure	which	
tends	 to	 organize	 the	 relations	 between	 men	 whatever	 is	 their	 object	
on	a	universal	basis	or	 in	a	possible	correlation	with	a	universal	basis,	
a	system	which	aims	to	bring	together	all	the	individual	international	
structures	into	a	vast	general	confederative	structure.	It	brings	together	
three	ideas:	‘All	of	the	Earth’,	‘All	of	Humanity’,	and	‘All	the	domains	of	
knowledge	and	activity’.xxii

Each	of	the	three	parts	of	this	dissertation	tries	to	unravel	the	spe-
cific	logic	one	of	these	three	universality	ideals—the	Unity	of	Knowl-
edge,	the	Unity	of	Humanity,	and	the	Unity	of	the	Earth—by	means	
of	an	in-depth	analysis	of	the	utopian	systems	or	a	visionary	forms	of	
organization	in	which	Otlet	expressed	how	he	imagined	these	ideals	
might	be	achieved.

Part	I,	the	‘Unity	of	Knowledge’,	demonstrates	Otlet’s	commitment	
to	universality	in	two	schemes	that	he	proposed	for	the	international	
organization	of	bibliography	and	documentation;	his	conception	of	
a	Universal	Network	of	Documentation	(Chapter	2)	and	his	scheme	
of	the	Universal	Book	(Chapter	3).	The	belief	in	and	aspiration	to	the	
universality	of	knowledge	as	it	expressed	itself	in	these	schemes	will	
be	situated	within	the	context	of	scientific	internationalism	in	which	
the	claim	was	widely	accepted	that	the	methods,	procedures,	and	lan-

99	 Donatella	della	Porta	and	Sidney	Tarrow,	Transnational Protest and Global Activism	
(Lanham,	Md.:	Rowman	&	Littlefield,	2005),	237	and	240.
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guage	of	science	were	universally	valid	and	thus	independent	of	per-
sonal,	cultural,	or	national	attributes;	as	well	as	the	claim	that	it	was	
the	nature	of	scientists	to	be	engaged	in	a	universal	form	of	coopera-
tion,	and	to	aim	for	‘transindividual’	and	supranational	agreement	on	
scientific	doctrine.100

Part	II,	the	‘Unity	of	Humanity’	is	primarily	concerned	with	how	
Otlet	translated	the	universality	ideal	that	the	whole	of	humanity—
past,	 present,	 and	 future—forms	 an	 intellectual	 and	 cultural	 unity	
into	his	conception	of	what	he	called	a	‘Collective,	Mechanical	Brain’	
(Chapter	4),	and	into	the	International	Museum	and	the	Encyclopae-
dia	Universalis	Mundaneum	(Chapter	5).	His	belief	in	the	existence	of	
a	world	society	and	a	world	civilization	as	it	expresses	itself	in	these	
concepts	and	projects	will	be	situated	within	the	context	of	the	emer-
gent	sphere	of	 ‘cultural	internationalism’	which	was	based,	as	Akira	
Iriye	described	it,	on	the	idea	that	‘a	more	peaceful	world	order	could	
develop	[...]	through	the	efforts	of	individuals	and	organizations	across	
national	boundaries	to	promote	better	understanding	and	to	cooper-
ate	in	collaborative	enterprises’.101	This	part	demonstrates	how	Otlet	
believed	that	new	information	infrastructures	and	media	formats	for	
the	transmission	of	knowledge	(as	described	in	Part	I),	could	be	em-
ployed	to	support	the	construction	of	a	world	civilization.

Part	III,	the	‘Unity	of	the	Earth’,	explores	Otlet’s	response	to	the	
globalizing	processes	which	increasingly	affected	life	in	all	cities	and	
countries,	and	the	social	and	political	changes	that	accompanied	it.	In	
particular,	this	part	explores	his	centralist	institutional	schemes	for	
what	he	imagined	would	construct	or	contribute	to	a	more	stable	po-
litical	world	order:	the	Union	Internationale	des	Villes,	for	which	he	
conceived	the	structure	of	its	Documentation	Office	(Chapter	6),	his	
conception	 of	 the	 Urbaneum,	 Nationeum	 and	 Mundaneum	 (Chap-
ter	7),	and	the	Cité	Mondiale	(Chapter	8).	These	institutional	arrange-
ments	 will	 be	 placed	 within	 the	 context	 of	 political	 international-
ism,	 the	 contemporary	 aspirations	 for	 world	 peace	 and	 democratic	
globalization,	and	the	tensions	among	different	levels	of	politics	(im-
perialism,	the	primacy	of	the	nation-state,	municipal	 international-
ism,	transnational	advocacy	networks,	communist	and	liberal	inter-

100	 Elisabeth	Crawford,	Nationalism and Internationalism in Science,1880–1939: Four 
Studies of the Nobel Population	(Cambridge:	Cambridge	University	Press,	1992);	
Elisabeth	Crawford,	Terry	Shinn,	and	Sverker	Sörlin	(eds.),	Denationalizing Science: 
The Contexts of International Scientific Practice	(Dordrecht:	Kluwer	Academic,	1993);	
Christophe	Charle,	Jürgen	Schriewer,	and	Peter	Wagner,	Transnational Intellectual 
Networks	(Frankfurt/Main:	Campus	Verlag	GmbH,	2004);	and	Paul	Forman,	‘Scien-
tific	Internationalism	and	the	Weimar	Physicists:	The	Ideology	and	Its	Manipula-
tion	in	Germany	after	World	War	I’,	in:	Isis,	64.2	(1973),	151–180.

101	 Iriye,	Cultural Internationalism and World Order,	27.
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nationalism,	 etc.).	 Part	 III	 builds	 further	 on	 Parts	 I	 and	 II	 in	 that	 it	
demonstrates	how	Otlet	believed	that	the	means	to	organize	human-
ity	intellectually	and	to	advance	international	understanding,	would	
inevitably	also	foster	world	peace.

The	sequence	of	the	three	parts	of	this	dissertation	mirrors	the	ap-
peal	to	the	transformative	powers	of	modern	science,	technology,	and	
technocracy	 that	 was	 common	 in	 the	 thinking	 of	 the	 international	
scientific	community,	and	within	the	international-relations	theories	
and	Taylorist	philosophies	of	the	inter-war	period.	Many	scientists	in	
the	1920s	and	1930s	were	also	pacifists	who	believed	that	a	 scientific	
approach	to	international	politics	could	provide	a	rational	method	for	
solving	 international	 political	 conflicts.102	 If	 political	 disagreements	
and	divisions	could	be	reduced	to	their	‘objective’	and	negotiable	con-
tent,	emptied	of	emotional	charge,	then,	they	believed,	there	was	hope	
for	achieving,	as	Otlet	calls	it,	a	‘frame	of	organized	peace’	FIG. 26.	Simi-
larly,	a	popular	idea	which	regularly	surfaced	in	interwar	internation-
al-relations	 theories	 was	 that	 the	 same	 modern	 scientific	 inventions	
which	had	shown	their	destructive	side	in	the	First	World	War,	and	the	
same	modern	communication	inventions	which	were	putting	peoples	
into	increasing	contact,	causing	nationalist	impulses	to	clash	and	lead-
ing	to	war,	could	also	protect	mankind	from	war	by	impelling	different	
nations	to	get	along	and	enter	into	cooperation	with	one	another	FIG. 27.	
As	Waqar	Zaidi	has	argued,	in	the	liberal	internationalist	thinking	in	
the	interwar	period,	from	people	such	as	the	American	internationalist	
John	Herman	Randall	to	the	British	political	scientist	C.	Delisle	Burns	
or	the	American	historian	and	League	of	Nations-supporter	James	T.	
Shotwell,	there	was	a	commonly	held	belief	that	science	and	the	new	
technological	means	(especially	those	of	communication	and	transpor-
tation)	which	science	had	devised	played	a	central	role	 in	propelling	
the	advance	of	civilization	and	creating	a	single	global	consciousness.103	
Especially	 true	 in	 the	 case	 of	 Otlet	 is	 the	 idea	 that	 the	 effectiveness	
of	the	systems	designed	to	facilitate	communication	and	access	to	in-
formation,	and	the	Taylorism	and	scientific	management	that	under-
pinned	 it,	 could	 advance	 and	 support	 social	 management,	 planning,	
and	administration	on	an	international	level.104

102	 Brigitte	Schroeder-Gudehus,	Les scientifiques et la paix: la communauté scientifique 
internationale au cours des années 20	(Montréal:	Presses	de	l’Université	de	Montréal,	
1978).	Jean-Jacques	Salomon,	‘The	Internationale	of	Science’,	in:	Science Studies,	1.1	
(1971),	23–42.

103	 Waqar	Zaidi,	‘Liberal	Internationalist	Approaches	to	Science	and	Technology	in	
Interwar	Britain	and	the	United	States’,	in:	Daniel	Laqua	(ed.),	Internationalism Re-
configured: Transnational Ideas and Movements between the World Wars	(London:	I.B.	
Tauris,	2011),	17–43,	26,	28,	and	23–24.

104	 Rayward,	European Modernism and the Information Society,	8–10;	and	Frank	Webster	
and	Kevin	Robins,	‘Plan	and	Control:	Towards	a	Cultural	History	of	the	Information	



FIG. 26 Paul Otlet, The Frame of Organized Peace (1931.05.13)

FIG. 27 Paul Otlet, The three levels in international relations (Anti-Internationalism)
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The	sequence	of	the	three	parts	of	this	dissertation	also	mirrors	the	
idea	 that,	 beyond	 and	 as	 an	 indirect	 result	 of	 science	 and	 technol-
ogy,	 ‘civilization’	and	education	were	necessary	to	propel	the	world	
towards	 a	 new	 social	 and	 political	 world	 order.	 Or,	 more	 precisely,	
in	the	case	of	Otlet,	it	parallels	the	idea	that	by	means	of	the	inter-
national	dissemination	of	knowledge	and	educational	programmes	
introducing	people	to	the	spirit	of	internationalism,	the	world	could	
be	made	more	‘civilized’	and,	hence,	more	peaceful.	If	 ‘civilization’,	
as	 Wolfgang	 M.	 Schröder	 defines	 it,	 is	 the	 category	 which	 includes	
the	basic	skills,	tools,	and	media	through	which	a	society	organizes	
itself	 materially	 and	 intellectually,	 then	 Otlet	 campaigned	 persis-
tently	his	vision	of	an	international	system	that	aimed	to	construct	
a	new	‘world	civilization’	by	means	of	new	information	services	and	
infrastructures.105

Despite	 Otlet’s	 rhetoric	 of	 universalism	 and	 international	 humani-
tarianism,	there	is	a	manifest	civilizing	dimension	encapsulated	in	his	
centralist	 institutional	 schemes	 such	 as	 the	 ‘Network	 Mundaneum’	
and	the	Cité	Mondiale,	which	favours	a	Eurocentric	perspective	and	
creates	a	hierarchy	between	‘advanced’	civilizations	(identified,	for	ex-
ample,	with	the	Western	and	European	identity)	and	‘backward’	civili-
zations	or	cultures	of	a	second-order.	The	civilizing	dimension	which	
surfaces	in	the	schemes	and	projects	of	Otlet	parallels	and	is	modelled	
on	different	sorts	of	practices	and	manifestations	of	internationalism	
which	 drew	 on	 narratives	 that	 opposed	 the	 non-civilized	 to	 the	 civi-
lized.106	 One	 of	 these	 manifestations	 were	 the	 Universal	 Exhibitions	
where	 national	 achievements	 of	 participating	 states	 (predominantly	
Western	countries)	were	represented	as	part	of	a	common	‘world	civi-
lization’;	where	the	organizing	city	and	country	displayed	itself	as	the	
‘centre	of	civilization’;	and	where	some	of	the	states	held	colonial	side-
shows	to	depict	how	the	backward	cultures	of	the	‘natives’	were	becom-
ing	more	advanced	and	developed,	thanks	to	the	European	powers.107	
Another	example	are	the	schemes	for	international	law	born,	as	Martti	
Koskenniemi	has	argued,	from	the	impulse	to	‘civilize’	late	nineteenth-
century	attitudes	towards	race	and	society.108

Society’,	in:	Theory and Society,	18	(1989),	323–351.
105	 Wolfgang	M.	Schröder,	‘Mission	Impossible?	Begriff,	Modelle	und	Begründun-

gen	der	“civilizing	mission”	aus	philosophischer	Sicht’,	in:	Boris	Barth	and	Jürgen	
Osterhammel	(eds.),	Zivilisierungsmissionen: imperiale Weltverbesserung seit dem 18. 
Jahrhundert	(Konstanz:	UVK	Verlagsgesellschaft,	2005),	13–32	(20).

106	 Barth	and	Osterhammel,	Zivilisierungsmissionen: imperiale Weltverbesserung seit dem 
18. Jahrhundert.

107	 Burton	Benedict,	‘Rituals	of	Representation:	Ethnic	Stereotypes	and	Colonized	
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The	most	infamous	example,	however,	on	which	the	civilizing	di-
mension	 in	 the	 schemes	 of	 Otlet	 were	 presumably	 modelled	 was	
what	different	Belgian	internationalists	with	whom	Otlet	had	close	
relationships	considered	to	be	Belgium’s	 ‘civilizing	mission’	 in	the	
Congo.	 One	 instance	 is	 Baron	 Edouard	 Descamps	 (1847–1933),	 the	
first	President	of	Otlet	and	La	Fontaine’s	IIB,	who	later	became	Min-
ister	 for	 Sciences	and	the	Arts	 in	1907	 and	 President	of	 the	 Inter-
Parliamentary	 Union.	 He	 was	 appointed	 by	 King	 Leopold	 II	 to	 be	
President	of	the	Conseil	Superieur	de	l’Etat	du	Congo	and	was	Sec-
retary	of	the	Belgian	Anti-Slavery	Society.	At	a	series	of	Anti-Slavery	
Conferences,	he	used	humanitarian	rhetoric	in	his	speeches	about	
the	abolition	of	slave	trade,	which	helped	to	dress	up	the	violent	ac-
tions	in	the	Congo	region	in	Africa	as	part	of	a	‘civilizing	mission’.109	
Another	 instance	 is	 the	 Catholic	 civil	 servant,	 scholar,	 and	 politi-
cian	Cyrille	Van	Overbergh,	who	was	the	third	Secretary-General	of	
the	UIA.	He	was	the	President	of	 the	International	Colonial	 Insti-
tute,	established	 in	1894	 in	Brussels	 to	facilitate	the	study	of	colo-
nial	administration	and	legislation,	of	which	both	Paul	Otlet	and	his	
brother	Maurice	were	members.	As	President	of	the	Institute,	Van	
Overbergh	contributed	to	a	discourse	that	appealed	to	 ‘science’	 in	
the	name	of	European	expansion.	Unlike	Van	Overbergh	and	Des-
camps,	Otlet	was	not	actively	engaged	in	the	Belgian	imperialist	en-
terprise	in	the	Congo,	as	illustrated	by	the	second	Pan-African	Con-
gress,	 which	 he	 helped	 to	 organize	 together	 with	 William	 DuBois	
and	Paul	Panda	Farnana	and	which	took	place	in	the	Palais	Mondial	
in	1921.110	The	Pan-African	Congresses	were	intended	to	address	the	
issues	of	racial	discrimination	facing	Africa	due	to	European	coloni-
zation,	and	they	demanded	human	rights	and	equality	of	econom-
ic	 opportunity.	 Nevertheless,	 Otlet	 had	 great	 admiration	 for	 King	
Leopold	II	and	praised	him,	despite	the	atrocities	(which		Otlet	ex-
plained	away	as	the	inevitable	harm	that	accompanies	a	large	proj-
ect,	like	the	building	of	a	cathedral),	as	a	‘renewing	sociologist’	who	
replaced	‘obsolete	social	systems’	with	innovative	new	systems.111

Law, 1870–1960	(Cambridge:	Cambridge	University	Press,	2001).
109	 Laqua,	European Internationalism(s), 1880–1930,	211–213.
110	 Françoise	Levie,	‘Punch-up	at	the	Palais	Mondial:	An	analysis	of	the	contradictory	

tensions	that	came	into	conflict	at	the	second	Panafrican	Congress	in	Brussels	in	
1921’,	paper	presented	at	the	conference	Transcending	Boundaries	in	Europe	in	
the	Period	of	the	Belle	Epoque:	Organizing	Knowledge,	Mobilizing	Networks,	and	
Effecting	Social	Change,	Mundaneum,	Mons	(2010).

111	 Paul	Otlet,	Léopold II et nos villes	(Bruxelles:	Union	des	Villes	et	Communes	Belges,	
1927),	13.
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1.6.3.	 Towards a History of Universalism

Within	the	fields	of	science	studies,	cultural	studies	and	studies	in	po-
litical	theory,	the	reality	of	universalism	has	been	severely	criticized.	
These	critiques	are	helpful	 for	 the	kind	of	historical	analysis	made	
in	this	dissertation,	to	the	extent	that	they	offer	a	framework	within	
which	to	reconsider	in	a	critical	way	universality	claims	made	by	Ot-
let	and	other	internationalists	active	in	the	beginning	of	the	twenti-
eth	 century.	 In	 science	 studies,	 the	 attack	 on	 the	 ideal-picture	 that	
science	is	an	inherently	universal	undertaking,	and	that	scientists	are	
automatically	united	in	a	single	global	pursuit,	has	been	long	under	
way.	Already	in	the	1960s,	Brigitte	Schröder-Gudehus	demonstrated	
the	often	uncooperative	and	nationalist	attitude	of	scientists	in	times	
of	crisis,	and	not	much	later,	Jean-Jacques	Salomon	argued	that	sci-
ence,	which	was	assumed	to	be	universal	and	therefore	to	transcend	
national	frontiers,	was	in	fact	associated	with	the	state,	both	because	
science	needed	the	state	and	because	the	state	could	draw	advantages	
from	science.112	In	the	following	decades,	practitioners	of	the	history	
and	sociology	of	science	have	drawn	much	attention	to	the	social	and	
practical	relativity—and	the	local,	regional,	and	national	features—of	
the	production	of	scientific	knowledge.113	More	recently,	historians	
such	as	Steven	Shapin	and	David	Livingstone	have	further	criticized	
universalist	claims	about	science	by	emphasizing	how	knowledge	is	
embodied	in	material	objects	and	resides	in	people,	and	how	its	pro-
duction	 is	enabled	and	constrained	by	spatial	circumscriptions	and	
locally	varying	modes	of	social	and	cultural	interaction.114	Not	only	in	

112	 Salomon,	‘The	Internationale	of	Science’,	25.
113	 Barry	Barnes,	Scientific Knowledge and Sociological Theory	(London:	Routledge	&	Kegan	

Paul,	1974);	David	Bloor,	Knowledge and Social Imagery	(London/Boston:	Routledge	
and	Kegan	Paul,	1976);	Steven	Shapin,	‘The	Politics	of	Observation:	Cerebral	Anatomy	
and	Social	Interests	in	the	Edinburgh	Phrenology	Disputes’,	in:	Roy	Wallis	(ed.),	On 
the Margins of Science: The Social Construction of Rejected Knowledge	([S.l.]:	University	of	
Keele,	1979);	Bruno	Latour	and	Steve	Woolgar,	Laboratory Life: The Social Construction 
of Scientific Facts	(Beverly	Hills/London:	Sage	Publications,	1979);	Karin	D.	Knorr-Ceti-
na	and	Rom	Harré,	The Manufacture of Knowledge: An Essay on the Constructivist and 
Contextual Nature of Science	(Oxford:	Pergamon	Press,	1981);	Ian	Hacking,	Representing 
and Intervening: Introductory Topics in the Philosophy of Natural Science	(Cambridge:	
Cambridge	University	Press,	1983);	Nancy	Cartwright,	How the Laws of Physics Lie	(Ox-
ford:	Clarendon	Press,	1983);	G.	Nigel	Gilbert	and	Michael	Mulkay,	Opening Pandora’s 
Box: A Sociological Analysis of Scientists’ Discourse	(Cambridge:	Cambridge	University	
Press,	1984);	Bruno	Latour,	Science in Action: How to Follow Scientists and Engineers 
through Society	(Cambridge,	Mass.:	Harvard	University	Press,	1987);	and	Michel	Callon	
and	Bruno	Latour,	La science telle qu’elle se fait: anthologie de la sociologie des sciences de 
langue anglaise	(Paris:	Editions	la	découverte,	1991).

114	 Steven	Shapin,	‘Placing	the	View	from	Nowhere:	Historical	and	Sociological	Prob-
lems	in	the	Location	of	Science’,	in:	Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, 
New Series,	23.1	(1998),	5–12	(6);	and	David	N.	Livingstone,	Putting Science in its Place: 
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science	studies	but	also	in	the	field	of	cultural	studies	and	in	political	
theory,	universalism	claims	continue	to	be	a	major	object	of	critique.	
In	the	late	nineteenth	and	early	twentieth	centuries,	defenders	of	the	
Western	universality	ideal	stressed	the	universally	binding	nature	of	
humanity	and	situated	all	human	beings	as	part	of	a	single	order	of	
civilization	in	order	to	overcome	cultural	differences.	In	postmodern	
theories,	 this	 universality	 ideal	 is	 severely	 critiqued	 because	 of	 the	
way	in	which	it	encourages	particular	(Western)	interests	to	be	trans-
formed	all	 too	easily	 into	what	 is	proclaimed	as	universal	 interests,	
the	way	in	which	it	forces	a	‘universal’	standpoint	on	others,	and	for	
the	way	in	which	it	allows	for	the	powerful	or	the	majority	to	elevate	
their	own	ethnicity	and	to	proclaim	their	own	norms	as	‘universal’	to	
the	detriment	of	the	minority	or	the	weak.115	These	critical	views	are	
to	be	reckoned	with	in	any	historical	account	about	universalism.	In	
particular,	they	remind	us	of	key	questions	in	addressing	universality	
claims	 about	 knowledge,	 culture,	 or	 morality	 as	 they	 were	 made	 in	
history:	why	or	with	what	kind	of	particular	agendas;	when	or	under	
what	kind	of	social	and	historical	conditions;	and	where	or	 in	what	
kind	of	spatial	contexts	these	observations	were	made.

Despite	the	usefulness	for	historical	research	of	these	accounts	of	
the	perils	or	fallacies	of	universalism,	one	should	be	equally	critical,	I	
believe,	of	the	view	advanced	by	some	postmodernist	thinkers	that	the	
concept	of	universalism	in	science,	culture,	and	politics	has	become	
totally	obsolete	or	should	be	completely	rejected.	As	Sandra	Harding	
has	stated,	universality	claims	in	science	are	considered	by	most	mul-
ticulturalist,	feminist,	and	post-Kuhnian	science-studies	theorists	to	
be	 epistemologically,	 scientifically,	 and	 politically	 ‘dysfunctional’.116	
Similarly,	Amanda	Anderson	has	observed	that	 the	concept	of	uni-
versalism	‘has	frequently	been	viewed	as	unrecuperable	by	practitio-
ners	 of	 poststructuralism,	 post-colonial,	 and	 cultural	 studies	 more	
broadly’.117	But	in	contrast	to	these	postmodernist	theorists,	one	might	

Geographies of Scientific Knowledge	(Chicago:	University	of	Chicago	Press,	2003).	For	
a	fairly	complete	overview	of	the	studies	that	have	resulted	from	the	spatial	turn	in	
science	studies,	see:	Richard	C.	Powell,	‘Geographies	of	Science:	Histories,	Localities,	
Practices,	Futures’,	in:	Progress in Human Geography,	31.3	(2007),	309–329.

115	 Ulrich	Beck,	The Cosmopolitan Vision	(Cambridge:	Polity,	2006),	17–33;	and	Imman-
uel	Wallerstein,	European Universalism: The Rhetoric of Power	(New	York/London:	
New	Press,	2006).

116	 Sandra	Harding,	‘Dysfunctional	Universality	Claims?	Scientific,	Epistemological,	and	
Political	Issues’,	in:	Robert	C.	Scharff	and	Val	Dusek	(eds.),	Philosophy of Technology: 
The Technological Condition: An Anthology	(Malden,	Mass./Oxford:	Blackwell,	2003),	
154–169.

117	 Amanda	Anderson,	‘Cosmopolitanism,	Universalism,	and	the	Divided	Legacies	
of	Modernity’,	in:	Pheng	Cheah	and	Bruce	Robbins	(eds.),	Cosmopolitics. Thinking 
and Feeling beyond the Nation	(Minneapolis:	University	of	Minnesota	Press,	1983),	
265–289	(265).
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argue,	regarding	science,	that	it	is	the	evaluation	practices	that	were	
formulated	and	continuously	adjusted	after	the	scientific	revolution,	
based	on	the	understanding	that	what	we	know	must	be	tested	unre-
mittingly	and	must	be	considered	true	only	until	it	has	been	proved	
otherwise,	which	have	enabled	people	to	further	scientific	discover-
ies	for	centuries.	Scientific	discoveries	(for	example,	in	fundamental	
biological,	 surgical,	 or	 chemical	 processes)	 are	 not	 any	 less	 ‘true’	 in	
one	 country	 than	 in	 another.	 However,	 the	 way	 in	 which	 these	 sci-
entific	discoveries	are	viewed;	the	uses	to	which	scientific	knowledge	
may	be	put,	and	the	funding	priorities	of	governments	with	respect	
to	their	development,	may	well	differ.	Also,	the	emancipatory	ideals	
associated	with	traditional	universalism,	I	believe,	still	hold	relevance	
in	the	fields	of	culture	and	politics	and	are	worthy	of	re-examination.	
Such	 a	 re-evaluation	 and	 re-assessment	 of	 traditional	 universalist	
ideals	has	been	started	by	the	group	that	has	sprung	up	around	the	
neo-Kantian	philosopher	Jürgen	Habermas,	who	attempts	to	justify	
democracy	through	appeal	to	a	universal	conception	of	communica-
tive	reason;118	by	post-structuralist	theorists	such	as	Etienne	Balibar,	
Judith	 Butler,	 and	 Ernesto	 Laclau,	 who	 reconsider	 universalism	 as	
an	 ideal	 that	 propels	 individuals	 and	 groups	 to	 claim	 rights	 that	 go	
beyond	circumscribed	 identities;119	and	by	the	theorists	of	 the	new	
cosmopolitanism	such	as	Bruce	Robbins,	David	A.	Hollinger,	or	Ulrich	
Beck,	who	defend	a	limited,	relativistic,	and	contextual	universalism	
in	relation	to	the	intellectual	enterprise,	geopolitical	formations,	and	
new	ethical	ideals	concerning	otherness.120

But	no	 matter	how	 interpretations	of	universalism	 have	 varied	at	
different	times	and	according	to	different	historiographical	theories	
and	practices,	there	is	no	denying	that	universalism	has	been	a	power-
ful	and	influential	argument	in	the	late	nineteenth	and	early	twenti-
eth	century.	For	various	reasons	and	in	various	contexts,	the	meaning	
of	the	concept	denoted	by	‘universalism’	has	changed	over	the	course	
of	history,	and	this	dissertation	aims	to	contribute	to	the	historiogra-
phy	of	this	concept	by	exploring	what	it	involved	for	Paul	Otlet,	as	he	
(and	others	associated	with	him)	dealt	with	the	issue	of	universalism	

118	 Jürgen	Habermas,	Between Facts and Norms: Contributions to a Discourse Theory of 
Law and Democracy	(Cambridge,	Mass.:	MIT	Press,	1996);	and	Jürgen	Habermas,	
Time of Transitions	(Cambridge:	Polity,	2006).

119	 Etienne	Balibar,	‘Ambiguous	Universality’,	in:	Differences,	7.1	(1995),	48–74;	Ernesto	
Laclau,	‘Universalism,	Particularism	and	the	Question	of	Identity’,	in:	John	Rajch-
man	(ed.),	The Identity in Question	(New	York:	Routledge,	1995),	93–108;	Judith	But-
ler,	Ernesto	Laclau,	and	Slavoj	Zizek,	Contingency, Hegemony, Universality: Contem-
porary Dialogues on the Left	(London:	Verso,	2000).

120	 David	A.	Hollinger,	Postethnic America: Beyond Multiculturalism	(New	York:	Basic-
Books,	1995);	Bruce	Robbins,	Secular Vocations: Intellectuals, Professionalism, Culture	
(London:	Verso,	1993);	and	Beck,	The Cosmopolitan Vision.
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in	his	work	and	across	the	span	of	his	lifetime.	This	was	universalism	
as	something	in	a	state	of	becoming,	of	ideas	of	social	organization—
what	Otlet	called	‘international	life’—moving	inexorably,	in	his	view,	
beyond	 regionalism,	 nationalism,	 and	 internationalism,	 though	 he	
did	not	deny	the	continuing	importance	of	these	earlier	forms	of	or-
ganization.	Universalism	was	a	phenomenon	incorporating	complex	
personal	ideals	and	social	objectives,	assuming	different	meanings	in	
the	fields	of	science,	culture	and	politics,	and	reflecting	the	historical	
circumstances	and	undertakings	of	the	time.	For	Paul	Otlet,	it	was	a	
complex	of	ideas	and	aspirations	for	which	he	essentially	seemed	to	
need	a	new	word—‘mondial’,	though	he	also	continued	to	make	use	of	
the	terms	‘universal’	and	‘international’.121	It	is	to	uncover	these	com-
plexities,	to	contextualize	and	interpret	them,	that	I	have	spent	about	
five	years	of	research	and	writing.

121	 In	general	the	French	term	‘mondial’	has	been	translated	as	‘global’	in	English.	In	
the	case	of	titles	of	visions	of	Otlet	however,	(for	example	‘La	République	mondiale’	
or	‘Le	Plan	mondial’)	the	term	‘mondial’	has	been	translated	as	‘world’,	and	in	spe-
cific	contexts	discussing	the	theme	of	universalism,	‘mondial’	has	been	translated		
as	‘universal’.
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i.	 ‘La	trentaine.	Avec	sa	barbe	en	brous-
saille	et	le	binocle	qui	abrite,	sous	un	
front	développé,	des	yeux	fureteurs,	
avec	son	visage	osseux	et	le	caractère	
dogmatique	de	ses	gestes,	fait	songer	
à	quelque	professeur	de	philologie	
de	Bonn	ou	d’Heidelberg,	moins	la	
raideur	universitaire.	La	gravité	de	sa	
physionomie	s’éclaire	d’un	sourire	
tour	à	tour	malicieux	et	ironique	qui	
détend	les	traits,	creuse	de	petites	
rides	autour	de	la	couche	entr’ouverte.	
Le	rire	habite	cette	face	mobile,	mais	
un	rire	muet,	en	dedans,	qui	masque	
le	rapide	passage	des	pensées’.	Octave	
Maus,	‘Paul	Otlet:	Pressophiles	et	Jou-
ralistes’,	in:	La Presse Universelle, Organ 
officel de L’Union de la Presse periodique 
Belge,	2.5–6	(1898),	77–81	(77).

ii.	 ‘Ses	intimes	ne	peuvent	se	le	repré-
senter	autrement,	lorsqu’ils	évoquent	
son	image,	qu’entouré	de	fiches,	de	
boîtes,	de	classeurs	avec	lesquels	il	
jongle	en	prestidigitateur	agile’.	Ibid.,	
77–78.

iii.	 ‘Paul	Otlet	s’est	révélé,	dans	l’un	et	
l’autre	de	ces	monuments,	bâtisseur	
résolu,	opiniâtre,	fidèle	à	une	idée	
qu’il	a	fait	triompher,	malgré	les	
résistances,	par	l’ardeur	de	sa	foi	et	la	
fermeté	de	ses	convictions’.	Ibid.,	80.

iv.	 ‘Inventorier	la	pensée	humaine,	éta-
blir	l’état-civil	des	trente	ou	quarante	
millions	de	travaux	disséminés	dans	
toutes	les	bibliothèques	du	globe,	et	
tenir	ensuite	à	jour	cette	entreprise	
colossale,	donner	à	l’œuvre	la	péren-
nité,	quel	rêve	et	quelle	généreuse	
ambition!’	Ibid.,	77–81	(78).

v.	 ‘La	Cité	Mondiale	se	définit	par:	[...]	le	
centre	de	coopération	[...]	la	repré-
sentation	visibles	de	l’idée	d’Unité	et	
d’Humanité,	les	hommes	s’associant	
pour	réaliser	en	vastes	réseaux	sur	la	
terre	les	bienfaits	du	Travail	en	com-
mun,	d’une	Justice	fondée	sur	l’équité	
universelle,	d’une	Paix	apportant	la	
sérénité	et	la	contrainte	aux	efforts’.	
Otlet,	‘Sociologie	et	Urbanisme’,	88.

vi.	 ‘L’histoire	d’un	homme	intimement	
persuadé	que	la	classification	mène-
rait	à	la	paix,	à	une	meilleure	entente	
entre	les	peuples.	D’un	homme	hanté	
jusqu’à	l’obsession	par	l’idée	d’un	

Palais	Mondial,	puis	d’une	Cité	Mon-
diale,	qui	répertorierait	et	abriterait	le	
savoir	du	monde,	afin	de	le	mettre	à	
la	disposition	de	tous’.	Levie,	L’homme 
qui voulait classer le monde,	8.

vii.	 ‘Il	me	paraît	exceptionnel	d’être	
ainsi	confrontée	à	ce	mur	de	caisses	
contenant	tout	de	la	vie	d’un	homme:	
ses	rêves,	ses	utopies,	son	œuvre,	ses	
chagrins,	ses	joies,	ses	espoirs,	les	
tenants	et	les	aboutissants	d’une	vie	
de	la	naissance	à	la	mort’.	Ibid.,	12.

viii.	 ‘Au	début	du	XXe	siècle,	deux	juristes	
belges	ont	consacré	leur	vie	à	une	
folle	entreprise:	rassembler	et	rendre	
accessible	à	chacun	tous	les	savoirs	
du	monde.	Outil	de	connaissance	au	
service	de	la	paix,	leur	grand	œuvre,	
le	Mundaneum,	a	posé	les	bases	de	la	
science	documentaire—et	préfigu-
rait	Internet	avec	un	siècle	d’avance’.	
Jean-Michel	Djian,	‘Le	Mundaneum,	
Google	de	Papier’,	in:	Le Monde Maga-
zine,	(2009,	19	December).

ix.	 ‘Enfants	du	XIXème,	Otlet	et	La	Fon-
taine,	les	fondateurs	de	l’Institution,	
Verne	et	son	éditeur	Hetzel	partagent	
la	sensibilité	d’un	siècle	positivement	
engagé	dans	la	découverte	de	ce	que	
beaucoup	croyaient	être	les	derniers	
territoires	inexplorés.	L’intérêt	qu’ils	
portent	aux	domaines	les	plus	divers	
de	la	connaissance,	des	sciences	et	
techniques,	de	même	que	leur	souci	
de	contribuer	à	la	diffusion	des	savoirs	
nouveaux,	ne	contredisent	en	rien	
leur	goût	de	l’utopie’.	‘Jules	Verne:	
savoir	rêver,	savoirs	rêvés’,	Exhibi-
tion	organized	at	the	Mundaneum,	
Mons	’07.10.05—06.08.06’,	http://mun-
daneum.be/index.asp?ID=295	(last	
consultation	2011.04.05).

x.	 ‘On	arrive	ainsi	à	concevoir	le	Livre	
Universel.	On	y	arrive	[...]	par	voie	de	
réflexion,	de	généralisation;	d’imagi-
nation	inventive	et	créatrice	s’appli-
quant	à	répondre	aux	désidérata	
nettement	formulés’.	Paul	Otlet,	‘Le	
Livre	Universel.	Le	Livre	de	Demain.	
Encyclopédie	Mondiale—Réseau	de	
Documentation’	(1938.12.08).	
MDN,	Notes	numérotées,	Atlas	de	
Documentation,	Note	n°	8338,	2.	
‘[Le	système	du	Livre	Universel]	est	



81Introduction

destiné	à	répondre	aux	désidérata	
exprimés.	Les	anciens	qualifient	
semblable	tentative	autrefois,	du	
terme	utopie.	Plus	même,	de	celui	
d’anticipation.	Cependant	en	tout	acte	
de	science	et	de	technique	on	doit	
maintenant	considérer	ce	qui	pourrait	
être	et	devrait	être,	prendre	place	
après	elle	de	ce	qui	déjà	est	antérieur	
ou	a	été’.	Paul	Otlet,	‘Le	Livre	Univer-
sel.	Le	Livre	de	Demain.	Encyclopédie	
Mondiale—Réseau	de	Documenta-
tion’	(1938.12.08).	MDN,	Notes	numé-
rotées,	Atlas	de	Documentation,	Note	
n°	8338,	3.

xi.	 ‘Vous	savez	ma	politique	à	l’égard	
d’Otlet.	Je	respecte	son	effort,	malgré	
tout	ce	qu’il	comporte	d’un	peu	incer-
tain	et	de	naïf.	Je	veux	l’aider	de	mon	
mieux.	Mais	je	ne	peux	pas	engager	ni	
de	près	ni	de	loin	le	Bureau	dans	toute	
son	affaire.	Je	me	contente	de	l’assu-
rer	de	ma	sympathie	et,	le	cas	échéant,	
de	l’aider	auprès	d’amis’.	Albert	Tho-
mas,	Letter to Milhaud	[around	1928].	
ILO,	Archives	of	Albert	Thomas,	CAT	
7–539	M.	Paul	OTLET.	With	thanks	to	
Jasmien	Van	Daele.

xii.	 ‘Concernant	Otlet,	je	ne	partage	pas	
le	point	de	vue	de	ceux	qui	le	jugent	
utopiste.	Je	crois	que	les	Américains	
ont	donné	des	millions	de	dollars	pour	
payer	les	Instituts.	Mais	c’était	toujours	
insuffisant.	Il	est	faux	de	dire	comme	
vous	le	faites	qu’Otlet	a	été	dépassé	par	
l’afflux	de	publications.	Ce	qui	lui	man-
quait	c’était	l’argent,	pour	entretenir	
les	choses,	répertorier	les	documents	
…’	Jean-François	Füeg,	‘Un	entretien	
avec	Igor	Platounoff,	fidèle	du	Palais	
mondial	dans	les	années	trente’	in:	Le 
Mundanéen	nr.	10,	Mars	(1999).

xiii.	 ‘Mais	le	propre	d’une	véritable	utopie	
est	de	ne	pas	se	transformer	en	
réalité.	Et	la	mélancolie	engendrée	
par	cette	succession	d’échecs	n’est	
sans	doute	pas	étrangère	au	charme	
que	continue	d’exercer	l’histoire	de	
l’homme	qui	voulait	classer	le	monde’.	
Benoît	Peeters,	‘La	revanche	d’Otlet’,	
in:	Françoise	Levie	(ed.),	L’homme qui 
voulait classer le monde: Paul Otlet et le 
Mundaneum	(Bruxelles:	Impressions	
nouvelle,	2006),	321–326	(326).

xiv.	 ‘Je	constate	qu’il	me	faut	dessiner	
certaines	idées,	certains	graphiques.	
Et	c’est	de	la	tête	que	je	fais	le	mou-
vement	qui	les	dessine:	un	cercle,	un	
triangle,	une	ligne.	C’est	la	continua-
tion	du	mouvement	qui	me	fait	parler	
mentalement.	J’articule	mentalement	
et	quand	il	n’y	a	plus	à	parler	mais	
dessiner,	je	dessine	de	la	tête	ou	de	la	
mâchoire’.	Levie,	L’homme qui voulait 
classer le monde,	281.

xv.	 ‘Comment	présenter	des	tableaux	
démonstratifs	dans	les	Expositions	et	
dans	le	Musée	International.	Jusqu’ici,	
les	Expositions	et	les	Musées	ont	sur-
tout	été	des	Exposition	et	des	Musées	
d’objets	(produits,	matières	premières,	
outillage,	construction,	échantillons	
des	trois	règnes	de	la	nature,	œuvres	
d’art).—Actuellement,	il	ya	lieu	de	les	
compléter	par	des	Expositions	et	des	
Musées	d’idées	et	de	faits’.	Draft	made	
in	1913:	Paul	Otlet,	La visualization des 
résultats consignées dans les publica-
tions des associations internationales	
(1913.05.30).	MDN,	MI,	Note	n°	971.611.

xvi.	 ‘Les	moyens	dont	on	dispose	pour	
établir	les	tableaux	démonstratifs	sont	
les	suivants:	
La	photographie	(vue	des	objets);	
Le	diagramme	(transformations	de	
chiffres	en	figures);	
La	carte	(répartition	dans	l’espace	
d’un	phénomène);	
Le	schéma	(représentation	par	des	
figures	linéaires	des	concepts	et	des	
idées);	
Le	dessin	pictographique	(représenta-
tion	d’idées	en	images	concrètes);	
Les	textes	mêmes,	présentés,	tantôt	
sous	forme	synoptique,	tantôt	sous	
forme	de	légende	et	de	bref	commen-
taire	des	illustrations,	réduits	dans	
les	deux	cas	à	leur	expression	la	plus	
concise	(style	télégraphique	et	style	
des	mentions	indicatrices)’.	Otlet,	
La Visualisation des résultats consignés 
dans les Publications des Associations 
Internationales.

xvii.	 ‘…	Je	travaille	toujours	a	un	exposé	de	
l’Universalisme	auquel	j’ai	consacré	
quatre	années	de	cours	à	l’Institut	des	
Hautes	Etudes.	Mais	j’hésite	encore	à	
publier.	[...]	Mais	j’ai	rédigé	quantité	
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de	parties	et	surtout	j’en	ai	établi	les	
schémas.	C’est	de	la	que	nous	devons	
parler’.	Paul	Otlet, Letter to Patrick 
Geddes	(1926.12.09).	National	Library	
of	Scotland,	Patrick	Geddes	Papers		
MS	10564101.

xviii.	‘L’Universalisme	est	conçu	comme	
un	système	qui	embrasserait	toutes	
choses’.	Otlet,	Monde,	382.

xix.	 ‘Ce	qui	caractérisait	essentiellement	
le	système	social	d’avant	la	guerre,	
c’est	que	la	vie	était	devenue	de	plus	
en	plus	internationale.	Un	commerce	
mondial	passé	de	4	milliards,	il	y	a	un	
siècle,	à	près	de	180	milliards	actuel-
lement;	200	milliards	de	titres	au	
porteur,	sur	850	milliards,	possédés	
par	des	étrangers;	22	millions	de	tra-
vailleurs	franchissant	l’Atlantique	en	
moins	de	trente	ans;	30,000	navires	de	
toutes	nationalités	sillonnant	les	mers	
en	tous	sens;	un	réseau	mondial	de	
chemins	de	fer	de	plus	de	un	million	
de	kilomètres;	la	poste	universelle	
ayant	délivré	45	milliards	d’envois	
l’année	qui	précéda	la	guerre;	les	livres	
publiés	à	raison	de	150,000	par	an	et	
les	journaux	et	périodiques	à	raison	
de	72,000.	Idées,	hommes,	produits	
naturels	ou	manufacturés,	tout	est	
entraîné	dans	la	circulation	générale,	
destiné	à	une	Pensée	universelle,	
à	un	Marché	mondial,	à	une	Terre	
accessible	dans	toutes	ses	parties,	à	
une	Humanité	amenée	à	l’unité	de	
fins,	sinon	d’origine’.	Paul	Otlet,	Les 
Problèmes Internationaux et la Guerre. 
Tableau des conditions et solutions nou-
velles de l’économie, du droit et de la poli-
tique	(Genève/Paris:	Librairie	Kundig/	
Rousseau	&	Cie,	1916)’.	For	another	
passage	where	Otlet	grasps	these	
processes	of	internationalisation,	

see:	Paul	Otlet,	L’organisation et les 
associations internationales	(Bruxelles:	
Office	International	des	Institutions	
Internationales,	1910),	128.

xx.	 ‘La	tâche	essentielle	du	temps	présent	
est	la	combinaison	du	nationalisme	
et	de	l’internationalisme	pour	créer	
une	vie	universelle	plus	humaine,	
plus	juste	est	plus	pacifique,	à	la	fois	
libre	et	organisée’.	Otlet,	Les Problèmes 
Internationaux et la Guerre,	155.

xxi.	 ‘L’internationalisme	des	intérêts,	des	
efforts	et	des	structures	n’est	que	le	
prolongement	du	vaste	mouvement	
qui	a	créé	antérieurement	dans	l’his-
toire	la	régionalisation	et	la	nationa-
lisation.	Entre	les	patries	nationales,	
qui	doivent	survivre	comme	les	Etats	
survivent	dans	une	Confédération,	se	
constitue	progressivement	une	vaste	
organisation	destinée	à	embrasser	
tous	les	Etats,	toutes	les	nationalités.	
Le	besoin	d’unité	est	une	loi	souve-
raine	de	tout	être	vivant,	puisque	rien	
sans	elle,	ni	dans	la	nature,	ni	dans	
l’humanité	ne	vit	et	ne	grandit.	C’est	
le	besoin	d’unité	dans	la	société	qui	a	
créé	notamment	l’internationalisme’.	
Ibid.,	153–154.

xxii.	 ‘On	peut	le	définir:	un	système	de	
structure	sociale	qui	tend	à	organi-
ser	les	relations	entre	les	hommes	
quel	que	soit	leur	objet	sur	une	base	
universelle,	ou	en	corrélation	possible	
avec	une	base	universelle,	un	système	
qui	tend	à	unir	l’ensemble	des	struc-
tures	internationales	particulières	
en	une	vaste	structure	confédérative	
générale.	Il	unit	trois	idées:	«	toute	la	
terre	»,	«	toute	l’humanité	»,	«	tous	les	
domaines	de	la	connaissance	et	de	
l’activité	»’.	Ibid.,	153–154.
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FIG. 1 Schema by Otlet illustrating the unity of Reality
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The	Unity	of	Knowledge
	
	

Irrespective	of	the	calls	for	the	disunity	of	science	that	can	be	heard	
across	the	fields	of	science	and	science	studies	today,	there	has	been	
a	long-standing	conviction	that	there	is	a	fundamental	unity	or	order	
of	 the	 sciences,	 corresponding	 to	 the	unity	of	 reality1	 FIG. 1.	The	 idea	
that	all	 sciences	constitute	one	unity,	or	 that	all	 ‘branches	of	knowl-
edge’	are	somehow	connected,	traditionally	involves	the	following	ar-
gument:	firstly,	that	there	exists	an	order	of	things	in	nature;	secondly,	
that	there	is	an	order	of	the	sciences	which	mirrors	the	order	of	things;	
and	thirdly,	 that	the	schematization	of	the	order	of	the	sciences	 is	a	
hierarchy	of	classes	(genus	and	species),	which	is	determined	by	a	dif-
ferentiation	according	to	likeness	or	unlikeness2	FIG. 2.

A	 well-established	 expression	 that	 relates	 to	 the	 order	 of	 the	 sci-
ences	as	a	hierarchy	of	classes	is	the	‘Arbor	Scientiae’,	or	the	so-called	
‘Tree	of	Knowledge’.	One	of	the	oldest	is	the	Tree	of	Porphyry	by	the	
Greek	Neoplatonist	Porphyry	(ca.	234	BC–305	BC)	in	which	a	meta-
physical	division	of	substance	via	a	series	of	dichotomies	differenti-
ates	species	 into	classes,	 from	the	highest	generic	class	 (‘genus	gen-
eralissimum’)	to	the	lowest	specialized	class	(‘species	specialissima’).	
Another	example	is	the	Arbor	Scientiae	of	Ramon	Lull	 (1232–1315)	
in	which	the	eight	branches	on	the	left	describe	the	elements	of	na-
ture	and	men,	and	the	eight	branches	on	the	right	(starting	with	the	
Arbor	Caelestis)	deal	with	divine	principles	and	spiritual	beings	FIG. 3.	
The	most	 influential	Tree	of	Knowledge	is	probably	that	of	Francis	
Bacon	(1561–1626)	who	subjectively	founded	his	division	of	the	hu-
man	sciences	in	poetry,	history	and	philosophy	on	the	human	facul-
ties	of	imagination,	memory	and	reason,	which	he	considered	to	be	
the	portals	of	the	intellect	FIG. 4.	Bacon’s	ordering	was	most	famously	

1	 Peter	Galison,	‘Introduction:	The	Context	of	Disunity’,	in:	Peter	Galison	and	David	J.	
Stump	(eds.),	The Disunity of Science: Boundaries, Contexts, and Power	(Stanford	(Cali-
fornia):	Stanford	University	Press,	1996),	1–33;	John	Dupré,	The disorder of things: 
metaphysical foundations of the disunity of science	(Cambridge	(Mass.)	and	London:	
Harvard	University	Press,	1993).

2	 For	a	characteristic	view	of	how	the	unity	of	science	was	regarded	around	1900,	and	
how	it	is	mirrored	in	bibliographic	classification,	see	the	lectures	‘The	order	of	the	
sciences’	and	‘The	classification	of	books’,	by	Ernest	Cushing	Richardson	in	1900	
and	1901	for	New	York	State	Library	School	Association	Alumni	Association:	Ernest	
Cushing	Richardson,	Classification: theoretical and practical. Together with an appendix 
containing an essay towards a bibliographical history of systems of classification	(Hamden	
(Connecticut):	The	Shoe	String	press,	1964).
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FIG. 2 [Paul Otlet], Schema for the hierarchy of the pure sciences

FIG.4 Francis Bacon, Classification of the Humanities in the sixteenth century



FIG. 3 Raymundus Lullus, Arbor Scientiae. Venerabilis et Caelitus 
illuminati Patris
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reflected	in	the	tree	structure	that	gave	order	to	the	Encyclopédie, ou 
dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et des métiers	 (1751–1772)	of	
Diderot	and	D’Alembert	FIG. 5.

These	examples	inspired	Paul	Otlet	in	his	choice	of	the	tree	of	knowl-
edge	 as	 the	 logo	 for	 the	 International	 Institute	 of	 Bibliography	 (IIB),	
which	he	founded	in	1895	together	with	Henri	La	Fontaine.3	From	at	
least	1899	onward,	the	IIB’s	tree	of	knowledge	marked	the	front	page	
of	all	 its	publications.4	The	logo	consists	of	a	tree	that	has	a	key	tied	
up	to	it,	and	the	image	is	encaptioned	with	the	words	‘index	scientiae’	
FIG. 6.	The	key	in	the	emblem	symbolizes	the	‘index	scientiae’	(index	to	
knowledge)	or	the	Universal	Decimal	Classification	 (UDC),	according	
to	which	the	Universal	Bibliographic	Repertory	(RBU)	of	printed	ma-
terials	that	the	IIB	was	elaborating	was	being	organized.	The	UDC	was,	
for	Otlet,	‘the	golden	key	hidden	in	the	tree	of	knowledge	that	opens	
the	gate	to	the	treasure	of	human	knowledge’.i	The	use	of	the	key	as	
a	 symbol	 of	 what	 gives	 entry	 to	 the	 ‘chambers’	 of	 knowledge	 can	 be	

3	 Paul	Otlet,	L’Arbre de Porphyre. Tableau de la subordination des essences génériques et 
spécifiques	(note)	(n.d.)

	 MDN,	EUM,	box	4.
4	 Institut	International	de	Bibliographie,	Classification Bibliographique Décimale. Tables 

générales refondues établies en vue de la publication du Répertoire Bibliographique Uni-
versel. Edition française publiée avec le concours du Bureau Bibliographique de Paris. Pre-
mier fascicule. Introduction et résumé des règles adoptées pour l’établissement et l’emploi 
des tables et des répertoires	(Bruxelles:	Institut	International	de	Bibliographie,	1899).

FIG. 5 The classification of D’Alembert’s Encyclopédie
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traced	back	at	least	as	far	as	thinkers	such	as	Raymond	Lull	and	Leibniz	
who	believed	that	a	universal	key	or	‘clavis	universalis’	could	be	found	
that	would	make	it	possible	to	decipher	the	alphabet	of	the	world,	to	
find	a	method	or	a	general	science	that	would	enable	man	to	grasp	
the	hidden	structure	of	reality.5	The	‘clavis	universalis’	in	the	emblem	
of	the	IIB,	however,	symbolizes	the	bibliographic	index	that	the	IIB	
produced	and	how	it	was	intended	to	provide	researchers	with	a	list	
of	subject	headings	or	‘key’-words	that	would	allow	them	to	access,	ex-
plore	and	find	their	way	in	the	multitude	of	volumes	of	scientific	and	
scholarly	literature.	

The	tree	in	the	logo	of	the	IIB	thus	symbolizes	not	just	the	unity	of	
knowledge,	 but	 also	 the	 unity	 of	 knowledge	 as	 contained	 in	 all	 pub-
lications.	Although	the	UDC,	like	other	schemes	for	the	classification	
of	publications,	was	based	to	some	extent	on	the	classification	of	the	
sciences—the	Dewey	Decimal	Classification	(from	which	the	UDC	de-
rives),	for	example,	 is	said	to	be	based	on	William	T.	Harris’	 inverted	
form	 of	 Bacon’s	 classification	 of	 the	 sciences—its	 main	 goal	 was	 not	
epistemological	but	utilitarian:	to	provide	users	with	a	useful	guide	in	

5	 Paolo	Rossi	and	Stephen	Clucas,	Logic and the art of memory: the quest for a universal 
language	(London:	Athlone	press,	2000),	xv.

FIG. 6 Logo of the International Institute of Bibliography (IIB)
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their	pursuit	of	knowledge	in	the	ever	growing	volumes	of	literature.6	
Otlet	therefore	sometimes	depicted	the	Tree	logo	of	the	IIB	on	top	of	
a	book,	in	order	to	emphasize	that	the	‘tree	of	knowledge’	continues	to	
grow	as	it	is	‘nourished’	by	the	appearance	of	new	publications,	and	that	
only	an	index	to	that	literature	can	provide	the	tool	to	find	our	way	in	
those	ever	expanding	fields	of	publications	FIG. 7.

But	the	pragmatic	character	of	the	classification	of	publications	does	
not	exclude	the	organization	of	knowledge	from	having	firm	episte-
mological	underpinnings.	Otlet,	as	well	as	other	documentalists	such	
as	Jason	Farradane	or	S.C.	Bradford,	echo	in	their	reflections	on	knowl-
edge	organization	the	heightened	interest	in	the	question	of	how	sci-
entific	knowledge	was	unified,	and	in	what	way	the	unity	of	scientif-
ic	knowledge	mirrored	the	unity	of	the	world,	as	illustrated	in	many	
publications	of	the	time	such	as	Karl	Pearson’s	The Grammar of Science	
(1890),	or	congresses	such	as	the	‘Unity	of	Knowledge’	Conference	that	
was	organized	during	the	1904	World’s	Fair	in	St.	Louis	by	the	German	
psychologist	 Hugo	 Münsterberg.7	 A	 fundamental	 epistemological	 as-
sumption	in	Otlet’s	theory	of	knowledge	organization	is	the	idea	that	
there	is,	parallel	to	the	unity	of	the	sciences,	a	fundamental	unity	of	all	
publications.	Otlet	considers	Knowledge	to	be	universal	 in	 the	sense	
that	knowledge	produced	by	all	disciplines,	of	all	times	and	all	places	is	
essentially	one.	Reflecting	the	international	organisation	of	science	at	
the	end	of	the	nineteenth	century,	Otlet	believed	that	only	by	means	
of	international	cooperation	could	an	overview	of	the	existing	scien-
tific	literature	could	be	developed:

The	 unity	 and	 inter-dependence	 of	 individual	 branches	 of	 knowledge	
have	been	recognised.	A	characteristic	of	universality	through	time	and	
internationalism	across	countries	has	been	proclaimed.	As	a	corollary	of	

6	 Jesse	H.	Shera,	‘Classification	as	the	basis	of	bibliographic	organization’,	in:	Jesse	H.	
Shera	and	Margaret	E.	Egan	(eds.),	Bibliographic organization: papers presented before 
the fifteenth annual conference of the Graduate Library School, July 24–29, 1950	(Chicago	
(Illinois):	The	University	of	Chicago	Press,	1951),	72–93	(75).

7	 Jordi	Cat	mentions	among	others	Mathieu	Leclerc	du	Sablon’s	L’Unité de la Science	
(1919)	and	Johan	Hjorst	The Unity of Science	(1921):	Jordi	Cat,	‘The	Unity	of	Science’	
in:	Edward	N.	Zalta	(ed.),	The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Fall 2010 Edition),	
2010)	Retrieved	February	11,	2011,	from	http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/scientific-
unity/#GerTraSinKan;	Jordi	Cat,	‘Unity	of	science’,	in:	E.	Craig	(ed.),	Routledge 
Encyclopedia of Philosophy	(London:	Routledge,	1998)	Retrieved	February	11,	2011,	
from	http://www.rep.routledge.com/article/Q121.	On	the	1904	Conference,	entitled	
the	‘Unity	of	Knowledge’,	see	also:	Julie	A.	Reuben,	The making of the modern univer-
sity: intellectual transformation and the marginalization of morality	(Chicago;	London:	
University	of	Chicago	Press,	1996),	176–179.	On	the	inclusion	of	the	unity	of	science	
ideal	in	the	documentation	movement,	see:	Dave	Muddiman,	‘Public	Science	in	
Britain	and	the	Origins	of	Documentation	and	Information	Science,	1890–1950’,	in:	
W.Boyd	Rayward	(ed.),	European Modernism and the Information Society: Informing the 
Present, Understanding the Past	(Aldershot:	Ashgate,	2008),	201–222	(211–212).



these	fundamental	characteristics	of	human	knowledge,	it	has	been	nec-
essary	to	create	an	intellectual	machinery	for	the	simultaneous	and	con-
tinuous	development	of	knowledge,	to	make	effective	the	co-operation	
of	scholars	of	different	generations	and	of	different	countries	and	also	
to	make	general	syntheses	possible	concurrently	with	analytical	studies,	
to	ensure	that	the	progress	of	specialities	keeps	in	step	with	the	develop-
ment	of	whole	disciplines’.8

To	organize	the	unity	of	knowledge,	it	was	necessary,	Otlet	believed,	to	
organize	first	of	all	the	unity	of	knowledge	workers.	

The	next	 two	chapters	each	explore	a	visionary	project	of	Otlet	 in	
which	he	gives	expression	to	the	way	in	which	he	believed	the	organi-
zation	of	knowledge	could	be	improved,	while	holding	on	to	the	unity	
of	knowledge	ideal.	Chapter	2	demonstrates	the	practical,	material	and	
institutional	approach	to	the	organization	of	(the	unity	of)	knowledge,	
and	provides	a	historical	and	thematic	overview	of	the	development	
of	the	UDC,	the	RBU,	and	the	IIB,	and	how	these	earlier	developments	
and	 concepts	 came	 together	 in	 his	 vision	 of	 a	 Universal	 Network	 of	
Documentation.	Chapter	3	highlights	and	specifies	the	positivist	epis-
temological	 foundations	 of	 Otlet’s	 theory	 of	 documentation	 as	 sum-
marized	in	his	vision	of	the	Universal	Book.

8	 Paul	Otlet,	‘Les	Sciences	bibliographiques	et	la	documentation’,	in:	IIB Bulletin,	8	
(1903),	125–147,	as	translated	in:	W.	Boyd	Rayward,	International Organisation and Dis-
semination of Knowledge. Selected Essays of Paul Otlet	(Amsterdam:	Elsevier,	1990),	74.

i.	 ‘La	clef	d’or	cachée	dans	
l’arbre	de	la	connaissance	
et	ouvrant	la	porte	au	
vaste	trésor	de	la	pensée	
humaine’	
F.	D.	Duyvis,	‘Paul	
Otlet’,	in:	F.I.D. Communi-
cationes,	12.	(1945),	17.

FIG. 7 Symbol representing the work of bibliog-
raphy and documentation undertaken by the IIB



FIG. 1 Schema of the Universal Decimal Classification (UDC) invented by Otlet and La Fontaine, represented as 
a disc which branches off with a tree-like system into ever smaller subdivisions



Chapter	2

The	Universal	Network	
of	Documentation

The	Universal	Decimal	Classification	(UDC)	that	Otlet	and				La	Fontaine	
started	 to	 develop	 in	 1895	 and	 propagated	 by	 means	 of	 their	 Inter-
national	Institute	of	Bibliography	(IIB),	has	become	the	most	widely	
used	classification	system	in	the	world1	FIG. 1.	It	has	been	adopted	by	
the	International	Organization	for	Standardization	(ISO)	and	is	main-
tained	by	the	UDC	Consortium.

The	 creation	 of	 the	 UDC	 must	 be	 situated	 in	 the	 context	 of	 the	
late	nineteenth	century	when	systems	for	the	classification	of	pub-
lications	were	increasingly	debated	and	contested.	On	the	one	hand,	
discussions	 about	 the	 standardization	 of	 the	 classification	 of	 books	
were	emerging	in	the	field	of	librarianship,	in	particular	when	Melvil	
Dewey	launched	his	Dewey	Decimal	Classification	in	1876	and	when	
Charles	Ami	Cutter	published	a	first	overview	of	his	Expansive	Clas-
sification	 in	 1882.	 Both	 Dewey	 and	 Cutter	 introduced	 their	 library	
classification	systems	together	with	techniques	for	scientific	manage-
ment	in	library	organizations	that	gradually	led	to	the	creation	of	a	
‘library	science’	in	the	United	States.2	On	the	other	hand,	discussions	
about	 the	 classification	 of	 publications	 emerged	 in	 relation	 to	 the	
production	of	international	bibliographies.3	By	the	1890s,	the	major	
question	 for	 professional	 and	 learned	 societies	 who	 sought	 to	 pro-
duce	an	international	bibliography	of	the	literature	in	one	or	more	
fields	 was	 to	 agree	 upon	 the	 subject-indexing	 of	 the	 records,	 or	 in	
other	words,	to	obtain	a	classification	that	could	express	in	a	precise	
manner	the	subject	or	subjects	that	each	book	or	article	was	dealing	
with;	a	discussion	that	involved	the	arrangement	of	the	fields	of	inter-
est	and	relations	between	the	different	sciences	and	their	subfields.4	

1	 ‘Universal	Decimal	Classification’,	in:	Joan	M.	Reitz	(ed.),	ODLIS. Online Dic-
tionary for Library and Information Science,	2010)	http://lu.com/odlis/odlis_U.
cfm#universaldecimal.

2	 Dave	Muddiman,	‘Public	Science	in	Britain	and	the	Origins	of	Documentation	and		
Information	Science,	1890–1950’,	in:	W.Boyd	Rayward	(ed.),	European Modernism  
and the Information Society: Informing the Present, Understanding the Past	(Aldershot:	
Ashgate,	2008),	201–222	(209).

3	 Anne	Rasmussen,	L’Internationale scientifique 1890–1914,	PhD	diss.,	Department	of	His-
tory	(Paris:	Ecole	des	Hautes	Etudes	en	Sciences	Sociales	de	Paris,	1995),	235.

4	 Katherine	O.	Murra,	‘History	of	some	attempts	to	organize	bibliography	interna-
tionally’,	in:	Jesse	H.	Shera	and	Margaret	E.	Egan	(eds.),	Bibliographic organization: 
papers presented before the fifteenth annual conference of the Graduate Library School, 
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It	was	in	this		context	that	the	International	Institute	of	Bibliography	
(1895–1931)	of	Otlet	and	La	Fontaine	took	a	leading	role	in	developing	
and	expanding	the	Dewey	Classification	in	what	was	called	the	UDC.	
Moreover,	Otlet,	La	Fontaine	and	their	collaborators	propagated	the	
UDC	for	use	in	the	trading	catalogues	of	publishing	companies	and	
launched	the	idea	of	applying	the	UDC	to	the	summaries	of	journal	
articles,	or	even	to	newspaper	articles.5

At	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	 twentieth	 century,	 Paul	 Otlet	 started	 to	
apply	the	UDC	not	only	for	bibliographic	purposes,	but	also	for	the	
organization	of	all	 sources	of	 information,	be	they	texts,	 images,	or	
even	objects.	In	1903,	Otlet	started	to	use	the	term	‘documentation’	to	
describe	the	new	field	of	study	and	research	into	the	methods	of	orga-
nizing	‘documents’	and	all	sorts	of	recorded	information,	and	concep-
tualized	what	he	called	‘offices	of	documentation’	that	would	trans-
form	libraries	into	a	new	kind	of	information	service.6	The	use	of	the	
UDC	as	a	means	by	which	to	organize	and	analyse	all	kinds	of	docu-
ments	became	widespread	through	the	congresses	and	publications	
of	the	IIB.	By	the	1930s,	an	international	documentation	movement	
had	gained	strength,	which	was	reflected	in	a	number	of	different	de-
velopments,	including	the	programme	of	the	Association	of	Special	
Libraries	and	Information	Bureaux	(ASLIB)	in	Britain,	which	collabo-
rated	 intensely	 with	 the	 British	 Society	 for	 International	 Bibliogra-
phy	(the	BSIB,	or	the	British	arm	of	Otlet’s	IIB),	the	foundation	in	1931	
of	the	Union	Française	des	Organismes	de	Documentation	(UFOD),	
the	 IIB’s	 transformation	 in	 1937	 into	 the	 International	 Federation	
of	Documentation,	the	foundation	of	the	American	Documentation	
Institute	 in	1937,	and	the	creation	of	the	Deutsche	Gesellschaft	für	
Dokumentation	 in	 1941.7	 These	 changes	 reflected	 the	 phase	 in	 his-
tory	in	which	a	new	discipline	and	praxis	of	information,	captured	by	
the	term	‘documentation’,	or	what	in	the	English-speaking	world	was	
quickly	to	become	‘Information	Science’,	came	of	age.8

July 24–29, 1950	(Chicago	(Illinois):	The	University	of	Chicago	Press,	1951),	24–53	
(32).

5	 Rasmussen,	L’Internationale scientifique 1890–1914,	236.
6	 W.	Boyd	Rayward,	‘Some	schemes	for	restructuring	and	mobilising	information	

in	documents:	a	historical	perspective’,	in:	Information & Management,	30.2	(1994),	
163–175	(170).

7	 Muddiman,	‘Public	Science	in	Britain	and	the	Origins	of	Documentation	and	Infor-
mation	Science,	1890–1950’,	215.

8	 Dave	Muddiman,	‘The	History	and	Development	of	ASLIB,	1924–1960’,	in:	Alistair	
Black,	Dave	Muddiman	and	Helen	Plant	(eds.),	The Early Information Society. Infor-
mation Management in Britain before the Computer	(Aldershot:	Ashgate,	2007),	79–102	
(93);	and	Irene	S.	Farkas-Conn,	From Documentation to Information Science. The 
Beginnings and Early Development of the American Documentation Institute – Ameri-
can Society for Information Science	(New	York,	Westport,	(Connecticut)	and	London:	
Greenwood	Press,	1990).
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The	international	dissemination	of	the	UDC	before	World	War	II,	
first	in	the	field	of	bibliography,	and	then,	as	the	IIB	expanded	its	in-
terests,	in	the	field	that	was	to	be	called	documentation,	has	been	the	
subject	of	a	considerable	number	of	historical	studies.	In	a	first	group	
of	such	studies,	 this	history	has	been	approached	from	a	viewpoint	
that	is	primarily	interested	in	earlier	information	ages,	and	how	the	
documentation	movement	that	developed	out	of	the	field	of	bibliog-
raphy	laid	the	foundation	for	a	new	science	of—and	a	new	approach	
to—information.	Such	a	perspective	motivates	a	number	of	studies	
including	W.	Boyd	Rayward’s	extensive	work	on	the	history	and	de-
velopment	of	the	IIB;	Paul	Schneiders’	study	of	bibliographic	enter-
prises	from	around	1900;	 the	study	by	Irene	S.	Farkas-Conn	of	how	
the	concept	of	documentation	was	transferred	to	the	United	States	
and	developed	into	Information	Science;	Sylvie	Fayet-Scribe’s	analy-
sis	of	the	French	branch	of	the	IIB;	and	Dave	Muddiman’s	history	of	
the	way	that	the	documentation	movement	grew	in	Great	Britain.9	A	
second	group	of	historical	studies	has	approached	this	history	from	
a	 viewpoint	 that	 is	 primarily	 interested	 in	 transnational	 history.	
	Eckhardt	 Fuchs,	 Anne	 Rasmussen,	 and	 Daniel	 Laqua,	 for	 example,	
have	studied	the	kind	of	international	cooperation	that	was	involved	
in	international	bibliographic	enterprises,	such	as	that	set	up	by	the	
IIB	and	the	Royal	Society.10

This	chapter	extends	and	makes	use	of	both	approaches.	The	UDC	
and	the	concept	of	documentation,	I	argue,	was	not	something	that	
wasinvented	and	simply	spread	through	the	channels	of	the	IIB,	nor	
can	 the	 successful	 transnational	 network	 of	 collaborators	 entirely	

9	 W.	Boyd	Rayward,	The Universe of Information. The Work of Paul Otlet for Documenta-
tion and International Organisation	(Moscow:	VINITI,	1975),	W.	Boyd	Rayward,		
‘The	origins	of	information	science	and	the	International	Institute	of	Bibliography/	
International	Federation	for	Information	and	Documentation	(FID)’,	in:	Journal of 
the American Society for Information Science,	48.4	(1997),	289–300;	Paul	Schneiders,	De 
bibliotheek- en documentatiebeweging 1880–1914: bibliografische ondernemingen rond 
1900	(Amsterdam:	Universiteit	Amsterdam,	1982);	Farkas-Conn,	From Documenta-
tion to Information Science. The Beginnings and Early Development of the American  
Documentation Institute – American Society for Information Science;	Sylvie	Fayet-
Scribe,	Histoire de la documentation en France. Culture, science et technologie de 
l’information 1895–1937	(Paris:	CNRS	Éditions,	2000);	Muddiman,	The History and  
Development of ASLIB, 1924–1960;	Muddiman,	‘Public	Science	in	Britain	and	the		
Origins	of	Documentation	and	Information	Science,	1890–1950’.

10	 Eckhardt	Fuchs,	‘The	International	Catalogue	of	Scientific	Literature	as	a	Mode	of	
Intellectual	Transfer:	Promises	and		Pitfalls	of	International	Scientific	Co-operation	
before	1914’,	in:	Christophe	Charle,		Jürgen	Schriewer	and	Peter	Wagner	(eds.),	
Transnational Intellectual Networks	(Frankfurt/Main:	Campus	Verlag	GmbH,	2004);	
Rasmussen,	L’Internationale scientifique 1890–1914;	and	Georg	Daniel	Laqua,	Euro-
pean Internationalism(s), 1880–1930: Brussels as a Centre for Transnational Cooperation,	
PhD	diss.	(London:	University	College	London,	2008).
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explain	the	success	of	the	UDC	and	the	concept	of	documentation.	
Instead,	it	seems	to	me	that	Otlet	and	La	Fontaine	adopted	from	the	
outset	a	universalistic	approach	to	knowledge	(or	the	aim	to	address	
all	knowledge	in	its	unity),	and	a	universalistic	approach	to	coopera-
tion	(or	the	intention	to	co-operate	with	any	sort	of	institution	or	in-
dividual),	which	were	approaches	that	were	both	connected,	in	that	
they	were	on	the	one	hand	practically	grounded	(with	the	aim	of	us-
ing	all	means	to	get	the	UDC	as	widely	adopted	as	possible,	for	what-
ever	purpose),	and	yet	also	ideologically	grounded	(with	the	aspiration	
of	making	all	knowledge	globally	available	by	means	of	a	network	of	
knowledge	‘stations’).	I	will	look	into	Otlet’s	writings	and	schemas	in	
order	to	arrive	at	a	better	understanding	of	his	ideology	of	a	Universal	
Network	of	Documentation,	which	reflected	on	the	practical	devel-
opments	and	achievements	of	the	IIB.

After	 a	 brief	 history	 of	 the	 creation	 and	 development	 of	 the	 bib-
liographic	enterprise	of	the	IIB	(in	section	2.1),	and	the	struggles	this	
involved,	 section	 2.2	 discusses	 how	 the	 UDC	 was	 also	 linked	 to	 the	
aspiration	of	addressing	knowledge	in	its	universality	and	the	inten-
tion	to	set	up	‘universal’	cooperation.	Section	2.3	discusses	the	expan-
sion	of	the	IIB’s	activity	from	bibliography	to	documentation,	and	the	
repercussions	 that	 this	 had	 on	 the	 practical	 level	 for	 the	 growth	 of	
their	network	of	collaborators,	and	on	the	ideological	level	(as	will	be	
discussed	in	section	2.4),	in	Otlet’s	conception	of	a	Universal	Network	
of	Documentation.

2.1. The creation of the Universal Bibliographic Repertory 
and its development prior to World War I

In	 1893,	 Paul	 Otlet	 and	 Henri	 La	 Fontaine	 created	 from	 the	 biblio-
graphic	section	of	the	Société	d’études	sociales	et	politiques,	the	Inter-
national	Office	of	Sociological	Bibliography,	which	was	then	renamed	
the	 International	 Office	 of	 Bibliography	 (OIB)	 the	 following	 year.11	
The	OIB	coordinated	two	bibliographic	publications	on	law	and	so-
ciology,	assembled	a	bibliographic	repertory	on	the	‘science	of	soci-
ety’,	gathered	‘social	facts’	on	cards,	and	established	a	special	library.	
From	1894,	the	OIB	was	located	in	the	Hotel	Ravenstein	and	placed	
its	offices	and	services	at	the	disposal	of	Ernest	Solvay’s	Institut	des	
Sciences	 Sociales,	 of	 which	 Otlet	 and	 La	 Fontaine	 were	 members.12	
While	 they	 were	 working	 and	 reflecting	 on	 what	 they	 had	 started	

11	 On	the	creation	of	the	OIB,	see:	Rayward,	The Universe of Information,	29–47.
12	 See	chapter	4	for	a	discussion	of	the	relation	of	the	OIB	to	Solvay’s	Institut	des		

Sciences	Sociales.
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to	 call	 the	 Bibliographia Sociologica,	 a	 bibliographic	 repertory	 of	 the	
social	 sciences	 stored	 on	 cards,	 the	 idea	 emerged	 to	 go	 beyond	 the	
field	of	law	and	sociology	and	to	start	to	build,	by	way	of	international	
cooperation,	a	complete	bibliographic	repertory	that	would	cover	all	
scientific	disciplines.	Furthermore,	in	1894,	Henri	La	Fontaine	imag-
ined	an	‘International	Intellectual	Union’	that	would	coordinate	the	
‘collective	and	international	organisation	of	intellectual	work’,	with	a	
permanent	headquarters	in	Brussels	containing	an	international	bib-
liographic	 office,	 an	 international	 statistical	 office,	 an	 international	
library,	and	a	central	service	for	congresses.13

In	December	of	1893,	while	the	dream	of	realizing	a	comprehen-
sive	international	bibliography	was	only	just	emerging	in	the	minds	
of	Otlet	and	La	Fontaine,	Ferdinand	Van	der	Haeghen	(1830–1913),	
the	 chief	 librarian	 of	 Ghent	 University	 and	 a	 prominent	 historian	
and	 bibliographer,	 presented	 his	 scheme	 for	 such	 an	 undertaking	
in	a	lecture	for	the	Literature	Section	of	the	Royal	Academy	of	Bel-
gium.14	 Van	 der	 Haeghen	 had	 already	 published	 the	 Bibliographie 
Gantois	 (1858),	which	described	the	lives	and	publications	of	Ghent	
publishers,	 and	 had	 developed	 and	 published	 the	 first	 volumes	 of	
what	 he	 called	 the	 Bibliotheca Belgica,	 a	 bibliography	 listing	 every-
thing	 that	had	been	published	 in	 the	Low	 Countries	prior	 to	 1600.	
	Van	der	Haeghen	now	had	the	ambition	of	creating	what	he	called	a	
Catalogue des catalogues,	a	union	catalogue	on	cards,	containing	all	the	
catalogues	 of	 the	 main	 European	 libraries,	 gathered	 in	 one	 central	
Bureau International de Bibliography	[International	bureau	of	bibliog-
raphy].	The	Literature	section	of	the	Royal	Academy	applauded	Van	
der	Haeghen’s	proposal,	and	took	on	the	task	of	developing	it	further.

However,	 the	 response	 of	 the	 Science	 section	 of	 the	 Royal	 Acad-
emy	was	more	critical.	On	7	April	1894	the	geologist,	curator	of	the	
Belgian	 Museum	 of	 Natural	 History,	 and	 chairman	 of	 the	 Science	
Section,	Michel	Mourlon	(1845–1915)	agreed	with	Van	der	Haeghen	
about	the	usefulness	of	his	proposed	international	office	of	bibliog-
raphy,	but	emphasized	how	important	it	would	be	for	the	pure	and	
applied	 sciences	 that	 the	 bibliography	 that	 the	 office	 was	 going	 to	
produce	would	not	be	limited	just	to	books,	but	would	also	include	
journal	 articles.	 He	 also	 asked	 that	 priority	 would	 be	 given	 to	 new	

13	 Rayward,	The Universe of Information,	34.
14	 The	clash	between	the	project	of	Van	der	Haeghen	and	that	of	Otlet	and	La	

Fontaine	has	been	studied	by	Schneiders	and	by	Uyttenhove	and	Van	Peteghem:	
Schneiders,	De bibliotheek- en documentatiebeweging,	48–49,	and	67–73;	Pieter		
Uyttenhove	and	Sylvia	Van	Peteghem,	‘Ferdinand	van	der	Haeghen’s	shadow	on		
Otlet:	European	resistance	to	the	Americanized	modernism	of	the	Office	Interna-
tional		de		Bibliographie’,	in:	Rayward	(ed.),	European Modernism and the Information 
Society, 91–104.
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publications	 and	 that	 the	 content	 of	 the	 journal	 articles	 would	 be	
analysed	 or	 abstracted.	 The	 critique	 by	 Mourlon	 thus	 reflected,	 as	
Paul	Schneiders	has	observed,	a	split	 that	had	begun	to	emerge	be-
tween	two	scientific	cultures	between	what	John	Stuart	Mill	 (1806–
1873)	 referred	 to	 as	 the	 ‘physical	 sciences’	 and	 the	 ‘moral	 sciences’,	
or	 what	 Dilthey	 (1833–1911)	 called	 the	 ‘Geisteswissenschaften’	 and	
the	 ‘Naturwissenschaften’.15	As	a	sort	of	counter	proposal,	Mourlon	
referred	to	the	Catalogue of Scientific Papers,	published	since	1867	by	
the	Royal	Society	in	London,	a	catalogue	that	excluded	books	and	was	
limited	to	periodical	scientific	literature.	He	also	brought	up	the	new	
project	that	had	been	announced	by	the	Royal	Society	in	London,	and	
of	which	the	Academy	had	been	informed	by	letter,	which	intended	
to	compile	a	comprehensive	bibliography	of	monographs	and	jour-
nal	articles	published	in	the	pure	and	applied	sciences.	This	Interna-
tional	Catalogue	of	Scientific	Literature	 (ICSL),	as	the	Royal	Society	
would	 call	 the	 new	 project,	 was	 conceived	 to	 be	 a	 critically	 revised	
continuation	of	the	Catalogue of Scientific Papers—the	index	of	scien-
tific	periodicals	of	the	nineteenth	century	that	had	been	published	
by	the	Royal	Society	since	1851	(and	continued	to	be	published	until	
1925)—and	which	had	become	too	great	a	burden	for	the	resources	
of	the	Society	to	undertake.	In	contrast	to	its	predecessor,	the	ICSL	
would	be	compiled	by	way	of	international	cooperation,	would	have	a	
subject	index	alongside	an	author	index,	and	would	be	published	on	
an	annual	basis.

After	 almost	 a	 year	 of	 silence,	 in	 May	 1895,	 Van	 der	 Haeghen		
confirmed	 the	 situation	 as	 it	 stood:	 the	 Literature	 Section	 was	 in		
favour	of	his	proposal	for	a	general	library	catalogue	on	cards,	while	
he	was	forced	to	acknowledge	that	the	Science	section	opposed	it.16	
It	 was	 at	 this	 moment	 that	 Van	 der	 Haeghen	 threw	 in	 the	 towel,		
and	 therefore—as	 Uyttenhove	 and	 Van	 Peteghem	 concluded—
the	only	project	for	a	comprehensive	bibliography	officially	being		
considered	in		Belgium	was	that	of	the	Royal	Society,	who	had	called	
an	International	Conference	on	a	Catalogue	of	Scientific	Literature	
in	1896.

At	almost	the	same	time,	in	July	1895,	urged	on	by	the	announce-
ment	of	the	Royal	Society’s	conference,	Otlet	and	La	Fontaine	called	
an	international	conference	on	bibliography	to	take	place	in	Brussels,	
in	September	of	1895,	to	consider	their	project	for	a	 ‘Universal	Bib-

15	 Schneiders,	De bibliotheek- en documentatiebeweging,	49.
16	 Uyttenhove	and	Peteghem,	‘Ferdinand	van	der	Haeghen’s	shadow	on	Otlet’,	94;		

and	F.	Van	der	Haeghen,	‘Sur	un	projet	de	catalogue	général	des	bibliothèques		
publiques’.	Bulletins de l’Académie Royale des Sciences, des lettreset des Beaux-Arts  
de Belgique 65	(1895)	763–769.
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liographic	 Repertory’.17	 With	 their	 powerful	 network	 of	 influential	
friends,	and	the	support	of	Michel	Mourlon,	Ernest	Solvay,	and	sena-
tor	Edouard	Descamps,	who	had	spoken	in	May	1894	for	the	Litera-
ture	Section	of	the	Royal	Academy,	describing	the	OIB	of	Otlet	and	
La	Fontaine	as	 ‘	an	eminently	useful	and	fertile	work’,	Otlet	and	La	
Fontaine	were	able	to	obtain	support	from	the	Belgian	Government	
for	 the	 organization	 of	 their	 conference.18	 In	 a	 note	 that	 accompa-
nied	the	invitation,	they	proposed	to	definitively	constitute	their	OIB	
‘whose	present	organisation	is	quite	provisional’	so	as	to	enable	it	to	
publish	‘a	universal	repertory	on	cards	classified	by	the	Decimal	Clas-
sification’,	and	to	form	a	‘Bibliographic	Union’	between	governments	
to	encourage	the	development	of	such	a	repertory.19	While	Otlet	and	
La	Fontaine	could	not	hope	to	compete	with	the	prestigious	Royal	So-
ciety	and	the	international	network	it	planned	to	mobilize,	by	hold-
ing	a	conference	one	year	before	that	of	the	Royal	Society,	there	was	a	
possibility,	as	Rayward	suggested,	that	by	the	time	of	the	London	con-
ference	they	would	be	able	to	confront	it	with	the	first	results	of	their	
Universal	Bibliographic	Repertory,	and	even	attempt	to	convince	the	
Royal	Society	to	collaborate	on	it.

At	the	International Conference on Bibliography	in	Brussels,	Otlet	and	
La	 Fontaine	 presented	 a	 major	 part	 of	 the	 catalogue	 of	 their	 OIB,	
which	counted	400,000	notices	that	had	been	copied	onto	cards	and	
classified	according	to	Melvil	Dewey’s	Decimal	Classification,	which	
Otlet	had	examined	only	six	months	before	the	conference.20	They	
suggested	to	the	conference	that	this	should	be	the	basis	of	the	larger	
project,	 which	 they	 named	 the	 Universal	 Bibliographic	 Repertory	
(RBU)—a	giant	repertory	that	would	catalogue	the	publications	of	all	
knowledge	domains.

The	conference	of	1895	concluded	that	the	RBU	was	desirable	and	
it	recommended	the	use	of	cards	and	the	adoption	of	Dewey’s	Deci-
mal	Classification	for	its	elaboration.21	It	also	resolved	that	a	‘univer-
sal	bibliographic	union’	should	be	formed	to	facilitate	international	
cooperation	 in	 bibliographic	 matters.	 Two	 weeks	 after	 the	 confer-
ence	of	1895,	a	Royal	Decree	created	the	International	Office	of	Bib-
liography	(OIB)	that	was	given	the	task	of	establishing,	servicing,	and	
publishing	the	RBU.	It	was	also	to	serve	as	the	headquarters	for	the	

17	 Rayward,	The Universe of Information,	45.
18	 Schneiders,	De bibliotheek- en documentatiebeweging,	67.
19	 Rayward,	The Universe of Information,	45–47;	Henri	La	Fontaine	and	Paul	Otlet,		

Sur la création d’un répertoire bibliographique universel: note.	Conférence	Biblio-
graphique	Internationale,	Bruxelles	1895.	(Bruxelles,	1895),	28.

20	 Ibid.,	45.
21	 W.	Boyd	Rayward,	Mundaneum: Archives of Knowledge	(Urbana-Champaign:		

Graduate	School	of	Library	and	Information	Science	University	of	Illinois,	2010),	9.
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International	Institute	of	Bibliography	(IIB).	The	IIB	was	to	become	
an	 international	 network	 of	 individuals,	 institutions,	 and	 associa-
tions	and	was	to	study,	develop,	and	promote	a	uniform	international	
	classification	system,	or	what	would	become	known	as	the	Universal	
Decimal	Classification	(UDC).

After	September	1895,	on	behalf	of	the	Belgian	government,	the	OIB	
undertook	the	development	of	the	RBU	which	involved	all	the	steps	
listed	in	figure	2:	the	gathering	of	bibliographic	sources;	the	develop-
ment	of	the	instruments	to	perform	the	task;	the	creation,	insertion	
and	revision	of	the	index	cards	in	the	repertory;	the	development	of	
one	repertory	arranged	according	to	subject	matter	and	authors,	and	
another	arranged	by	periodicals;	the	development	of	an	index	to	the	
repertory;	and	the	development	of	different	services	of	information	
FIG. 2.	For	these	purposes,	the	OIB	received	considerable	subsidies	from	
the	 government.	 Furthermore,	 the	 Ministry	 of	 Foreign	 Affairs	 in-
structed	Belgium’s	representatives	in	forty-three	countries	to	inform	
the	governments	in	their	countries	of	residence	about	the	creation	of	
the	OIB	and	its	adoption	by	the	Belgian	government,	and	to	request	

FIG. 2 Otlet’s schema setting out the work to be undertaken in the development of the  
Universal Bibliographic Repertory (RBU) (1931.08.22)
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bibliographical	publications	from	them	for	its	use.22	The	rapid	growth	
of	the	OIB	required	it	to	move	from	the	Hotel	Ravenstein	to	the	more	
spacious	quarters	they	were	given	permission	to	use	in	July	1896	at	the	
Palais	des	Musées	Royaux	in	the	Rue	de	la	Régence	in	Brussels.23	Spe-
cial	catalogue	furniture	for	the	RBU	was	ordered	from	a	firm	of	cabi-
net	makers,	Dammon	and	Washer,	and	on	the	suggestion	of	Herbert	
Haviland	Field	of	the	Concilium	Bibliographicum	in	Zürich,	the	no-
tices	were	now	put	on	standard	American	catalogue	cards	of	75	x	125	
millimetres	instead	of	the	long	thin	cards	adopted	by	the	1895	Con-
ference.	Under	the	direction	of	Charles	Sury,	the	paid	secretary	of	the	
OIB,	a	group	of	industrious	women	dismembered	the	Royal	Society’s	
Catalogue of Scientific Papers	for	inclusion	in	the	RBU	and	produced,	
like	Fordist	assembly	line	workers,	some	2,000	notices	a	day	FIG. 3.

In	1896,	Otlet,	La	Fontaine	and	the	Thomist	philosopher	and	pro-
fessor	 of	 philosophy	 at	 the	 Catholic	 University	 of	 Leuven,	 Maurice	
de	Wulf	 (1867–1947),	 travelled	as	 the	Belgian	delegation	to	London	
to	attend	the	inaugural	meeting	of	the	Royal	Society’s	Conference	on	
the	ICSL.24	The	Royal	Society	aimed	to	realize	the	ICSL	through	in-
ternational	cooperation	with	different	national	or	so-called	‘regional	
bureaux’	and	sent	out	invitations	to	the	different	governments	asking	
them	 to	 contribute	 to	 the	 ICSL	 through	 the	 British	 Foreign	 Office.	
Many	states	accepted	the	invitation	and	sent	some	of	their	most	re-
nowned	scientists	and	experts	to	the	preparatory	conference.25	Dur-

22	 Rayward,	The Universe of Information,	51.
23	 Ibid.,	52.
24	 Ibid.,	69.
25	 At	the	preliminary	conferences	of	1896,	1898,	and	1900,	Darboux,	Poincaré,	and	

Mascart	attended	the	preparatory	conferences	for	France;	Van’t	Hoff	and	Möbius	
for	Germany;	Ernst	Mach	and	Boltzmann	for	Austria,	and	Simon	Newcomb	and	

FIG. 3 Photograph of the RBU in expansion at the Palais des  
Musées Royaux in the Rue de la Régence,  Brussels (1912)
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ing	the	conference,	the	Royal	Society	tried	to	come	to	an	agreement	
about	 the	 bibliographic	 method	 and	 technique	 of	 classification	 to	
be	used	by	the	different	regional	bureaux.26	As	a	state-sponsored	en-
terprise,	the	OIB-IIB	was	forced	to	cooperate	with	the	Royal	Society,	
while	the	Royal	Society	was	also	obliged	to	take	the	Belgian	venture	
into	account.	As	spokesman	for	the	Belgian	delegation,	Otlet	present-
ed	 the	 aims	 and	 initial	 results	 of	 the	 OIB-IIB	 before	 the	 assembled	
distinguished	 scientists	 and	 enthusiastically	 defended	 the	 Decimal	
Classification.	However,	it	was	made	clear	that	there	was	opposition	
to	the	Decimal	Classification	and	little	further	notice	was	taken	of	the	
Belgian	demands.	The	Royal	Society	continued	to	develop	their	plans	
to	 set	 up	 an	 organization	 independently	 of	 the	 IIB.	 Two	 more	 pre-
liminary	meetings	were	organized	to	prepare	the	work	of	the	ICSL,	
one	in	1898	and	another	in	1900,	on	the	occasion	of	which	the	actual	
decisions	were	taken	on	the	methods	and	classification	schemes	to	
be	used.	It	was	agreed	to	abandon	a	card	slip	catalogue	in	favour	of	
publishing	the	bibliography	in	the	form	of	bound	volumes,	with	one-
sided	printing	in	order	to	be	able	to	stick	the	titles	on	index	cards.	The	
Royal	Society	rejected	Decimal	Classification	for	the	elaboration	of	
the	ICSL,	and	opted	instead	for	a	classification	system	that	appointed	
a	letter	to	each	science,	and	to	use	a	mix	of	letters,	numbers,	or	sym-
bols,	according	to	the	particular	logic	of	each	scientific	discipline.	The	
subdivisions	were	then	drawn	up	for	each	science.	The	production	of	
the	ICSL	began	in	1901	and	its	first	volumes	were	printed	in	1902.	The	
catalogue	was	published	annually	in	the	form	of	seventeen	volumes,	
corresponding	to	the	seventeen	disciplines	covered	by	the	ICSL.	The	
London	office	centralised	the	contributions	of	the	different	regional	
bureaus,	which	had	personnel	specialised	in	all	disciplines.

The	different	standards	for	the	elaboration	of	the	ICLS	and	the	RBU	
caused	tensions	between	the	bibliographers	in	London	and	Brussels.27	
Otlet	and	La	Fontaine	expressed	fierce	criticisms	privately	and	pub-
licly	with	regard	to	the	London	project.28	They	criticized	the	decision	
to	limit	the	bibliography	to	the	pure	and	applied	sciences	instead	of	
addressing	the	unity	of	knowledge,	as	well	as	opting	to	rely	only	on	
regional	bureaux	instead	of	specialized	international	offices.29	In	par-

John	Shaw	Billings	for	the	US.	Schneiders,	De bibliotheek- en documentatiebeweging,	
112;	and	Fuchs,	The International Catalogue of Scientific Literature.

26	 MDN,	Amis	du	Palais	Mondial	(APM),	International	Catalogue	of	Scientific	Litera-
ture.	Folder	Forster	Morley	and	correspondance	(1896–1908	et	+)

27	 This	clash	has	been	well	documented	in	the	following	works:	Rayward,	The Universe 
of Information,	68–74;	Fuchs,	‘The	International	Catalogue	of	Scientific	Literature’;	
Schneiders,	De bibliotheek- en documentatiebeweging,	97–133;	and	Laqua,	European 
Internationalism(s), 1880–1930,	167–171.

28	 Laqua,	European Internationalism(s), 1880–1930,	169.
29	 Le projet bibliographique de la Société Royale de Londres	(60p.)	MDN,	Amis	du	Palais	
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ticular,	they	deplored	the	decision	not	to	use	the	UDC	and	the	card	
index,	which	would	hamper	the	exchange	of	bibliographic	informa-
tion	between	the	ICSL	and	the	RBU.	In	spite	of	many	reservations,	the	
OIB	nonetheless	agreed	to	cooperate	by	acting	as	the		Belgian	regional	
bureau.	The	OIB	sent	copies	of	its	indexing	of	Belgian	periodical	lit-
erature	for	the	Belgian	national	bibliography	to	London	for	analysis	
and	for	the	entries	to	be	incorporated	into	the	ICSL	as	appropriate,	as	
well	as	processed	the	contents	of	the	ICSL	in	the	RBU.

Behind	the	international	undertakings	of	the	OIB	and	the	Royal	So-
ciety—which	both	received	state	backing—a	competition	emerged	in	
the	development	of	their	respective	networks	of	collaborators.	The	
international	cooperation	that	the	Royal	Society	established	with	dif-
ferent	nations	grew	into	a	powerful	and	productive	network:	in	1901,	
Great	 Britain,	 the	 United	 States	 and	 Germany	 agreed	 to	 cooperate;	
France,	Italy	and	Japan	later	joined,	and	by	1908,	thirty-two	regional	
bureaux	were	contributing	to	the	ICSL.	According	to	historian	Eck-
ardt	Fuchs,	the	international	nature	of	the	cooperation	was	both	the	
strength	and	the	weakness	of	the	network	of	the	Royal	Society.30	The	
changing	political	relations	among	different	countries	deeply	affect-
ed	the	existence	of	the	ICSL.	During	World	War	I,	 the	work	on	the	
ICSL	was	disrupted	due	to	the	financial	catastrophe	of	the	War	costs,	
and	was	not	restarted	after	the	War,	despite	the	efforts	of	Henry	E.	
Armstrong,	who	had	been	given	responsibility	for	the	revival	of	the	
bibliographic	project.31

Although	the	IIB	was	not	able	to	rely	on	the	formal	support	of	other	
governments	in	the	way	that	the	Royal	Society	could,	the	IIB	also	grew	
through	transnational	cooperation	into	a	respectable	and	sizable	net-
work.	For	the	elaboration	of	the	tables	of	the	UDC	and	with	the	aim	
of	 making	 the	 RBU	 complete,	 the	 OIB	 collaborated	 with	 many	 sorts	
of	partners.32	The	OIB	collaborated,	 for	example,	with	Cardinal	Mer-
cier’s	 Institut	 Supérieur	 de	 Philosophie	 de	 Louvain	 for	 the	 field	 of	
philosophy;	with	Charles	Richet	and	Marcel	Baudoin	for	the	medical	
sciences;	with	the	Service	Géologique	de	Belgique	for	the	field	of	ge-
ology;	 with	 Dr	 E.	 Doumer	 for	 a	 bibliography	 in	 electro-biology;	 with	
the	 International	 Railway	 Congress	 presided	 by	 Louis	 Weissenbruch	

Mondial	(APM),	International	Catalogue	of	Scientific	Literature.	Folder	Interna-
tional	Catalogue.	Notes	critiques	sur	le	rapport	du	Comité	de	la	Royal	Society

30	 Fuchs,	‘The	International	Catalogue	of	Scientific	Literature’.
31	 Brigitte	Schröder-Gudehus,	‘Caractéristiques	des	relations	scientifiques	interna-

tionales,	1870–1914’	in:	Journal of world history,	10	(1966),	161–177;	and	B.	Schröder-
Gudehus,	Deutsche Wissenschaft und internationale Zusammenarbeit 1914–1928; ein 
Beitrag zum Studium kultureller Beziehungen in politischen Krisenzeiten,	Genève:	diss.	
University	of	Geneva	(1966).

32	 Institut	International	de	Bibliographie,	L’Institut International de Bibliographie. Notice-
Catalogue	(Bruxelles/Paris/Zurich:	Institut	International	de	Bibliographie,	1910),	61.
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for	a	bibliography	on	railways;	with	the	Société	Belge	d’Astronomie	for	
the	field	of	astronomy;	with	Charles	Sury,	an	employee	of	the	IIB,	for	
a	bibliography	on	Belgian	Feminism;	and	with	Henri	La	Fontaine	for	
a	bibliography	of	bibliographies,	and	a	bibliography	on	alpinism	and	
peace	FIG. 4.	The	OIB	also	collaborated	with	libraries	for	the	exchange	of	
copies	of	their	index	cards.	Among	others,	the	US	Library	of	Congress,	
the	British	Museum,	the	Bibliothèque	Nationale	(Paris),	the	Königliche	
Bibliothek	(Berlin),	the	Libraria	Italiana,	and	the	John	Crerar	Library	
(Chicago)	all	offered	a	reproduction	of	their	library	catalogue.	As	figure	
5	shows,	by	1914	the	IIB	had	established	cooperation	with	members	in	
practically	all	of	Europe,	Mexico,	the	United	States,	and	most	countries	
of	South	America	FIG. 5.

Prior	 to	 1914,	 two	 institutions	 within	 this	 large	 group	 of	 members	
were	 of	 invaluable	 importance	 for	 the	 success	 of	 the	 RBU	 and	 the	
dissemination	of	the	UDC.	The	first	institution	was	the	Bureau	Bibli-
ographique	de	Paris	 (BBP).33	The	BBP	got	off	the	ground	in	the	years	
between	1895	and	1899	with	the	help	of	the	engineer	General	Sébert,	
the	Nobel	Prize	winner	Charles	Richet,	of	Marcel	Boudoin	and	of	its	
chairman	 Charles-Marie	 Gariel,	 general	 secretary	 of	 the	 Association	
Française	 pour	 l’Avancement	 des	 Sciences.34	 The	 BBP	 maintained	 a	
copy	 of	 the	 RBU,	 contributed	 to	 it	 in	 the	 pure	 and	 applied	 sciences,	
and	popularized	the	methods	of	the	IIB	in	France	in	the	scientific,	as	
well	as	the	commercial	and	industrial	spheres.	The	second	institution	
that	was	crucial	for	the	universalization	of	the	UDC	in	the	early	days	of	
the	IIB	was	the	Concilium	Bibliographicum	in	Zurich.35	The	Concilium	
Bibliographicum	was	founded	at	the	International	Congress	of	Zoology	
in	Leiden,	 in	1895,	and	became	the	best-known	and	most	functional	
bibliographic	 institution	 in	 the	 field	 of	 zoology.	 Its	 director,	 Herbert	
Haviland	Field,	became	a	fierce	advocate	of	the	UDC.	The	Concilium	
issued	bibliographic	tables	in	the	field	of	zoology,	anatomy,	palaeontol-
ogy,	general	biology,	microscopy,	and	physiology.	The	Concilium	Bib-
liographicum	proved	to	be	a	strong	ally	in	the	struggle	for	the	adoption	
of	the	UDC	in	the	field	of	science.

33	 On	the	French	section	of	the	IIB,	see:	Fayet-Scribe,	Histoire de la documentation en 
France;	Sylvie	Fayet-Scribe,	‘The	Cross-Fertilization	of	th	U.S.	Public	Library	Model	
and	the	French	Documentation	Model	(IIB,	French	Correspondent	of	FID)	through	
the	French	Professional	Associations	between	World	War	I	and	World	War	II’,	in:	
Trudi	Bellardo	Hahn	and	Michael	Buckland	(ed.), Historical Studies in Information 
Science	(Medford,	NJ:	Information	Today,	1998),	181–192.

34	 Fayet-Scribe,	Histoire de la documentation en France.
35	 On	the	early	relation	between	the	IIB	and	the	Concilium	Bibliographicum,	see:	

Rayward,	The Universe of Information,	68	and	87;	Jesse	H.	Shera	and	Margaret	E.	Egan,	
Bibliographic organization: papers presented before the fifteenth annual conference of the 
Graduate Library School, July 24–29, 1950	(Chicago,	Ill.:	University	of	Chicago	Press,	
1951),	33–39.



FIG. 4 Paul Otlet, In Memory of the 
Deceased to whom Universal Docu-
mentation is endebted (A document 
compiled by Associates and friends). 
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universali bene meruerunt. (Sodales 
et amici hoc documentum extruerunt) 
(1944.05)

FIG. 5 Poster illustrating the different countries of the world in 1914 and the levels of member-
ship of the IIB (M); the quantity of publications that came out in those countries that were classi-
fied according to the UDC (P); the number of libraries following the UDC (B); the headquarters 
of international organizations related to the IIB (O); and the bibliographic repertory published in 
cooperation with the IIB (R) 
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2.2.	 Standardization and universalization: the UDC system 
and the index card

The	Universal	Bibliographic	Repertory,	as	its	name	indicates,	had	aspi-
rations	of	‘universality’,	and	as	I	will	argue	in	this	section,	it	seems	that	
this	notion—in	the	different	meanings	that	Otlet	and		La		Fontaine	at-
tributed	to	it—not	only	captures	what	made	the	RBU	essentially	dif-
ferent	from,	for	example,	Van	der	Haeghen’s	Catalogue des Catalogues,	
or	the	Royal	Society’s	ICSL,	but	also	suggests	what	was	at	stake	in	the	
struggles	 between	 these	 different	 bibliographic	 projects	 which	 had	
emerged	at	about	the	same	time.

The	RBU	was	intended	to	be	universal	first	of	all	with	regard	to	con-
tent,	much	like	Konrad	Gesner’s	(1516–1565)	Bibliotheca Universalis	in	
the	sixteenth	century,	or	Gabriel	Peignot’s	Répertoire bibliographique 
universel	at	the	beginning	of	the	nineteenth	century.36	The	RBU	was	
a	 repertory	 that	 addressed	 all	 scientific	 disciplines,	 irrespective	 of	
whether	 they	 belonged	 to	 the	 field	 of	 pure	 or	 applied	 science	 (like	
the	ICSL),	the	humanities,	or	the	social	sciences.	Otlet	was	convinced	
that	all	disciplines	were	part	of	one	larger	unity	and	thought	there-
fore	that	the	RBU	should	reflect	this	unity:

All	the	branches	of	science	overlap,	and	there	is	no	knowledge	which	
can	be	built	as	an	autonomous	body,	able	to	stand	alone	without	resort-
ing	 to	 the	 other	 sciences.	 All	 sciences	 are	 auxiliary	 to	 each	 other	 and	
owe	the	best	of	their	progress	to	their	connections.	Speculation	and	im-
plementation,	theory	and	practice,	study	and	action	all	react	constantly	
upon	one	another;	science	provides	directives	to	industry	and	the	arts;	
and	in	turn,	these	furnish	new	materials	to	science.i

The	RBU	therefore	aimed	to	overcome	the	limitation	regarding	the	
content,	 space,	 and	 time	 of	 respectively	 specialized	 bibliographies,	
such	as	for	example,	the	Répertoire bibliographique des sciences mathé-
matiques	that	was	created	by	the	Société	Mathématique	de	France	in	
1885,	national	bibliographies,	and	bibliographies	like	the	ICSL	which	
was	limited	to	publications	after	1900.37

The	RBU	aimed	to	be	universal	or	complete,	not	only	in	terms	of	
content,	but	also	with	regard	to	the	form	of	publications.	Unlike,	for	

36	 Eniko	Pajor,	‘From	Gesner	to	the	virtual	Bibliotheca	Universalis	(English)’,	in:	Kony-
vtari Figyelo	(Library Review),	2002.	(2002),	685–700.

37	 National	as	well	as	specialized	bibliographies	have	a	long	history,	like	the	universal	
bibliography.	For	more	information	on	these,	see:	David	A.	Kronik,	A History of 
Scientific & Technical Periodicals: The Origins and Development of The Scientific and 
Technical Press 1665–1790	(Metuchen:	Scarecrow	Press,	1976);	LeRoy	Harold	Linder,	
The rise of current complete national bibliography	(New	York:	Scarecrow	Press,	1959);	
and	Bruce	M.	Manzer,	The abstract journal, 1790–1920: origin, development and diffu-
sion	(Metuchen/London:	Scarecrow	Press,	1977).
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example,	the	Cooperative Index to Periodical Literature	(1882)	that	was	
pioneered	by	William	Frederick	Poole	(1821–1894)	and	the	American	
Library	 Association	 (ALA),	 the	 RBU	 took	 up	 references	 not	 only	 to	
scientific	articles,	but	also	to	books,	brochures	and	even	newspaper	
articles.	 It	 thereby	 sought	 to	 overcome	 not	 only	 the	 difference	 be-
tween	the	humanities	scholar	who	still	relied	more	on	books,	and	the	
scientist	who	relied	more	on	journal	articles	(a	division	that	surfaced	
in	the	debate	between	Van	der	Haeghen	and	Mourlon),	but	also	be-
tween	the	‘man	of	study’	and	the	‘man	of	professional	practice’.38

While	the	greatest	advantage	of	such	a	‘universal	bibliography’	was	
to	be	its	comprehensiveness,	its	greatest	disadvantage	was	its	size	and	
consequently	the	practicability	of	such	an	undertaking,	considering	
the	 ever-increasing	 quantity	 of	 books	 and	 articles	 published	 each	

38	 Institut	International	de	Bibliographie,	Classification Bibliographique Décimale. Tables 
générales refondues établies en vue de la publication du Répertoire Bibliographique Uni-
versel. Edition française publiée avec le concours du Bureau Bibliographique de Paris. Pre-
mier fascicule. Introduction et résumé des règles adoptées pour l’établissement et l’emploi 
des tables et des répertoires.	(Bruxelles:	Institut	International	de	Bibliographie,	1899),	4.

FIG. 6 Schema illustrating the ever-increasing quantity, specialization, thickness, and wealth of 
illustrations contained in the journal articles being published every year
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year	FIG. 6.	However,	Otlet	and	La	Fontaine	were	precisely	interested	
in	the	problems	which	resulted	from	the	size	of	such	an	undertak-
ing,	which	they	were	confident	could	be	overcome	by	using	the	mod-
ern	methodological,	technological	and	social	structure	which	the	late	
nineteenth	century	had	put	at	their	disposal:	decimal	classification,	
the	index	card	and	international	association.

Otlet	 and	 La	 Fontaine’s	 choice	 of	 decimal	 classification,	 the	 first	
instrument,	reveals	their	awareness	that	the	success	of	their	venture	
depended	completely	on	standardization.	In	the	same	way	as	a	uni-
versal	time	standard	had	been	set	at	the	1884	International	Meridian	
Conference,	leading	to	the	widespread	use	of	Greenwich	Mean	Time	
(GMT)	 to	 regulate	 local	 clocks,	 Otlet	 and	 La	 Fontaine	 hoped	 that	 a	
similar	standard	could	be	agreed	upon	by	the	international	commu-
nity	of	scientists	for	the	field	of	bibliography	FIG. 7.	That	standard	they	
hoped	would	become	the	Universal	Decimal	Classification,	or	UDC,	
which	they	elaborated	as	an	expansion	of	the	Dewey	Decimal	Clas-
sification.	 Otlet	 and	 La	 Fontaine	 were	 fascinated	 by	 the	 numerical	
system	of	Dewey’s	Decimal	Classification,	which	was	first	published	
in	1876	and	saw	many	uses	and	developments	in	the	United	States.39	
The	DDC	was	based	on	the	numerical	system	and	it	divided	the	unity	
of	knowledge	into	ten	classes,	to	which	the	numbers	0	to	9	were	then	
given.	These	ten	classes	were	divided	into	ten	groups,	each	group	into	
ten	 divisions,	 and	 each	 division	 into	 ten	 subdivisions.	 	Otlet	 and	 La	
Fontaine	adjusted	the	DDC	system,	which	was	mainly	conceived	as	
a	 classification	 system	 for	 library	 catalogues	 and	 for	 organizing	 the	
shelving	 of	 books	 in	 libraries,	 to	 bibliographic	 purposes.40	 As	 soon	

39	 Rayward,	Mundaneum: Archives of Knowledge,	14–16.
40	 S.	K.	Vann,	Melvil Dewey: His enduring presence in librarianship	(Littleton,	CO:	Librar-

ies	Unlimited,	1978),	189–192;	and	Bernd	Frohmann,	‘”Best	Books’’	and	Excited	
Readers.	Discursive	Tensions	in	the	Writings	of	Melvil	Dewey’,	in:	Libraries and 
culture,	32.3	(1997),	349–371.

FIG. 7 Paul Otlet, Time Zones (1939.12)
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as	 Otlet	 and	 La	 Fontaine	 obtained	 permission	 from	 Melvil	 Dewey	
for	the	use	and	expansion	of	the	5th	edition	of	the	DDC-code,	they	
started	with	the	expansion	and	revision	of	the	categories	or	divisions	
of	 the	 first	 tables.	 In	 addition	 to	 Arabic	 numerals,	 they	 introduced	
symbols	that	enabled	the	creation	of	notations	that	were	more	flex-
ible	and	more	specific	than	the	DDC	FIG. 8.	In	1905,	Otlet	and	La	Fon-
taine	published	the	definitive	expansion	of	the	Dewey	classification	
for	bibliographic	use:	the	Manual of the RBU,	which	contained	about	
40,000	divisions.

In	1905,	the	UDC	was	far	from	being	an	international	standard	for	
classification,	yet	this	was	the	goal	that	Otlet	and	La	Fontaine	had	in	
mind	from	the	very	beginning	FIG. 9.	Otlet	compared	the	aspiration	for	
the	UDC	to	become	universal	to	that	of	international	languages	such	
as	Latin	and	Esperanto	FIG. 10,	and	he	referred	to	the	story	of	the	Tower	
of	Babel	where,	after	a	state	of	general	confusion,	God	gives	all	people	
a	common	language	on	the		Pentecost	FIG. 11.	The	‘Decimal	Classifica-
tion’,	 Otlet	 observed,	 ‘actually	 constitutes	 an	 international	 scientific	
language,	a	complete	system	for	representing	science	which	one	day	
perhaps	may	bring	help	to	intellectual	workers	analogous	to	that	which	

FIG. 8 Schema illustrating the different facets, and the corresponding codes, of the UDC  
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FIG. 9 Otlet’s schema envisioning a coordination between different ‘universal systems’ (system 
of standardised units of measure, system of legislation, system of language, system of docu-
mentation and system of organizations) 

FIG. 10 Otlet’s schema showing how all lan-
guages are connected within one historical 
evolution, and therefore how an International 
language (symbolized by the star) is possible

FIG. 11 Otlet’s schema about ‘language’ [la langue]. 
The upper two frames show the story of Babel, in 
which, on the Pentecost, all people are gifted with 
the same universal language by the holy dove.
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they	received	from	Latin	in	the	Middle	Ages	and	during	the	modern	
period’.41	The	importance	of	standardization	in	Otlet’s	thinking	is	also	
apparent	in	the	way	he	compared	the	UDC	system	to	the	centimetre-
gram-second	system,	or	CGS,	itself	a	paragon	of	standardization	and	
universalization.	As	a	militant	internationalist,	Otlet	was	enthusiastic	
about	the	success	of	metrology	during	the	nineteenth	century:

The	CGS	system	(centimetre,	gram,	second)	is	becoming	ever	more	uni-
versal.	The	foundation	of	the	edifice	of	the	exact	sciences	is	based	on	mea-
surements	coordinated	by	the	three	elements	that	comprise	this	system.ii

Like	the	standardization	of	the	metric	system	through	the	propaga-
tion	 of	 the	 CGS,	 Otlet	 imagined	 how	 the	 UDC	 would	 expedite	 the	
universalization	of	bibliographic	work.	After	all,	the	UDC	relied,	like	
the	CGS,	on	Arabic	numerals	and	punctuation	marks,	which	were	in-
dependent	of	particular	linguistic	determinations,	and	therefore	en-
abled	data	to	be	sent	in	a	stable	manner	to	all	countries	of	the	world	
without	risking	false	translations.	In	the	same	way	that	the	measure-
ment	 of	 air	 temperature,	 for	 example,	 can	 be	 sent	 from	 a	 distant	
weather	 station	 to	 a	 national	 meteorological	 station	 based	 on	 the	
standardization	of	units	of	measurement	and	methodical	procedures	
of	notation	in	tables,	Otlet	imagined	how	the	standardization	of	bib-
liographic	classification	would	make	it	possible	to	send	bibliographic	
references	from	one	‘station’	to	the	next.42

The	card	index	was	the	second	instrument	to	be	promoted	by	the	
IIB	to	the	extent	that	it	became	an	ideological	principle.	The	advan-
tage	 of	 the	 technology	 of	 the	 index	 card	 was	 that	 since	 each	 index	
card	 referred	 to	 a	 single	 record,	 a	 repertory	 could	 be	 continuously	
kept	 up	 to	 date	 by	 inserting	 and	 extracting	 cards	 from	 in	 between	
the	others.	By	adopting	the	American	catalogue	card	in	the	3	inches	×		
5	 inches	 format	 (or	 12.5	×	7.5	 cm),	 Otlet	 and	 La	 Fontaine	 developed	
further	in	a	sense	what	Melvil	Dewey	had	originally	introduced	in	the	
United	States.	Concurrently	with	the	DDC,	Dewey	introduced	the	first	
system	of	vertical	card	indexes	and	card	files	in	1876.43	Through	the	
Library	Bureau,	the	firm	founded	by	Dewey	in	the	same	year,	he	com-
mercialized	the	equipment	for	these	card	files	and	sold	the	system	to	
libraries	in	conjunction	with	the	DDC	system.	The	card-and-cabinet	
technology	also	came	to	be	used	in	the	administration	of	business	and	

41	 Henri	La	Fontaine	and	Paul	Otlet,	‘Creation	d’un	Repertoire	Bibliographique		
Universel:	note	préliminaire’,	in:	IIB Bulletin,	1	(1895–1896),	15–38,	as	translated	in:		
W.	Boyd	Rayward,	International Organisation and Dissemination of Knowledge. Selected 
Essays of Paul Otlet	(Amsterdam:	Elsevier,	1990),	34.

42	 Paul	Otlet,	Traité de documentation: le livre sur le livre, théorie et pratique	(Bruxelles:	
Editiones	Mundaneum,	1934),	172–173.

43	 JoAnne	Yates,	Control through communication: the rise of system in American manage-
ment	(Baltimore:	Johns	Hopkins	University	Press,	1989),	56.
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industry	for	recording	and	storing	various	types	of	business	informa-
tion.	This	new	technology	for	information	management	reflected	the	
Taylorist	and	Fordist	ideas	of	the	time,	as	it	allowed	various	enterpris-
es	to	control	transactions,	correspondence,	and	the	flows	of	products	
and	people	in	a	more	flexible,	cumulative,	cooperative	and	efficient	
manner.44	Otlet	and	La	Fontaine	embraced	the	card	and	filing	cabi-
net	technology,	unlike	many	other	European	librarians	and	scientists	
who	repudiated	it	because	they	despised	the	technocratic,	rational-
ist	and	mechanical	social	philosophy	that	underpinned	the	Taylorist	
approach	 to	 scientific	 management,	 and	 which	 they	 believed	 to	 be	
a	characteristic	feature	of	American	civilization.45	In	contrast,	a	ma-
jor	argument	in	favour	of	adopting	the	American	catalogue	card	for	
Otlet	and	La	Fontaine	was	that	besides	the	practical	advantages	it	of-
fered,	it	was	already	widely	adopted	in	the	US	and	in	England,	and	as	
such	was	the	most	universal	card	format	in	use	at	the	time.	Like	the	
Library	Bureau	of	Dewey,	the	IIB	developed	furniture	for	the	vertical	
filing	of	index	cards,	and	promoted	its	use	together	with	the	UDC,	at	
least	initially,	for	bibliographic	purposes.

On	the	basis	of	the	UDC	and	the	card-and-cabinet	system,	Otlet	and	
La	Fontaine	envisioned	a	system	that	would	enable	people,	not	only	
to	consult	the	RBU	in	Brussels	at	the	OIB,	but	to	conduct	comprehen-
sive	bibliographical	searches	by	mailing	their	query	in	much	the	same	
manner	that	people	today	resort	to	online	searching	in	a	distant	bib-
liographic	database.	As	shown	in	figure	12	FIG. 12,	the	enquiry	would	be	
noted	on	a	pink	index	card;	through	a	standardized	procedure	(noted	
on	the	two	brown	pages),	the	bibliographic	index	cards	of	the	RBU	that	
fell	under	the	particular	UDC	reference	being	requested	(three	cards	
on	the	end	of	the	string)	would	be	copied,	and	sent	through	the	post	
to	the	enquirer	for	10	centimes	a	copy	including	postage.	The	string	
symbolizes	how	the	‘index’,	the	UDC,	stabilizes	the	whole	trajectory	of	
the	search.	Such	a	system	made	the	RBU	continuously	consultable	in	
contrast	to	the	periodicity	of	the	publication	of	bibliographical	jour-
nals	or	bounded	catalogues	(such	as	that	of	the	ICSL).

A	third	‘instrument’	on	which	the	success	of	the	RBU	depended	was	
the	international	bibliographic	union	that	the	IIB	sought	to	develop.	

44	 Delphine	Gardey,	Écrire, calculer, classer: comment une révolution de papier a transformé 
les sociétés contemporaines	(1800–1940)	(Paris:	Découverte,	2008),	158.

45	 On	the	repudiation	of	the	American	approach	by	Europeans,	see:	W.	Boyd	Rayward,	
‘European	Modernism	and	the	Information	Society:	Introduction’	in:	Rayward, 
European Modernism and the Information Society,	1–25	(4);	and	Uyttenhove	and	
Peteghem,	Ferdinand	van	der	Haeghen’s	shadow	on	Otlet.	On	the	influence	of	
Taylorism	and	Fordism	on	information	management,	see:	Alistair	Black,	Dave	Mud-
diman	and	Helen	Plant,	The Early Information Society. Information Management in 
Britain before the Computer	(Aldershot:	Ashgate,	2007),	24–25.
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Unlike	 the	 intergovernmental	 enterprise	 of	 the	 Royal	 Society,	 the	
IIB	developed	a	transnational	network	which	in	principle	allowed	for	
many	different	sorts	of	members,	including:	individuals,	cities,	states,	
public	services,	libraries,	academies	or	learned	societies,	internation-
al	associations,	congresses,	museums,	universities,	scientific	centres,	
research	 and	 educational	 institutions,	 journals	 and	 newspapers.	 In	
the	establishment	of	transnational	cooperation	with	all	these	differ-
ent	sorts	of	bibliographic	enterprises,	acceptance	of	the	UDC	and	the	
bibliographic	methods	of	the	IIB	was	a	prerequisite	for	membership	
or	 collaboration	 with	 the	 central	 office	 in	 Brussels.	 The	 Manuel de 
Répertoire bibliographique universel	(1905)	contained	the	first	complete	
edition	of	the	UDC	tables	and	provided	an	outline,	as	complete	and	
practical	 as	 possible,	 of	 a	 set	 of	 fixed	 rules,	 recommendations,	 and	
means	for	the	drafting,	classification,	conservation,	and	use	of	biblio-
graphic	references	and	documents.46	This	 ‘bible’	 for	bibliographical	
work	aimed	to	facilitate	international	cooperation	and	the	exchange	
of	bibliographic	references	between	different	offices.	The	standard-

46	 Institut	International	de	Bibliographie,	Manuel de Répertoire bibliographique universel. 
Organisation, état des travaux. Règles. Classification	(Bruxelles:	IIB,	1905).

FIG. 12 Otlet’s schema illustrating the bibliographic information service of the IIB



ized	 formatting	 and	 encoding	 of	 bibliographic	 references	 made	 it	
possible	to	align	the	central	catalogue	of	the	RBU	with	different	dis-
tant	centres,	and	vice	versa.	According	to	Otlet,	the	essential	work	of	
the	IIB	was	‘to	provide	a	general	and	coordinated	organization	to	all	
isolated	and	individual	efforts	to	regulate	the	functioning	of	the	dif-
ferent	centres	of	bibliography	and	documentation’.iii	FIG. 13, FIG. 14

The	UDC	and	the	bibliographic	methods	propagated	by	the	IIB	only	
succeeded	in	being	universal	to	the	extent	that	they	won	the	struggle	
for	universalization	or	were	effectively	adopted	by	institutions	world-
wide.	Many	different	kinds	of	methods	and	standards	for	bibliograph-
ic	work	existed,	which	all	aspired	to	universality.	The	struggle	to	get	
the	 UDC	 internationally	 accepted	 has	 remained	 an	 issue	 since	 the	
creation	of	the	IIB;	for	example,	Henry	Evelyn	Bliss	(1870–1955)	wrote	
the	following	text	some	forty	years	after	the	creation	of	the	UDC,	in	
an	attempt	 to	push	his	own	classification	system—still	being	devel-
oped	today	as	the	BC2—and	with	the	aim	of	discrediting	the	UDC:

The	 International	 Institute’s	 adoption	 of	 the	 Decimal	 Classification	
some	 35	 years	 ago,	 for	 the	 specious	 reason	 that	 no	 better	 system	 was	
then	 available	 and	 because	 the	 decimal	 notation	 seemed	 very	 inter-

FIG. 13 Schema listing the bibliographic rules adopted by the IIB in relation to the different kind 
of bibliographies produced by the IIB 
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national,	 was	 the	 most	 discreditable	 event	 in	 ‘the	 historical	 situation’	
in	which	this	problem	has	been	immersed.	There	was	nothing	else	in-
ternational	about	the	Dewey	classification.	 It	was	 intensely	American,	
and	it	has	remained	so.	Yet	on	this	basis	the	International	Institute	[in	
Brussels]	has	elaborated	an	immense	bibliographic	undertaking,	which	
would	arrogate	to	be	‘standard’	and	‘universal’.	The	efforts	in	the	elabo-
ration	and	the	propaganda	might	better	have	been	expended	on	devel-
oping	and	publishing	an	international	cooperative	bibliographic	system	
consistent	 with	 principles	 and	 the	 systems	 of	 science	 and	 education.	
That	system	is	not.47

Despite	 Bliss’s	 critique	 that	 the	 UDC	 was	 just	 a	 particularly	 cross-		
Atlantic	initiative	and	that	it	lacked	scientific	rigour,	the	standardiza-
tion	of	the	UDC	did	achieve	universality	within	its	own	communica-
tion	network	of	the	IIB.	The	universalization	of	the	UDC	amounted	to	
the	defeat	of	one	set	of	local	practices	by	another,	and	entailed	the	for-
mation	of	more	and	more	alliances	on	anever-increasing	scale.

47	 Henry	Evelyn	Bliss,	‘The	System	of	the	Sciences	and	the	Organization	of	Knowl-
edge’,	in:	Philosophy of Science,	2.1	(1935),	86–103	(102).

FIG. 14 Indexing of the publications and editing of bibliographic cards
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2.3.	 The concept of documentation
	
From	the	beginning	of	 the	 twentieth	century,	 the	 IIB	expanded	 its	
interests,	 and	 began	 to	 propagate	 the	 UDC	 and	 the	 bibliographic	
methods	it	had	developed	for	the	control	and	management	of	infor-
mation	in	media	other	than	print.	Not	only	journals	and	books,	but	
also	newspapers,	images,	and	even	objects	were	now	considered	to	be	
‘documents’	that	could	be	indexed	and	controlled.	The	IIB	began	to	
deal	not	only	with	bibliography,	but	also	with	the	new	emerging	field	
incorporating	both	study	and	professional	activity	that	Otlet	referred	
to	 since	 1903	 as	 ‘documentation’.48	 He	 gave	 a	 broad	 manifesto-syle	
definition	of	documentation	in	1907:

Documentation	is	 today	defined	as	the	 implementation	of	all	written	
or	 graphic	 sources	 of	 our	 knowledge,	 as	 constituted	 by	 documents	 of	
any	kind	and	printed	texts	in	particular.	These	documents	comprise	ev-
erything	that	represents	or	expresses	with	the	aid	of	signs	of	all	kinds	
(writing,	pictures,	schemas,	and	symbols),	an	object,	a	fact,	or	an	impres-
sion.	[…]	The	aim	of	Documentation	is	to	rapidly	and	easily	furnish	all	

48	 Paul	Otlet,	‘Les	Sciences	bibliographiques	et	la	documentation’,	in:	IIB Bulletin,	8	
(1903),	125–147.

FIG. 15 Otlet’s definition of the notion of ‘books’ in his Atlas of 
Documentation
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researchers,	whatever	their	level	of	knowledge	or	culture,	with	the	study	
materials	 that	 are	 the	 sum	 of	 universal	 experience,	 and	 with	 detailed	
pieces	of	information	on	particular	points	of	interest.	In	matters	scien-
tific,	technical,	historical,	social	and	industrial,	it	is	the	systematically	or-
ganized	intermediary	between	the	public	and	the	documents,	between	
those	who	read	and	those	who	write.	It	carries	out	the	documentation	of	
information,	that	is	to	say,	the	dissemination	of	a	piece	of	information	
via	the	book,	the	journal,	the	newspaper,	and	the	photographic	image.iv

According	 to	 this	 definition,	 the	 first	 meaning	 of	 documentation	
stands	for	the	process	of	ordering	and	supplying	documents	to	those	
who	require	the	information	they	contain;	its	second	meaning	refers	
to	a	particular	collection	or	‘the	whole	body	of	books	to	which	must	be	
given	universal	and	global	organization’.49	In	the	second	meaning,	Otlet	
often	interchanged	the	notion	of	‘documentation’	with	the	notion	of	
‘books’	in	its	generic	meaning	of	‘all	sorts	of	manuscripts	and	prints	[…]	
which	together	constitute	the	materialized Memory of Humanity’	FIG. 15.

The	 exploration	 of	 a	 new	 mode	 of	 knowledge	 organization,	 cap-
tured	by	the	notion	of	‘documentation’,	was	also	being	implied	when,	
at	 least	from	1907	onwards,	the	International	Institute	of	Bibliogra-
phy	 sometimes	 added	 the	 words	 ‘and	 Documentation’	 to	 its	 name,	
and	 in	 1908	 when	 they	 organized	 an	 International	 Conference	 on	
Bibliography	and Documentation.	As	shown	in	the	image	Bibliography	
FIG. 16,	Otlet	expanded	his	interests	beyond	the	referencing	of	books,	
journals	and	newspapers,	and	now	also	considered	that	the	analysis	
of	works,	the	indexing	of	laws	and	patents,	the	making	of	statistics,	
and	the	description	of	iconographic	collections	were	all	bibliographic	
tasks	that	should	always	be	performed	on	the	basis	of	the	UDC.

The	development	of	the	RBU	remained,	in	1908,	one	of	the	major	
preoccupations	of	the	IIB	and	was	now	conceived	of	as	the	catalogue	
to	an	international	library	that	would	contain	all	publications	FIG. 17;	
or	as	a	sort	of	general	table	of	contents	for	a	‘vast	encyclopaedia’	of	‘all	
that	is	being	published,	whatever	its	origin,	date,	or	printed	form’.v	By	
1912,	nine	million	entries	had	been	classified	in	the	RBU,	and	twen-
ty-two	 persons	 were	 employed	 at	 the	 OIB	 to	 produce	 bibliographic	
notices.50	 However,	 Otlet	 believed	 that	 the	 work	 of	 documentation	
should	not	be	limited	to	making	the	inventory	and	description	of	the	

49	 For	a	discussion	of	what	Otlet	defined	as	documentation,	see:	G.	Woledge,	‘His-
torical	Studies	in	Documentation.	‘Bibliography’	and	‘Documentation:	Words	and	
Ideas’,	in:	Journal of Documentation,	39.4	(1983),	266–279;	and	Michael	K	Buckland,	
‘Information	as	Thing’,	in:	Journal of the American Society of Information Science,	42.5	
(1991),	351–360.

50	 George	Lorphèvre,	‘Paul	Otlet’,	in:	Académie	royale	des	sciences	des	lettres	et	des	
beaux-arts	de	Belgique	(ed.),	Biographie nationale	(Bruxelles:	Établissements	Émile	
Bruylant,	1982),	545–558,	548.



FIG.16 Paul Otlet, Bibliography. Series of bibliographic works to be done for the 
literature of each branch of knowledge in each country (1944.05)

FIG. 17 Paul Otlet, The stages of documentary organization (n.d.)
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documents,	but	should	also	occupy	itself	with	the	organization	of	the	
collection	 of	 documents	 themselves	 FIG. 18.	 Documentation	 should	
also	 have	 as	 its	 objective,	 he	 stated,	 ‘the	 analysis	 and	 summarizing	
of	 documents,	 the	 coordination	 and	 codification	 of	 their	 content’.	
It	should	‘merge	the	original	data	(facts,	theories,	methods,	projects)	
into	 the	 uniform	 and	 impersonal	 framework	 of	 a	 sort	 of	 Universal	
Book,	 the	 Permanent Encyclopaedic Repertory’.vi	 Furthermore,	 he	 be-
lieved	it	was	the	task	of	documentation	to	apply	a	set	of	rules	to	the	
printing	and	the	format	of	the	publications	themselves	in	order	that	
they	 could	 be	 directly	 inserted	 into	 permanent	 encyclopaedic	 rep-
ertories.	 Ideally,	 the	 ‘Documentary	 Encyclopaedia’	 would	 consist	 of	
the	combination	of	these	standardized	publications	(A),	as	well	as	the	
encyclopaedic	files	assembled	at	 libraries	in	the	different	countries	
(B),	as	represented	in	figure	19	FIG. 19.	The	IIB	no	longer	only	occupied	
itself	with	the	development	of	the	RBU—a	bibliographic	repertory	of	
all	that	had	been	written—but	also	with	the	development	of	a	Uni-
versal	Iconographic	Repertory—a	systematically	classified	repertory	
of	illustrations—and	a	Universal	Repertory	of	Documentation—a	se-
ries	of	general	and	specialized	repertories	(such	as	a	repertory	provid-

FIG. 18 Otlet’s schema about the goal, function, work and operations of documentation
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ing	information	about	associations	and	institutions,	laws,	inventions,	
works	of	art,	and	other	such	fields).

The	expansion	of	Otlet’s	concept	from	bibliography	to	documenta-
tion	was	also	reflected	in	his	thoughts	about	international	cooperation.	
In	the	same	way	that	the	1895	Conference	had	accepted	the	proposal	
to	establish	a	‘universal	bibliographic	union’	in	order	to	construct	the	
RBU,	 the	 1908	 Conference	 of	 the	 IIB	 accepted	 the	 proposal	 for	 the	
Belgian	government	to	announce	to	the	other	countries	the	establish-
ment	of	an	‘International	Union	of	Documentation’.51	Otlet	proposed	
to	set	up	documentation	offices	in	all	the	great	centres	of	all	countries	
to	be	administered	by	autonomous	groups,	and	to	link	these	offices	in	
a	federation	of	documentation	offices,	centralized	around	one	inter-
national	Institute.52	‘In	a	word,	to	organize	documentation’,	he	summa-

51	 Paul	Otlet	and	Henri	La	Fontaine,	‘L’état	actuel	des	questions	bibliographiques	et	
l’organisation	internationale	de	la	documentation’,	in:	Bulletin de l’IIB	(1908),	175.

52	 Actes de la Conférence Internationale de Bibliographie et de Documentation. Bruxelles, 10 
et 11 Juillet 1908. Tome premier	(Bruxelles/Paris/Zürich:	IIB,	1908),	74–75.

FIG. 19 Paul Otlet, The documentary Encyclopaedia
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rized,	‘is	to	create	the	World Memory,	and	to	make	it	function	as	one	vast	
mechanism	destined	to	capture	and	condense	scattered	and	diffused	
knowledge	and	to	disseminate	it	everywhere	there	is	a	need	for	it’.vii

These	ideas	announced	the	growth	and	evolution	that	the	IIB	went	
through	after	the	First	World	War,	as	the	organization	spearheading	
the	 documentation	 movement	 in	 Europe.	 While	 work	 on	 the	 RBU	
slowed	down	after	1918	because	of	a	lack	of	financial	resources,	and	
finally	stopped	in	1934	when	the	Belgian	authorities	closed	the		Palais	
Mondial,	 the	 IIB	 remained	 very	 active	 in,	 amongst	 other	 things,	 all	
that	 concerned	 the	 extension,	 revision	 and	 dissemination	 of	 the	
UDC—which	 was	 supported	 by	 an	 ever	 growing	 network	 of	 collab-
orators	 who	 were	 not	 only	 interested	 in	 the	 UDC	 for	 bibliographic	
purposes,	but	also	for	its	use	in	documentation	offices	and	special	li-
braries	of	different	sorts.	With	the	chemical	engineer	Frits	 	Donker	
Duyvis	 (1894–1961)	 at	 its	 head,	 the	 Nederlandsche	 Instituut	 voor	
Documentatie	 en	 Registratuur	 (NIDER)	 became	 affiliated	 with	 the	
IIB	and	eventually	spearheaded	a	movement	for	the	revision	of	the	
UDC.53	Besides	the	Dutch	group,	there	was	an	English	and	a	German	
group	which	both	became	deeply	engaged	in	supporting	the	UDC	and	
the	IIB.	The	British	section	of	the	IIB	was	the	British	Society	for	In-
ternational	Bibliography	(BSIB),	established	in	1927	by	Alan	Pollard,	
Professor	of	Optics	at	Imperial	College,	and	S.C.	Bradford	(1878–1948),	
deputy	keeper	at	the	Science	Museum	Library.54	Bradford	and	Pollard	
instituted	the	most	far-reaching	reforms	in	the	management	of	the	
IIB.55	Between	1920	and	1928,	the	German	point	of	contact	for	the	IIB	
was	 the	 Technisch-Wissenschaftliche	 Lehrmittelzentrale	 (TWL)	 of	
the	Allgemeine	Elektrizitäts-Gesellschaft	(AEG)	in	Berlin;	and	since	
1928	 it	 has	 been	 the	 Fachnormenausschuss	 für	 Bibliothekwesen	
(FNA),	 a	 side-wing	 of	 the	 Deutsche	 Normenausschuss	 (DNA)—later	
known	as	the	Deutsche	Industrienorm	(DIN).56	The	FNA	worked	on	

53	 F.	D.	Duyvis,	‘Paul	Otlet’,	in:	F.I.D. Communicationes,	12.	(1945);	L.	Brummel,	‘Con-
frontation	of	libraries	and	documentation’,	in:	NIDER,	F Donker Duyvis, his life and 
work	(The	Hague:	Netherlands	Institute	for	Documentation	&	Filing,	1964);	A.I.	
Michailov,	‘Donker	Duyvis’	contribution	to	the	progress	of	scientific	information	
and	documentation’,	in:	NIDER,	F Donker Duyvis, his life and work	(The	Hague:	Neth-
erlands	Institute	for	Documentation	&	Filing,	1964),	30–38;	and	N.A.J.	Voorhoeve,	
‘F.	Donker	Duyvis	and	standardization’,	in:	NIDER,	F Donker Duyvis, his life and work	
(The	Hague:	Netherlands	Institute	for	Documentation	&	Filing,	1964),	17–29.

54	 On	the	British	section	of	the	IIB,	see:	Rayward,	The Universe of Information,	298–322;	
and	Muddiman,	‘Public	Science	in	Britain	and	the	Origins	of	Documentation	and	
Information	Science, 1890–1950’.

55	 Rayward,	The Universe of Information,	332.
56	 On	the	German	section	of	the	IIB,	see:	Thomas	Hapke,	‘Roots	of	Mediating	Infor-

mation:	Aspects	of	the	German	Information	Movement’,	in:	Rayward	(ed.),	European 
Modernism and the Information Society (Aldershot:	Ashgate,	2008),	307–327.
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the	German	edition	of	the	UDC	and	its	extension	and	amelioration.57	
Furthermore,	 a	 Swiss	 branch	 that	 was	 responsible	 for	 the	 financial	
aspects,	 and	 a	 Czechoslovakian	 branch	 responsible	 for	 the	 Bulletin 
de l’IIB	and	other	publications	were	also	established.58	Through	this	
federation	of	national	branches,	widespread	use	and	work	on	the	re-
vision	and	translation	of	the	UDC	in	the	name	of	various	organiza-
tions	accelerated	quickly.	As	Daniel	Laqua	notes,	in	1929	there	would	
have	been	‘27	British	institutions	applying	UDC	for	libraries	or	bibli-
ographies,	19	Dutch,	17	Russian,	16	Hungarian,	16	Swiss,	15	French,	15	
Norwegian,	14	German,	10	Latvian,	9	Romanian,	9	Czechoslovakian,	
4	 Danish,	 4	 Italian,	 3	 Polish,	 2	 Chilean,	 2	 Chinese,	 as	 well	 as	 one	 in	
	Luxembourg,	Spain	and	the	USA.’59

This	growth	was	paralleled	by	an	increase	in	the	frequency	of	the	
congresses	of	the	IIB	and	of	international	representation	at	those	con-
ferences.	The	growth	and	decentralization	of	the	IIB	culminated	in	
1937	when	Jean	Gérard	(1890–1956),	founder	of	the	Union		française	
des	organismes	de	documentation	(UFOD,	1931),	organized	a	Congrès 
Mondial de Documentation Universal	in	Paris,	on	the	occasion	of	which	
the	IIB—by	then	called	the	International	Institute	of	Documentation	
(IID)—changed	its	name	once	more	to	the	International	Federation	
of	Documentation	 (FID).60	The	creation	of	 the	FID	was	a	politically	
charged	event	and	involved	winning	a	battle	in	an	international	com-
petition	between	several	powerful	players.	Otlet	and	La	Fontaine	be-
came	honorary	vice-presidents	of	the	FID;	and	Donker	Duyvis	served	
for	twenty	years	as	its	Secretary-general.	The	FID	was	the	key	inter-
national	body	representing	the	 interests	of	documentalists	and	the	
discipline	 of	 documentation.61	 It	 continued	 to	 exist	 until	 2001	 and	
played	a	key	role	in	the	maintenance	and	propagation	of	the	UDC.

2.4.	 The Universal Network of Documentation

Otlet’s	 ideological	 vision	 of	 a	 ‘Universal	 Network	 of	 Documentation’	
guided	 and	 reflected	 the	 institutional	 evolution	 that	 the	 IIB	 went	
through	as	it	was	being	transformed	into	the	FID.	In	1925,	in	a	paper	

57	 Hansjoachim	Samulowitz	and	Marlies	Ockenfeld,	‘Bibliothek	und	Dokumentation	
–	eine	unendliche	Geschichte’,	in:	Information	54	(2003),	453–462;	and	Hapke,	‘Roots	
of	Mediating	Information:	Aspects	of	the	German	Information	Movement’.

58	 Georg	Daniel	Laqua,	European Internationalism(s), 1880–1930: Brussels as a Centre for 
Transnational Cooperation,	PhD	diss.	(London:	University	College	London,	2009),	172.

59	 Ibid.,	172.
60	 Rayward,	‘The	origins	of	information	science’.
61	 On	the	1937	congress,	see:	Fayet-Scribe,	Histoire de la documentation en France,	and	

Rayward,	‘The	origins	of	information	science’.
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co-authored	with	Robert	Goldschmidt	about	the	conservation	and	dif-
fusion	of	thought	by	means	of	microfilm,	he	spoke	about	the	idea	to	
connect	principal	documentation	offices	and	libraries	in	a	 ‘Universal	
Network	 of	 Documentation’	 centralized	 around	 a	 ‘Document	 Super-
Centre’.62	In	the	Traité de Documentation (1934),	he	defined	the	concept	
of	the	‘Universal	Network	of	Documentation’	in	the	following	terms:

The	Network	must	link	together,	by	whatever	means,	the	centres	of	pro-
duction,	distribution,	and	use,	regardless	of	specialization	and	place.	In	
practical	terms,	it	is	the	matter	of	every	producer	who	has	a	fact	to	make	
public,	or	a	proposition	to	present	or	to	defend;	every	user	who	needs	
information	for	the	development	of	his	theoretical	or	practical	work;	
and	every	person,	ultimately,	being	able	to	get	hold	of	what	is	available	
to	them	with	the	minimum	of	effort	and	the	maximum	in	terms	of	as-
surance	and	reward.viii

In	a	similar	way	to	the	Internet—the	global	computer	network	which	
gives	access	to	the	World	Wide	Web—the	Universal	Network	of	Doc-
umentation	would	be	a	global	network	of	communication,	coopera-
tion	and	exchange	giving	access	to	a	vast	collection	of	documentation	
(articles,	books,	audio	files,	images	and	even	movies).	Unlike	the	In-
ternet,	however,	the	Universal	Network	of	Documentation	would	fol-
low	a	centrally	governed	policy	for	access	and	usage,	and	would	cen-
trally	control	the	implementation	of	standards	by	each	constituent	of	
the	network.	The	Universal	Network	of	Documentation	was	intended	
to	be	a	hierarchical	institutional	network,	connecting	institutions	on	
a	 local,	 national,	 and	 international	 scale,	 be	 they	 private	 or	 public,	
academic,	business	or	government-related	in	character:	libraries	(in-
cluding	university	libraries,	special	libraries,	and	public	libraries),	ar-
chives,	museums,	academies,	 scientific	societies,	 research	 institutes,	
universities,	and	international	associations.63

Otlet	depicted	the	Universal	Network	of	Documentation	as	a	se-
ries	of	concentric	circles	on	which	a	group	of	bars	are	positioned;	the	
bars	symbolize	the	different	centres	of	documentation	(on	a	local,	
national,	international,	and	global	level)	and	the	concentric	circles	
the	hierarchical	and	organic	manner	in	which	these	are	connected	
to	the	network	FIG. 20, FIG. 21.	At	the	centre	of	the	image,	the	largest	
volume	symbolizes	the	‘World	Office’	(Mundaneum),	or	the	institu-
tion	that	would	make	sure	that	all	institutions	connected	to	the	net-
work	followed	the	standardized	methods	of	collection	development	
and	information	processing	as	recorded	in	what	Otlet	called	the	‘In-

62	 Paul	Otlet	and	Robert	Goldschmidt,	La Conservation et la diffusion Internationale de la 
pensée: le livre microphotique	(Bruxelles:	IIB,	1925),	as	translated	in:	Rayward,	Selected 
Essays of Paul Otlet,	208.

63	 W.	Boyd	Rayward,	‘Visions	of	Xanadu:	Paul	Otlet	(1968–1944)	and	Hypertext’,	in:	
JASIS,	45	(1994),	235–250
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FIG. 20 Paul Otlet, The Universal and Global  
Network (n.d.)

FIG. 21 Paul Otlet, The world organization of documentation. Global network of intellectual  
relations via the book and the document



125The Universal Network of Documentation

FIG. 22 Paul Otlet, The Universal Organization of Documentation

FIG. 23 Paul Otlet, International lending of books between libraries
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ternational	Convention’.64	Furthermore,	the	Centre	would	contain	
‘the	 general	 collections	 as	 well	 as	 the	 central	 service	 of	 exchange	
and	loan,	placed	under	a	regime	of	shared	ownership	and	coopera-
tive	management’.ix	In	figure	22	FIG. 22,	the	Centre	is	visualized	as	a	
three-dimensional	cylindrical	volume	that	contains	‘the	totality	of	
documentation’	of	all	nations	(shown	as	vertical	slices),	of	all	fields	
of	science	(radial	sections),	and	of	all	organisms	of	documentation	
(concentric	rings).

An	important	source	of	inspiration	for	the	vision	of	the	Universal	
Network	of	Documentation	seems	to	have	been	the	transnational	
networks	for	interlibrary	loans	which	had	gained	in	importance	in	
the	 first	 decade	 of	 the	 twentieth	 century	 in	 order	 to	 allow	 schol-
ars,	professors	and	students	to	get	access	to	books	on	locations	far	
removed	from	the	great	libraries65	FIG. 23.	Already	in	1903,	Otlet	de-
scribed	how	in	every	country	a	central	library—imagined	as	a	‘uni-
versal	 library’	 with	 the	 RBU	 as	 its	 catalogue—would	 function	 as	 a	
central	‘Institute	of	Documentation’	and	how	such	central	libraries	
would	 cooperate	 with	 local	 and	 special	 libraries	 for	 the	 provision	
and	circulation	of	‘documents	between	the	principal	centre	and	all	
of	 the	 secondary	 centres	 no	 matter	 how	 far	 away	 they	 are’.66	 The	
secondary	centres	would	then	increasingly	become	‘places	for	read-
ing	 and	 consultation;	 though	 physically	 distant	 from	 the	 centre,	
they	are	organizationally	a	part	of	the	central	library’.67	In	the	im-
age	encaptioned	The collective library catalogue	 FIG. 24,	Otlet	 further	
develops	this	idea	and	shows	how	a	person	at	that	time	who	had	dif-
ficulties	finding	a	book	in	the	local	bookstore	or	at	nearby	libraries	
would	have	to	consult	many	different	printed	catalogues	in	order	to	
find	a	reference	and	then	contact	(by	telephone)	several	libraries	far	
away—be	they	local,	regional	or	national—to	ask	if	they	might	have	
the	 book	 that	 he	 or	 she	 was	 looking	 for.	 To	 avoid	 those	 long	 and	
tiring	 journeys,	 Otlet	 proposed	 that	 each	 country	 should	 create	 a	
national	centre	which	would	keep	‘a	general	collective	catalogue	of	
libraries’,	combining	a	bibliographic	repertory	and	a	national	union	
catalogue.68	By	contacting	such	a	national	centre,	the	searcher	would	
immediately	be	informed	of	the	bibliographic	references	and	where	
the	books	or	documents	themselves	could	be	found.	The	next	step	
then	would	be	to	connect	all	national	centres	to	each	other	in	a	Uni-

64	 Otlet,	Traité de documentation,	415.
65	 Bibliographie,	Actes de la Conférence Internationale de Bibliographie et de Documenta-

tion. Bruxelles, 10 et 11 Juillet 1908. Tome premier,	121–123.
66	 Otlet,	‘Les	Sciences	bibliographiques	et	la	documentation’,	as	translated	in:	Ray-

ward,	Selected Essays of Paul Otlet,	80	and	82.
67	 Ibid.,	82.
68	 Ibid.,	80.



versal	Network	of	Documentation	and,	by	means	of	an	internation-
al	centre,	to	fuse	all	national	repertories	and	those	of	other	‘stations’	
in	a	consultable	 international	catalogue,	a	 sort	of	universal	 search	
engine	or	‘World	Cat’	before	the	term	existed.

How	the	transportation	of	documents	between	the	different	offices	
of	documentation	would	be	managed,	is	visualized	by	Otlet	in	the	im-
age	Universal Network of Documentation	FIG. 25.	The	image	shows	a	net-
work	 which	 functions	as	a	direct	 intermediary	 between	authors	 and	
readers.	 To	 the	 ‘enormous	 bowl	 of	 documentation’,	 the	 author	 adds	
another	book,	the	content	of	which	is	then	analysed	and	dissected	me-
chanically.	Any	content	that	is	new	or	adds	to	knowledge	is	transcribed	
on	index	cards,	which	sprout	from	the	bottom	of	the	bowl,	and	are	dis-
seminated	through	the	‘channels	of	distribution’	to	the	stations	of	the	
Universal	Network	of	Documentation.	These	stations	are	depicted	as	
pyramids	positioned	on	a	floating	spheroid	cut	in	half.	In	a	close-up	of	
the	interior	of	such	an	information	station,	Otlet	draws	a	librarian	who	
retrieves	documents	sent	by	other	stations	of	documentation,	and	de-

FIG. 24 Paul Otlet, The collective library catalogue



livers	them	to	the	reader	who	requested	them	and	who	is	seated	there	
at	the	table.	Those	‘stations’	of	the	Universal	Network	of	Documenta-
tion,	as	Otlet	explains,	could	be	libraries	or	documentation	offices,	but	
also	 bookshops:	 ‘In	 the	 conception	 of	 a	 Universal	 Network	 of	 Docu-
mentation,	each	bookshop	can	be	likened	to	a	station	in	the	way	that	it	
maintains	a	permanent	link	with	the	national	centres	and	to	the	World	
Centre	of	the	Network.	The	bookshop,	like	the	library,	is	the	point	of	
contact	with	the	reader,	with	the	public.’x

Otlet	conceived	the	infrastructure	for	the	Universal	Network	of	
Documentation	in	analogy	with	other	networks	of	communication	
and	transportation,	such	as	the	networks	of	the	postal	service,	the	
railways	and	the	press	 FIG. 26.	According	to	Otlet,	 the	communica-
tion	between	different	stations	of	the	Network	would	be	similar	to	
‘those	three	essential	organs	of	modern	life	[post,	railways	and	the	
press]	that	function	unremittingly	in	order	to	unite	men,	cities	and	
nations’.	 Like	 a	 railway	 network,	 the	 Universal	 Network	 of	 Docu-
mentation	was	a	transportation	network	carrying	‘goods’	(scientif-

FIG. 25 Illustration by Otlet of his concept of the Universal Network of 
Documentation



ic	 data	 and	 information)	 across	 the	 globe	 by	 means	 of	 ‘carriages’	
(documents	 ranging	 from	 manuscripts,	 books,	 journals,	 and	 pho-
tographs	to	movies,	audio	discs,	and	radio	or	television	broadcasts);	
see	figure	27	FIG. 27.

In	 addition	 to	 the	 technology	 of	 transportation	 and	 communi-
cation,	 Otlet	 imagined	 how	 the	 most	 advanced	 ‘telecommunica-
tion’	 technologies	 of	 the	 interwar	 period	 could	 be	 used	 to	 trans-
mit	information	across	the	globe.	In	the	image	Documentation and 
Tele-communication	 FIG. 28,	 a	 telephone,	 radio,	 gramophone,	 film	
and	television	are	listed	as	the	instruments	of	telecommunication,	
opening	up	new	paths	for	the	dissemination	of	documentation.69	
Otlet	asks	himself	which	multimedia	combinations	of	these	tele-

69	 See	also,	van	den	Heuvel’s	description	of	the	image	in:	Charles	van	den	Heuvel,	
‘Building	Society,	Constructing	Knowledge,	Weaving	the	Web:	Otlet’s	Visualizations	
of	a	Global	Information	Society	and	His	Concept	of	a	Universal	Civilization’,	in:	
Rayward	(ed.),	European Modernism and the Information Society,	127–153	(141).

FIG. 26 Paul Otlet, Communication and documentation



communication	devices	might	become	imaginable	in	the	near	fu-
ture.	At	the	bottom	of	the	image,	he	shows	a	 lecture	or	a	confer-
ence	 recorded	 by	 microphone	 and	 transmitted	 via	 the	 agency	 of	
a	 central	 broadcasting	 station	 to	 a	 certain	 number	 of	 telephone	
subscribers.	Instead	of	a	one-way	traffic	of	information,	the	tech-
nology	 of	 the	 telephone	 could	 also	 be	 deployed	 to	 organize	 con-
versations	 and	 meetings	 of	 a	 national	 or	 international	 character	
by	means	of	 long-distance	calls.	As	Otlet	depicts	FIG. 29	 in	the	im-
age	 Documentation and Tele-communication	 (continued),	 members	
of	 such	 an	 assembly	 could	 talk	 and	 listen	 to	 each	 other	 by	 tele-
phone,	through	a	connecting	device	operated	by	a	central	office.	It	
even	becomes	possible	to	imagine	a	situation	(frame	III)	in	which	
a	congress	is	held,	for	example,	in	Brussels,	while	other	groups	of	
members	who	are	situated	 in	Paris	and	 in	The	Hague	are	able	 to	
follow	the	presentation	of	the	lecturer	on	a	wide-screen	television.	
This	reflected	the	‘experiments	concerning	simultaneous	confer-

FIG. 27 Paul Otlet, Documentation. Documents 



ences	at	several	places’	that	Otlet	set	up	with	Mr.	van	Lier,	Director	
to	the	Telephone	Service	of	The	Hague.	They	hoped	to	make	use	
of	electricity	‘in	its	three	forms	(telegraph,	telephone	and	wireless	
telegraph)	to	improve	to	a	high	degree	the	organization	of	the	ex-
change	 of	 ideas’	 and	 planned	 for	 its	 demonstration	 a	 number	 of	
‘simultaneous	conferences	in	the	principal	places	of	the	New	and	
Old	World’.70

The	hierarchical	and	centralized	architecture	of	the	Universal	Net-
work	of	Documentation	was	conceived	in	analogy	with	those	patterns	
of	 operation	 and	 regulation	 of	 telecommunication	 and	 transporta-
tion	 systems	 in	 the	 first	 decades	 of	 the	 twentieth	 century	 for	 which	

70	 C.	Bloijs	Van	Treslong,	International Conciliation Telephonic experiments at Hotel 
‘Witte Brug’ (n.d.).	Meetings of Committees by Telephone	(n.d.).	MDN,	box	UAI	2006/2,	
farde	n°5	PO	069	Telephonic	Meetings.

FIG. 28 Paul Otlet, Documentation and Tele-communication



centralisation	and	hierarchy	were	key	architectural	principles.71	Like	
these	hierarchical	systems	that	radiated	from	a	hub	down	to	secondary	
centres	of	decreasing	size,	Otlet	conceived	the	Universal	Network	of	
Documentation	as	a	network	that	transmitted	information	from	a	cen-
tral	broadcasting	station,	the	‘Mundaneum’,	as	visualized	in	frame	IV	of	
figure	28,	to	the	secondary	stations.72	The	Mundaneum	is	represented	
by	 the	 image	 of	 an	 elongated	 warehouse	 containing	 all	 documenta-
tion—catalogues	and	collections	(books,	films,	discs,	and	objects)—‘in	
a	universal	state’.	The	collection	is	put	on	a	desk	where	it	undergoes	a	
sort	of	scanning	process	by	two	complementary	operations	of	analysis	
and	synthesis	executed	by	machines	operated	by	specialists.	First	the	

71	 W.	Russell	Neuman,	Lee	W.	McKnight	and	Richard	Jay	Solomon,	The Gordian knot: 
political gridlock on the information highway	(Cambridge	(Mass.)	and	London:	MIT	
Press,	1998),	58–62.

72	 See	also	the	discussion	of	this	image	in:	Charles	van	den	Heuvel,	‘Web	2.0	and	the	
Semantic	Web	in	Research	from	a	Historical	Perspective.	The	designs	of	Paul	Otlet	
(1868–1944)	for	telecommunication	and	machine	readable	documentation	to	or-
ganize	research	and	society’,	in:	Knowledge Organization,	36.4	(2009),	214–226.

FIG. 29 Paul Otlet, Documentation and Tele-communication  
(continued) 



133The Universal Network of Documentation

collection	undergoes	analysis	by	a	cutting	machine,	which	resembles	
an	automatic	loom	and	is	operated	by	two	men	at	the	side	of	it.	Second-
ly,	during	an	operation	of	synthesis,	an	encyclopaedic	selection	is	made	
of	all	that	is	essential	in	each	subdivision	of	the	collection.	When	a	re-
quest	for	information	(in	either	analytic	or	synthetic	form)	comes	in	at	
the	Mundaneum,	the	files	that	have	been	requested	are	mechanically	
pulled	out	of	the	warehouse	and	delivered	to	the	transmitter.	A	pho-
tographic	projector	converts	the	file	into	electric	signals	and	launches	
them	into	the	Universal	Network.	At	the	end	of	the	wire,	stations	re-
ceive	and	reconvert	 the	signals	and	display	the	 information	through	
a	sort	of	television	set.	A	graphic	document,	such	as	a	book,	would	be	
‘trans-televised’	 to	 the	 person	 making	 the	 enquiry	 (frame	 IV);	 while	
an	audio	document,	such	as	a	record	or	film	would	be	‘telephoned’	or	
broadcast	via	radio	[radio-fusée]	(frame	V).

2.5.	 Conclusion
	
The	analogy	made	by	Otlet	linking	a	Universal	Network	of	Documen-
tation	to	networks	of	transportation	recalls	Bruno	Latour	comparing	
scientific	communication	networks	to	railway	networks.	Latour	be-
lieves	that	both	sorts	of	networks	are	relatively	universal,	or	that	both	
are	at	the	same	time	local	and	global:

Is	 a	 railroad	 local	 or	 global?	 Neither.	 It	 is	 local	 at	 all	 points,	 since	 you	
always	find	sleepers	and	railroad	workers,	and	you	have	stations	and	au-
tomatic	ticket	machines	scattered	along	the	way.	Yet	it	is	global,	since	it	
takes	you	from	Madrid	to	Berlin	or	from	Brest	to	Vladivostok.	However,	
it	is	not	universal	enough	to	be	able	to	take	you	just	anywhere.73

Like	railway	networks,	networks	of	scientific	communication	are	only	
relatively	universal.	They	attain	universality,	according	to	Latour,	on	
the	basis	of	the	way	that	facts	are	being	converted	into	 ‘immutable	
mobiles’.	The	inscription	of	facts	as	immutable	mobiles	allows	them	
to	travel	unchanged	from	one	place	where	the	original	observation	
was	made	to	another	place	where	they	can	be	compared	or	combined	
with	other	facts.74	Or,	as	David	Livingstone	puts	it,	these	networks	of	
scientific	communication	enable	scientists	to	gather	facts	on	distant	
shores	and	to	transfer	these	facts	across	the	oceans	to	the	home	base.75

Despite	Otlet’s	absolute	universalism,	his	schemas	for	the	Universal	

73	 Bruno	Latour,	We have never been modern	(New	York	(N.Y.):	Harvester	Wheatsheaf,	
1993),	117.

74	 Bruno	Latour,	‘Drawing	Things	Together’,	in:	Michael	Lynch	and	Steve	Woolgar	
(eds.),	Representation in scientific practice	(Cambridge,	Mass.:	MIT	Press,	1990),	19–68.

75	 David	N.	Livingstone,	Putting science in its place: geographies of scientific knowledge	
(Chicago:	University	of	Chicago	Press,	2003),	14.
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Network	of	Documentation	do	reveal	his	awareness	that	the	abstract	
condition	 of	 universality	 in	 the	 field	 that	 he	 termed	 documenta-
tion	could	only	be	achieved	by	means	of	 international	cooperation	
in	the	standardization	of	the	material	culture	of	intellectual	work	in	
its	 multiple	 dimensions	 FIG. 30.	 The	 essence	 of	 the	 network	 was,	 ac-
cording	to	Otlet,	that	each	of	the	stations	of	the	Universal	Network	
of	 Documentation	 should	 accept	 the	 same	 ‘regulations,	 standards,	
forms	of	cooperation	and	recommendations’.xi	In	the	case	of	the	Uni-
versal	Network	of	Documentation,	all	stations	would	be	requested	to	
use	and	respect	the	universal	language	of	the	UDC.	As	Otlet	explains,	
all	networks	function	on	the	basis	of	universals:

The	thing	about	a	network	is	that	its	essential	elements	should	be	found	
in	each	of	its	stations.	Suppose	that	our	great	networks	of	railway	lines	
required	their	passengers	to	study	the	arrangement	of	each	railway	sta-
tion	before	they	could	make	use	of	its	services.	What	a	terrible	compli-
cation	 and	 a	 waste	 of	 time!	 Just	 suppose	 that	 the	 navigation	 services,	
the	Post,	and	the	gas	and	electricity	services	were	to	do	the	same.	The	
rhythm	of	our	civilisation	would	be	quite	different	and	each	new	inven-
tion	would	make	life	more	complicated	instead	of	simplifying	it.xii

A	network	assembles	particular	centres	of	participation	in	which	reg-
ulations,	standards	and	strategies	have	been	accepted,	which	makes	it	
possible	to	realize	a	condition	of	universality	that	holds	only	within	

FIG. 30 Paul Otlet, The global organization of documentation in connection with the organization  
of intellectual work – Universal Network of Documentation
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the	 network.	 In	 his	 conception	 of	 a	 Universal	 Bibliographic	 Union	
and	a	Universal	Network	of	Documentation,	Otlet	expressed	his	con-
viction	that	only	by	means	of	internationally	accepted	standards	con-
cerning	language,	equipment,	and	the	routine	practices	of	personnel,	
could	a	condition	of	universality	be	realized	within	an	information	
network,	or	a	situation	be	created	which	Michel	Serres	has	described	
as	 ‘pantopia’:	the	dream	of	having	all	the	places	of	the	world	in	one	
place,	or	each	place	in	all	places.76

76	 Michel	Serres,	Atlas	(Paris,	1996)	130.
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i.	 ‘D’autre	part	toutes	les	branches	des	
sciences	s’interpénètrent	et	il	n’est	pas	de	
connaissance	qui	puisse	s’édifier	en	corps	
autonome,	pouvant	se	suffire	à	elle-même,	
n’ayant	besoin	de	recourir	à	aucune	
autre.	Les	sciences	sont	toutes	auxiliaires	
les	unes	des	autres	et	doivent	à	leurs	
rapprochements	les	meilleurs	de	leurs	
progrès.	La	spéculation	et	la	réalisation,	
la	théorie	et	la	pratique,	l’étude	et	l’action	
réagissent	constamment	les	unes	sur	les	
autres;	la	science	fournit	des	directives	aux	
industries	et	aux	arts;	à	leurs	tours,	ceux-ci	
fournissent	des	matériaux	nouveaux	à	la	
science’.	L’Institut International de Bibliogra-
phie. Notice-Catalogue

ii.	 ‘Le	système	C.G.S.	(centimètre,	gramme,	
seconde)	est	en	marche	dans	la	voire	de	
son	universalisation.	L’édifice	des	sciences	
exactes	est	basé	sur	la	mesure	coordonnée	
des	trois	éléments	que	comporte	ce	sys-
tème’.	Paul	Otlet,	L’Organisation Internatio-
nale de la Science. Trois Conférences données à 
la Faculté Internationale de Pédologie en mars 
1914	(Brussel,	1914),	7.

iii.	 ‘[…]	donner	une	organisation	générale	
et	coordonnée	à	tous	les	efforts	isolés	
et	particuliers	en	vue	de	régulariser	les	
fonctionnements	de	la	Documentation	
[…]’.	L’Institut International de Bibliographie. 
Notice-Catalogue,	16.

iv.	 ‘On	entend	aujourd’hui	par	Documentation	
la	mise	en	œuvre	de	l’ensemble	des	sources	
écrites	ou	graphiques	de	nos	connaissances,	
telles	qu’elles	sont	constituées	par	les	docu-
ments	de	toute	nature	et	principalement	les	
textes	imprimés.	Ces	documents	com-
prennent	tout	ce	qui	représente	ou	exprime,	
à	l’aide	de	signes	quelconques	(écriture,	
image,	schéma,	symboles),	un	objet,	un	fait	
ou	une	impression.	[…]	La	Documentation,	
elle,	a	pour	but	de	fournir	rapidement	
et	facilement	à	tous	les	chercheurs,	quel	
que	soit	leur	degré	de	connaissance	ou	de	
culture,	des	matériaux	d’études	qui	tota-
lisent	l’expérience	universelle,	et	des	ren-
seignements	détaillés	sur	des	points	donnés	
particuliers.	Elle	est,	en	matière	scientifique,	
technique,	historique,	sociale	et	industrielle,	
l’intermédiaire	systématiquement	organisé	
entre	le	public	et	les	documents,	entre	ceux	
qui	lisent	et	ceux	qui	écrivent.	Elle	réalise	
l’information	documentée,	c’est-à-dire	la	
distribution	du	renseignement	par	le	livre,	
la	revue,	le	journal,	l’image	photographique’.	
Institut	International	de	Bibliographie,	L’Or-
ganisation systématique de la documentation et 
le développement de l’Institut International de 
Bibliographie	(Bruxelles:	Institut	Internatio-
nal	de	Bibliographie,	1907),	7–8.

v.	 ‘Il	faut,	en	effet,	pouvoir	considérer	tout	
ce	qui	se	publie,	quels	que	soient	le	lieu	
d’origine,	la	date	ou	la	forme	de	l’imprimé,	
comme	les	éléments	d’une	vaste	encyclo-
pédie	à	la	fois	théorique,	historique	et	pra-
tique,	dont	le	Répertoire	bibliographique	
universel	constitue	la	table	générale	des	
matières‘.	Classification Bibliographique 
Décimale. Tables générales refondues établies 
en vue de la publication du Répertoire Biblio-
graphique Universel. Edition française publiée 
avec le concours du Bureau Bibliographique 
de Paris. Premier fascicule. Introduction et 
résumé des règles adoptées pour l’établissement 
et l’emploi des tables et des répertoires,	4.

vi.	 ‘En	faisant	procéder	à	la	lecture	systéma-
tique	des	ouvrages	par	quelques-uns	au	
profit	de	tous,	il	y	a	lieu	d’en	faire	extraire	
les	résultats	épars	en	d’innombrables	écrits,	
et	de	fusionner	les	données	originales	(faits,	
théories,	méthodes,	projets)	dans	les	cadres	
uniformes	et	impersonnels	d’une	sorte	de	
livre	universel,	le	Répertoire Encyclopédique 
Permanent’. L’Organisation systématique de la 
documentation et le développement de l’Institut 
International de Bibliographie,	12–13.

vii.	 ‘En	un	mot,	organiser	la	documentation,	
c’est	créer	la	Mémoire mondiale	et	la	faire	
fonctionner	comme	un	vaste	méca-
nisme	destiné	à	capter	et	à	condenser	les	
connaissances	éparses	et	diffuses	et	à	les	
distribuer	partout	où	besoin	en	est’.	Institut	
International	de	Bibliographie,	Actes de la 
Conférence Internationale de Bibliographie et 
de Documentation. Bruxelles, 10 et 11 Juillet 
1908. Tome premier	(Bruxelles/Paris/Zürich:	
IIB,	1908),	5.

viii.	 ‘Le	Réseau,	de	quelque	manière	que	ce	soit,	
doit	relier	les	uns	aux	autres	les	centres	
producteurs,	distributeurs,	utilisateur,	de	
toute	spécialisation	et	de	tout	lieu.	II	s’agit	
pratiquement	que	tout	producteur	ayant	
quelque	donnée	à	faire	connaître,	quelque	
proposition	à	présenter	ou	à	défendre—
tout	utilisateur	ayant	quelque	informa-
tion	à	recueillir	pour	avancer	son	travail	
théorique	ou	pratique—toute	personne	
enfin	puisse	au	moindre	effort	et	avec	un	
maximum	de	sûreté	et	d’abondance,	entrer	
en	possession	de	ce	qui	leur	est	offert’.	
Otlet,	Traité de documentation,	415.

ix.	 ‘Au	centre,	au	siège	de	l’Office	mondial,	se-
ront	rassemblées	les	collections	générales	
ainsi	que	les	services	centraux	d’échanges	
et	de	prêts,	placés	sous	un	régime	de	pro	
priété	commune	et	de	gestion	coopérative’.	
Ibid.,	415.

x.	 ‘Dans	la	conception	d’un	Réseau	universel	
de	la	Documentation,	chaque	librairie	peut	
être	assimilée	à	une	station	à	maintenir	en	
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liaison	permanente	avec	les	centres	natio-
naux	et	avec	le	Centre	Mondial	du	Réseau.	
La	Librairie	comme	la	Bibliothèque	est	
le	point	de	contact	avec	le	lecteur,	avec	le	
public.’	Ibid.,	278.

xi.	 ‘Devenir	une	station	de	ces	réseaux	
implique	que	d’en	accepter	les	réglementa-
tions,	standardisations,	les	coopérations,	les	
recommandations’.	Ibid.,	279.

xii.	 ‘Le	propre	d’un	réseau,	c’est	de	retrouver	
les	éléments	essentiels	dans	chacune	de	ses	

stations.	Supposons	que	nos	grands	réseaux	
de	chemins	de	fer	aient	placé	les	voyageurs	
dans	la	nécessité	d’étudier	l’aménagement	
de	chaque	gare	avant	de	pouvoir	recourir	à	
ses	services;	quelle	complication	et	quelle	
perte	de	temps.	Supposons	que	les	services	
de	navigation,	la	Poste,	le	Gaz,	l’Electricité	
aient	fait	de	même.	Le	rythme	de	notre	
civilisation	serait	tout	autre	et	chaque	nou-
velle	invention	contribuerait	à	compliquer	
la	vie	plutôt	qu’à	la	simplifier’.	Ibid.,	278.



FIG. 1 Schema illustrating Otlet’s conception of the encyclopaedic book



Chapter	3

The	Universal	Book

	

Modernity	 begins	 when	 this	 real	 worldly	 space	 becomes	 a	 stage,	 and	
when	this	stage,	controlled	by	a	stage	manager,	turns	inside	out	like	the	
finger	of	a	glove,	or	a	simple	geometric	diagram	and	is	immersed	in	the	
utopia	of	a	knowing,	interior,	intimate	subject.	This	black	hole	swallows	
up	the	whole	world.	But	before	it	is	swallowed	up,	the	world	as	such	re-
mains	the	seat	of	knowledge.i	–	Michel	Serres

The	question	of	‘the	future	of	the	book’	is	one	that	has	occupied	each	
information	age.	While	people	such	as	George	Landow	see	in	today’s	
new	 forms	 of	 multimedia	 and	 hypertext	 the	 creation	 of	 modes	 of	
reading	and	intellectual	exchange	that	take	us	‘beyond	the	book’,	oth-
ers	such	as	Umberto	Eco	stress	that	there	are	many	historical	prec-
edents	to	the	claim	that	the	computer	will	kill	the	book,	for	example,	
in	 the	 idea	 that	 ‘photography	will	kill	painting,	movies	will	kill	 the	
theatre,	television	will	kill	movies,	and	so	on’—which	followed	Victor	
Hugo’s	phrase	‘Ceci	tuera	cela’	(meaning	that	the	book	will	kill	off	the	
cathedral,	and	the	alphabet	will	kill	off	images).1

‘The	Future	of	the	Book’	as	Paul	Otlet	imagined	it,	 lay	in	what,	he	
started	to	refer	to	as	‘the	Universal	Book’2	in	1903,	a	book	which	‘aban-
dons	 resolutely	 the	 traditional	 form	 of	 the	 bound	 volume,	 isolated	
and	complete.’ii	The	concept	of	the	‘Universal	Book’	is	of	central	im-
portance	 to	 Otlet’s	 conceptualization	 of	 ‘documentation’,	 the	 new	
field	of	study	and	research	to	which	he	is	considered	to	be	the	spiri-
tual	 father.3	What	he	 termed	the	Universal	Book	was	a	new	sort	of	
loose-leaf	 documentary	 encyclopaedia	 that	 would	 be	 cooperatively	
elaborated	through	clearly	defined	documentary	methods	and	pro-
cedures	 involving	 specialists	 trained	 to	 condense,	 summarize	 and	
synthesize	what	had	been	written4	FIG. 1.

1	 George	P.	Landow,	‘Twenty	minutes	into	the	future,	or	how	are	we	moving	beyond	
the	book?’,	in:	Geoffrey	Nunberg	(ed.),	The future of the book	(Berkeley	Los	Angeles:	
University	of	California	Press,	1996),	209–237;	Umberto	Eco,	‘Afterword’,	in:	Nun-
berg	(ed.),	The future of the book,	295–306;	and	Nunberg	(ed.),	The future of the book,13.

2	 Otlet’s	first	definition	of	the	Universal	Book	is	given	in:	Paul	Otlet,	‘Les	Sciences	bib-
liographiques	et	la	documentation’,	in:	IIB Bulletin,	8	(1903),	125–147.	The	definition	
given	here	is	taken	from:	Paul	Otlet,	L’Avenir du Livre et de la Bibliographie	(Brux-
elles,	Paris	et	Zürich:	Institut	International	de	Bibliographie,	1911),	290.

3	 For	an	introduction	to	the	history	of	the	documentation	movement,	please	see	
previous	chapter.

4	 Rayward	has	discussed	in	several	articles	what	Otlet	meant	with	his	concept	of	the	



FIG. 2 Otlet’s explanation of his concept for the ‘Universal Book’ in the Atlas of Documentation (1944.05.28)
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The	Universal	Book	would	be	a	synthesis	of	all	that	had	been	writ-
ten	on	a	particular	topic	or	discipline,	and	as	such	would	be	the	neces-
sary	preparatory	and	intermediary	step	to	build	from	the	multiplicity	
of	books	and	documents	a	‘World	Encyclopaedia’:5

The	concept	of	 the	Universal	Book	 leads	on	the	one	hand	to	the	es-
tablishment	of	a	permanent	World	Encyclopedia,	embracing	the	total	
data	of	the	sciences	into	a	single	set	of	data	that	are	provided	by	con-
stantly	published	individual	works.	The	ideal	form	would	therefore	be	
to	ensure	that	in	future	each	of	these	works	be	assigned	a	dual	func-
tion,	a)	to	be	in	and	of	itself	something	whole,	something	individual,	
an	ideal	personality,	stapled	or	bound	and	taking	its	place	on	the	desk,	
or	on	the	shelves	of	the	library,	(b)	while	at	the	same	time	materially	
contributing—once	 divided,	 dissected,	 and	 cut—to	 the	 World	 Ency-
clopedia.iii

Each	 Universal	 Book	 would	 (1)	 explore;	 (2)	 entirely	 describe	 a	 dis-
cipline	 or	 an	 object	 of	 knowledge;	 and	 (3)	 be	 given	 the	 form	 ‘that	
responds	to	the	needs	for	continuity,	cooperation,	and	utility	for	a	
variety	of	purposes’	FIG. 2.	The	World	Encyclopaedia,	formed	from	all	
the	different	Universal	Books,	would	take	the	form	of	a	card	cata-
logue	organized	as	a	series	of	cards	stored	in	filing	cabinets	in	con-
formity	 with	 the	 UDC	 tables,	 subdivided	 by	 means	 of	 divisionary	
cards	as	to	offer	‘alveoli	ready	to	receive	the	very	marrow	of	essen-
tial	publications’.iv

The	Universal	Book	would	be	created,	published	and	preserved	by	
what	Otlet	called	‘Offices	of	Documentation’	and	which	he	conceived	
to	 be	 a	 new	 kind	 of	 information	 service	 which	 would	 supplement	
and	eventually	absorb	libraries,	which	he	strongly	criticized	for	their	
conservative	approach	to	 information	services	and	their	outmoded	
methods	of	classification	and	cataloguing.6	In	contrast	to	the	library	
which	 assigns	 a	 subject	 heading	 for	 each	 book	 in	 its	 catalogue,	 the	
Office	of	Documentation	would	dissect	the	publications	made	in	the	
different	disciplines,	analyse	which	facts	in	these	publications	were	
new	and	original,	record	these	facts	in	a	‘monographic	form’	on	sepa-
rate	pages,	and	file	these	pages	in	‘repertories’—in	modern	terminol-

‘Universal	Book’	and	the	‘Documentation	office’.	See	the	section	‘Hypertext:	Nodes,	
Chunks	and	The	Monographic	Principle’	in:	W.	Boyd	Rayward,	‘Visions	of	Xanadu:	
Paul	Otlet	(1968–1944)	and	Hypertext’,	in:	JASIS,	45	(1994),	235–250;	W.	Boyd	
Rayward,	‘The	origins	of	information	science	and	the	International	Institute	of	Bib-
liography/International	Federation	for	Information	and	Documentation	(FID)’,	in:	
Journal of the American Society for Information Science,	48.4	(1997),	289–300	(293–296);	
W.	Boyd	Rayward,	The Universe of Information The Work of Paul Otlet for Documenta-
tion and International Organisation	(Moscow:	VINITI,	1975),	155.

5	 Paul	Otlet,	Le Livre Universel. Le Livre de demain. Encyclopédie mondiale—Réseau de 
Documentation	(1938.12.08),	1.MDN,	Atlas	de	documentation,	Note	n°	8338.

6	 Rayward,	‘The	origins	of	information	science’,	295.
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ogy	databases—organized	according	to	the	UDC	classification,	in	or-
der	to	be	included	as	part	of	‘the	World	Encyclopaedia’.7

Because	Otlet	seems	to	be	primarily	concerned,	in	his	conception	
of	the	Universal	Book,	with	the	‘facts’	that	documents	contain,	several	
scholars	argue	that	Otlet’s	epistemological	approach	to	documenta-
tion	 was	 characteristically	 positivist.	 Rayward	 affirms	 that	 ‘Otlet’s	
thinking	must	be	placed	within	a	nineteenth	century	Kuhnian	para-
digm	of	positivist	science’:8

Otlet’s	primary	concern	is	not	with	the	document	or	the	text	or	with	the	
author.	It	was	also	not	with	the	user	of	the	system	and	his	or	her	needs	
or	purposes.	Otlet’s	concern	was	for	the	objective	knowledge	that	was	
both	contained	in	and	hidden	by	documents.	His	view	of	knowledge	was	
authoritarian,	reductionist,	positivist,	simplistic,	and	optimistic!9

Like	 Rayward,	 Bernd	 Frohmann	 also	 underlines	 Otlet’s	 positivism,	
and	argues	that	he	is	concerned	in	the	first	place	with	what	he	calls	
‘the	epistemic	content	of	documents’.10

Otlet’s	story	of	the	Universal	Book	is	an	epistemic	narrative	writ	large,	
and	 perhaps	 the	 most	 radical	 reification	 of	 information	 before	 our	
contemporary	musings	about	digital	information	as	pure	thought.	The	
monographic	principle,	according	to	which	a	book’s	‘facts’	are	extracted	
without	 loss—indeed,	 with	 great	 gain—displays	 in	 starkest	 relief	 the	
idea	of	information as	the	epistemic	content	of	documents.	The	criterion	
of	 identity	 for	Otlet’s	 ‘facts’	 is	 epistemic:	 if	 it	contributes	 to	 knowledge,	
then	it	is	extracted	and	recorded	on	a	card.11

Frohmann	 observes	 that	 there	 is	 a	 tendency	 in	 Otlet’s	 writings	 to	
conceive	‘information	itself	as	a	mental	representation’;	a	‘tendency	
to	disembodiment	[that]	is	reinforced	by	the	role	of	a	fact’,	and	un-
derlines	 in	 this	 regard	 the	 influence	 of	 ‘the	 positivism	 of	 Auguste	
Comte,	who	was	concerned	with	establishing	‘positive’	knowledge	of	
social	 phenomena’.12	 Rieusset-Lemarié	 agrees	 with	 Rayward’s	 view-
point	and	argues,	that	Otlet’s	positivism	appears	reductionist	and	op-
timistic,	 and	 even	 goes	 a	 step	 further	 by	 stating	 that	 his	 positivism	
‘is	not	only	an	unscientific	bias	which	can	be	attributed	to	an	ideal-
istic	vision,	it	leads	to	an	authoritarian,	reductionistic	conception	of	

7	 Paul	Otlet,	L’Organisation internationale de la bibliographie et de la documentation.	
(Bruxelles	:	Palais	Mondial,	1920),	33–34.

8	 Rayward,	‘Visions	of	Xanadu:	Paul	Otlet	(1968–1944)	and	Hypertext’.
9	 Ibid.,	247.
10	 Bernd	Frohmann,	Deflating information: from science studies to documentation	(To-

ronto:	University	of	Toronto	press,	2004),	36.	For	another	analysis	of	Frohmann	on	
this	issue,	see:	Bernd	Frohmann,	‘Discourse	and	Documentation:	Some	Implications	
for	Pedagogy	and	Research’,	in:	Journal of Library and Information Science Education,	
42.	(2001),	13–28.

11	 Frohmann,	Deflating information,	39–40.
12	 Ibid.,	36.
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knowledge’.13	Ron	Day	disagrees	with	the	positions	of	these	scholars,	
and	 instead	 makes	 ‘a	 radically	 controversial	 reading	 of	 Otlet’	 that	
claims	to	make	‘extremely	problematic	any	strictly	positivist	reading	
of	Otlet’s	work’.14	He	thinks	that	Otlet	adopts,	in	the	Traité de Docu-
mentation and	in	Monde,	‘a	pragmatism,	not	a	positivism’:

Otlet’s	work	occupies	a	particular	sort	of	pragmatic	 idealism	within	the	
context	of	late	modernity	following	the	First	World	War.	As	such	it	speaks	
to	 our	 own	 era	 which	 remains	 governed	 by	 Enlightenment	 ideals	 and	
some	remnants	of	the	modern	notion	of	science,	but	which	lacks	(or	is	of-
ten	cynical	toward)	the	positivistic	certainty	of	19th	century	modernity.15

In	this	chapter,	I	aim	to	affirm,	specify,	and	contextualize,	but	also	to	
nuance	the	positivist	characterization	of	Otlet’s	concept	of	the	Uni-
versal	Book,	and	more	broadly	of	the	epistemological	underpinnings	
of	his	theory	of	documentation.	Although	Otlet’s	programme	of	doc-
umentation	may	rightly	be	characterized	with	the	label	of	positivism,	
I	argue	that	such	a	label	is	insufficient	and	too	imprecise	to	charac-
terize	its	different	tenets.	This	chapter	aims,	therefore,	to	assess	and	
specify	which	characteristics	of	positivism—	which	as	John	Budd	ar-
gues,	 is	 essentially	 the	 nineteenth	 and	 early	 twentieth	 century	 ver-
sion	 of	 scientistic	 determinism—are	 applied	 in	 Otlet’s	 programme	
of	 documentation	 as	 he	 expressed	 it	 in	 the	 concept	 of	 the	 Univer-
sal	Book.16	The	three	sections	of	this	chapter	discuss	and	follow	the	
stages	that	were	involved	in	the	creation	of	the	Universal	Book:	1,	to	
analyse	the	information	contained	in	books	and	documents;	2,	to	syn-
thesize	that	information	into	an	encyclopaedic	form;	and	3,	to	make	
the	Universal	Book	available	and	consultable	for	users.

3.1. The reductionism of codification, and the echoes of ener-
geticism, monism and atomism

The	first	analytical	phase	to	be	carried	out	at	the	Offices	of	Documen-
tation	was	to	reduce	the	 information	in	each	document	or	book	to	
the	simplest	possible	statements	or	‘facts’,	and	to	eliminate	all	dubi-
ous	observations:17

13	 Isabelle	Rieusset-Lemarié,	‘P.	Otlet´s	Mundaneum	and	the	International	Perspec-
tive	in	the	History	of	Documentatian	and	Information	Science’,	in:	Journal of the 
American Society of Information Science,	48.4	(1997),	301–309	(303).

14	 Ron	Day,	‘Paul	Otlet’s	book	and	the	writing	of	social	space’,	in:	Journal of the Ameri-
can Society for Information Science,	48.4	(1997),	310–318	(315).

15	 Ibid.,	315.
16	 John	M.	Budd,	Knowledge and knowing in library and information science: a philosophi-

cal framework	(Lanham,	Md.:	Scarecrow	Press,	2001),	96.
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	 Information,	 from	 which	 has	 been	 removed	 all	 dross	 and	 all	 foreign	
elements,	 will	 be	 set	 out	 in	 a	 quite	 analytical	 way.	 It	 will	 be	 recorded	
on	separate	leaves	or	cards	rather	than	being	confined	in	volumes	that	
are	compact	and	in	many	copies.	They	are	mixtures	of	what	is	repeti-
tive,	preliminary	and	for	reference	and	contain	all	 those	superfluities	
in	which,	nowadays,	an	original	thesis,	a	new	proposition,	a	novel	obser-
vation,	an	important	result,	are	submerged	and	disappear.	By	gathering	
these	leaves	together,	and	classifying	and	organising	them	according	to	
the	headings	of	a	reliable,	precise,	and	detailed	classification,	we	will	cre-
ate	the	‘Universal	Book’	of	knowledge,	a	book	which	will	never	be	com-
pleted	but	which	will	grow	unceasingly.18

Otlet	visualized	this	phase	of	‘analysis	(decomposition,	dissection)’	as	
a	‘coffee	grinder’	from	which	little	strips	of	paper	sprout	that	contain	
the	‘primary	elements’	or	the	facts,	of	which	those	that	were	comple-
mentary	were	to	be	 integrated	 in	a	second	phase	of	 ‘synthesis’	 into	
the	Encyclopaedia	FIG. 3.	All	individual	documents,	as	Otlet	observed,	
‘are	constituted	out	of	facts	or	ideas	presented	in	the	form	of	a	text	or	
image	and	ordered	according	to	a	classification	or	a	plan	which	is	de-
termined	by	the	object	or	the	purpose	which	those	who	have	devised	
them	have	set	for	themselves’.v	The	analytic	decomposition	of	these	
authorial	chains	of	facts,	and	the	transcription	of	these	facts	onto	in-
dividual	leaves	or	cards	according	to	the	format	adopted,	is	what	Otlet	
called	 the	 ‘monographic	 principle’.	 The	 ‘monographic	 principle’,	 or	
the	idea	‘to	detach	what	the	book	amalgamates,	to	reduce	all	that	is	
complex	to	its	elements	and	to	devote	a	page	to	each’,19	may	be	con-
sidered	to	be	an	application	of	positivist	reductionism	to	documenta-
tion,	or	an	approach	designed	to	understand	the	nature	of	complex	
things	by	reducing	them	to	simpler	or	more	fundamental	things.

Otlet	adopted	the	‘monographic	principle’	in	1908,	from	the	Inter-
national	Mono-Society,	which	was	founded	by	Karl	Wilhelm	Bührer	
in	1905,	who	had	developed	a	 ‘Mono-system’	for	organizing	 ‘Monos’	
or	the	standardized	picture	cards	of	advertising	into	an	encyclopae-
dia	 	that	were	designed	to	be	used	by	local	tourist	bureaux	wanting	

17	 On	the	notion	of	‘fact’	in	Otlet’s	writings,	see	also	the	analysis	of	Frohmann	in	the	
article:	Bernd	Frohmann,	‘The	Role	of	Facts	in	Paul	Otlet’s	Modernist	Project	of	
Documentation’,	in:	W.Boyd	Rayward	(ed.),	European Modernism and the Informa-
tion Society: Informing the Present, Understanding the Past	(Aldershot:	Ashgate,	2008),	
76–78.

18	 Otlet,	‘Les	Sciences	bibliographiques	et	la	documentation’,	in:	Revue scientifique,	58	
(1918),	236–241.	As	translated	in:	W.	Boyd	Rayward,	International Organisation and 
Dissemination of Knowledge. Selected Essays of Paul Otlet	(Amsterdam:	Elsevier,	1990),	
84.

19	 Ibid.,	149.	For	further	explanation	of	the	monographic	principle,	see:	W.	Boyd	Ray-
ward,	‘Some	schemes	for	restructuring	and	mobilising	information	in	documents:	a	
historical	perspective’,	in:	Information & Management,	30.2	(1994),	163–175	(169).
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FIG. 3 Paul Otlet, Encyclopaedia. Documentary Analysis and Synthesis (1938.05.17)
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to	play	a	more	informative	role.20	Bührer	had	drafted	a	programme	
together	with	Adolf	Saager	to	found	an	‘Institute	for	the	Organization	
of	Intellectual	Work’,	called	Die Brücke	 [The	Bridge],	and	appointed	
Otlet	 in	May	1911	as	honorary	president	of	The	Bridge.21	Later	that	
year,	Bührer	and	Saager	received	the	 intellectual	and	financial	 sup-
port	of	the	German	chemist	and	1909	Nobel	Laureate	for	chemistry,	
Wilhelm	 Ostwald	 (1853-1932).22	 Ostwald	 then	 became	 President	 of	
The	Bridge.23	He	also	had	good	relations	with	Otlet,	and	it	appears	that	
they	had	first	met	in	1910	at	the	First	World	Congress	of	the	Union	
of	 International	 Associations,	 organized	 by	 Otlet	 and	 La	 Fontaine.	
At	this	Congress,	Ostwald	chaired	the	section	about	standardization	
together	with	Ernest	Solvay,	whom	he	appointed	a	member	of	The	
Bridge,24	and	with	whom	he	collaborated	in	1911	on	a	project	support-
ing	an	International	Institute	of	Chemistry	(finally	founded	by	Solvay	
in	1913	following	correspondence	between	Solvay,	Ostwald,	and	Wil-
liam	Ramsey).25	The	Bridge	and	the	IIB	agreed	to	cooperate	and	en-

20	 Otlet	presented	information	about	the	Mono-system	in	October	1908	to	the	
Internationale	Mono-Gesellschaft	and	reacted	enthusiastically	on	its	results:	Paul	
Schneiders,	De bibliotheek- en documentatiebeweging 1880–1914: bibliografische onder-
nemingen rond 1900	(Amsterdam:	Universiteit	Amsterdam,	1982),	89.	On	the	Mono-
system	of	Bührer,	see:	Thomas	Hapke,	‘Roots	of	Mediating	Information:	Aspects	of	
the	German	Information	Movement’,	in:	Rayward	(ed.),	European Modernism and the 
Information Society,	307–327	(313).

21	 Schneiders,	De bibliotheek- en documentatiebeweging,	91.
22	 Thomas	Hapke,	‘From	the	World	Brain	to	the	First	Transatlantic	Information	Dia-

logue:	Activities	in	Information	and	Documentation	in	Germany	in	the	First	Part	of	
the	20th	Century’,	in:	IFLA Journal,	29	(2003),	364–377	(372).

23	 On	the	reflections	of	Ostwald	on	the	organization	of	knowledge,	see	the	work	of	
Thomas	Hapke:	Thomas	Hapke,	‘Wilhelm	Ostwald,	the	‘Brücke’	(Bridge),	and	Con-
nections	to	Other	Bibliographic	Activities	at	the	Beginning	of	the	Twentieth	Cen-
tury’,	in:	M.E.	Bowdden,	T.B.	Hahn	and	R.V.	Williams	(eds.),	Proceedings of the 1998 
Conference on the History and Heritage of Science Information Systems	(Medford,	NJ:	
Information	Today,	1999),	139–147;	Hapke,	‘From	the	World	Brain’;	Thomas	Hapke,	
‘Ostwald	and	the	Bibliographic	Movement’,	in:	B.	Görs,	N.	Psarros	and	P.	Ziche	(eds.),	
Wilhelm Ostwald at the Crossroads between Chemistry, Philosophy and Media Culture	
(Leipzig:	Leipziger	Universitätsverlag,	2005),	115–134;	and	Hapke,	‘Roots	of	Mediat-
ing	Information:	Aspects	of	the	German	Information	Movement’,	314.

24	 As	a	direct	consequence	of	Ostwald’s	intervention	in	the	congress,	Ostwald	would	
also	publish	an	article	on	the	standardization	of	units	in	the	journal	La Vie Interna-
tionale,	edited	by	La	Fontaine,	Otlet	and	Van	Overbergh:	Wilhelm	Ostwald,	‘Théorie	
des	Unités’,	in:	La Vie Internationale,	2.	(1912),	8–163.	On	the	relation	between	Otlet	
and	Ostwald,	see:	Hapke,	‘From	the	World	Brain’,	372.	Other	members	of	Die Brücke 
were	prominent	intellectuals	such	as	the	Swedish	chemist	Svante	Arrhenius,	the	
American	industrialist	Andrew	Carnegie,	the	Polish-French	chemist	Marie	Curie,	
the	French	mathematician	Henri	Poincaré,	the	Danish	Nobel	laureate	for	Peace	
Frederik	Bajer,	and	the	Austrian	Noble	laureates	for	Peace,	Bertha	von	Suttner	and	
Alfred	H.	Fried;	see:	Ibid.,	370.

25	 Anne-Marie	Wirtz-Cordier,	‘Solvay,	Ernest’,	in:	Nouvelle biographie nationale	(Brux-
elles:	Académie	royale	des	sciences	des	lettres	et	des	beaux-arts	de	Belgique,	1988),	
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visioned	the	ultimate	fruits	of	their	organizational	labours	in	terms	
of	 a	 ‘comprehensive,	 illustrated	 world	 encyclopaedia	 on	 sheets	 of	
standardized	formats’.26	In	a	way	that	was	quite	similar	to	the	IIB,	The	
Bridge	 explored	 how	 the	 information	 services	 provided	 by	 knowl-
edge	 institutions	could	be	organized	 in	 a	 more	 efficient	 manner;	 it	
propagated	Decimal	Classification,	the	standardization	of	paper	for-
mats,	and	the	 ‘monographic	principle’	or	 the	dissection	of	the	con-
tents	of	printed	journals.

The	way	in	which	The	Bridge	formulated	its	proposals	for	improv-
ing	the	organization	of	intellectual	work	was	fully	alive	to	Ostwald’s	
scientistic	worldview	of	‘energeticism’,	powerfully	summarized	in	the	
exhortation	to	‘Squander no energy. Utilize it!’—the	‘energetic	impera-
tive’	that	also	left	its	mark	on	Otlet’s	thinking	about	documentation.27	
‘Energeticism’	generalized	the	scientific	principles	of	what	Ostwald	
called	‘energetics’,	or	the	general	science	of	energy,	which	had	at	its	
core	the	idea	that	energy	was	the	unique	real	entity	in	the	world,	and	
that	matter	was	not	a	bearer	but	a	manifestation	of	energy.28	Ostwald’s	
idea	that	energy	was	real	and	that	it	could	account	for	the	phenom-
ena	that	were	explained	by	the	model	of	Daltonian	atomism—widely	
accepted	by	the	chemical	community	at	the	end	of	the	nineteenth	
century—provoked	strong	reactions	from	the	defenders	of	atomism,	
such	 as	 Ludwig	 Boltzmann,	 who	 saw	 no	 reason	 why	 energy	 should	
not	 be	 atomistic.29	 Although	 Ostwald	 opposed	 atomism,	 like	 Ernst	
Mach,	arguing	in	a	positivist	phenomenalist	manner	that	there	was	
still	a	lack	of	adequate	experimental	proof	to	support	the	existence	
of	atoms,	Ostwald,	Mach,	and	others	converted	to	atomism	in	around	
1906,	when	striking	evidence	for	the	particulate	nature	of	matter	was	
provided,	most	conclusively	by	J.J.	Thompson’s	research	into	gaseous	
ions,	and	the	observations	of	‘Brownian	motion’	of	Jean	Baptiste	Per-
rin.	Even	after	he	had	adopted	the	atomic	theory	of	matter,	however,	
Ostwald	 maintained	 his	 energetic	 worldview	 that	 was	 based	 on	 the	
two	laws	of	thermodynamics:	the	law	on	the	conservation	of	energy,	

310.
26	 ‘Die	Brücke	(1910–1911),	in:	Annuaire de la Vie Internationale	(1910–1911)	623–632.
	 Also	quoted	by	Hapke	in:	Hapke,	‘From	the	World	Brain’,	6.
27	 Wilhelm	Ostwald,	Der Energetische Imperativ	(Leipzig:	Akademische	Verlagsgesell-

schaft,	1912),	248.
28	 Erwin	N.	Hiebert	and	Hans-Günther	Körber,	Ostwald, Friedrich Wilhelm,	Complete 

Dictionary of Scientific Biography	(2008),	retrieved	from:	Encyclopedia.com	(August	13,	
2011).

	 http://www.encyclopedia.com/doc/1G2-2830904924.html
29	 Bernadette	Bensaude-Vincent,	‘Revisiting	the	Controversy	on	Energetics’,	in:	Britta	

Görs,	Nikolaos	Psarros	and	Paul	Ziche	(eds.),	Wilhelm Ostwald at the crossroads 
between chemistry, philosophy and media culture	(Leipzig:	Leipziger	Universitätsverlag,	
2005),	13–28	(17).



148 Chapter 3

and	the	 law	on	the	transformation	of	energy.	 It	 is	 from	the	second	
law,	as	Hakfoort	observes,	that	his	energetic	imperative	(1912)	derives:

The	second	law	implied,	for	Ostwald,	that	a	certain	amount	of	‘free	en-
ergy’	(there	he	meant	usable	or	available	energy)	is	turned	into	‘bound	
energy’	at	each	energy	transformation.	For	example,	steam	engines	are	
fuelled	 by	 coal,	 which	 obtained	 its	 energy	 from	 the	 sun,	 which	 is	 the	
source	of	all	useful	energy	on	earth.	In	the	transformation	of	fossil	en-
ergy	into	mechanical	energy,	for	instance	in	the	running	of	a	train,	a	cer-
tain	amount	of	energy	in	the	form	of	heat	is	lost.	We	try	to	reduce	this	
wastage	of	energy	as	much	as	possible.	This	is	precisely	the	energetical	
imperative	in	the	case	of	a	steam	engine’.30

The	energetic	imperative	was	not	restricted,	for	Ostwald,	to	steam	en-
gines,	 but	 could	 be	 applied	 to	 all	 nature	 and	 culture,	 including	 the	
organization	and	communication	of	scholarly	information.

In	the	two	images	entitled	The Bibliographic Problem	and	Laborato-
rium Mundaneum,	the	influence	of	Ostwald’s	energeticism	on	Otlet’s	
thinking	is	evident	in	the	way	he	considered	the	documents	in	these	

30	 C.	Hakfoort,	‘Science	deified:	Wilhelm	Ostwald’s	energeticist	world-view	and	the	
history	of	scientism’,	in:	Annals of Science,	49.6	(1992),	525–544	(536).

FIG. 4 Paul Otlet, The Bibliographic Problem (n.d.)
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images	to	be	containers	of	energy,	and	the	operations	(as	envisioned	
in	the	Universal	Book)	to	extract	facts	from	documents	to	be	a	way	
of	limiting	the	wastage	of	energy.	In	the	image	The Bibliographic Prob-
lem,	Otlet	compares	the	extraction	of	facts	from	documents	at	the	
Offices	of	Documentation	to	the	production	of	metal	from	raw	ma-
terials	in	the	metallurgic	industries	FIG. 4.	The	‘bibliographic	problem’	
is	shown	to	be	the	‘mountains	of	papers	and	documents’	that	must	
be	organized	(including	books,	journals,	periodicals,	statistics,	plans,	
and	photographs);	and	the	solution	is	shown	to	be	a	‘factory’,	where	
the	qualitative	‘ore’	(the	items	of	information)	is	extracted	from	the	
‘raw	materials’	 (the	documents)	and	where	the	 ‘pure	metal’	 (the	es-
sential	 and	 secondary	 truths)	 is	 subsequently	 separated	 from	 the	
worthless	rock	or	‘gangue’	(that	which	is	repetitive	and	false).	A	stock	
of	 ‘ingots	of	pure	metal’	 is	the	final	result	to	emerge	from	the	pro-
duction	process.

Similarly,	in	the	image	Laboratorium Mundaneum,	the	organization	
of	knowledge	is	conceived	in	terms	of	mechanized	production	and	
efficiency31	 FIG. 5.	 ‘Mountains	 of	 documents’	 tower	 high	 above	 the	
shores	 of	 a	 knowledge	 factory.	 Although	 these	 mountains	 seem	 to	
overshadow	the	knowledge	factory,	the	factory	is	organized	in	such	
a	 productive	 manner	 that	 it	 is	 able	 to	 get	 a	 grip	 on	 the	 ever-rising	
‘mountains	of	documents’.	Lifts	transport	little	piles	of	documents	
to	a	giant	grinder.	In	the	grinder,	‘the	purest	matter	useful	for	civili-
zation’	is	extracted	from	the	documents.	The	end	product—the	pure	
documented	information—is	then	packed	for	transport	to	the	outer	
world	by	a	train	pulled	by	a	‘UDC’-locomotive.	Each	item	of	informa-
tion	is	sorted	in	the	particular	wagon	that	carries	the	UDC	number	
that	corresponds	to	the	item’s	content.	We	can	already	imagine	how	
a	 railway	 network	 disseminates	 the	 intellectual	 goods	 throughout	
the	world.

The	manner	in	which	Otlet	compares	documentation	to	a	metallur-
gic	process	must	also	have	been	influenced	by	Ernest	Solvay’s	theory	
of	‘productivism’,	which	also	had	a	profound	influence	on	Ostwald’s	
energeticism.	Solvay,	whom	Ostwald	considered	to	be	the	 ‘father	of	
social	energetics’,32	held	that	all	human	activity	should	be	striving	for	
‘productivity’,	and	that	all	work	should	be	evaluated	on	the	basis	of	
the	value	of	productivity.	Solvay’s	theory	was	scientistic,	like	that	of	
Ostwald,	in	that	it	applied	the	scientific	insights	of	physics	and	chem-

31	 For	a	discussion	of	this	image,	see	also:	Charles	van	den	Heuvel,	‘Building	Society,	
Constructing	Knowledge,	Weaving	the	Web:	Otlet’s	Visualizations	of	a	Global	
Information	Society	and	His	Concept	of	a	Universal	Civilization’,	in:	Rayward	(ed.),	
European Modernism and the Information Society,	127–153.

32	 Wilhelm	Ostwald,	Les fondements énergétiques de la Science de la Civilisation	(Paris:	V.	
Giard	&	E.	Brière,	1910).



istry	 to	 the	 organization	 of	 society;	 and	 reductionistic	 in	 that	 it	 re-
duced	the	complexity	of	the	organization	of	the	social	system	to	the	
problem	of	how	to	maximize	efficiency	in	the	production	of	material	
and	non-material	goods.33

Otlet’s	reduction	of	the	task	of	organizing	‘mountains’	of	books	to	
the	ordering	of	‘facts’	on	cards’	was	kindred	to	energeticism	and	pro-
ductivism	not	only	in	its	call	for	efficiency—which	also	echoed	in	a	
more	general	way	the	Fordism	and	Taylorism	of	its	time—but	also	in	
its	reduction	of	complexity	to	its	simplest	elements.	Similar	to	the	an-
alytic	doctrine	of	‘atomism’,	or	the	view	that	the	material	universe	is	
composed	of	small	particles	that	can	form	relative	stable	structures—
atoms—Otlet	defined	the	smallest	 ‘intellectual	unit’	for	the	field	of	
bibliography	and	documentation,	and	called	it	the	‘Biblion’:

33	 Jean-François	Crombois,	‘Énergétisme	et	productivisme	:	La	pensée	morale,	sociale	
et	politique	d’Ernest	Solvay’,	in:	Andrée	Despy-Meyer	and	Didier	Devriese	(eds.),	
Ernest Solvay et son temps	(Bruxelles:	Archives	de	l’Université	de	Bruxelles,	1997),	
209–220	(213).

FIG. 5 Drawing by Platounoff of Otlet’s vision of a Laboratorium Mundaneum
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For	us,	the	‘Biblion’	will	be	the	intellectual	and	abstract	unit	which	one	
can	 find	 in	concrete	 terms	and	 in	reality,	but	which	 is	clothed	 in	dif-
ferent	modalities.	The	biblion	is	conceived	in	the	same	manner	as	the	
atom	(ion)	in	physics,	the	cell	in	biology,	the	psyche	in	psychology,	and	
the	human	connection	(the	socion)	in	sociology.	The	atom	has	given	rise	
to	a	representation	which	becomes	increasingly	precise	and	on	the	basis	
of	which	all	kinds	of	research	and	discussions	have	been	initiated.	(It	is	
Bohr	who	presented	the	first	figure	[of	the	atom].vi

Besides	the	‘Biblion’,	Otlet	also	spoke	of	the	‘idéogrammite’.	While	he	
defined	the	idea	as	‘the	smallest	part	of	a	statement	of	the	facts’,	and	
the	ideogram	as	‘the	part	of	a	document	which	contains	the	idea’,	the	
‘idéogrammite’	was	to	the	incorporation	of	an	idea	in	a	book,	what	the	
calorie	is	to	food	in	alimentation.	The	‘idéogrammite’	was	the	‘unit	of	
idea	(intellectual	energy)	incorporated	in	the	ideogram	which	could	
be	assimilated	by	reading’.vii

As	well	as	acknowledging	the	rapid	development	of	atomic	theory	
within	chemistry,	Otlet’s	application	of	the	concept	of	the	‘atom’	from	
physics	 and	 chemistry	 to	 the	 field	 of	 documentation	 also	 reflected	
the	monism	shared	by	Ostwald,	by	the	Austrian	physicist,	sense	phys-
iologist	and	forerunner	of	logical	positivism,	Ernst	Mach	(1838-1916),	
and	by	the	biologist	and	popularizer	of	Darwin’s	ideas,	Ernst	Haeckel	
(1834-1919).	Haeckel	had	founded	the	German	Association	of	Monists	
in	1906	and	Ostwald	had	acted	as	chairman.	Between	1911	and	1915,	
in	the	period	when	he	was	also	engaged	in	The	Bridge,	Ostwald	used	
his	Sunday	sermons	to	preach	his	energeticist	world-view	as	being	the	
‘goal	of	civilisation’.34	Ernst	Mach	had	a	great	influence	over	Ostwald	
and	Haeckel.	Mach	believed	that	there	was	an	inner	‘telos’	or	purpose	
in	 nature	 and	 that	 the	 physical	 was	 continuous	 with	 the	 mental.35	
Similarly,	 Haeckel	 believed	 that	 there	 was	 an	 ‘indissoluble	 connec-
tion	 between	 energy	 and	 matter,	 between	 mind	 and	 embodiment’	
and	used	the	term	‘substance’	to	describe	that	which	united	matter	
and	 spirit.36	 According	 to	 Haeckel,	 atoms	 (the	 smallest	 particles	 of	
substance	in	motion)	were	endowed	with	a	‘soul’	which	caused	attrac-
tion	and	repulsion	between	them,	and	in	their	modification	from	one	
state	into	another,	grounded	the	great	evolution	and	development	of	
the	species,	the	psyche	and	the	universe.

In	 the	 image	 entitled	 Stages of the Transformation of Universal En-
ergy by the co-ordinator Evolution,	Otlet	follows,	or	at	 least,	expresses	

34	 Wilhelm	Ostwald,	Monism as the Goal of Civilization (Hamburg:	International	Com-
mittee	of	Monism,	1913);	and	Hakfoort,	‘Science	deified’,	527.

35	 John	Thomas	Blackmore,	Ernst Mach: his work, life, and influence	(Berkeley/London:	
University	of	California	Press,	1972).

36	 Ernst	Heinrich	Philipp	August	Haeckel,	Monism as connecting religion and science	
(Whitefish	(MT):	Kessinger	Publishing,	2004	[original	1895]),	4.
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this	monistic	world	view	FIG. 6.	The	image	depicts	a	memorial	tablet	
on	 which	 the	 evolution	 of	 the	 organization	 of	 ‘universal	 energy’	 is	
represented	 as	 a	 progression	 of	 four	 historical	 stages	 (the	 mineral	
kingdom,	 the	 animal	 kingdom,	 the	 human	 kingdom,	 and	 the	 ‘su-
perhuman’	 kingdom).	 Throughout	 the	 different	 stages,	 evolution	 is	
achieved	through	the	‘elimination	of	resistances’	that	inevitably	ap-
pear	with	the	‘materialization	of	universal	energy’.	In	a	similar	way	to	
Haeckel’s	monist	(and,	as	Niles	Holt	points	out)	almost	vitalist	view	of	
the	chain	of	evolution,	Otlet	depicts	the	universe	as	one	intelligent	
organism,	and	evolution	as	a	process	which	is	propelled	by	a	sort	of	
soul-life	inherent	in	all	substance.37

But	despite	Otlet’s	sympathies	for	the	monistic	worldview,	what	is	
important	here	is	the	fact	that	in	his	thinking	about	documentation	
and	 the	 Universal	 Book	 he	 adopted—like	 these	 monist	 thinkers	 in	
their	scientific	research—a	reductionist	approach.	Otlet’s	reduction-
ism	is	most	apparent	in	his	concept	of	 ‘Encyclopaedic	codification’,	
which	is	central	to	the	Universal	Book	and	which	he	considered	‘the	
ultimate	work	of	documentation’:38

Codification	is	the	ultimate	form	of	set-based	documentation.	The	day	
when	all	knowledge	will	be	codified,	the	mind	will	be	in	possession	of	an	
instrument	beyond	comparison,	which	will	help	all	intellectual	opera-
tions.	Codification	consists	of:	firstly,	saying	things	only	once;	secondly,	
saying	them	in	a	way	that	the	general	idea	precedes	the	particular	idea	
and	rises	to	the	rank	of	principles,	norms,	laws,	and	rules;	and	thirdly,	to	
say	things	in	a	systematic	and	classified	way.viii

Codification	involved	the	analytic	reduction	of	publications	to	their	
essential	 facts	 and	 the	 recording	 of	 these	 facts	 on	 separate	 notices,	
but	also	the	condensing,	generalizing	and	synthesizing	of	those	facts	
by	way	of	organizing	the	notices	into	groups.	It	 involved	the	opera-
tion	‘to	reduce	documents	to	their	documentary	elements	and	to	in-
tegrate	subsequently	the	data	of	these	elements,	that	is	to	say	to	fuse	
them	by	eliminating	repetitions.’ix

Otlet	 compared	 this	 codification	 process	 of	 ordering	 the	 analytic	
elements	 of	 knowledge	 in	 a	 ‘framework	 of	 a	 synthesis	 of	 facts	 and	
ideas’,	to	Mach’s	concept	of	‘the	economy	of	thought’:

If	the	stripping	down	of	publications	leads	us	to	imagine	a	true	biblio-
graphic	metallurgy,	through	which	we	are	able	to	extract	the	precious	
metal	from	its	useless	gangue,	there	is	a	parallel	problem	which	is	even	
more	important:	the	need	to	establish	day	by	day	the	framework	for	a	
synthesis	of	facts	and	ideas.	Here,	we	almost	touch	the	fundamental	ele-

37	 Niles	R.	Holt,	‘Ernst	Haeckel’s	Monistic	Religion’,	in:	Journal of the History of Ideas,	
32.2	(1971),	265–280	(280).

38	 Otlet,	Traité de documentation,	409.



ments	of	thought.	For	the	comparison	being	made	between	all	sciences,	
all	their	methods,	all	their	results,	are	grand	simplifications	that	can	be	
glimpsed	in	much	the	same	way	as	when	Mach	described	the	process	by	
which	Thought	must	search	for	economy,	on	account	of	the	very	laws	
that	Thought	herself	wishes	to	make	more	and	more	comprehensive,	
and	the	explanations	that	it	validates	through	the	construction	of	more	
and	more	supportive	facts.	This	is	a	work	that	we	could	call	‘meta-bibli-
ography’,	as	it	moves	towards	transcendental	realms’.x

Mach’s	doctrine	of	the	economy	of	thought	was	an	account	of	how	
science	structures	the	greatest	number	of	particular	experiences	un-

FIG. 6 Stages in the Transformation of Universal Energy by the 
Evolution co-ordinator 



154 Chapter 3

der	the	least	number	of	principles	and	laws.39	Nature	was,	according	
to	Mach,	an	infinitely	complicated	mosaic	of	elements	in	which	each	
event	 was	 unique.	 Scientists	 however	 viewed	 nature	 as	 something	
that	 repeated	 itself	 with	 sufficient	 regularity	 to	 frame	 it	 into	 laws	
and	symmetries.	For	Mach,	scientific	laws	were	only	descriptions	of	
nature,	schematic	abstractions	of	raw	experience.	By	arranging	facts	
into	patterns,	and	by	grouping	the	more	specific	laws	under	the	more	
general,	scientists	economized	time	and	memory.	Mach’s	doctrine	of	
economy	of	thought	thus	claimed	that	‘the	simplest,	most	parsimoni-
ous	theories	economized	memory	and	effort	by	using	abstract	con-
cepts	and	laws	instead	of	attending	to	the	details	of	each	individual	
event	 or	 experiment’.40	 In	 a	 similar	 way	 to	 Ockam’s	 ‘razor	 dictum’,	
which	claims	that	entities	are	not	be	multiplied	without	need,	Mach	
argued	that	scientific	laws	are	tools	for	mastering	experience	and	pre-
dicting	events	by	means	of	the	fewest	possible	concepts.

Codification	 was	 in	 a	 way	 Otlet’s	 ‘razor’.	 It	 was	 supposed	 to	 guide	
documentalists	 in	 their	 work	 to	 ‘extract	 only	 the	 true	 knowledge	
from	 the	 mass	 of	 books,	 to	 eliminate	 the	 errors	 and	 repetitions,	 to	
organize	the	items	of	information	in	series,	and	to	free	the	essential	
from	that	of	only	secondary	importance’.xi

3.2.	 Structural objectivism and the synthetic classification of 
facts into logical structures

3.2.1. Objectivism and Objectivity in documentation

The	World	Encyclopaedia,	the	ultimate	Universal	Book	and	product	
of	the	(never	ending)	codification	process,	was	imagined	by	Otlet	to	
be	a	mirror	or	objective	representation	of	scientific	thought.	This	de-
terministic	goal	leads	us	to	consider	another	positivistic	characteris-
tic	in	Otlet’s	theory	of	documentation:	objectivism,	or	the	belief	that	
there	is	a	mind-independent	world	which	guarantees	that	an	objec-
tive	truth	is	possible	and	that	objects	of	this	world	can	be	discovered,	
mirrored	and	represented.41

39	 Blackmore,	Ernst Mach: his work, life, and influence;	Paul	Pojman,	‘Ernst	Mach’,	in:	
Edward	N.	Zalta	(ed.),	The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2009 Edition),	
2009).	http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2009/entries/ernst-mach/;	and	E.C.	
Banks,	‘The	Philosophical	Roots	of	Ernst	Mach’s	Economy	of	Thought’,	in:	Synthese,	
139	(2004),	23–53.

40	 Banks,	‘The	Philosophical	Roots	of	Ernst	Mach’s	Economy	of	Thought’,	1.
41	 Richard	J.	Bernstein,	Beyond objectivism and relativism: science, hermeneutics and 

praxis	(Philadelphia	(Pa.):	University	of	Pennsylvania	press,	1985),	9.
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Otlet’s	 objectivist	 approach	 to	 documentation	 reveals	 itself	 in	 the	
way	 he	 thought	 that	 ‘Books	 should	 be	 the	 “mirrors”	 of	 reality.’42	 The	
word	‘mirror’	here	is	telling.	The	metaphor	of	the	mirror	suggests	that	
people	 make	 figures,	 pictures,	 and	 objects,	 but	 also	 theories	 or	 com-
plicated	sentences	in	the	same	way	that	a	mirror	reflects	the	reality	of	
nature.	According	to	Richard	Rorty,	the	Kantian	conception	of	knowl-
edge	as	a	mirror	of	nature	was	commonly	accepted	in	philosophy	be-
fore	Wittgenstein,	Heidegger,	and	Dewey,	and	consisted	of	the	belief	
that:	‘To	know	is	to	represent	accurately	what	is	outside	the	mind;	so	to	
understand	the	possibility	and	nature	of	knowledge	is	to	understand	
the	way	in	which	the	mind	is	able	to	construct	such	representations.’43

According	 to	 Otlet,	 documents	 mirrored	 reality	 in	 a	 third	 order;	
they	 were	 graphical	 expressions	 (3rd	 order)	 of	 mental	 representa-
tions	(2nd	order)	of	objective	reality	(1st	order):

There	 is	 good	 reason	 to	 raise	 again	 the	 synthetic	 conception	 of	 all	
things	 (Universalism).	 Therefore	 the	 fundamental	 distinctions	 should	
be	remembered.	Firstly,	Objective	Reality	(man	and	society);	Secondly,	
Thinking	which	seeks	to	represent	 this	reality	and	which	 is	 linked	to	
the	 subjective	 reality	 of	 the	 self;	 and	 thirdly,	 the	 expression	 and	 for-
mulation	 of	 this	 thought,	 be	 it	 through	 language	 which	 is	 illusive,	 or	
through	its	signs,	through	writing	or	drawing,	in	documents.	We	should	
thus	consider	that	the	Book	of	scientific	character	is	subject	to	misrep-
resentations’.	xii

In	a	manner	similar	to	the	realist	view	of	Karl	Popper,	 that	besides	
the	interacting	physical	world	and	a	world	of	states	of	consciousness,	
there	 existed	 a	 ‘third	 world’	 or	 ‘World	 3’,	 namely	 the	 man-created	
‘world	of	language,	of	conjectures,	theories,	and	arguments—in	brief	
the	universe	of	objective	knowledge’44—	Otlet	made	a	distinction	be-
tween	a	mind-independent	objective	reality,	of	subjective	representa-
tions	of	reality	through	thinking,	and	the	expression	of	our	thoughts	
through	language	and	documentation.45	In	figure	7	he	illustrates	how	
‘1.	The	exterior	World	(Reality)’	 in	the	star-spangled	sky,	via	projec-
tion,	is	compressed	in	a	second	stage	in	a	cloud,	which	is	‘2.	The	World	
as	understood	by	human	consciousness	(Knowledge)’,	and	how	a	third	
stage	occurs,	namely:	‘3.	Fixation	of	the	World	as	understood	on	a	ma-
terial	support’	FIG. 7.

42	 ‘Les	livres	devraient	donc	être	les	«	miroirs	»	de	la	réalité’.	Otlet,	Traité de documenta-
tion,	373.

43	 Richard	Rorty,	Philosophy and the mirror of nature	(Princeton,	1979)	3.
44	 Karl	Raimund	Popper,	Objective knowledge: an evolutionary approach	(Oxford:	Clar-

endon	press,	1979),	118.
45	 For	a	definition	of	scientific	realism,	see:	Arthur	Fine,	‘Scientific	realism	and	anti-

realism’,	In:	E.	Craig	(Ed.),	Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy	(London:	Routledge,	
1998),	http://www.rep.routledge.com/article/Q094	(accessed	January	14,	2011).



Not	only	does	Otlet	assert,	like	a	realist,	that	Expression	(Language	
and	Documentation)	and	Thought	correspond	to	an	objective	Real-
ity,	but	he	also	adds	a	strong	objectivist	imperative;	namely	that	the	
representations	we	make	of	the	world	‘should	correspond	perfectly’	
to	Reality	or	‘should	tend	to	do	so’.46	There	is	only	‘a	small	part	of	sci-
ence	which	covers	the	scope	of	the	universe’	and	only	‘a	part	of	what	
is	written	covers	the	field	of	science’,xiii	as	he	illustrates	in	figure	8,	but	
the	different	sets	of	 ‘Reality/the	Universe’;	 ‘what	 is	known/Science’;	
and	‘what	is	fixed	(written/the	Book)’	must	tend	to	coincide	as	much	
as	possible	FIG. 8.

In	 the	 same	 way	 as	 scientists	 were	 supposed	 to	 create	 an	 objec-
tive	 representation	 of	 reality,	 documentalists	 were	 supposed,	 Otlet	
believed,	to	create	an	objective	representation	of	scientific	thought.	
In	science,	he	argued,	one	of	the	most	powerful	guarantees	for	pro-
ducing	 such	 objective	 representations	 is	 the	 collective	 character	 of	
	science.	Because	scientific	results	are	constantly	compared,	evaluated	
and	criticized,	subjectivity	is	exposed	and	removed,	and	a	more	objec-
tive	representation	of	reality	is	obtained.	The	collective	character	of	

46	 Paul	Otlet,	Monde. Essai d’Universalisme. Connaissance du monde, sentiment du monde, 
action organisée et plan du monde	(Bruxelles	:	Mundaneum,	1935),	VII–VIII.

FIG. 7 Otlet’s schema outlining the relations between Reality, 
Knowledge and Documentation
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science	differentiates	‘Subjective	Thought’	from	‘Objective	Thought’	
which	Otlet	describes	as,	‘the	effort	of	combined	and	collective	reflec-
tion	on	the	first	acquired	data	in	order	to	take	it	to	the	level	of	imper-
sonal	and	total	science’.xiv

The	 responsibility	 for	 the	 objective	 interpretation	 of	 observed		
‘appearances’,	and	for	translating	those	observations	into	a	document	
lay,	Otlet	observed,	in	the	hands	of	the	scientist	or	the	author;	but	it	
was	the	responsibility	of	the	documentalist	to	select	and	restructure	
the	representations	that	scientists	had	made	in	an	objective	manner	
in	 what	 he	 called	 the	 Universal	 Book	 FIG. 9.	 The	 different	 forms	 of	
inconsistency	and	contamination	that	were	to	be	eliminated	by	the		
‘razor’	of	codification	were	the	manner	in	which:

a)	 Books	 only	 record	 a	 part	 of	 the	 scientific	 data	 and	 by	 consequence	
only	 a	 part	 of	 science	 (the	 incompleteness	 of	 books);	 b)	 they	 record	
knowledge	that	is	wrong	as	well	as	knowledge	that	is	true	(book	errors);	
c)	they	record	the	same	knowledge	several	times	over	(repetitions);	d)	
they	do	not	give	an	account	of	knowledge	in	a	couple	of	works,	but	sepa-
rate	and	scatter	it	in	numerous	volumes	(fragmentation	and	dispersal);	
e)	they	do	not	coordinate	the	facts	that	are	revealed	according	to	their	
degree	 of	 importance	 or	 usefulness	 (mixture	 of	 the	 essential	 and	 the	
secondary).xv

FIG. 8 Otlet’s schema to illustrate how the sets of the ‘Universe’, 
‘Science’ and the ‘Book’ should coincide as much as possible
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‘Every	effort	must	be	made’	by	documentalists,	Otlet	believed,	to	‘sup-
press	or	mitigate’	the	‘distortions	and	frictions’	that	occur	in	scientific	
documents	because	of	wrong	sensory	perception,	intellectual	inter-
pretation,	 linguistic	 translation	 or	 scientific	 evaluation.xvi	 Whereas	
a	 document	 usually	 ‘emanates	 from	 a	 man	 who	 writes	 or	 draws’,	 it	
would	 be	 better	 to	 have	 documents	 that	 are	 the	 result	 of	 ‘an	 auto-
matic	recording	of	natural	data’,	as	he	mentions	in	figure	10,	and	per-
haps	 ‘one	 day’	 in	 the	 future,	 he	 adds,	 one	 might	 even	 imagine	 that	
documents	will	result	 ‘from	the	 immediate	photography	of	human	
thought’.	It	is	photography,	or	the	mechanical	(re)production	of	imag-
es	of	reality,	uncontaminated	by	interpretation,	that	functions	here	
as	the	model	for	documentation	FIG. 10.

The	epistemic	value	of	objectivity	that	Otlet	adopts	for	his	analytic	
programme	 of	 documentation	 was	 a	 widely	 accepted	 value	 in	 sci-
entific	practices	of	his	time.	As	Daston	and	Galison	have	shown,	sci-
entists	had	begun	to	yearn	for	an	objective	view	of	knowledge	since	
around	1860	.	They	used	the	term	‘objective’	for	that	which	aspires	to	
be	‘knowledge	that	bears	no	trace	of	the	knower’,	and	suppresses	‘cer-

FIG. 9 Paul Otlet, Schematic figure for the constitution of a science (1921.09.27) 
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tain	aspects	of	the	self,	the	scientific	self’.47	Karl	Pearson,	for	example,	
underlined	the	importance	of	the	ethos	of	scientific	objectivity	in	the	
Grammar of Science	(1892)	when	he	characterized	scientists	as	individ-
uals	who	were	capable	of	self-elimination	in	their	judgements	and	of	
providing	arguments	which	were	as	true	for	each	individual	mind	as	
for	their	own.48	Daston	and	Galison	attribute	the	adjective	‘mechani-
cal’	 to	the	objectivity	of	the	second	half	of	the	nineteenth	century:	
‘By	mechanical	objectivity	we	mean	the	insistent	drive	to	repress	the	
wilful	 intervention	 of	 the	 artist-author,	 and	 to	 put	 instead	 a	 set	 of	
procedures	that	would,	as	it	were,	move	nature	to	the	page	through	
a	strict	protocol,	if	not	automatically’.	The	passive	stance	demanded	
by	mechanical	objectivity	required	of	scientists,	as	Daston	and	Gali-
son	argue,	‘a	will	to	willessness’.	The	man	of	science	was	portrayed	as	
a	 man	 of	 action	 rather	 than	 as	 a	 solitary	 contemplative,	 and	 there-

47	 Lorraine	Daston	and	Peter	Galison,	Objectivity	(New	York:	Zone;	London:	MIT,	
2007),	22.

48	 Karl	Pearson,	The grammar of science	([S.l.]:	Walter	Scott,	1892),	6–8.

FIG. 10 Schema explaining the representation and reproduction of observations through docu-
mentation (1932.09.16)
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fore	the	imperative	of	self-elimination	in	the	scientific	practices	of	
the	latter	half	of	the	nineteenth	century	demanded	of	the	scientist	
a	mighty	effort	of	self-restraint.	Turning	the	will	inward	upon	itself	
was	the	supreme	act	of	will.	‘The	only	way	for	the	active	self	to	attain	
the	desired	receptivity	to	nature	was	to	turn	its	domineering	will	in-
ward—to	practice	self-discipline,	self-restraint,	self-abnegation,	self-
annihilation,	 and	 a	 multitude	 of	 other	 techniques	 of	 self-imposed	
selflessness’.49	To	put	it	briefly,	objectivity	meant	the	negating	of	sub-
jectivity	by	the	subject.

If	objectivity	was	the	greatest	asset	for	science,	subjectivity	was	the	
greatest	 asset	 for	 literature	 and	 art,	 and	 accordingly,	 Otlet	 made	 a	
distinction	 between	 scientific	 literature	 and	 artistic	 literature	 (nov-
els).	Literature	and	art	do	not	aim	to	represent	objective	reality	but	
rather	subjective	reality.	Accordingly,	Otlet	distinguished	two	sorts	of	
personalities:	the	literary	man	(l’homme	de	lettres)	and	the	scientist	
(l’homme	de	science).	The	man	of	science	is	fascinated	by		particular	
facet	of	a	scientific	problem,	while	the	man	of	 letters	expresses	his	

49	 Daston	and	Galison,	Objectivity,	202.

FIG. 11 Paul Otlet, The Universe. Intelligence. Science. The Book (n.d.)
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sentiments.	These	two	profiles	correspond	to	two	elements	that	are	
in	every	man:	on	the	one	hand,	’the	profound,	personal	and	lived	self’,	
and	on	the	other	hand,	‘the	intelligent	self’.	The	lived	self	(intuition)	
and	the	intelligent	self	 (intelligence)	produce	two	different	sorts	of	
literature	because	they	adhere	to	a	different	method:	scientific	litera-
ture	and	artistic	literature	(novels):

The	book	is	the	work	of	intelligence	par	excellence,	but	not	exclusively	
so,	since	Intuition	(Instinct,	sentiment)	also	has	its	part	in	it.	A	bifurca-
tion	of	book	types	has	been	determined	according	to	two	long	divergent	
tendencies:	the	book	of	science	and	practical	reason;	and	the	Book	of	
literature	which	goes	from	simple	spontaneous	notation	to	fixed	writ-
ings	and	graphics	of	the	highest	mysticism.xvii

The	 documents	 produced	 by	 the	 artistic	 self	 express	 the	 profound	
feelings	and	personal	experiences	of	the	self.	Contrary	to	literature,	
science	embraces	objectivity	as	its	foremost	principle:	‘The	scientific	
statement	is	characterized	by	objectivity,	simplicity,	clarity,	method’.
xviii	Because	literature	and	science	respect	different	values,	they	pro-
duce	different	 forms	of	writing:	 ‘a)	 the	form	of	an	objective,	didac-
tic,	 scientific	 statement,	 subject	 to	 constant	 progress	 and	 which	 is	
prepared	like	a	mould	for	receiving	thoughts;	b)	the	strictly	literary	
forms	which	correspond	to	the	genres	and	kinds	of	writing	that	are	
studied	in	rhetoric’.xix	Documents	are	for	Otlet	thus	a	sort	of	image	
which	reflects	the	vision	the	author	has	of	the	world:	if	his	mode	of	
vision	is	artistic	then	the	document	expresses	his	sentiments;	 if	his	
mode	of	vision	is	scientific	then	the	document	should	mirror	reason.

3.2.2.	 Structural Objectivism. The Sphaera Mundaneum and the  
Equation of the World

The	 objective	 ‘image’	 of	 science	 that	 the	 documentalists	 were	 to	
produce	 in	 the	 encyclopaedic	 Universal	 Book	 was	 a	 classification	
of	facts.	In	figure	11	FIG. 11,	Otlet	illustrates	how	classification	‘keeps	
to	the	order	that	intelligence	discovers	in	things,	and	serves	at	the	
same	 time	 the	 order	 of	 science,	 books,	 bibliography	 and	 encyclo-
paedia’.xx	The	Encyclopaedia	 (the	ultimate	product	of	documenta-
tion)	should,	as	the	schema	suggests,	mirror	in	an	objective	manner	
the	 logical	 structure	 of	 science.	 Like	 scientists	 who	 organize	 ‘veri-
fied	facts’	 into	 ‘a	structure	of	systems,	 theories,	 laws’,	documental-
ists	 should,	 Otlet	 argued,	 organize,	 or	 better,	 classify	 facts	 in	 fixed	
structures.50	While	codification	(as	discussed	in	the	first	section)	is	

50	 Otlet,	‘Transformations	operées’,	as	translated	in:	Rayward,	Selected Essays of Paul 
Otlet,	152.



FIG. 12 Paul Otlet, Brussels in the Universal Decimal Classification (1941.10.16)

FIG. 13 Photograph of the ‘Sphere of the World’ in the Introductory 
Hall of the International Museum in Brussels 
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in	‘constant	evolution’	(‘It	is	the	condition	of	science	itself’51),	clas-
sification	 was	 to	 be	 the	 final	 operation	 of	 synthesis	 that	 fixes	 the	
relations	between	facts.52

Otlet’s	 definition	 of	 science	 as	 a	 classification	 (to	 be	 emulated	 by	
documentation)	 is	 similar	 to	 the	 conception	 of	 science	 held	 by	 a	
structural	 objectivist,	 like	 the	 French	 mathematician	 and	 philoso-
pher	of	science	Henri	Poincaré	(1854–1912):

Now	what	is	science?	I	have	explained	in	the	preceding	article,	it	is	be-
fore	all	a	classification,	a	manner	of	bringing	together	facts	which	ap-
pearances	separate,	though	they	were	bound	together	by	some	natural	
and	 hidden	 kinship.	 Science,	 in	 other	 words,	 is	 a	 system	 of	 relations.	
Now	we	have	just	said,	it	is	in	the	relations	alone	that	objectivity	must	
be	sought;	 it	would	be	vain	to	seek	 it	 in	beings	considered	as	 isolated	
from	one	another.	To	say	that	science	cannot	have	objective	value	since	
it	teaches	us	only	relations,	this	is	to	reason	backwards,	since,	precisely,	
it	is	relations	alone	which	can	be	regarded	as	objective.53

Like	Poincaré,	Otlet	thought	that	what	scientists	essentially	did	was	
to	classify	facts	and	thereby	reveal	the	structure	of	objective	knowl-
edge.	‘A	science	that	is	well	made,	is	a	System,’	Otlet	observed,	’and	a	
system	is	a	classification’.xxi

As	he	pointed	out,	however,	bibliographic	classification	was	differ-
ent	from	scientific	classification	in	that	 it	was	 intended	to	help	sci-
entists	in	their	never-ending	endeavour	to	structure	and	restructure	
the	relations	between	facts,	by	offering	them	properly	documented	
facts,	 classified	 in	 a	 relatively	 stable	 order	 according	 to	 the	 Univer-
sal	 Decimal	 Classification	 (UDC).	 As	 Bernd	 Frohmann	 observes,	 for	
Otlet,	 ‘bibliographic	classification	is	a	means	to	the	end	of	scientific	
classification’.54	 Frohmann	 adds:	 ‘When	 the	 work	 of	 bibliographic	
classification	 is	 performed	 rigorously,	 according	 to	 properly	 disci-
plined,	 standardized	 techniques	 of	 analytical	 fact	 inscription	 and	
classification,	the	scientific	work	of	grouping	facts	by	scientific	laws	is	
facilitated	to	the	point	where	it	proceeds	“naturally”’.55

In	the	Universal	Book,	each	individual	leaf	or	card	on	which	a	fact	
was	 registered,	 would	 be	 assigned	 a	 classification	 code,	 and	 thereby	
given	 a	 fixed	 place	 in	 the	 ‘intellectual	 architecture’	 of	 the	 Decimal	

51	 Otlet,	Traité de documentation,	411.
52	 On	Otlet’s	conception	of	classification,	see	also:	Frohmann,	‘The	Role	of	Facts	in	

Paul	Otlet’s	Modernist	Project	of	Documentation’,	80.
53	 Henri	Poincaré	and	Stephen	Jay	Gould,	The Value of Science. Essential Writings of 

Henri Poincaré	(New	York:	Random	House,	2001),	337.
54	 Frohmann,	‘The	Role	of	Facts	in	Paul	Otlet’s	Modernist	Project	of	Documentation’,	82.
55	 My	analysis	in	this	paragraph	about	the	relation	between	scientific	and	bibliographic	

classification	is	influenced	by	that	of	Frohmann.	The	quote	is	taken	from:	Ibid.,	81.
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Tables.56	The	classification	code	would	situate	the	fact	in	relation	to	
a	wider	set	of	facts,	and	thus	makes	the	‘place’	of	the	fact	clearly	vis-
ible	 in	 the	 classification’s	 hierarchy.	 Otlet	 compared	 the	 numerical	
notation	of	the	UDC	system	to	the	notation	systems	that	are	used	to	
describe	geographical	positions:

Immediately	 and	 without	 confusion,	 it	 [documentation]	 allows	 us	 to	
find	 a	 place	 for	 each	 idea,	 for	 each	 thing	 and	 consequently,	 for	 each	
book,	 article,	 or	 document	 and	 even	 for	 each	 part	 of	 a	 book	 or	 docu-
ment.	Thus	it	allows	us	to	take	our	bearings	in	the	midst	of	the	sources	
of	knowledge,	just	as	the	system	of	geographic	coordinates	allows	us	to	
take	our	bearings	on	land	or	sea.57

In	the	same	way	as	a	navigational	system	is	able	to	assign	coordinates	
to	each	place	on	earth,	the	UDC	system	defines	a	code	for	each	‘place’	
in	the	universe	of	knowledge.	The	UDC	code	gives	each	fact	an	 ‘ad-
dress’	and	enables	us	to	find	its	position	on	the	‘immense	map	of	the	
domains	of	knowledge’.58	In	figure	12,	Otlet	gives	the	example	of	how	
the	topic	of	‘municipal	administration	of	Brussels	in	1944’	is	defined	
by	three	UDC	‘coordinates’	and	thus	codified	according	to:	 ‘munici-
pal	administration’	which	has	the	UDC	‘subject	matter’	code	of	‘352’;	
‘Brussels’	which	has	the	UDC	‘space’	code	of	‘(493.21)’;	and	‘1944’	which	
has	the	UDC	‘time’	code	of	 ‘“1944”’.	He	then	shows	how	these	three	
coordinates	can	be	visualized	as	three	points	on	the	three	rings	of	a	
spherical	(‘Sphere	of	the	World’)	diagram	which	together	form	a	tri-
angular	 geometrical	 figure	 that	 characterizes	 this	 particular	 topic	
alone	FIG. 12.	The	three	rings	of	the	‘Sphere	of	the	World’	visualize	and	
spatialize	the	coordinate	system	that	the	UDC	was	conceived	to	be.	
Each	fact	that	was	transcribed	on	a	card	or	a	leaf	had	its	‘coordinates	
[of]	time,	space,	matter’;	as	evoked	in	the	picture	of	the	model	of	the	
‘Sphere	of	the	World’	FIG. 13.

The	‘Sphere	of	the	World	or	‘Sphaera	Mundaneum’,	which	returns	
in	figure	14	FIG. 14	did	not	only	visualize	the	idea	that	documentation	
through	 classification	 gave	 an	 objective	 image	 of	 the	 World	 in	 its	
three	 most	 commonly	 accepted	 physical	 dimensions	 (matter,	 time	
and	space),	but	also	conveyed	Otlet’s	metaphysical	view	that	the	world	
is	essentially	an	ordered	and	indivisible	system	in	which	everything	
is	connected	to	everything,	and	that	in	order	to	think	or	change	that	
world,	 we	 need	 to	 classify	 and	 designate	 things	 in	 categories,	 while	
always	keeping	in	mind	the	overall	unity	of	all	elements:

56	 Otlet,	Traité de documentation,	379.
57	 Otlet,	‘Transformations	operées’,	as	translated	in:	Rayward,	Selected Essays of Paul 

Otlet,	153.
58	 Otlet,	‘Les	Sciences	bibliographiques	et	la	documentation’,	as	translated	in:	Ray-

ward,	Selected Essays of Paul Otlet,	78.



FIG. 14 Paul Otlet, Sphaera Mundaneum (1936.06.08)

FIG. 15 Paul Otlet, Schema of the World (1930.11.26)
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We	perceive	the	world	as	a	multiplicity	and	a	variety	of	things.	In	order	
to	be	able	to	think,	to	act	on	it	or	to	be	moved	by	it,	we	must	enumerate,	
designate,	 decompose,	 classify,	 measure,	 recompose,	 and	 make	 or	 see	
which	elements	can	be	made	into	new	compositions.	Positioned	before	
the	panorama	of	things—the	most	general	expression	to	designate	the	
unity	of	all	particular	elements	that	go	together	to	constitute	the	whole,	
we	perceive	substances,	living	beings,	and	phenomena,	either	in	them-
selves	or	in	milieux.xxii

The	 ‘Sphere	 of	 the	 World’	 represented	 this	 synthetic	 worldview;	 it	
was	the	‘schema	of	the	world’	FIG. 15:

We	could	also,	schematically,	represent	the	totality	of	the	world	by	giving	
an	approximate	concrete	view	of	the	elements	present	with	the	means	of	
a	sphere	in	which	the	diverse	big	circles,	divided	into	segments,	connect	
to	the	diverse	categories	of	elements	and	to	their	subdivisions,	circles	and	
segments	which	are	imagined	as	being	projected	into	one	central	point	at	
which	they	intersect	to	reveal	the	sum	of	their	mutual	relations’.	xxiii

The	 Sphaera	 Mundaneum	 reuses	 the	 structure	 of	 the	 armillary	
spheres	 or	 ‘Sphaera	 mundi’	 that	 were	 common	 in	 Renaissance	 cos-
mography,	such	as	those	created	by	the	cosmologists	Joannes	de	Sa-
crobosco	(1482),	Peter	Apian	(1533),	or	Proclus	(1547).59	In	the	classi-
cal	armillary	sphere,	the	inner	sphere	represents	the	Earth,	and	the	
outer	sphere	the	lines	of	celestial	longitude	and	latitude,	but	in	the	
Sphaera	Mundaneum,	the	inner	sphere	symbolizes	the	fundamental	
categories	of	the	‘Subject’,	and	the	outer	sphere	those	of	the	‘Object’	
(‘matter’,	‘space’,	and	‘time’).

Furthermore,	 in	 analogy	 with	 the	 mathematical	 assumption	 that	
every	 algebraic	 equation	 corresponds	 to	 a	 geometrical	 figure,	 Otlet	
conceived	the	geometrical	Sphaera	Mundaneum	to	be	the	diagram-
matic	 translation	 of	 his	 algebraic	 ‘Equation	 of	 the	 World’,	 an	 enu-
meration	of	his	metaphysics	written	down	in	a	notational	system	that	
emulated	that	of	other	disciplines	such	as	‘mathematics,	logic,	chem-
istry,	geography,	and	music’60	FIG. 16.

The	equation	of	 the	world—The	world	presents	 itself	as	 the	develop-
ment	of	one	great	equation,	the	terms	of	which	are	all	developed	to	the	
appropriate	level	of	detail	and	arranged	according	to	suitable	sub-clas-
sifications,	and	whose	terms	are	used	with	sufficient	concision	to	allow	
us,	at	a	glance,	to	perceive	and	reflect	on	their	respective	relations.	xxiv

The	desire	to	explain	the	world	as	an	indivisible	system	in	which	every-
thing	is	connected	to	everything	else	according	to	regular	laws	is	char-

59	 S.	K.	Heninger,	The cosmographical glass: Renaissance diagrams of the universe	(San	
Marino	(Calif.):	Huntington	Library	Press,	2004),	40–41.

60	 Otlet,	Monde,	XXI.
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acteristically	 positivist.61	It	 recalls,	 for	 example,	 the	 French	 positivist	
Hippolyte	Taine	who	attached	great	importance	in	his	works	to	philo-
sophical	unity,	and	thought	it	was	not	absurd	to	believe	that	some	sort	
of	supreme	and	lucid	formula	might	one	day	be	found	that	would	ex-
plain	how	the	world	functioned	as	one	system.62	Furthermore,	Auguste	
Comte	assumed	that	all	phenomena	are	subject	to	invariable	laws	and	
that	it	is	our	task	to	discover	these	laws	and	reduce	them	to	the	small-
est	possible	number.	Following	in	the	line	of	Saint-Simon	who	thought	
that	the	law	of	gravitation	was	the	sole	universal	law,	Comte	made	the	
law	of	gravitation,	as	defined	by	Isaac	Newton,	the	ideal	for	the	kind	

61	 For	a	definition	of	nineteenth	century	positivism,	see:	Walter	Michael	Simon,	
European Positivism in the Nineteenth Century. An essay in intellectual history	(Ithaca:	
Cornell	University	Press,	1963),	45;	Jonathan	H.	Turner,	‘The	Origins	of	Positivism:	
The	Contributions	of	Auguste	Comte	and	Herbert	Spencer’,	in:	George	Ritzer	and	
Barry	Smart	(eds.),	Handbook of social theory	(London:	SAGE,	2000),	30–42	(35);	and	
Christopher	G.A.	Bryant,	Positivism in social theory and research	(London:	Macmillan,	
1985),	12–22.

62	 Dominique	Parodi,	La Philosophie contemporaine en France. Essai de classification des 
doctrines. Deuxième édition revue	(Paris	:	Felix	Alcan,	1920),	25.

FIG. 16 Paul Otlet, Equation of the World (1930.12.13)
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of	laws	we	should	be	looking	for.63	Comte	believed,	however,	that	all	
‘attempts	 at	 the	 universal	 explanation	 of	 all	 phenomena	 by	 a	 single	
law’	were	‘highly	chimerical’,	because	‘the	universe	is	too	complicated,	
to	admit	of	our	ever	attaining	such	scientific	perfection’.64	Much	like	
Comte,	Otlet’s	deductive-nomological	approach	to	the	world	should	be	
interpreted	as	a	conjectural	metaphysical	hypothesis.

The	determinist	and	nomological	aspect	of	his	metaphysical	view,	
characteristic	 of	 many	 nineteenth	 century	 positivist	 thinkers,	 was	
paralleled	in	his	theory	of	documentation	in	the	idea	that	documen-
tation	 would	 organize	 facts	 within	 logical	 structures	 to	 the	 point	
where	they	became	laws;	although	the	latter	idea	was	in	fact	closer	to	
the	logicism	(the	view	that	mathematics	is	in	some	important	sense	
reducible	to	 logic)	of	thinkers	 like	Russell	and	Whitehead,	and	was	
beginning	 to	 move	 towards	 the	 notion	 of	 construction	 of	 the	 later	
logical	positivists	such	as	Rodolf	Carnap	or	Otto	Neurath.

Once	it	had	achieved	a	stage	of	perfection,	Otlet	believed	that	docu-
mentation	would	approach	a	form	of	 logical	reasoning.	He	thought	
that	the	purpose	of	documentation	was,	like	logic,	to	trace	relations	
with	 the	 aid	 of	 a	 symbolic	 language,	 and	 he	 compared	 the	 UDC	 to	
a	logical-mathematical	 language.	 ‘Bibliology’	 (or	 ‘Documentology’)—
the	science	of	the	book	and	of	documentation—was	like	logic,	a	‘gen-
eral	science’,	applicable	to	all	sciences:

Bibliology	is	of	the	same	generality	as	Logic	and	Linguistics:	everything	
is	subject	at	the	same	time	to	expression	and	documentation.	Logic,	as	
the	Logicians	have	said,	is	a	general	science	in	the	sense	that	it	regulates	
the	content	of	all	others	and	that	all	sciences	have	to	constitute	them-
selves	according	to	its	laws.xxv

Similar	to	Leibniz,	who	‘in	his	“characteristica	universalis”	imagined	
a	symbolism	to	express	each	idea’,	and	also	similar	to	the	symbolism	
that	‘has	been	realized	in	modern	times	by	Boole,	Peano,	Burali,	White-
head,	Russell’,65	Otlet	intended	the	UDC	to	be	a	form	of	‘pasigraphy’,66	
a	universal,	quasi-mathematical	 language	capable	of	describing	 ‘the	
logical	consideration	of	relations	and	of	systems	of	relations’.67	Fol-
lowing	 in	 the	 line	 of	 the	 logicians,	 he	 aimed	 to	 represent	 concepts	
by	 means	 of	 a	 notational	 system,	 to	 discover	 the	 existing	 relations	

63	 Mary	Pickering,	Auguste Comte: an intellectual biography. Vol 3	(Cambridge:	Cam-
bridge	University	Press,	1993),	70;		Auguste	Comte,	‘The	Nature	and	Importance	of	
the	Positive	Philosophy’,	in:	Robert	C.	Scharff	and	Val	Dusek	(eds.),	Philosophy of 
technology: the technological condition: an anthology	(Malden,	MA;	Oxford:	Blackwell,	
2003),	45–59	(48).

64	 Comte,	‘The	Nature	and	Importance	of	the	Positive	Philosophy’,	57.
65	 Otlet,	Traité de documentation,	74.
66	 On	Otlet’s	use	of	the	notion	of	‘pasigraphy’,	see	also:	Rayward,	‘Some	schemes	for	

restructuring	and	mobilising	information	in	documents:	a	historical	perspective’,	169.
67	 Otlet,	Traité de documentation,	75.
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between	those	concepts,	and	even	to	 invent	new	relations	between	
them.	Documentation	would	in	its	perfection	become	‘an	extension	
of	Logic,	which	is	the	science	of	ordering	ideas’,xxvi	and	would	lead	to	
a	mechanical	revelation	of	relations:

This	would	particularly	be	the	case	with	a	scientific	classification	that	
is	expressed	with	ordinal	indices	in	frameworks	that	would	give	a	place	
to	scientific	data	and	thanks	to	which	connections,	decompositions	and	
compositions	of	ideas	could	be	mechanically	implemented.xxvii

In	analogy	with	logic,	which	is	traditionally	conceived	of	as	the	lan-
guage	of	the	human	brain,	or	of	reasoning	itself,	Otlet	believed	that	
classification	could	become	the	language	capable	of	describing	how	
reasoning	 occurred	 within	 books	 and	 documents.	 Books	 and	 docu-
ments	can	be	compared	to	a	‘brain’	or	a	‘psychisme’,	he	believed,	be-
cause	they	enable	us	 to	make	 logical	relations	between	facts	 in	the	
same	 way	 as	 our	 mind	 enables	 us	 ‘to	 relate	 the	 greatest	 number	 of	
ideas;	 to	see	clearly	and	rapidly	 the	relations	of	analogy	and	differ-
ence,	and	to	store	them	in	memory’.xxviii	‘The	mechanism	of	the	book’	
is	 an	 ‘exteriorisation	 of	 the	 brain	 itself’,68	 Otlet	 reasoned,	 and	 it	 re-
cords	facts	in	a	way	that	is	similar	to	the	way	in	which	human	con-
sciousness	‘sees	relations	and	links	successive	events’.69

3.3. Personal use. The Mondothèque and the development of 
the self (‘le moi’)

Following	the	process	of	analysis	and	synthesis	of	publications	that	
take	place	in	order	to	create	the	Universal	Book,	a	third	stage	is	 in-
volved	in	order	to	make	this	world	of	knowledge	ready	for	personal	
use	and	consultation.	For	that	purpose,	the	book	of	the	future—the	
Universal	Book—would	have	to	be	of	a	density,	Otlet	imagined,	that	
would	allow	it	to	be	placed	on	one’s	personal	writing-table:

A	less	absolute,	but	no	less	radical	assumption	would	be	to	suppose	that	
all	knowledge,	all	information	could	be	so	condensed	that	it	could	itself	
be	contained	in	a	limited	number	of	works	placed	on	a	desk,	within	easy	
reach,	and	indexed	in	such	a	way	as	to	make	consultation	as	easy	as	pos-
sible.	 In	 this	 case	 the	 world	 described	 in	 the	 entirety	 of	 books	 would	
really	be	within	everyone’s	grasp.	The	Universal	Book	created	from	all	
books	 would	 become	 something	 a	 little	 like	 an	 annex	 to	 the	 brain,	 a	
substratum	even	of	memory,	an	external	mechanism	and	instrument	of	
the	mind	but	one	so	close	to	it,	and	so	apt	for	its	use	that	it	would	truly	
be	a	sort	of	appended	organ,	an	exodermic	appendage.xxix

68	 Ibid.,	426.
69	 Ibid.,	423.



FIG. 17 Paul Otlet, Personal Documentation (1934.03.11)
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The	 question	 of	 ‘personal	 documentation’,	 or	 how	 to	 intermediate	
the	individual	researcher	with	the	unity	of	knowledge,	was	one	of	the	
issues	that	occupied	Otlet.	In	figure	17	he	shows	a	work	table,	a	studio	
or	study,	and	a	‘Mondothèque’	as	the	devices	by	means	of	which	an	in-
dividual	is	able	to	develop	his	‘Personal	Documentation’	and	establish	
relations	with	the	milieu	of	which	he	is	part	 ‘through	the	interven-
tion	 of	 documents	 that	 he	 receives	 or	 sends’	 FIG. 17.xxx	 The	 ‘Mondo-
thèque’	that	is	shown	in	figure	17,	and	in	greater	detail	in	figure	18	FIG. 

18	was	conceived	to	be	a	sort	of	personal	work	station,	and	is	in	many	
ways	 similar	 to	 our	 current	 personal	 desktop	 computer.70	 Like	 our	
Personal	 Computer,	 the	 Mondothèque	 made	 use	 of	 ‘hardware’	 (the	

70	 See	also	the	description	of	van	den	Heuvel	and	Rayward	of	this	image:	Warden	
Boyd	Rayward,	‘Paul	Otlet.	Encyclopédiste,	internationaliste,	belge’,	in:	Jacques	
Gillen,	Stéphanie	Manfroid	and	Raphaèle	Cornille	(eds.),	Paul Otlet. Fondateur du 
Mundaneum (1868–1944). Architecte du savoir, Artisan de paix	(Liège	:	Les	Impressions	
Nouvelles,	2010),	15–50	(49);	and	Charles	van	den	Heuvel,	‘Web	2.0	and	the	Semantic	
Web	in	Research	from	a	Historical	Perspective.	The	designs	of	Paul	Otlet	(1868–
1944)	for	telecommunication	and	machine	readable	documentation	to	organize	
research	and	society’,	in:	Knowledge Organization,	36.4	(2009),	214–226.

FIG. 18 Paul Otlet, Mondothèque. Pantothèque – Mundaneum – Documentothèque (1941.10.16)
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side	shelves	carry	‘instruments’	such	as	a	radio,	a	telephone,	a	micro,	a	
screen	to	read	microfilm,	a	television,	and	a	record	player);	a	‘browser’	
(the	UDC	catalogue	on	the	left	of	the	lectern);	and	a	personal	collec-
tion	of	‘Documents’	(the	personal	library	with	books	and	administra-
tive	archives),	which	included	a	special	folder	to	store	the	user’s	music,	
movies	(‘phono-ciné’),	pictures	(‘archives	encyclopaedium‘,	and	‘pho-
tothèque’);	and	even	a	‘realiteca’—a	sort	of	collection	of	objects	and	
scientific	models.	On	the	lectern	or	‘desktop’,	where	the	user	is	able	
to	study,	write	and	draw,	a	‘software	package’	is	provided	that	consists	
of	three	programmes:	the	 ‘Atlas	Mundaneum’,	 the	Sphaera	Munda-
neum	and	the	Pyramid	of	the	Mundaneum.	The	‘Atlas	Mundaneum’	
supplies	the	user	with	the	general,	synthetic	conclusions	of	science	
in	a	visual	 form;	 the	Sphaera	Mundaneum	supplies	 the	user	with	a	
visualization	that	allows	the	user	to	‘explore’	or	navigate	through	the	
structure	of	the	different	domains	and	dimensions	of	knowledge;	and	
the	Pyramid	 of	 the	Mundaneum	supplies	 the	 user	 with	 a	 visualiza-
tion	of	the	hierarchical	institutional	framework	of	knowledge.	Fur-
thermore,	like	our	PC’s	that	are	connected	to	the	World	Wide	Web,	
the	Mondothèque	was	envisaged	as	being	connected	to	the	Universal	
Network	of	Documentation.

The	Mondothèque	was	in	a	sense	Otlet’s	answer	to	the	ultimate	epis-
temological	goal	of	documentation:	to	bring	a	sort	of	‘God’s-Eye-view’	
of	the	universe	of	knowledge	within	the	reach	of	every	individual:

Man	would	no	longer	need	documentation	if	he	were	to	become	an	om-
niscient	being	like	God	himself.	A	less	ultimate	degree	would	create	an	
instrumentation	acting	across	distance	which	would	combine	at	the	same	
time	radio,	x-rays,	cinema	and	microscopic	photography.	All	 the	things	
of	 the	 universe	 and	 all	 those	 of	 man	 would	 be	 registered	 from	 afar	 as	
they	were	produced.	Thus	the	moving	image	of	the	world	would	be	estab-
lished—its	memory,	its	true	duplicate.	From	afar,	anyone	would	be	able	to	
read	the	passage,	expanded	or	limited	to	the	desired	subject	that	could	be	
projected	on	his	individual	screen.	Thus,	in	his	armchair,	anyone	would	be	
able	to	contemplate	the	whole	of	creation	or	particular	parts	of	it.71

While	objectivism,	as	Mark	Johnson	defines	it,	is	the	belief	that	‘there	
is	one	correct	“God’s-Eye-view”	about	what	the	world	really	is	like’,72	
Otlet	envisions	the	use	of	documentation	in	terms	of	an	‘instrumen-
tation’	or	‘objective’	which	bridges	as	far	as	possible	the	gap	between	
the	 personal	 perspective	 of	 the	 individual	 self	 and	 the	 omniscient	
God’s-Eye-view.

71	 Otlet,	Traité de documentation,	390–391.
	 As	translated	in:	Rayward,	Selected Essays of Paul Otlet,	1.
72	 Mark	Johnson,	The body in the mind: the bodily basis of meaning, imagination, and 

reason	(Chicago:	University	of	Chicago	Press,	1987),	x.
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The	centrality	of	the	personal	self	in	Otlet’s	theory	of	documenta-
tion	is	paralleled	and	supported	by	an	idealist	epistemological	frame-
work	that	is	centralized	around	the	self	or	‘le	moi’.	Otlet	defined	the	
self	or	‘le	moi’	as	a	sort	of	inner	viewpoint	or	state	of	consciousness:

The	 self	 is	 thus:	 firstly,	 the	 consciousness	 of	 everyone	 through	 which	
the	 entire	 world	 of	 sensation	 and	 perception	 is	 brought	 to	 a	 central	
point;	secondly,	emotion;	thirdly,	the	inner	life	according	to	the	differ-
ent	levels	of	altitude	at	which	things	are	placed,	from	bottom	or	abyss,	
to	peaks	and	culminating	points.xxxi

Otlet	referred	for	his	conception	of	the	self	to	Adolphe	Garnier,	Fran-
çois	Guizot,	and	Pierre	Paul	Royer-Collard,	all	philosophers	from	the	
first	half	of	the	nineteenth	century	who	supported	the	eclectic	school	
of	Victor	Cousin,73	that	was	opposed	by	positivists	such	as	Comte	and	
Taine	because	of	its	vague	spiritualism.74	In	Du Vrai, du Beau et du Bien 
(1836),75	Cousin	described	the	self	‘inevitably	entering	all	knowledge,	
because	it	is	the	subject	of	it.	Reason	directly	perceives	the	truth,	but	it	
duplicates	itself	in	a	certain	way	in	consciousness,	and	thereby	also	in	
knowledge.’xxxii	Similarly,	Otlet	observed	that:	 ‘Acquired	Knowledge	
is	not	only	an	image	of	reality	which	is	superimposed	on	top	of	who	
we	are,	some	new	content	which	is	simply	introduced	in	a	container.	
It	is	our	substantial	being	itself	that	this	new	knowledge	penetrates,	
models	and	transforms.’xxxiii	Since	we	cannot	see	or	know	reality	as	
it	is,	but	only	in	the	way	we	are,	Otlet	speaks	of	a	‘personal	equation	
(subject:object)’.76

Furthermore,	 Otlet	 believed	 the	 self	 was	 not	 limited	 to	 an	 inter-
nal	behaviour,	but	expressed	its	will	after	careful	consideration,	and	
proceeded	to	action:	 ‘The	self	expresses	itself	in	the	acts	of	life	and	
it	finds	 its	 superior	expression	 in	human	creations	 (science,	art,	 lit-
erature,	 techniques,	 etc)’.xxxiv	 This	 emphasis	 on	 the	 active	 character	
of	the	self	or	‘le	moi’	reveals	the	influence	on	his	epistemology	of	the	
spiritualist	movement	 in	French	which	runs	from	Cousin,	de	Biran	
and	Ravaisson	through	Lachelier,	Fouillée	and	others	to	Bergson,	and	
which	insists	on	the	spontaneity	of	the	human	will	and	considers	the	
human	 spirit	 to	 be	 a	 key	 to	 the	 nature	 of	 reality.77	 Most	 notably,	 it	
is	reminiscent	of	the	philosophy	of	Alfred	Fouillée,	whom	we	know	
Otlet	held	‘in	most	affection’	because	of	his	‘general	formula,	the	idée-

73	 Frederick	Copleston,	A History of Philosophy	(London/New	York:	Continuum,	2003	
[1975]),	37.

	 Otlet,	Monde,	335–336.
74	 Simon,	European Positivism in the Nineteenth Century. An essay in intellectual history,	122.
75	 Cousin’s	book	Du Vrai, du Beau et du Bien	was	well-known	by	Otlet,	see:	Otlet,	Traité 

de documentation,	101.
76	 Otlet,	Monde,	337.
77	 I	borrow	this	definition	from:	Copleston,	A History of Philosophy,	155–156.
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force’	which	he	thought	Fouillée	had	formulated	in	a	comprehensive	
manner	‘against	naturalism	and	idealism’.78	A	red	thread	in	Fouillée’s	
work	is	the	ambition	to	reconcile	the	Platonist	idealist	understand-
ing	of	consciousness	with	a	Comtean	positivist	approach	to	science.79	
His	notion	of	‘idées-forces’,	which	combines	the	concept	of	energy	(or	
‘force’)	as	understood	in	modern	science,	with	the	concept	of	‘idea’	as	
it	is	understood	in	psychology	as	a	state	of	consciousness,	was	his	fore-
most	means	with	which	to	mediate	between	the	idealist	and	positivist	
view	in	a	view	that	he	dubbed	‘voluntarist	idealism’.80	Ideas	were,	for	
Fouillée,	not	just	platonic	mental	reproductions	of	an	object,	but	real	
forces	that	tend	to	realize	themselves.81	To	think	a	thing	is	already	in	

78	 Rayward,	The Universe of Information,	27.
79	 Alfred	Fouillée,	Le Mouvement idéaliste et la réaction contre la science positive	(Paris	:	

Felix	Alcan,	1896).
80	 Alfred	Fouillée,	Esquisse d’une interpretation du monde	(Paris	:	Felix	Alcan,	1913).
81	 The	definition	of‘idée-force’	here	is	based	on	the	formulations	Fouillée	gave	in:	Al-

fred	Fouillée,	L’Evolutionnisme des idées-forces	(Paris	:	Felix	Alcan,	1882)	;	and	Alfred	
Fouillée,	Morale des idées-forces	(Paris	:	Felix	Alcan,	1908).

FIG. 19 Paul Otlet, The cycle of intellectual work – 10 phases – documentation (1921.09.27)
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some	sense,	to	desire	it,	and	therefore	Fouillée	considers	every	idea	
as	a	commencement	of	action	and	movement.82	It	is	the	same	kind	of	
interaction	between	the	physical	and	the	mental	world	that	we	find	
in	figure	19,	 in	which	Otlet	 illustrates	 in	ten	steps	how	the	existing	
world	is	continuously	transformed	by	mankind	through	‘the	cycle	of	
intellectual	work’	 FIG. 19.	The	world	is	shown	as	a	collection	of	float-
ing	clouds	of	idea-objects	or	‘fragments’,	which	are	selected,	mirrored	
and	classified	on	some	kind	of	(hard)	disk	located	in	the	minds	of	sci-
entists,	experts,	and	educators.	These	idea-objects	then	realize	them-
selves	 in	 and	 transform	 the	 world	 through	 speech,	 science,	 books,	
education,	 technology,	 industry,	 and	 organization.	 Like	 Fouillée’s	
‘idée-force’,	the	idea-objects	in	Otlet’s	schema	show	themselves	to	be	
forces	that	operate	in	the	evolution	of	history.

82	 J.	Alexander	Gunn,	Modern French Philosophy: a Study of the Development since Comte	
(Miami:	HardPress	Publishing,	2011	[1921]),	69.

FIG. 19 Paul Otlet, The cycle of intellectual work – 10 phases – documentation (1921.09.27)

FIG. 20 Paul Otlet, Universalism (n.d.)
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FIG. 21 Otlet’s schema illustrating the three faculties of Man: intelligence, sentiment and action
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The	 circular	 schema	 Universalism FIG. 20	 further	 illustrates	 the	
spiritualist	 tendencies	 of	 Otlet’s	 personalist	 epistemology.	 The	 self	
is	shown	to	make	use	of	the	three	fundamental	faculties	of	knowl-
edge,	sentiment	and	action,	which	define	and	recur	in	the	way	that	a	
person	experiences	the	‘World’	(mediated	by	the	thing	or	‘le	quelque	
chose’)	 by	 means	 of	 ‘science,	 the	 arts	 and	 labour’;	 which	 lead	 to	 a	
‘World’	which	is	at	the	same	time	‘known,	sensed	and	operated’;	and	
which	 even	 defines	 one’s	 personal	 religious	 relation	 with	 a	 higher	
transcendental	 reality	 or	 God	 (as	 ‘Thought,	 Love	 and	 Creator’).	 As	
we	 learn	 from	 Fouillée,	 the	 trinity	 of	 knowledge-sentiment-action	
was	a	key-concept	of	Platonic	idealism	(although	it	should	be	noted	
that	Comte	in	his	political	philosophy	also	took	the	same	trinity	to	
heart).83	 Fouillée	 himself	 thought	 that	 the	 faculties	 of	 knowledge,	
sentiment,	and	action	should	not	be	divided	in	an	eclectic	manner,	
but	should	be	considered	as	simultaneously	present	in	each	state	of	
consciousness.84	Like	Fouillée,	Otlet	believed	that:	 ‘The	self,	the	hu-
man	being,	has	three	aspects:	firstly,	knowledge;	secondly,	sentiment;	
thirdly,	activity.	These	aspects	are	always	interlocked	and	linked	by	
mutual	interaction.’xxxv	FIG. 21

3.4.	 Conclusion

In	 his	 overview	 of	 the	 prevailing	 philosophical	 doctrines	 in	 France	
around	1920,	Dominique	Parodi	asserts	that:	‘One	of	the	most	general	
tendencies	that	we	have	observed	consists	in	concluding	that	there	is	
an	antinomy	between	existence	and	thought,’	by	which	he	refers	to	
the	opposing	philosophical	viewpoints	according	to	which	‘All	is	mat-
ter,	quantity	and	determinism	for	the	one,	and	all	is	spirituality	for	
the	other’.xxxvi	Similarly,	Otlet	concluded	that	there	were	‘Two	great	
types	of	systems:	firstly,	monism	(positivism,	energeticism,	material-
ism);	and	secondly,	idealism	(spiritualism,	Thomism)’.xxxvii	Otlet’s	the-
ory	of	documentation,	 in	which	the	concept	of	 the	Universal	Book	
takes	a	central	place,	is	grounded	epistemologically	by	these	different	
systems	on	different	levels	and	in	varying	degrees	of	importance.

Firstly,	 the	 analytic	 phase	 in	 the	 creation	 of	 the	 Universal	 Book,	
which	 consists	 of	 a	 reduction	 of	 books	 to	 facts	 on	 cards,	 has	 a	 re-
ductionistic	character	that	paralleled	that	of	energeticism,	atomism	
and	monism.	Books	were	to	be	reduced	to	their	smallest	‘intellectu-

83	 Alfred	Fouillée,	Histoire de la Philosophie	(Paris:	Librarie	CH.	Delagrave,	1875),	
85–114.	Auguste	Comte,	System of positive polity: or, Treatise on sociology, instituting 
the religion of humanity	([S.l.]:	Longmans,	1875).

84	 Parodi,	La Philosophie contemporaine en France,	41.
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FIG. 22 Paul Otlet, Bibliology – Documentation – Museography (1937)
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al	 units’,	 or	 ‘Biblions’,	 in	 order	 to	 maximize	 the	 efficiency	 and	 pro-
ductivity	of	 the	 ‘mechanism	of	transmission’	 that	he	conceived	the	
book	or	document	to	be.85	Secondly,	the	synthetic	phase	of	grouping	
facts	into	logical	structures	attested	to	a	form	of	structural	objectiv-
ism.	 Similar	 to	 the	 natural	 sciences	 in	 which	 objective	 reality	 was	
mirrored	in	 ‘carefully	observed,	analysed,	and	catalogued	facts’,	and	
subsequently	‘integrated	into	sequences’	that	lead	to	‘the	enunciation	
of	laws’,86	Otlet	imagined	how,	through	documentation,	facts	as	they	
were	contained	in	documents	could	systematically	be	integrated	into	
logical	structures,	so	as	to	create	the	‘image’	of	science	and	in	order	
to	prepare	for	action	FIG. 22.	Thirdly,	in	the	phase	of	use,	the	Univer-
sal	book	was	imagined	to	take	the	form	of	a	personal	workstation,	a	
‘Mondothèque’,	fit	for	personal	use	and	for	the	development	of	the	
self	in	a	way	that	was	reminiscent	of	the	spiritualist	current	in	French	
philosophy.

85	 Otlet,	Traité de documentation,	25.
86	 Paul	Otlet,	‘Un	Peu	de	Bibliographie’,	in:	Palais,	(1891–1892),	254–271;	as	translated	

in:	Rayward,	Selected Essays of Paul Otlet,	11.
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i.	 ‘La	modernité	commence	quand	cet	espace	
mondial	réel	passe	pour	une	scène	et	que	
cette	scène,	maîtrisée	par	un	régisseur,	se	
retourne	comme	un	doigt	de	gant	ou	un	
schéma	d’optique	simple	et	plonge	dans	
l’utopie	d’un	sujet	connaissant,	intérieur,	
intime.	Ce	trou	noir	absorbe	le	monde.	
Mais	avant	cette	absorption,	le	monde	
comme	tel	reste	le	siège	du	connaître’.	
Michel	Serres,	‘Gnomon:	les	débuts	de	la	
géométrie	en	Grèce’,	in:	Michel	Serres	(ed.),	
Éléments d’histoire des sciences	(Paris:	Bordas,	
1989),	63-99,	69.

ii.	 ‘Le	Livre	universel	abandonne	résolument	
la	forme	traditionnelle	du	volume	relié	
isolé	et	achevé’.	Paul	Otlet,	L’Avenir du Livre 
et de la Bibliographie	(Bruxelles,	Paris	et	
Zürich:	Institut	International	de	Bibliogra-
phie,	1911),	290.

iii.	 ‘La	conception	du	Livre	Universel	conduit	
à	établir	d’une	part	une	Encyclopédie	Mon-
diale	permanente,	embrassant	le	total	des	
données	des	sciences	en	un	seul	ensemble	
des	données	fournies	par	les	ouvrages	indi-
viduels	constamment	publiés.	La	forme	
idéale	consisterait	donc	à	ce	qu’à	l’avenir	
chacun	de	ces	ouvrages	soit	assignée	une	
double	fonction,	a)	être	par-lui-même	un	
tout,	une	individualité,	une	personnalité	
idéale,	brochée	ou	reliée	et	prenant	place	
sur	la	table	de	travail	ou	sur	les	rayons	de	la	
Bibliothèque,	b)	en	même	temps	et	après	
qu’il	aura	été	divisé,	disséqué,	matériel-
lement	découpées	et	une	contribution	à	
l’encyclopédie	mondiale’.	Paul	Otlet,	Le 
Livre Universel. Le Livre de demain. Encyclo-
pédie mondiale—Réseau de Documentation	
(1938.12.08),		2.	MDN,	Atlas	de	documenta-
tion,	Note	n°	8338

iv.	 ‘L’encyclopédie	sera	divisée	conformé-
ment	aux	tables	même	de	la	Classification	
Universelle.	Elle	offrira	ainsi	des	alvéoles	
prêtes	à	recevoir	la	substantification	moel-
leuse	des	publications	essentielles’.	Ibid.

v.	 ‘Les	Documents	particuliers:	Chacun	d’eux	
est	constitué	d’un	ensemble	de	faits	ou	
d’idées	présentées	sous	forme	de	texte	ou	
d’image	et	ordonné	selon	un	classement	ou	
un	plan	qui	est	déterminé	par	l’objet	ou	le	
but	que	se	proposent	ceux	qui	les	rédigent’.	
Otlet,	Traité de Documentation,	6.

vi.	 ‘Le	«	Biblion	»	sera	pour	nous	l’unité	intel-
lectuelle	et	abstraite	mais	que	l’on	peut	
retrouver	concrètement	et	réellement	
mais		revêtue	de	modalités	diverses.	Le	
biblion	est	conçu	à	la	manière	de	l’atome	
(ion)	en	physique,	de	la	cellule	en	biologie,	
de	l’esprit	en	psychologie,	de	l’agrégation	
humaine	(le	socion)	en	sociologie.	L’atome	
a	donné	lieu	à	une	représentation	de	plus	

en	plus	précise	et	sur	la	base	de	laquelle	
se	sont	engagées	toutes	les	recherches	et	
discussions.	(C’est	Bohr	qui	en	a	donné	la	
première	figure)’.	Ibid.,	43.

vii.	 ‘Idée	:	la	plus	petite	partie	d’un	exposé	
présentant	en	soi	un	tout	complet.	
Idéogramme	:	la	partie	d’un	document	
qui	contient	l’idée	ainsi	définie	et	qui	par	
convention	est	l’alinéa.	
Idéogrammite	:	l’unité	d’idée	(énergie	intel-
lectuelle)	incorporée	dans	l’idéogramme	
et	assimilable	au	moyen	de	la	lecture.	
L’idéogrammite	est	ainsi,	à	la	calorie,	ce	
qu’est	la	réception	d’une	idée	par	le	livre	à	
l’alimentation	par	la	nourriture’.	Ibid.,	16.

viii.	 ‘La	codification	est	la	forme	ultime	de	
la	documentation	qui	s’attache	aux	
ensembles.	Le	jour	où	tout	le	savoir	sera	
codifié,	l’esprit	sera	en	possession	d’un	
instrument	incomparable,	venant	en	aide	
à	toutes	les	opérations	intellectuelles.	La	
codification	consiste	:	1°	à	ne	dire	les	choses	
qu’une	fois	;	2°	à	les	dire	en	termes	tels	que	
l’idée	générale	précède	l’idée	particu-
lière	et	s’élève	ainsi	au	rang	de	principes,	
normes,	lois,	règles	;	3°	à	dire	les	choses	
d’une	manière	systématique	et	classée’.	
Ibid.,	411.

ix.	 ‘L’opération	revient	à	réduire	les	docu-
ments	et	leurs	éléments,	c’est-à-dire	les	
fusionner	en	éliminant	les	répétitions’.	
Ibid.,	411.

x.	 ‘Si	le	dépouillement	des	publications	
conduit	à	imaginer	une	véritable	métallur-
gie	bibliographique,	si	par	elle	on	tendra	
à	extraire	le	métal	précieux	de	la	gangue	
inutilisable,	il	est	un	problème	parallèle	plus	
important	encore	:	établir	au	jour	le	jour	le	
cadre	de	la	synthèse	des	faits	et	des	idées.	Ici,	
on	touche	presque	aux	derniers	éléments	
de	la	pensée.	Car	la	comparaison	se	faisant	
entre	toutes	les	sciences,	entre	toutes	leurs	
méthodes,	tous	leurs	résultats,	ce	sont	les	
grandes	simplifications	qui	s’entrevoient,	à	
la	manière	dont	Mach	a	décrit	le	processus	
de	la	Pensée	en	quête	d’économie,	grâce	aux	
lois	qu’elle	veut	de	plus	en	plus	compréhen-
sives,	aux	explications	qu’elle	échafaude	
valables	de	plus	en	plus	de	faits,	C’est	Ià	un	
travail	qu’on	pourrait	dire	de	«	méta-biblio-
graphie		»,	tant	il	s’avance	vers	les	régions	
transcendantes’.	Ibid.,	431.

xi.	 ‘[…]	permettre	d’extraire	de	la	masse	
innombrable	des	livres	les	connaissances	
vraies,	en	écartant	les	erreurs	et	les	répéti-
tions	et	en	les	ordonnant	de	manière	à	les	
sérier	et	à	dégager	le	principal	de	l’acces-
soire’.	Ibid.,	373.

xii.	 ‘[…]	permettre	d’extraire	de	la	masse	
innombrable	des	livres	les	connaissances	
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vraies,	en	écartant	les	erreurs	et	les	répéti-
tions	et	en	les	ordonnant	de	manière	à	les	
sérier	et	à	dégager	le	principal	de	l’acces-
soire’.	Ibid.,	373.

xiii.	 ‘Une	petite	partie	de	la	science	couvre	le	
champs	de	l’univers.	Une	partie	du	livre	
couvre	la	science’.	From	the	caption	of	the	
figure	Mundaneum-batch-3-055

xiv.	 ‘On	a	déjà	dit	la	distinction	entre	:	a)	la	
Réalité	objective,	b)	la	Pensée	subjective	
ou	l’état	de	conscience	provoqué	ou	le	moi	
par	la	réalité,	c)	la	Pensé	objective	qui	est	
l’effort	de	la	réflexion	combinée	et	col-
lective	sur	ces	données	premières	jusqu’à	
la	science	impersonnelle	et	totale’.	Otlet,	
Traité de documentation,	10.

xv.	 ‘a)	les	livres	ne	transcrivent	qu’une	parties	
des	données	scientifiques	et	par	consé-
quent	qu’	une	partie	de	la	science	(ina-
chèvement	des	livres)	;	b)	ils	transcrivent	
nos	connaissances	fausses	comme	nos	
connaissances	vraies	(erreurs	des	livres)	;	
c)	ils	transcrivent	plusieurs	fois	les	mêmes	
connaissances	(répétitions)	;	d)	ils	ne	ras-
semblent	pas	les	exposés	des	connaissances	
en	quelques	ouvrages,	mais	les	divisent	
et	les	éparpillent	en	d’innombrables	
volumes	(fragmentation	et	dispersion)	;	e)	
ils	ne	coordonnent	pas	les	faits	exposés	
suivant	leur	degré	d’importance	et	d’utilité	
(mélange	du	principal	et	du	secondaire)’.	
Ibid.,	373.

xvi.	 ‘Le	Document	offre	de	la	Réalité	une	
image	à	la	sixième	dérivation.	On	a	en	effet	
les	termes	intermédiaires	suivants	:	1°	Le	
Monde	(ou	la	Réalité	elle-même)	;	2°	Les	
Sens	de	1’	homme	qui	perçoivent	le	monde	
exactement	et	complètement	;	3°	L’Intelli-
gence,	qui	élabore	les	données	sensorielles	;	
4°	La	Langue,	instrument	social	de	commu-
nication	;	5°	La	Science,	ou	connaissances	
collectives	;	6°	Le	Document	composé	par	
l’Intelligence	et	pour	exprimer	la	Science.	
Chacun	de	ses	intermédiaires	est	une	cause	
de	déformations	et	de	frictions	absorbent	
l’énergie	intellectuelle.	Tout	effort	doit	
donc	être	fait	:	a)	pour	supprimer	ou	
atténuer	les	déformations	et	les	frictions	
intermédiaires	;	b)	pour	créer	des	moyens	
de	percevoir	ou	se	représenter	la	réalité’.	
Ibid.,	44.

xvii.	 ‘Le	livre	est	par	excellence	l’œuvre	de	
l’intelligence,	mais	non	pas	exclusivement,	
car	l’Intuition	(Instinct,	sentiment)	y	a	
aussi	sa	grande	part.	Une	bifurcation	a	été	
déterminée	parmi	les	espèces	de	livres	
selon	deux	grandes	lignes	divergentes	:	le	
Livre	de	science	et	de	pratique	raisonnée	;	
le	Livre	de	littérature	qui	va	de	la	simple	
notation	spontanée	aux	fixations	écrites	

et	graphiques	du	mysticisme	le	plus	élevé’.	
Ibid.,	11.

xviii.	 ‘L’exposition	scientifique	est	caractérisée	
par	l’objectivité,	la	simplicité,	la	clarté,	la	
méthode’.	Ibid.,	99.

xix.	 ‘Ces	formes,	à	leur	tour,	sont	de	deux	
espèces	:	A)	la	forme	de	l’exposé	objectif,	
didactique,	scientifique,	forme	susceptible	
de	progrès	constant	et	qui	sont	comme	les	
moules	préparés	pour	recevoir	la	pensée	;	
b)	les	formes	littéraires	proprement	dites	
correspondant	aux	genres	et	espèces	
qu’étudie	la	Rhétorique’.	Ibid.,	47.

xx.	 ‘La	classification	conforme	à	l’ordre	que	
l’intelligence	découvre	dans	les	choses,	sert	
à	la	fois	à	l’ordonnance	de	la	science,	des	
livres,	de	la	bibliographie	et	de	l’encyclopé-
die’.	FIG.	11

xxi.	 ‘Une	Science	bien	faite,	c’est	un	Système,	
et	un	système	c’est	la	classification’.	Otlet,	
Traité de documentation,	431.

xxii.	 ‘Le	Monde	à	nos	yeux	se	présente	comme	
une	multiplicité	et	une	variété.	Pour	
pouvoir	penser,	agir	sur	lui,	être	simple-
ment	ému	par	lui,	il	nous	le	faut	énumérer,	
dénommer,	décomposer,	classer,	mesurer,	
recomposer,	faire	ou	voir	faire	avec	ses	
éléments	des	composés	nouveaux.	Placé	
devant	le	panorama	des	choses,	expression	
la	plus	générale	pour	désigner	tous	ces	
éléments	particuliers	dont	se	constitue	
l’ensemble,	nous	percevons	des	substances,	
des	êtres,	des	phénomènes,	envisagés	soit	
en	eux-mêmes,	soit	dans	des	milieux’.	
Otlet,	Monde,	V.

xxiii.	 ‘On	pourrait	ainsi	schématiquement,	
représenter	le	total	du	monde	donnant	une	
vue	approximative	concrète	des	éléments	
en	présence.	On	pourrait	aussi,	schémati-
quement	représenter	le	total	du	monde	par	
une	sphère	dont	les	divers	grands	cercles,	
divisés	en	segments,	se	rapporteraient	aux	
diverses	catégories	d’éléments	et	à	leurs	
subdivisions,	cercles	et	segments	étant	
supposés	projetés	en	un	point	central	et	
s’y	entrecouper	pour	figurer	l’ensemble	de	
leurs	rapports	réciproques’.	Ibid.,	XXV.

xxiv.	 ‘L’équation	du	monde.	—	Le	monde	se	
présente	comme	le	développement	d’une	
seule	grande	équation	dont	tous	les	termes	
soient	développés	au	degré	de	détail	et	se-
lon	les	sous-classements	qui	conviennent,	
dont	les	termes	soient	exprimés	avec	suffi-
samment	de	concision	pour	que	d’un	seul	
regard	on	puisse	les	percevoir	et	méditer	
sur	leurs	rapports	respectifs’.	Ibid.,	401.

xxv.	 ‘La	Bibliologie	participe	de	la	même	géné-
ralité	que	la	Logique	et	la	Linguistique	:	
tout	est	susceptible,	à	la	fois,	d’expression,	
de	documentation.	La	Logique,	ont	dit	les	
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Logiciens,	est	une	science	générale	en	ce	
sens	qu’elle	régie	le	contenu	de	toutes	les	
autres	et	que	toutes	doivent	se	constituer	
d’après	ses	lois’.	Otlet,	Traité de documenta-
tion,	11.

xxvi.	 Cette	science	serait	pour	l’ordre	à	mettre	
dans	les	documents	le	prolongement	de	
la	Logique	qui	est	la	science	de	l’ordre	à	
mettre	dans	les	idées’.	Ibid.,	27.

xxvii.	 ‘Ce	serait	le	cas	notamment	avec	une	clas-
sification	scientifique	exprimée	en	indices	
ordinaux	dans	les	cadres	de	laquelle	au-
raient	pris	place	les	données	scientifiques	
et	grâce	à	laquelle	pourraient	être	opérées	
mécaniquement	des	rapprochements,	
des	décompositions	et	des	compositions	
d’idées’.	Ibid.,	27.

xxviii.	 Le	propre	de	l’esprit	est	de	pouvoir	
associer	le	plus	grand	nombre	d’idées	;	
de	percevoir	le	plus	nettement	et	le	plus	
rapidement	leurs	rapports	d’analogie	el	de	
différences	;	de	pouvoir	les	accumuler	dans	
la	mémoire.	Le	Livre	et	le	document	sont	
des	instruments	qui	aident	directement	à	
l’exercice	de	ces	fonctions’.	Ibid.,	424.

xxix.	 ‘Une	hypothèse	moins	absolue,	mais	très	
radicale	encore,	supposerait	que	toutes	
les	connaissances,	toutes	les	informations	
pourraient	être	rendues	assez	compactes	
pour	être	contenues	en	un	certain	nombre	
d’ouvrages	d’exposés	sur	la	table	de	Travail	
même,	donc	à	distance	de	la	main,	et	
indexés	de	manière	à	rendre	la	consul-
tation	aisée	au	maximum.	Dans	ce	cas	le	
Monde	décrit	dans	l’ensemble	des	Livres	
serait	réellement	à	portée	de	chacun.	Le	
Livre	Universel	formé	de	tous	les	Livres,	
serait	devenu	très	approximativement	une	
annexe	du	Cerveau,	substratum	lui-même	
de	la	mémoire,	mécanisme	et	instrument	
extérieur	à	l’esprit,	mais	si	près	de	lui	et	
si	apte	à	son	usage	que	ce	serait	vraiment	
une	sorte	d’organe	annexe,	appendice	
exodermique’.	Ibid.,	428.	The	translation	
is	copied	from:	Rayward,	Selected Essays of 
Paul Otlet,	1.

xxx.	 ‘1.	L’homme	(connaissance,	sentiment,	ac-
tion)	avec	les	besoins	qui	constituent	sa	vie	
auxquels	il	importe	qu’il	donne	satisfaction.	
2.	En	place	dans	un	milieu	avec	lequel	s’éta-
blissent	des	relations	classables	en	10	classes.	
3.	Lesquelles	s’opèrent	de	plus	en	plus	à	
l’intervention	de	document	qu’il	reçoit	ou	
qu’il	envoie.	4.	Et	qu’il	importe	d’organi-
ser	en	une	Documentation	Personnelle’.	
Paul	Otlet,	La Documentation Personnelle. 
(1934.03.11).	MDN,	EUM,	note	n°	3745

xxxi.	 ‘Le	moi,	c’est	donc:	1°	la	conscience	de	cha-
cun	par	laquelle	tout	l’univers	de	sensation	
et	de	perception	est	ramené	à	un	point	

central;	2°	le	sentiment;	3°	la	vie	intérieure	
selon	les	divers	degrés	d’altitude	où	sont	
placées	les	choses,	du	fond	et	des	abîmes,	
au	sommet	et	aux	points	culminants’.	Otlet,	
Monde,	336.

xxxii.	‘Le	moi	entre	inévitablement	dans	toute	
connaissance,	puisqu’il	en	est	le	sujet.	La	
raison	aperçoit	directement	la	vérité	;	mais	
elle	se	redouble	en	quelque	sorte	dans	la	
conscience,	et	voilà	la	connaissance’.	Victor	
Cousin,	Du Vrai, du Beau et du Bien	(Paris	:	
Didier	et	Cie,	1867),	61-62.

xxxiii.	 La	connaissance	acquise	n’est	pas	seule-
ment	une	image	du	réel	qui	vient	se	super-
poser	à	ce	que	nous	sommes,	un	contenu	
nouveau	qui	simplement	s’introduit	dans	
un	contenant.	C’est	notre	être	substantiel	
lui-même	que	la	nouvelle	connaissance	
pénètre,	modèle	et	transforme’.	Otlet,	
Monde,	337.

xxxiv.	‘Le	moi	s’extériorise	dans	les	actes	de	sa	
vie	et	il	trouve	son	expression	supérieure	
dans	les	créations	humaines	(sciences,	arts,	
lettres,	techniques,	etc.)’.	Ibid.,	335.

xxxv.	 ‘Le	moi,	l’être	humain,	a	trois	aspects	:		
1°	connaissance,	2°	sentiment,	3°	activité.	
Ces	aspects	sont	toujours	intimement	liés	
et	reliés	par	des	interactions	mutuelles’.	
Ibid.,	336.

xxxvi.	‘Tout	est	matière,	quantité	et	déterminisme	
pour	l’une,	tout	est	spiritualité	pour	l’autre,	
et	cependant	c’est	une	même	réalité	que	
toutes	deux	considèrent	;	et	toutes	deux	
ont	raison,	toutes	deux	ont	leur	vérité.	Les	
deux	conceptions	des	choses	se	coor-
donnent	d’un	point	de	vue	supérieur,	sans	
que	ni	l’une	ni	l’autre	ait	rien	à	sacrifier	
de	ce	qui	lui	est	essentiel.	§	14.	—	Par	là	se	
justifie	d’ailleurs	en	partie,	en	même	temps	
qu’elle	est	dépassée,	l’œuvre	négative	de	
la	philosophie	contemporaine.	Une	de	ses	
tendances	les	plus	générales,	nous	l’avons	
constaté,	consiste	à	conclure	à	une	sorte	
d’antinomie	entre	l’existence	et	la	pensée,	
leurs	conditions	étant	contradictoires,	
celle-ci	exigeant	identité,	conservation	
immobile,	fixité	quantitative,	celle-là	sup-
posant	devenir,	nouveauté,	variété	qualita-
tive’.	Parodi,	La Philosophie contemporaine en 
France,	485.

xxxvii.	 ‘Deux	grands	types	de	système	:	1°	le	
Monisme	(Positivisme,	énergétisme,	maté-
rialisme).	2°	L’Idéalisme	(Spiritualisme,	
Thomisme)’	Otlet,	Monde,	355.



183The Universal Book



FIG. 1 One of the most famous sayings in the history of science as expressed by Newton and quoted by Otlet



II
	
	

The	Unity	of	Humanity
	
	

‘Dwarfs	 standing	 on	 the	 shoulders	 of	 giants’	 is	 one	 of	 the	 most	 fa-
mous	sayings	 in	 the	history	of	science.	 It	has	been	popularly	 taken	
to	be	the	coinage	of	the	seventeenth-century	scientist	Isaac	Newton,	
although	it	has	been	shown	that	the	saying	was	already	well	known	
before	Newton’s	time.1	Newton	used	the	proverb	in	1675	in	a	letter	
to	his	rival	Robert	Hooke,	who	was	then	challenging	Newton’s	prior-
ity	in	the	theory	of	colours:	‘What	Descartes	did	was	a	good	step.	You	
have	added	much	in	several	ways,	and	especially	in	considering	the	
colours	of	thin	plates.	If	I	have	seen	a	little	further,	it	is	by	standing	
on	 the	 shoulders	 of	 Giants’.2	 By	 means	 of	 the	 on-the-shoulders-of-
Giants	aphorism,	Newton,	as	Robert	K.	Merton	has	argued,	 lives	up	
to	an	essential	value	in	the	ethos	of	science:	humility.	Firstly,	Newton	
expresses	humility	by	acknowledging	his	indebtedness	to	the	legacy	
of	 knowledge	 bequeathed	 by	 his	 predecessors.	 He	 pays	 homage	 to	
	Descartes	and	Hooke,	who	have	prepared	the	way	for	his	work,	and	
seems	to	imply	that	he	counts	them	among	the	giants	on	whom	he	has	
relied	for	his	insights.	Secondly,	the	expression	‘if	I	have	seen	further’	
insists	upon	the	(personal)	limitations	of	scientific	knowledge,	and	it	
expresses	humility	in	the	face	of	what	is	yet	to	be	known.	In	another	
often-quoted	saying,	Newton	expressed	more	fully	the	significance	of	
the	value	of	humility	in	the	face	of	what	is	yet	to	be	discovered:	‘I	do	
not	know	what	I	may	appear	to	the	world,	but	to	myself	I	seem	to	have	
been	only	like	a	boy	playing	on	the	seashore,	and	diverting	myself	in	
now	and	then	finding	a	smoother	pebble	or	a	prettier	shell	than	ordi-
nary,	whilst	the	great	ocean	of	truth	lay	all	undiscovered	before	me’.3

Otlet	 took	 Newton’s	 saying	 to	 heart	 in	 a	 broad	 humanistic	 sense	
within	the	context	of	the	internationalisation	of	science	and	culture.	
FIG. 1	Newton	acknowledged	with	the	aphorism	the	scientific	accom-
plishments	of	his	predecessors,	dead	and	 living,	as	a	way	to	settle	a	

1	 On	the	history	of	the	aphorism,	see:	George	Sarton,	‘Query	no.	53.—“Standing	on	
the	shoulders	of	giants”’,	in:	Isis,	24.1	(1935),	107–109;	R.	E.	Ockenden,	‘Answer	to	
Query	no.	53.—“Standing	on	the	shoulders	of	giants”	(Isis,	24,	107–09)’,	in:	Isis,	25.2	
(1936),	451–452;	Robert	King	Merton,	On the shoulders of giants. A Shandean postscript	
(Chicago:	University	of	Chicago	Press,	1965).

2	 Alexandre	Koyre,	‘An	Unpublished	Letter	of	Robert	Hooke	to	Isaac	Newton’,	in:		
Isis,	43.4	(1952),	312–327.

3	 Robert	K.	Merton,	The Sociology of Science. Theoretical and Empirical Investigations	
(Chicago/London:	University	of	Chicago	Press,	1973),	303.



personal	dispute	with	Hooke	about	priority	of	research	results.	Simi-
larly,	Otlet	honoured	the	chain	of	civilisations	as	a	way	to	emphasize	
that,	despite	all	conflicts	and	differences	between	different	civilisa-
tions,	humanity	in	the	end	forms	one	unity.

To	understand	what	Otlet	understood	by	the	unity	of	mankind,	it	
is	useful	to	compare	his	position	to	that	of	the	George	Sarton	(1884–
1956),	a	Belgian	intellectual	who	is	considered	the	founder	of	the	dis-
cipline	of	 the	history	of	science.	Otlet	was	on	good	terms	with	Sar-
ton.	 Both	 men	 met	 and	 corresponded	 on	 various	 occasions.4	 In	 his	
discussions	with	Sarton,	Otlet	must	have	become	familiar	with	Sar-
ton’s	scientific	humanism	or	his	belief	that	‘the	whole	of	humanity,	
past,	present	and	future,	 is	but	one	man’;	or	the	view	that	the	 little	
we	know,	‘we	owe	to	the	accumulated	endeavours	of	our	ancestors’.5	
Sarton	 described	 this	 view	 as	 the	 ‘New	 Humanism’,	 a	 ‘combination	
of	 the	 scientific	 and	 humanistic	 spirit’.6	 According	 to	 Sarton,	 it	 was	
the	vocation	of	scientific	humanism	to	integrate	science	with	the	rest	
of	our	culture,	and	to	affirm	that	‘the	unity	of	science	and	the	unity	

4	 For	an	elaborate	study	of	the	relation	that	Otlet	and	La	Fontaine	held	with	Sarton,	
see:	Lewis	Pyenson	and	Christophe	Verbruggen,	‘Ego	and	the	International.	The	
Modernist	Circle	of	George	Sarton’,	Isis,	100.1	(2009),	60–78.

5	 George	Sarton,	The History of Science and the New Humanism	(New	Brunswick,	N.J.:	
Transaction,	1988),	liv–lv.

6	 George	Sarton,	‘The	New	Humanism’,	in:	Isis,	6.1	(1924),	9–42,	32.

FIG. 2 Allegory of 
an inventor used by 
Otlet to illustrate his 
concept of ‘World 
Invention’ (1934.07)



187The Unity of Humanity

of	mankind	are	but	two	aspects	of	the	same	truth’.7	For	Sarton,	the	
elaboration	of	science	and	technology	was	not	an	individual	or	even	a	
national	work,	but	simply	the	work	of	humanity	as	whole.

Science	 belongs	 to	 everyone	 who	 assimilates	 it;	 it	 finds	 its	 sources	 of	
inspiration	 and	 its	 followers	 in	 all	 corners	 of	 the	 world	 where	 aman	
thinks.	There	is	no	German	or	French	science;	there	is	only	human	sci-
ence.	Undoubtedly,	 there	are	French,	German,	English	 laboratories	…	
but	the	work	that	comes	out	of	them	is	the	result	of	the	countless	ef-
forts	of	scientists	of	all	different	nationalities,	and	the	discoveries	that	
are	made	from	them	are	immediately	added	to	the	international	patri-
mony	of	human	thought.i

Sarton	also	used	the	image	of	a	tree	to	illustrate	the	idea	that	science	
was	independent	of	any	national	framework:	‘the	tree	of	knowledge	
cannot	be	conceived	as	being	rooted	in	the	soil	of	any	particular	coun-
try;	its	roots	are	scattered	all	over	the	civilized	world	and	derive	some	
substance	from	almost	every	part	of	it’.8	Discoveries	and	inventions	
are	 never	 made	 by	 isolated	 individuals	 or	 national	 groups	 of	 scien-
tists	alone;	on	the	contrary,	it	is	humanity	as	a	whole	who	invents	and	
progresses;	science	being	the	‘common	thought	of	the	whole	world’.9	
Furthermore,	objective,	scientific	truths	presumed	an	intersubjective	
agreement	within	the	international	community	of	‘enlightened	peo-
ple’.	These	international	agreements	had	always	been	part	of	the	na-
ture	of	science	itself,	Sarton	remarked,	and	now	these	‘communal	and	
international’	characteristics	of	scientific	work	were	being	applied	to	
organize	the	other	domains	of	practical	and	social	life.

Otlet	agreed	with	Sarton	that	the	organization	of	science	provided	
the	 most	 important	 model	 for	 international	 organization.	 ‘Science	
having	 the	 Cosmos	 itself	 as	 object	 and	 being	 the	 fruit	 of	 the	 com-
bined	 effort	 of	 men	 of	 all	 times	 and	 all	 places’,	 Otlet	 stated,	 ‘is	 the	
firmest	basis	of	internationalism’.ii	Like	Sarton,	who	believed	that	‘All	
the	intellectual	work	of	humanity	is	that	of	a	unique,	 indefatigable	
and	immortal	being’,	Otlet	was	convinced	that	all	individual	thought	
was	 an	 integral	 part	 of	 universal	 thought.10	 Otlet	 considered	 inven-
tions	for	example,	not	as	products	of	an	individual	mind	at	a	particu-
lar	moment	but	as	part	of	a	single	process	of	 ‘world	invention’	that	
transcends	time	and	place.	FIG. 2

If	 Otlet	 became	 more	 familiar	 with	 the	 central	 ideas	 of	 scientific	
humanism	 because	 of	 Sarton,	 Sarton	 in	 turn	 became	 more	 famil-

7	 Sarton,	The History of Science and the New Humanism,	32.
8	 Sarton,	‘The	New	Humanism’,	11.
9	 Ibid.,	24.
10	 ‘Tout	le	travail	intellectuel	de	l’humanité	est	comme	le	travail	d’un	être	unique,	

infatigable	et	immortel’.	George	Sarton,	‘L’Histoire	de	la	Science	et	l’Organisation	
Internationale’,	in:	La Vie Internationale,	2	(1913),	27–40,	33.



iar	with	the	 idea	of	 ‘international	organization’	because	of	Otlet.	 In	
1913	Sarton	accepted	Otlet’s	invitation	to	give	a	lecture	at	the	second	
World	Congress	of	the	Union	of	International	Associations.	He	lec-
tured	on	the	international	character	of	the	history	of	science	and	the	
importance	the	discipline	could	bring	to	International	Associations.11	
The	paper	was	reprinted	on	Otlet’s	recommendation	in	a	1913	issue	
of	La Vie Internationale,	the	journal	of	the	Office	Central	des	Associa-
tions	Internationales.	 In	the	article,	Sarton	wrote	that	he	had	often	
congratulated	himself	on	having	been	born	early	enough	to	contem-
plate	and	collaborate	in	that	‘admirable’	and	‘exciting	spectacle’,	the	
‘movement	of	intense	organization	that	our	time	is	passing	through’iii	
‘Probably,	 ever	 since	 a	 number	 of	 years	 ago’,	 he	 wrote,	 ‘[the	 organi-
zational	movement]	has	become	more	systematic,	and	we	have	seen	
a	new	profession	appear:	that	of	international organisers;	but	they	do	

11	 Pyenson	and	Verbruggen,	‘Ego	and	the	International.	The	Modernist	Circle	of	
George	Sarton’,	69.

FIG. 3 Flag of the Union of International Assocations mentioning the slogan ‘Per Orbem  
Terrarum Humanitas Unita’ (1934.07)
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not	claim	to	have	created	the	movement’.iv	For	almost	every	domain	
of	 science	 and	 field	 of	 human	 activity,	 an	 international	 association	
now	existed	that	organized	the	intellectual	relations	among	men.	The	
‘movement	of	organization’	had,	according	to	Sarton,	matured	in	the	
field	of	science	and	then	spread	to	all	domains	of	practical	and	social	
life.	Nowhere	was	it	more	apparent	than	in	the	field	of	science,	he	ob-
served,	that	‘it	is	humanity	as	a	whole—constituted	by	endlessly	en-
tangled	 and	 interdependent	 individual	 activities—that	 invents	 and	
progresses’.v	Sarton	also	considered	Isis,	the	journal	of	the	history	of	
science	that	he	founded	in	1912,	to	be	part	of	this	movement	of	the	
organization	of	science.

Otlet	was,	much	more	than	Sarton,	a	man	of	practice;	an	‘interna-
tional	 organiser’—to	 use	 Sarton’s	 term	 for	 that	 new	 profession.	 In	
the	 next	 two	 chapters,	 I	 will	 focus	 on	 the	 schemes	 and	 schemas	 in	
which	Otlet	expressed	his	conception	of	the	Unity	of	Humanity	or,	
better,	in	Latin,	of	‘Humanitas’.	Both	chapters	do	so	in	a	different	way.		
Chapter	4	discusses	‘humanitas’	in	the	sense	of	the	world	society	and,	
by	extension,	world	culture.	‘Per	Orbem	Terrarum,	Humanitas	Unita’—
‘Throughout	the	World,	Humanity	is	United’—was	the	slogan	of	the	
Union	of	International	Associations	(UIA)	FIG. 3.	In	this	chapter,	I	will	
focus	on	Otlet’s	sociological	ideas,	his	interpretation	of	the	world	so-
ciety	 as	 one	 living	 organism,	 how	 these	 ideas	 became	 incorporated	
in	the	programme	of	the	UIA,	and	Otlet’s	understanding	of	notions	
such	as	‘collective	intelligence’	and	‘civilisation’.	Chapter	5	discusses	
‘humanitas’	in	the	meaning	of	‘education’.	As	Tony	Davies	reminds	us,	
in	Roman	times,	‘humanitas’	signified	not	only	a	humanitarian	senti-
ment	but	also	‘paideia’	or	‘education	and	training	in	the	liberal	arts’.12	
‘Humanitas’,	or	what	we	sometimes	refer	to	today	as	‘the	humanities’,	
thus	originally	meant	the	encyclopaedic	education	that	one	received	
in	 the	 area	 of	 curricular	 knowledge	 that	 included	 rhetoric,	 logic,	
mathematics,	 and	 the	 study	 of	 Greek	 and	 Roman	 authors.	 Accord-
ingly,	this	chapter	will	focus	on	Otlet’s	educational	vision,	his	project	
for	a	visual	encyclopaedia	and	his	International	Museum.

12	 Tony	Davies,	Humanism	(London/New	York:	Routledge,	1997),	126–127.
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i.	 	 ‘La	science	appartient	à	tous	ceux	qui	se	
l’assimilent;	elle	trouve	ses	inspirateurs	
et	ses	imitateurs	dans	tous	les	coins	du	
monde	où	l’homme	pense.	Il	n’y	a	pas	de	
science	allemande	ou	française;il	n’y	a	
qu’une	science	humaine.	Sans	doute,	il	y	a	
des	laboratoires	français,	allemands,	anglais	
…	,	mais	les	travaux	qui	en	sortent	sont	les	
résultats	d’efforts	innombrables	de	savants	
de	toutes	les	nationalités,	et	les	découvertes	
qui	y	sont	faites	vont	immédiatement	
s’ajouter	au	patrimoine	international	de	la	
pensée	humaine’.	George	Sarton,	‘Deuxième	
préface	au	volume	vingt	neuf	L’histoire	de	la	
science	et	l’organisation	internationale’,	in:	
Isis,	29.2	(1938),	311–325	(322).

ii.	 	 ‘La	Science	ayant	le	Cosmos	lui-même	
comme	objet	et	étant	le	fruit	des	efforts	
combinés	des	hommes	de	tous	les	temps	
et	de	tous	les	lieux,	est	la	base	la	plus	so-
lide	de	l’internationalisme’.	Paul	Otlet,	‘La	
loi	d’ampliation	et	l’internationalisme’,	in:	
Le Mouvement sociologique international,	
8.4	(1907.12),	133–174	(159).

iii.	 	 ‘Le	mouvement	d’organisation	intense	
auquel	notre	temps	nous	fait	assister,	est	
vrament	admirable:	c’est	un	spectacle	
passionnant	entre	tous,	et	je	me	félicite	
souvent	d’être	né	assez	tôt,	pour	pouvoir	
le	contempler	et	y	collaborer’.	Sarton,	
‘L’Histoire	de	la	Science	et	l’Organisation	
Internationale’,	27.

iv.	 	‘Sans	doute,	depuis	quelques	années,	il	
[ce	mouvement	d’organisation]	a	pris	une	
forme	plus	systématique,	et	nous	avons	
vu	apparaître	une	profession	nouvelle:	
celle	des	organisateurs internationaux;	mais	
ceux-ci	ne	s’imaginent	pas	avoir	créé	le	
mouvement’.	Ibid.,	28.

v.	 	‘C’est	l’humanité	entière—constitué	par	
l’enchevêtrement	et	l’interdépendance	
infinis	des	activités	individuelles,—qui	
invente	et	qui	progresse.	Tout	le	travail	
intellectuel	de	l’humanité	est	comme	le	
travail	d’un	être	unique,	infatigable	et	
immortel’.	Ibid.,	33.
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Quotes of H.G. Wells and Otlet about ‘The Social Incoordination in Peace Time’ (1937) (see FIG. 31)



Chapter	4
	
	

The	Mechanical,	Collective	Brain

Whether	 it	 was	 Athanasius	 Kircher	 (1602–1680)	 or	 Thomas	 Young	
(1773–1829)	who	was	the	last	man	who	knew	everything,1	by	1900	it	was	
clear	that	all	knowledge,	as	Otlet	observed,	could	‘no	longer	be	incorpo-
rated	in	a	single	individual,	or	even	in	all	of	the	individuals	of	a	single	
generation’.i	Total	knowledge	could	only	be	claimed	by	‘Humanity’	or	
some	kind	of	abstract	super-being	that	incorporated	the	thought	of	the	
planetary	unity	of	men	living	in	the	past,	present	and	the	future.

This	 chapter	 will	 describe	 how	 Otlet	 interpreted	 the	 unity	 of	 hu-
manity	in	organicist	terms.	In	the	first	and	second	part	of	this	chap-
ter,	I	will	situate	Otlet’s	sociological	viewpoint	within	the	context	of	
the	organicist	 theories	as	 they	were	developed	 in	 the	milieu	of	 the	
University	of	Brussels.	 I	will	 focus	on	how	Otlet	developed	his	own	
personal	organicist	point	of	view	through	his	involvement	in	several	
sociological	societies,	notably	the	Société d’études sociales et politiques	
(SESP)	and	the	Institut des Sciences Sociales	(ISS),	both	based	in		Brussels,	
and	the	Institut International de Sociologie	 (IIS)	in	Paris.	 	Otlet’s	socio-
logical	ideas	were	influenced	by	those	of	the	director	of	the	Paris	IIS,	
René	Worms,	and	the	directors	of	the	Brussels	ISS,		Ernest	Solvay,	Hec-
tor	Denis,	Emile	Vandervelde,	and	especially	 	Guillaume	De	Greef.	I	
will	give	considerable	attention	to	this	intellectual	milieu,	which	had	
a	 crucial	 impact	 on	 Otlet’s	 intellectual	 orientation.	 For	 this	 part	 of	
the	chapter,	I	build	further	on	the	research	of	Jean-François	Crom-
bois	 on	 the	 relations	 between	 the	 IIB	 and	 the	 Institut	 des	 	Sciences	
Sociales,2	 an	 unpublished	 paper	 by	 W.	 Boyd	 Rayward	 on	 the	 social	
network	around	Paul	Otlet	in	the	period	1890–1897,3	and	on	the	re-

1	 Paula	Findlen,	Athanasius Kircher: The Last Man Who Knew Everything	(New	York;	
London:	Routledge,	2004);	Andrew	Robinson,	The Last Man Who Knew Everything: 
Thomas Young, the Anonymous Polymath Who Proved Newton Wrong, Explained How 
We See, Cured the Sick, and Deciphered the Rosetta Stone, Among Other Feats of Genius	
(Oxford:	Oneworld,	2007).

2	 Jean-François	Crombois,	L’univers de la sociologie en Belgique de 1900 à 1940,	Histoire, 
économie, société	(Bruxelles:	Editions	de	l’Université	de	Bruxelles,	1994);	Jean-
François	Crombois,	‘L’Humanité	comme	type	social?’,	in:	Jacques	Gillen,		Stéphanie	
Manfroid,	and	Raphaèle	Cornille	(eds.),	Paul Otlet. Fondateur du Mundaneum 
(1868–1944). Architecte du savoir, Artisan de paix	(Liège:	Les	Impressions	Nouvelles	
(2010),	105–114;	Jean-François	Crombois,	‘Bibliographie,	sociologie	et	coopération	
internationale.	De	l’Institut	International	de	Bibliographie	à	l’Institut	de	Sociology	
Solvay’,	in:	Andrée	Despy-Meyer	(ed.),	Cent Ans de l’Office International de Bibliogra-
phie	(Bergen:	Éditions	Mundaneum,	1995),	215–238.

3	 W.	Boyd	Rayward,	‘Places,	Faces,	Networks:	Paul	Otlet	in	Brussels,	1890–1897’,	
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search	of	Kaat	Wils	on	the	development	of	sociology	and	positivism	
in	Belgium.4

In	the	third	and	fourth	part	of	this	chapter,	I	will	focus	on	how	Otlet	
applied	organicist	concepts	as	they	were	regularly	discussed	within	the	
sociological	 milieu	 in	Brussels	 in	his	 reflections	on	the	 international	
organization	of	knowledge.	I	will	discuss	how	Otlet	regarded	interna-
tional	organizations	as	living	social	organisms	and	how	he	believed	that	
an	evolutionary	integration	of	international	organizations	would	form,	
in	the	near	future,	a	single	living	super	organism.	His	writings	and	sche-
mas	about	the	Union	of	International	Association,	an	umbrella	orga-
nization	for	international	organizations	that	he	created	and	directed	
together	with	Henri	La	Fontaine	and	Cyrille	Van	Overbergh,	will	be	the	
main	source	for	the	analysis	in	part	four.	For	my	understanding	of	or-
ganicism	and	organicist	metaphors	 in	this	part,	 I	will	 rely	mainly	on	
Daniel	S.	Barberis,5	Laurent	Mucchielli,6	and	Roger	L.	Geiger.7

In	the	last	part	of	this	chapter,	I	will	compare	Otlet’s	organicist	con-
ception	 of	 the	 international	 organization	 of	 knowledge	 with	 very	
similar	conception	of	Wilhelm	Ostwald	and	H.G.	Wells.	These	three	
men	all	compared	the	intellectual	unity	of	humanity	to	the	human	
nervous	system	as	coordinated	by	the	brain,	a	sort	of	nervous	system	
that	ran	through	the	entire	world	civilization	and	united	all	educa-
tional	and	intellectual	institutions	of	society.8	In	this	part,	I	will	rely	
mainly	on	the	research	by	Peter	M.	Hejl,	Petrim	Sorokin,	and	Steven	
Lukes	to	come	to	grips	with	the	organicist	metaphor	of	the	nervous	
system;9	on	the	research	on	H.G.	Wells	by	Boyd	W.	Rayward	and	Dave	
Muddiman;22	and	on	the	research	on	Ostwald	by	Thomas	Hapke.23

Analogous Spaces: Architecture and the Space of Knowledge, Intellect and Action	(Ghent:	
Ghent	University,	2008)	(unpublished	conference	paper).

4	 Kaat	Wils,	De Omweg van de Wetenschap: het Positivisme en de Belgische en Nederland-
se Intellectuele Cultuur, 1845–1914	(Amsterdam:	Amsterdam	University	Press,	2005),	
265–294.

5	 Daniel	S.	Barberis,	‘In	Search	of	an	Object:	Organicist	Sociology	and	the	Reality	of	
Society	in	Fin-de-siècle	France’,	in:	History of the Human Sciences,	16.3	(2003),	51–73.

6	 Laurent	Mucchielli,	La découverte du social: naissance de la sociologie en France 
(1870–1914)	(Paris:	La	Découverte,	1998).

7	 Roger	L.	Geiger,	‘René	Worms,	l’organicisme	et	l’organisation	de	la	sociologie’,	in:	
Revue Française de Sociologie.22	(1981),	345–360.

8	 Paul	Otlet,	Traité de documentation: le livre sur le livre, théorie et pratique	(Bruxelles:	
Editiones	Mundaneum,	1934),	391.

9	 Peter	M.	Hejl,	‘The	Importance	of	the	Concepts	of	“Organism”	and	“Evolution”	in	
Emile	Durkheim’s	Division	of	Social	Labor	and	the	Influence	of	Herbert	Spencer’,	
in:	Sabine	Maasen,	Everett	Mendelsohn,	and	Peter	Weingart	(eds.),	Biology as Society, 
Society as Biology: Metaphors	(Dordrecht/London:	Kluwer	Academic,	1995),	155–192;	
Pitirim	Sorokin,	Contemporary Sociological Theories	(New	York/London:	Harper	and	
Brothers,	1928);	Steven	Lukes,	Emile Durkheim, His Life and Work: A Historical and 
Critical Study	(New	York:	Penguin	Books,	1973).
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4.1. The origins of Otlet’s organicist sociology: The Société 
d’études sociales et politiques, the Institut des Sciences 
Sociales, and the Institut des Hautes Etudes (Université 
Nouvelle) [The Society of Social and Political Studies,  
the Institute of  Social Studies, and the Insitute of  
Higher Studies (New University)]10	11

4.1.1.	 The Société d’études sociales et politiques (SESP)

Otlet’s	 sociological	point	of	view	can	hardly	be	understood	without	
outlining	his	 involvement	 in	the	Brussels-based	Société d’études soci-
ales et politiques	 (SESP)	and	the	 Institut des Sciences Sociales.	 In	 these	
societies,	Otlet	came	into	contact	with	 influential	 intellectuals	who	
determined,	to	a	large	extent,	his	own	sociological	ideas.	The	first	so-
ciological	society	Otlet	became	involved	in	was	the	SESP.

The	SESP	was	a	resurrection	of	and	successor	to	the	Association in-
ternationale pour le progrès des sciences sociales	 (AIPSS).	The	AIPSS	was	
founded	 in	 Brussels	 in	 1862	 by	 a	 committee	 that	 included,	 among	
others,	the	cosmopolitan,	liberal	politician,	publicist,	freemason	and	
eventually	 Vice-President	 of	 the	 Belgian	 Chamber	 of	 Representa-
tives	Auguste	Couvreur	(1824–1894);	the	economist	and	lawyer	Corr-
Vandermaeren	(1802–1878);	and	Désiré	Vervoort	(1810–1886),	liberal	
deputy	 in	 Antwerp	 and	 then	 President	 of	 the	 Belgian	 Chamber	 of	
Representatives	(1860–1863).12	The	main	aim	of	the	AIPSS	was	to	or-
ganize	 plenary	 sessions	 that	 diagnosed	 social	 questions	 concerning	
comparative	 legislation,	 education,	 welfare,	 hygiene,	 and	 political	
economy.13	As	the	Secretary-General	of	the	AIPSS,	Couvreur	declared	
in	the	opening	speech	of	its	first	congress	that

each	congress	[of	the	AIPSS]	must	have	a	mass	of	information	at	its	dis-
posal,	each	time	larger,	more	complete	and	more	up	to	date.	Who	is	able	
to	provide	that	information	if	not	a	permanent	organism?	The	Associa-

10	 W.	Boyd	Rayward,	‘H.G.	Wells’s	Idea	of	a	World	Brain:	A	Critical	Reassessment’,	
in:	Journal of the American Society for Information Science,	50.7	(1999),	557–573;	W.	
Boyd	Rayward,	‘The	March	of	the	Modern	and	the	Reconstitution	of	the	World’s	
Knowledge	Apparatus:	H.G.	Wells,	Encyclopedism	and	the	World	Brain’,	in:	W.	Boyd	
Rayward	(ed.),	European Modernism and the Information Society: Informing the Present, 
Understanding the Past	(Aldershot:	Ashgate,	2008),	223–239;	Dave	Muddiman,	‘The	
Information	Society	of	H.G.	Wells’,	in:	Library History,	14.2	(1998),	85–101.

11	 Thomas	Hapke,	‘From	the	World	Brain	to	the	First	Transatlantic	Information	Dia-
logue:	Activities	in	Information	and	Documentation	in	Germany	in	the	First	Part	of	
the	20th	Century’,	in:	IFLA Journal.29	(2003),	364–377.

12	 Crombois,	L’univers de la sociologie en Belgique de 1900 à 1940,	17.
13	 August	Couvreur,	Société des Études Sociales et Politiques—son origine, son but	(Brux-

elles:	Société	d’études	sociales	et	politiques,	1889).
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tion	is	thus	a	centre	of	exchange	for	all	ideas,	an	instrument	of	inquiry	
of	which	the	proceedings	are	never	closed.ii

The	SESP	was	formally	created	in	1890	by	Couvreur	as	a	reconstitut-
ing	of	the	AIPSS,	which	had	become	defunct	in	1867.	As	Paul		Errera	
(1860–1922)—lawyer,	 rector	 of	 the	 Université	 Libre	 de	 Bruxelles	
(ULB),	 mayor	 of	 Uccle	 (Bruxelles),	 and	 member	 of	 the	 SESP—de-
scribed	it:

Under	 the	 title	 Société	 d’études	 sociales	 et	 politiques,	 our	 association	
pursues	the	same	goals	and	by	the	same	means	as	formerly	[in	the	times	
of	the	AIPSS]:	a	scientific	goal,	impartial	studies,	surveys	and	a	centre	of	
information.	Our	ambition	 is	 to	assemble,	as	 in	1862,	men	of	 thought	
and	of	action,	without	regard	to	nationality	or	political	party.iii

The	 executive	 committee	 of	 the	 SESP	 represented	 various	 profes-
sional,	social,	and	political	milieus	of	Belgian	society.	The	Secretary-
General	was	(the	liberal)	Couvreur.	The	secretaries	were	Victor	Brants	
(1856–1917),	follower	of	the	school	of	Le	Play	and	professor	of	politi-
cal	economy	at	the	Catholic	University	of	Leuven;	the	young	social-
ist	Henri	La	Fontaine,	who	had	become	Secretary	General	in	1899	of	
the	Fédération pour l’arbitrage et la paix;	the	catholic	politician	A.	Van	
Camp,	director	of	higher	education	at	the	Ministry	of	Interior	Affairs	
and	Public	Education;	and	Eugène	Van	der	Rest,	professor	of	politi-
cal	economy	of	the	ULB.	President	of	the	executive	committee	was	
the	engineer,	director	of	several	Belgian	and	foreign	railway	compa-
nies,	conservative	liberal	senator,	and	censor	of	the	National	Bank	of	
Belgium,	Georges	Montefiore	Levi	(1832–1906).14	The	Vice-Presidents	
were	 the	 doctrinal	 liberal,	 freemason,	 and	 founder	 of	 the	 Ligue de 
l’Enseignement	Pierre	Tempels	(1825–1923);	the	liberal	politician,	for-
mer	Minister	of	the	Interior	(1878–1884),	and	founder	of	the	Institut 
International de Droit	Gustave	Rolin-Jaequemyns	(1835–1902);	the	lib-
eral	 politician	 and	 mayor	 of	 Brussels	 Charles	 Buls	 (1837–1914);	 and	
the	liberal	Jean-Adolphe	Le	Hardy	de	Beaulieu	(1814–1894),	 former	
Vice-President	of	the	Chamber	of	Representatives	and	President	of	
the	Société d’économie politique de Belgique.15	Although	the	majority	of	
the	leading	members	of	the	SESP	were	liberals	and	freemasons,	the	
SESP	proclaimed,	 like	the	AIPSS,	 its	political	neutrality.16	Divergent	
social	and	political	views	were	represented	in	the	Society,	and	this,	it	
was	claimed,	allowed	social	questions	to	be	examined	from	very	dif-

14	 François	Stockmans,	‘Montefiore	Levi	ou	Montefiore	(Georges	Levi	dit)’,	in:	Biogra-
phie nationale,	published	by	L’Académie	royale	des	sciences	des	lettres	et	des	beaux-
arts	de	Belgique	(Bruxelles:	Établissements	Émile	Bruylant,	1973)	[emendation	of	
publication	data	correct	?],	Tome	38,	Supplément	X	(Fascicule	1er),	596–618.

15	 ‘Comité	Directeur’,	in:	Revue Sociale & Politique,	1	(1891),	10–11;	Crombois,	L’univers 
de la sociologie en Belgique de 1900 à 1940,	18–21.

16	 Couvreur,	Société des Études Sociales et Politiques—son origine, son but,	2.
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ferent	angles	‘in	a	conscientious	and	profound	manner’.17	Such	a	base	
of	political	neutrality	was	useful,	for,	as	Henri	La	Fontaine	believed,	
‘all	men	of	good	will	whose	aspiration	is	to	ameliorate	the	lot	of	those	
who,	materially	and	morally,	 suffer	from	today’s	economic	disequi-
librium’	should	be	brought	together	in	a	single	great	party.18	The	ul-
timate	ideals	of	‘these	men	may	differ:	some	consider	socialism	to	be	
a	new	religion,	others	think	of	realising	a	universal	Catholic	hierar-
chy,	others	hope	to	emancipate	human	thought	from	all	confessional	
discipline,	others	glimpse	a	science	which	will	determine	the	laws	of	
a	moral	world	as	precisely	as	those	of	the	physical	world’;	but	these	
differences,	La	Fontaine	contended,	‘will	disappear	in	the	domain	of	
facts:	where	the	aspirations	are	the	same	and	the	measures	advocat-
ed	are	similar’.iv	These	ideas	of	La	Fontaine	were	similar	to	those	of	
	Couvreur,	and	capture	well	the	political	mentality	of	the	SESP.19

Like	the	AIPSS,	the	SESP	aimed	to	be	not	only	a	place	of	debate	but	
also	a	centre	of	information.	Alphonse	Rivier	(1835–1898),	professor	
of	law	at	the	ULB	and	President	of	the	Institut de droit international,	
was	responsible	for	developing	a	library.	A	committee	of	the	biblio-
graphic	section	was	responsible	for	developing	a	bibliography	in	the	
field	 of	 social	 and	 political	 sciences.	 This	 bibliographic	 section	 was	
presided	over	by	the	liberal	lawyer,	freemason,	and	president	of	the	
Ligue de l’Enseignement	 (1872–1878),	 Gustave	 Jottrand	 (1830–1906);	
Henri	 La	 Fontaine	 was	 its	 Vice-President;	 and	 among	 its	 members	
was	 the	 lawyer,	 socialist,	and	freemason,	Emile	Vandervelde	 (1866–
1938),	future	President	of	the	Second	International	(1900–1918),	then	
only	twenty-four	years	old.20	Furthermore,	the	SESP	issued	a	journal,	
the	 Revue Sociale et Politique	 (1891–1895),	 which	 contained	 ‘leading	
articles’,	 reports	 on	 the	 discussions	 held	 at	 the	 society,	 a	 section	 of	
general	 information	 about	 various	 events	 of	 national	 and	 interna-
tional	interest,	a	bibliographical	review,	and	lists	of	additions	to	the	
library.	Among	those	who	contributed	leading	articles	to	the	journal	
were	leading	members	of	the	society	such	as	Couvreur,	Vandervelde,	
and	the	German	journalist	and	director	of	the	Swiss	federal	statisti-
cal	bureau	Max	Wirth	(1822–1900),	but	also	other	distinguished	social	
and	political	figures	such	as	the	noted	English	Fabian	and	co-founder	

17	 Ibid.,	3.
18	 Henri	La	Fontaine,	‘Le	Grand	Parti	Démocratique’,	in:	La Justice	(1893.06.08)
	 MDN,	HLF,	HLF	122	Institut	Solvay,	folder	C7	La	Fontaine.
19	 Paul	Errera,	‘Auguste	Couvreur’,	in:	Revue Sociale et Politique,	4.2	(1894)	81–102.
20	 In	addition	to	Jottrand,	La	Fontaine,	and	Vandervelde,	the	other	members	of	the	

‘committee	of	the	bibliographical	service’	were:	L.	Leclère,	professor	at	the	ULB	
(secretary);	M.	Baertsoen,	lawyer;	G.	Cornil,	lawyer;	Th.	Hegener,	former	professor	
at	the	athenaeum	of	Brussels;	and	Eug.	Hubert,	professor	at	the	University	of	Liège.	
See	‘Comité	Directeur’,	11.
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of	 the	 London	 School	 of	 Economics	 Sidney	 Webb	 (1859–1947);	 the	
Marxist	French	journalist	and	political	agitator	Jules	Guesde	(1845–
1922);	the	biologist	and	professor	at	the	ULB	Paul	Héger	(1846–1925);	
the	 lawyer,	 socialist,	 and	 sociologist	 Hector	 Denis	 (1842–1913);	 and	
the	lawyer,	liberal	politician,	and	future	first	president	of	the	League	
of	Nations	Paul	Hymans	(1865–1941).

Paul	Otlet	became	involved	in	the	SESP	through	Henri	La		Fontaine,	
whom	 he	 assisted	 in	 the	 work	 for	 the	 bibliographic	 section	 of	 the	
SESP.	The	men	knew	each	other	from	the	office	of	the	famous	law-
yer,	 committed	 socialist,	 and	 patron	 of	 the	 arts	 Edmond	 Picard	
(1836–1924).	Otlet	had	been	a	young	articled	clerk	of	Picard,	and	La	
Fontaine	 had	 been	 his	 secretary.	 Both	 of	 them	 had	 worked	 on	 the	
Pandectes belges;	 that	 enormous	 compendium	 of	 Belgian	 jurispru-
dence	edited	by	Picard	and	published	in	117	volumes	between	1878	
and	1924.21	Their	shared	interest	in	bibliography,	presumably	estab-
lished	in	Picard’s	office,	intensified	in	the	environment	of	the	SESP,	
in	which	bibliography	and	social	facts	were	regarded	as	of	the	high-
est	importance.	On	6	February	1892,	Otlet	attended	for	the	first	time	
a	 meeting	 of	 the	 Society’s	 section	 on	 comparative	 law.22	 In	 March	
1892,	La	Fontaine	asked	Otlet	to	meet	him	at	the	office	of	the	SESP.23	
Next	June,	La	Fontaine	sent	him	the	regulations	of	the	bibliographic	
section.	The	bibliographic	cards	of	the	SESP	had	pre-printed	indica-
tions	 of	 what	 should	 go	 on	 the	 cards:	 ‘name	 of	 the	 author’,	 ‘title	 of	
the	article’,	and	‘analysis’.	In	the	latter	section,	members	or	external	
collaborators	 were	 asked	 to	 summarize	 the	 factual	 information	 in	
the	article	or	book	under	review	in	the	form	of	a	short	abstract.	How-
ever,	La	Fontaine	mentioned	to	Otlet,	‘In	general	we	have	abandoned	
the	idea	of	obtaining	the	analysis	asked	for.	Either	the	collaborators	
only	added	the	title	in	other	terms,	or	they	compiled	notes	that	were	
much	too	long’.v	The	information	obtained	from	its	collaborators	was	
completed,	supplemented,	and	finally	published	as	full	notes	or	book	
reviews	in	the	Revue Sociale et Politique.	This	editing	process	made	the	
bibliographical	section	immensely	important,	and	it	 is	here	that	La	
Fontaine,	 Otlet,	 and	 others	 made	 major	 and	 continuous	 contribu-
tions	to	the	‘informativeness’	of	the	journal.	Otlet	became	an	active	
contributor	of	notes	and	book	reviews	to	the	Revue.	He	wrote,	among	
other	contributions,	a	note	on	Swedish	universities	and	another	on	
Hungarian	universities;24	in	the	section	‘general	information’,	he	ex-

21	 W.	Boyd	Rayward,	Mundaneum: Archives of Knowledge	(Urbana-Champaign:	Gradu-
ate	School	of	Library	and	Information	Science	University	of	Illinois,	2010),	2.

22	 W.	Boyd	Rayward,	‘Places,	Faces,	Networks:	Paul	Otlet	in	Brussels,	1890–1897’.
23	 Henri	La	Fontaine,	Letter to Paul Otlet	(1892.03.11);	MDN,	HLF,	Correspondance	

Otlet-La	Fontaine,	1892.
24	 Paul	Otlet,	‘Note	sur	la	situation	juridique	des	universités	hongroises’,	in:	Revue So-
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amined	the	results	of	conferences	on	primary	education,	social	legis-
lation,	and	social	housing;25

In	1893	Otlet	and	La	Fontaine	jointly	transformed	the	bibliographic	
service	of	the	SESP	into	the	Office International de Bibliographie Soci-
ologique,	 which	 had	 ‘the	 exclusive	 goal	 of	 collecting	 and	 classifying	
materials	of	all	sorts	related	to	the	social	sciences:	legislation,	statis-
tics,	 social	 and	 political	 economy’.vi	 The	 aim	 was	 to	 coordinate	 two	
bibliographical	publications	which	they	had	been	editing	separately:	
Otlet	had	been	editing	a	legal	bibliography,	the	Sommaires des traités 
et revues de droit,	while	La	Fontaine	had	been	compiling	a	sociologi-
cal	bibliography.	These	two	works	were	then	treated	by	the	two	men	
as	 parts	 of	 what	 was	 called	 the	 Sommaires méthodiques des Traités et 
Revues de Sociologie et de Droit.	Their	newly	founded	International	Of-
fice	of	Sociological	Bibliography	undertook	its	publication,	and	this	
project	was	announced,	in	a	letter	circulated	by	Couvreur	in	1894,	as	
the	 second	 and	 complementary	 publication	 of	 the	 Revue Sociale et 
Politique.26	The	same	letter	announced	to	the	members	of	the	SESP	
that	 from	 March	 1894,	 the	 main	 office	 of	 the	 society,	 including	 its	
bibliographic	office,	would	be	transferred	from	the	Rue	Joseph	39	to	
the	 Hôtel	 Ravenstein.	 On	 27	 December	 1893,	 the	 Hôtel	 Ravenstein	
had	 been	 given	 the	 new	 function	 of	 becoming	 a	 centre	 where	 the		
offices	of	Belgian	learned	societies	would	be	concentrated.27	By	group-
ing	the	learned	societies,	which	then	still	had	no	legal	statute,	in	one	
place,	they	would	be	able	to	carry	more	weight	on	a	juridical	level	and,	
moreover,	would	be	able	to	use	and	develop	the	same	infrastructure	
and	services,	including	a	central	library	and	bibliographic	office.28	In	
his	letter,	Couvreur	invited	the	society’s	members	to	visit	the	Hotel	
Ravenstein	to	use	the	library,	the	reading	room	with	its	collection	of	
daily	 newspapers,	 and	 ‘the	 index	 cards	 of	 the	 bibliographic	 service,	
now	transformed	into	the	International Office of Bibliography’	(OIB).29

ciale et Politique,	3.5	(1893),	434–435;	Paul	Otlet,	‘Les	Universités	suédoises’,	in:	Revue 
Sociale et Politique,	3.6	(1893),	514–516.

25	 Paul	Otlet,	‘La	législation	sociale	en	Belgique—Habitations	ouvrières—Sociétés	
mutualistes—Crédit	agricole—Caisses	d’assurances’,	in:	Revue Sociale et Politique,	4.4	
(1893),	285–295;	Paul	Otlet,	‘Le	congrès	des	instituteurs’,	in:	Revue Sociale et Politique,	
3.6	(1893),	520–523.

26	 Auguste	Couvreur,	Letter to the members of the SESP	(1894.03.02);	MDN,	HLF	193,	
SESP.

27	 R.	Brion	and	A.	Buyle,	L’Hotel Ravenstein. Siège de la Société royale belge des ingénieurs 
et des industriels	(Bruxelles:	S.R.B.I.I.,	1987),	41.

28	 Sophie	Dubois,	L’Hôtel Ravenstein. Un enjeu pour les Sociétés Savantes,	mémoire	en	
vue	de	l’obtention	du	titre	de	licenciée	en	Histoire	de	l’Art	et	Archéologie,	Michel	
Draguet	(Supervisor),	Faculté	de	Philosophie	et	Lettres	(Bruxelles:	Université	Libre	
de	Bruxelles,	2002),	27–28.

29	 Auguste	Couvreur,	Letter to the members of the SESP	(1894.03.02);	MDN,	HLF	193,	
SESP.
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However,	 the	 SESP	 lost	 most	 of	 its	 vigour	 when	 its	 driving	 force,	
August	Couvreur,	died	on	23	April	1894.	This	led	to	great	uncertainty	
about	the	continued	existence	of	the	society.	In	late	1894	Paul		Errera,	
Gustave	Montefiore	Levi,	and	the	director	of	the	Bank	of		Belgium	and	
brother-in-law	of	Auguste	Couvreur	Adolphe	de	Vergnies,	tried	to	en-
sure	the	continuity	of	the	SESP	by	carrying	on	the	Revue Sociale et Poli-
tique,	the	library,	and	the	collaboration	with	the	OIB.30	However,	the	of-
ficers	of	the	Society—Prime	Minister	Auguste	Beernaert	(1829–1912),	
Pierre	 Tempels,	 law	 professor	 at	 the	 ULB	 Maurice	 	Vauthier	 (1860–
1931),	the	law	professor	at	Université	de	Louvain	Léon	Dupriez,31	and	
Paul	Hymans—report	the	decision	of	its	general	assembly	meeting	on	
21	January	1895	to	repudiate	the	connection	with	the	OIB.	However,	
it	 ‘accepted	the	proposition	of	MM.	La	Fontaine	and	Otlet	that	they	
take	over	responsibility	for	the	Revue	and	the	bibliographic	service.	As	
a	consequence,	the	Society	will	have	from	now	on	no	other	goal	than	
the	study	of	questions	of	a	political	and	social	order	that	are	submit-
ted	 to	 it’.vii	 In	 effect,	 the	 SESP	 ceased	 to	 exist	 from	 this	 point,	 espe-
cially	as	it	was	already	confronted	by	the	foundation	by	Ernest	Solvay	
of	the	Institut des Sciences Sociales	(see	below).	The	initial	programme	
of	the	newly	situated	Revue	was,	according	to	Otlet	and	La	Fontaine,	
the	same	as	it	had	always	been,	viz.,	‘to	observe	facts,	to	let	them	speak,	
to	position	itself	above	passions	and	prejudices,	not	dictating	laws,	but	
to	search	for	their	bases,	to	study	their	necessity	and	legitimacy’.viii	The	
Revue	 would	 give	 ‘facts,	 nothing	 but	 facts’:	 facts	 that	 were	 dispersed	
over	its	bibliographies,	facts	on	‘the	most	pertinent	questions’	of	the	
time,	facts	from	the	latest	publications	on	political,	economic	and	so-
cial	questions.32	To	gather	these	facts,	the	OIB	listed	in	the	journal	an	
international	team	of	sociologists	with	whom	it	was	collaborating	or	
corresponding,	including	Enrico	Ferri	from	Italy,	Maxime	Kovalewski	
from	Russia,	Carl	Menger	from	Austria,	Alfred	Schäffle	from	Germa-
ny,	Gabriel	Tarde	from	France,	and	Sydney	Webb	from	Britain.33	How-
ever,	after	the	publication	of	four	issues	of	the	Revue	in	1895,	the	OIB	
decided	to	suspend	its	publication.	Otlet	and	La	Fontaine	were	organ-
ising	an	international	conference	on	bibliography	in	September	1895,	
and	classifying	with	the	assistance	of	Léonie	La	Fontaine,	the	sister	of	

30	 Letter	to	the	members	of	the	SESP,	signed	by	the	‘comité	directeur’	Gustave	Monte-
fiore	Levi,	Paul	Errera,	and	Ad.	De	Vergnies	(1894.11.10);	MDN,	HLF	193,	SESP.

31	 Not	to	be	confused	with	his	son:	the	economist	and	professor	at	the	Université	
catholique	de	Louvain,	Léon	Dupriez	(1901–1986);	‘Dupriez,	Léon,	Hugo,	Louis’,	in:	
Nouvelle biographie nationale,	5	(Bruxelles:	Académie	royale	des	sciences	des	lettres	
et	des	beaux-arts	de	Belgique,	1999),	,	140–143.

32	 Henri	La	Fontaine	and	Paul	Otlet,	[Untitled	Notice]	in:	Revue Sociale et Politique,	
5:1–2	(1895),	5–6.

33	 This	list	of	collaborators	is	mentioned	on	the	back	cover	of	the	Revue:	Office	Inter-
national	de	Bibliographie	sociologique,	in:	Revue Sociale et Politique,	5.3–4	(1895).
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Henri	La	Fontaine,	400,000	entries	in	the	OIB	bibliography.	Without	
the	organization	of	the	SESP	behind	them,	they	had	none	of	the	re-
sources	to	undertake	the	editorial	and	publishing	activities	needed	to	
keep	the	journal	going.

4.1.2. L’Institut des Sciences Sociales (ISS)

The	Revue Sociale et Politique	would	have	been	granted	a	longer	life	if	
the	executive	committee	of	the	SESP	had	accepted	the	offer	in	1894	
to	make	the	Revue Sociale et Politique	 the	outlet	of	another	sociologi-
cal	 institute	 of	 which	 Otlet	 and	 La	 Fontaine	 became	 members:	 the	
Institut des Sciences Sociales	 [Institute	of	Social	Sciences]	 (ISS).	The	ISS	
was	 founded	 in	 1894	 by	 the	 Belgian	 industrialist,	 philanthropist,	 and	
liberal	Minister	of	State	Ernest	Solvay	(1838–1922).	At	about	the	same	
time,	Solvay	had	also	set	up	the	Institut de Physiologie Solvay	 (IPS).	He	
provided	a	building	for	this	 in	the	Parc	Léopold	 (built	 in	1892–1894)	
and	appointed	Paul	Héger,	Otlet’s	uncle,	as	director.	Solvay	had	gained	
considerable	 wealth	 from	 exploiting	 his	 patents	 on	 ammonia-soda	
process,	and	he	used	this	wealth	for	philanthropic	purposes	such	as	the	
foundation	of	the	ISS	and	the	IPS.	The	ISS	was	a	sociological	laboratory	
that,	if	it	proved	to	be	desirable,	could	be	linked	to	the	École des Sciences 
politiques et sociales,	which	Solvay	had	set	up	as	a	series	of	complemen-
tary	courses	for	graduates	at	the	ULB	in	1890.34	Solvay	had	called	upon	
the	three	members	of	the	SESP	to	lead	the	ISS	as	a	board	of	directors:	
the	Belgian	sociologist	Guillaume	De	Greef	(1842–1924),	Hector		Denis,	
and	Emile	Vandervelde—the	latter	two	distinguished	professors	at	the	
ULB.35	Soon	after	the	foundation	of	the	ISS,	the	ISS	approached	the	ex-
ecutive	committee	of	the	SESP	to	insure	the	publication	of	the	works	
of	the	Institute	in	the	Revue sociale et politique.	However,	the	record	of	15	
March	1894	of	the	ISS	meeting	of	De	Greef,	Vandervelde,	La	Fontaine,	
and	Otlet,	mentions	that:	‘Given	the	refusal	by	this	executive	commit-
tee	[of	the	SESP]	to	grant	to	the	delegates	of	both	institutions	the	same	
amount	of	authority	over	the	direction	of	the	journal,	the	decision	is	
reached	that	the	suggested	propositions	t	are	not	acceptable’.ix

Because	 of	 his	 strong	 ‘productivist’	 views,	 Ernest	 Solvay	 had	 good	
reason	not	to	try	to	make	the	SESP	the	vehicle	for	the	work	of	what	

34	 Crombois,	‘Bibliographie,	sociologie	et	coopération	internationale.	De	l’Institut	
International	de	Bibliographie	à	l’Institut	de	Sociology	Solvay’.

35	 Emile	Vandervelde	obtained	his	degree	at	the	ULB	as	‘docteur	spécial’	in	1891.	His	
thesis	was	entitled	‘Enquête sur les associations professionnelles d’artisans et d’ouvrier 
en Belgique’,	but	he	only	taught	his	course	on	‘l’Histoire	des	doctrines	sociales’	at	
the	ULB	from	1918	onward.	Ernest	Maheim,	‘Emile	Vandervelde.—Enquête	sur	les	
associations	professionnelles	d’artisans	et	d’ouvrier	en	Belgique’,	in:	Revue Sociale et 
Politique,	2.2	(1892),	182
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became	the	IIS.	As	in	the	Institut	de	Physiology,	the	ISS	was	to	study	
‘human	productivism,	the	enhancer	of	life	of	man	and	its	energetic	
return’.36	 Inspired	 by	 research	 in	 physiology	 and	 chemistry,	 Solvay	
considered	 each	 human	 being	 as	 a	 ‘machine’	 which	 struggles	 to	 in-
crease	its	output	in	order	to	augment	its	well-being.	In	the	ISS,		Solvay	
aimed	to	develop	his	social-political	ideology,	which	he	termed	pro-
ductivism.	A	society	based	on	a	productivist	system	would	maximize	
the	‘social	return’	of	each	human	group,	give	back	the	profits	of	work	
to	 the	 workers	 themselves,	 and,	 as	 such,	 limit	 the	 capitalistic	 accu-
mulation	 of	 profits.37	 In	 the	 first	 article	 of	 the	 Annales de l’Institut,	
Solvay	outlined	the	productivist	programme	which	he	hoped	to	ex-
plore	with	the	ISS.	He	observed	that	 ‘we	must—and	this	will	be	the	
work	of	the	future	make	the	fundamental	inequality	of	modern	soci-
ety	disappear:	inequality from square one’.x	Only	by	‘utilising		scientific	
methods	for	the	solution	of	these	problems,	by	increasingly	identify-
ing	the	laws	of	social	transformism	in	the	frightening	complexity	of	
phenomena’,	Solvay	claimed,	‘we	can	move	towards	equality	without	
scarifying	freedom,	and	realize	progressively	what	will	be	the	goal	of	
all	projects	of	reform:	to obtain, for everyone’s well-being, the maximum 
return from human energy’.xi	In	his	study	‘Comptabilisme	et	le	Propor-
tionnalisme	social’	that	followed	this	programmatic	statement,	he	ar-
gued	that	a	means	to	obtain	this	transformation	would	be	to	levy	tax-
es	on	succession.	In	order	to	avoid	fraud,	and	to	by-pass	taxation,	he	
proposed	to	set	up	an	‘accountancy	regime’	in	which	the	State	would	
open	an	account	for	each	citizen	and	in	which	a	system	of	accoun-
tancy	control	would	distribute	credit	notes	according	to	the	needs	of	
each	individual	citizen.

The	three	directors	of	the	ISS,	Denis,	De	Greef,	and	Vandervelde,	all	
three	of	them	socialists,	responded	in	their	own	way	to	Solvay’s	lib-
eral	theoretical	programme	of	accounting	and	productivism.		Hector	
	Denis	addressed	the	international	monetary	question	and	issues	such	
as	Proudhon’s	idea	of	a	Bank	of	the	People;38	De	Greef	wrote	essays	on	

36	 ‘le	productivisme	humain,	la	mise	en	valeur	de	la	vie	de	l’homme	et	son	rendement	
énergétique’,	quoted	in:	Anne-Marie	Wirtz-Cordier,	‘Solvay,	Ernest’,	in:	Nouvelle 
biographie nationale	(Bruxelles:	Académie	royale	des	sciences	des	lettres	et	des	
beaux-arts	de	Belgique,	1988),	304–312.

37	 Jean-François	Crombois,	‘Énergétisme	et	productivisme:	La	pensée	morale,	sociale	
et	politique	d’Ernest	Solvay’,	in:	Andrée	Despy-Meyer	and	Didier	Devriese	(eds.),	
Ernest Solvay et son temps	(Bruxelles:	Archives	de	l’Université	de	Bruxelles,	1997),	
209–220,	212–213.

38	 Hector	Denis,	Plan des recherches de sociologie économique. Extrait des “Annales de 
l’Institut des sciences sociales”	(Bruxelles:	Institut	des	sciences	sociales,	1894);	Hector	
Denis,	‘Proudhon	et	les	principes	de	la	Banque	d’échange’,	in:	Annales de l’Institut des 
Sciences Sociales,	1.4	(1895).
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‘money,	credit	and	the	banks’	and	‘social	tranformism’;39	Vandervel-
de	focused	on	Marx’s	‘Capital’	and	on	the	state	of	affairs	concerning	
real	estate	in	the	city	and	in	the	countryside.40	Yet,	they	also	reserved	
for	 themselves	space	to	discuss	and	study	other	social	problems,	 to	
such	 an	 extent	 that	 in	 1902	 this	 would	 be	 an	 important	 reason	 for	
Solvay	 to	 end	 his	 association	 with	 them	 and	 to	 transform	 the	 ISS	
into	the		Institut de Sociologie Solvay,	whose	direction	he	entrusted	to	
Emile	Waxweiler	(1867–1916).	Waxweiler	was	an	engineer	trained	at	
Ghent	University,	employed	since	1896	in	the	statistics	section	of	the	
	Belgian	Office	of	Labour,	and	member	of	the	International	Institute	
of	Statistics.	 In	1900,	when	Solvay	met	Waxweiler	 in	relation	to	the	
École des sciences politiques et sociales	at	the	ULB,	where	Waxweiler	was	
charged	with	several	courses,	the	idea	would	have	emerged	of	found-
ing	a	new	Institute	of	Sociology.41	Solvay	provided	a	building	in	1902	
for	the		Institut de Sociologie Solvay	on	a	hillside	in	the	Parc		Léopold,	
not	 far	 from	 the	 Institute	 of	 Physiology	 that	 he	 had	 built	 earlier.	
	Waxweiler	set	up	a	programme	of	‘functional	sociology’	that	relied	on	
biological	and	psychological	analogies	in	order	to	explain	the	‘social	
functions’	of	society.42	The	‘Cité	des	Sciences’	in	the	Parc	Léopold	was	
completed	by	a	third	building	that	was	built	two	years	later	by	Solvay:	
the	‘Ecole	de	Commerce	Solvay’	[Solvay	School	of	Economics].	Solvay	
also	entrusted	Waxweiler	with	the	directorship	of	this	school,	which	
was	 to	 train	 an	 elite	 of	 business	 directors	 and	 which	 instituted	 the	
new	degree	of	‘commercial	engineer’.

Nevertheless,	in	the	period	between	1894	and	1902,	the	select	club	
of	the	ISS	gathered	each	week	at	the	Hotel	Ravenstein	to	discuss	their	
research.	In	addition	to	Solvay	and	its	three	directors,	the	meetings	in	
1894	were	attended	by,	among	others:	 the	socialist	politician	Emile	
Vinck	(1870–1950),	who	had	been	recommended	by	Vandervelde	as	
a	member	to	the	Parti	Ouvrier	Belge	in	1893;	Max	Hirsch;	the	lawyer,	
man	of	 letters,	and	honorary	president	of	 the	Bar	Léon	 	Hennebicq	

39	 Guillaume	De	Greef,	‘Le	Transformisme	social.	Plan	d’études	pour	la	Section	de	
sociologie	de	l’Institut	des	sciences	sociales’,	in:	Annales de l’Institut des Sciences 
Sociales,	1.2	(1894)	69–78;	Guillaume	De	Greef,	‘Essais	sur	la	monnaie,	le	crédit	et	les	
banques’,	in:	Annales de l’Institut des Sciences Sociales,	4.1	(1898),	20–57.

40	 Emile	Vandervelde,	‘Le	Livre	III	du	“Capital”	de	Marx	et	la	Théorie	de	la	Rente	fon-
cière’,	in:	Annales de l’Institut des Sciences Sociales,	4.1	(1898),	5–19;	Emile	Vandervel-
de,	‘L’Influence	des	villes	sur	les	campagnes:	La	Propriété	foncière	dans	les	provinc-
es	du	Luxembourg,	de	Namur,	de	la	Flandre	orientale	et	de	la	Flandre	occidentale’,	
in:	Annales de l’Institut des Sciences Sociales,	5.5	(1899),	752–754.

41	 ‘Waxweiler	(Émile-Pierre-Clément)’,	in:	Biographie nationale	(Bruxelles:	L’Académie	
royale	des	sciences	des	lettres	et	des	beaux-arts	de	Belgique,	1936–38),	Tome	26,	
136–145,	137.

42	 Ibid.,	139.
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(°1871);43	 the	 journalist,	 professor	 at	 the	 ULB,	 and	 socialist	 sena-
tor	Louis	De	Brouckère	(1870–1951),	who	published	many	works	on	
political	 and	 social	 economy,	 some	 of	 them	 in	 collaboration	 with	
Vandervelde;44	 and,	 of	 course,	 Henri	 La	 Fontaine	 and	 Otlet.45	 Strik-
ingly,	 several	 members	 of	 the	 ISS	 had	 also	 attended	 the	 meetings	
of	 the	 SESP	 or	 contributed	 to	 its	 Revue Sociale et Politique:	 Denis,	
	Vandervelde,	De	Brouckère,	Hirsch,	Otlet,	and	La	Fontaine.46

Furthermore,	 the	 ISS,	 like	 the	 SESP,	 relied	 for	 its	 bibliographical	
services	on	the	OIB.47	In	fact,	 the	directors	of	the	ISS	had	agreed	in	
March	1894	with	Otlet	and	La	Fontaine	that	the	office	space	of	the	
OIB	at	the	Hotel	Ravenstein	would	serve	as	the	meeting	room	for	the	
ISS.48	From	the	start	of	the	ISS,	the	OIB	and	the	ISS	had	agreed	that	the	
former	would	be	paid	4000	francs	by	the	ISS	to	provide	for	its	biblio-
graphical	services.49	Furthermore,	the	OIB	would	be	responsible	for	
the	handling	of	the	correspondence,	copying	services,	the	cataloguing	
of	the	documents,	organizing	a	monthly	conference,	and	drawing	up	
the	statistics	for	the	ISS.	Otlet,	for	his	part,	attended	most	of	the	meet-
ings	and	published	two	articles	in	the	Annales,	one	on	accountancy	in	
general	and	one	on	Solvay’s	theory	of	accountancy	in	specific.50

4.1.3. L’Université Nouvelle and Institut des Hautes Études  
[The New University and Institute of Higher Learning]

As	a	member	of	the	ISS,	Otlet	was	not	only	part	of	one	of	the	most	
innovative	places	for	sociological	debate	in	Belgium	but	also	he	lived	
through	the	tumultuous	events	associated	with	attempts	to	 institu-
tionalize	sociology	in	the	ULB.	An	initial	impetus	had	occurred	in	1889	

43	 ‘Hennebicq	(Léon)’,	in:	Eugène	De	Seyn,	Dictionnaire biographique des Sciences, des 
Lettres et des Arts en Belgique. Tome Second	(Bruxelles:	Éditions	l’Avenir,	1936),	556.

44	 ‘De	Brouckère	(Louis)’,	in:	Eugène	De	Seyn,	Dictionnaire biographique des Sciences, des 
Lettres et des Arts en Belgique. Tome Premier	(Bruxelles:	Éditions	l’Avenir,	1935),	213.

45	 Weekly	reports	of	its	reunions	in	1894;	MDN,	HLF	121	Institut	des	Sciences	Sociales	
1894–1895,	folder	P.V.	des	réunions	1894.

46	 Based	on	the	reports	of	the	assemblies	published	in	the	Revue Sociale et Politique	and	
on	a	list	of	members	invited	for	the	assembly	of	15	January	1890	of	the	SESP;	MDN,	
HLF	121,	Folder	Société	d’Études	Sociale	et	Politiques	.

47	 On	the	backside	of	the	Annales,	the	OIB’s	Sommaires méthodiques	were	advertised	as	
a	project	grown	out	of	its	collaboration	with	the	SESP	and	the	ISS.

48	 Contract	between	the	ISS	and	the	OIB,	first	version	dated	15	March	1894,	second	
final	version	dated	12	April	1894;	MDN,	HLF	121,	Folder	C7	Institut	des	Sciences	
Sociales/Office	International	Bibliog.	PV	des	réunions	1894	Politiques.

49	 Ibid.
50	 Paul	Otlet,	‘Observations	à	propos	de	la	dernière	note	de	M.	Solvay	relative	au	

Comptabilisme’,	in:	Annales de l’Institut des Sciences Sociales,	4.4	(1898),	290–294;	Paul	
Otlet,	‘La	Comptabilité	et	le	Comptabilisme’,	in:	Annales de l’Institut des Sciences 
Sociales,	2.3	(1896),	47–60.
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at	the	ULB	when	Denis,	De	Greef,	and	Eugène	Van	der	Rest	set	up	an	
interfacultary	programme	in	political	and	social	sciences.51	However,	
it	was	not	until	1894	that	sociology	was	systematically	taught	at	the	
newly	founded	Université	Nouvelle.52	The	 immediate	cause	for	the	
foundation	of	the	Université	Nouvelle	 in	1894	was	the	cancellation	
of	a	series	of	lectures	of	the	anarchist	geographer	Elisée	Reclus	by	the	
academic	Board	of	the	ULB	following	anarchist	uprisings	in	France.53	
Denis,	 who	 had	 invited	 his	 friend	 Reclus	 to	 give	 these	 lectures,	 re-
signed	as	rector	of	the	ULB.	Several	other	professors,	notably	De	Greef	
and	Picard,	also	left	the	ULB,	and	together	they	founded	the	new	dis-
sident	Université	Nouvelle.54	De	Greef	acted	as	rector	of	the	new	uni-
versity	and	managed	to	establish	an	internationally	oriented	univer-
sity	programme	with	the	social	sciences	as	its	point	of	focus.	One	of	
the	 fundamental	 educational	 principles	 of	 the	 Université	 Nouvelle	
was	that	it	aimed	to	complete	academic	specialization	with	a	synthet-
ic	and	encyclopaedist	sociological	perspective.	The	programme	of	the	
Institut	des	Hautes	Études,	as	La	Fontaine	expressed	it,	emphasized	
the	original	idea	that	‘a	synthetic	overview,	at	the	same	time	theoreti-
cal	and	practical,	of	the	intellectual	domain	is	indispensable	for	those	
who	want	to	carry	out	social	action	in	a	well	thought-out	manner,	as	
well	as	for	those	who	want	to	undertake	in	a	fully	rational	manner	the	
study	of	a	particular	branch	of	human	knowledge’.xii

The	faculty	of	the	social	sciences	at	the	Université	Nouvelle	may	be	
considered,	after	the	SESP	and	the	ISS,	the	third	sociological	research	
centre	in	which	Otlet	was	involved.	From	the	many	friends	and	ac-
quaintances	of	Otlet	who	had	joined	the	Université	Nouvelle,	it	was	
La	 Fontaine	 who	 requested	 that	 Otlet	 join	 this	 group.	 At	 the	 time,	
Otlet	was	active	simultaneously	as	a	lawyer	reporting	regularly	to	the	
Palace	of	Justice,	a	businessman	who	worked	on	his	father’s	affairs,	
and	a	practical	scholar	engaged	in	bibliography.	He	weighed	the	pros	
and	cons	of	the	consequences	that	a	professorship	at	the	New	Uni-
versity	would	have	on	his	 life	on	a	personal,	professional,	financial,	
intellectual,	and	political	level.	Finally,	he	let	himself	be	persuaded	by	
La	Fontaine	to	give	a	course.	But	then	he	changed	his	mind	again	and,	
as	 Rayward	 has	 noted,	 wrote	 to	 De	 Greef	 ‘that	 the	 responsibility	 of	

51	 Wils,	De Omweg van de Wetenschap,	276–278.
52	 Kaat	Wils,	‘De	Sociologie’,	in:	Robert	Halleux	(ed.),	Geschiedenis van de wetenschappen 

in België: 1815–2000	(Brussel:	Dexia,	2001),	305–322,	314.
53	 Reg	Carr,	Anarchism in France: The Case of Octave Mirbeau	(Manchester:	Manchester	

University	Press,	1977),	56–64.
54	 Andrée	Despy-Meyer,	‘Un	laboratoire	d’idées:	l’Université	nouvelle	de	Bruxelles	

(1894–1919)’,	in:	Ginette	Kurgan-van	Hentenryk	(ed.),	Laboratoires et réseaux de dif-
fusion des idées en Belgique (xixe–xxe siècles)	(Bruxelles:	Université	de	Bruxelles,	1994),	
51–54.
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becoming	a	professor	was	too	great’.55	Unlike	most	of	the	other	mem-
bers	of	the	ISS—La	Fontaine,	Hirsch,	Vandervelde,	De		Brouckère,	and	
Vinck—Otlet	did	not	give	a	course	at	the	Université	Nouvelle.	He	did,	
however,	 eventually	 offer	 lectures	 on	 ‘the	 organization	 of	 science	
and	of	scientific	work’	in	the	academic	term	1909–1910	and	on	‘the	
organization	of	international	life’	in	1910–1911.56	Finally,	in	1920,	he	
started	to	give	courses,	every	year	until	1939,	at	the	Institut	des	Hautes	
Études.	 The	 Institute	 had	 acted	 from	 1899	 until	 1914	 as	 the	 faculty	
of	the	Social	Sciences	of	the	Université	Nouvelle.	When	the	Univer-
sité	 Nouvelle	 was	 dissolved	 in	 1918,	 the	 Institut	 des	 Hautes	 Études	
was	transferred	to	the	ULB.57	The	Institute	was,	as	one	of	its	founders	
Edmond	Picard	described	it,	the	‘crown’	of	the	Université	Nouvelle,	
open	to	the	public	and	not	focused	on	gaining	grades	but	on	provid-
ing	a	generalized	form	of	education	that	orchestrated	the	multiple	
sciences	in	a	series	of	‘exciting’	conferences.58

The	course	Otlet	offered	varied	in	subject	and	emphasis	from	year	
to	year.	In	1920–21	he	taught	a	course	entitled	‘The	Intellectual	Econ-
omy’;	 in	 1921–22	 a	 course	 ‘The	 Encyclopaedia	 and	 the	 Synthesis	 of	
Knowledge’;	in	1922–23	‘The	International	Problems	and	the	Contri-
bution	of	Sociology’;	in	1923–24	and	in	1924–25	‘Universalism,	Philo-
sophic	and	World	Economic	Doctrine’;	in	1925–26	‘Universalism’;	in	
1930–31	 ‘Universalism	 and	 Mondialism	 [Internationalism]’;	 and	 in	
1931–32	 ‘Facts	 and	 Problems	 of	 the	 Moment	 in	 Relation	 to	 Global	
Ideas’.	In	addition	to	these	full	courses,	he	continued	to	give	an	annu-
al	conference,	until	the	outbreak	of	the	Second	World	War,	on	issues	
related	to	internationalism,	global	problems,	international	sociology,	
and	graphical	representations	in	science.xiii

4.2. Organicism at the Brussels’ University and  
at the International Institute of Sociology

Through	 his	 involvement	 in	 the	 SESP,	 the	 ISS,	 and	 the	 Institut	 des	
Hautes	 Etudes,	 Otlet	 became	 deeply	 influenced	 by	 the	 sociological	
mode	of	thought	at	these	institutes.	One	particular	sociological	cur-
rent,	known	as	organicism,	coloured	sociology	in	the	Brussels’	milieu.	

55	 W.	Boyd	Rayward,	The Universe of Information. The Work of Paul Otlet for Documenta-
tion and International Organisation	(Moscow:	VINITI,	1975),	39–40.

56	 Andrée	Despy-Meyer,	Pierre	Goffin,	Institut	des	hautes	études	de	Belgique,	and	
ULB	Service	des	archives,	Liber memorialis de l’Institut des hautes études de Belgique 
fondé en 1894	(Bruxelles:	Institut	des	hautes	études	de	Belgique,	1976).

57	 Ibid.,	88.
58	 Edmond	Picard,	L’Institut des Hautes Études à l’Université Nouvelle de Bruxelles	(Paris:	

Librairie	de	l’Art	Social	(extrait	de	l’Humanité Nouvelle),	1897),	7.



207The Mechanical, Collective Brain

Like	Emile	Vandervelde,	Hector	Denis,	and	Guillaume	De	Greef,		Otlet	
kept	up	with	the	fashion	of	the	organicist	theories.	A	useful	starting	
point	to	grasp	and	characterize	Otlet’s	sociological	viewpoint	is	there-
fore	to	dwell	for	a	moment	on	the	movement	of	organicism	and	how	
the	members	of	the	ISS	absorbed	and	interpreted	the	organicist	ideas.	
This	will	allow	us	to	analyse	how	Otlet	integrated	organicist	theories	
in	his	theory	of	knowledge	organization	(in	section	4.3)	and	in	his	re-
flections	about	internationalism	(in	Section	4.4).

4.2.1. The organicist model in French sociological thought (1870–1900)

Between	the	1870s	and	the	early	1900s,	organicism	was	one	of	the	most	
prominent	 models	 for	 conceptualizing	 society	 and	 played	 a	 pivotal	
role	in	establishing	the	new	science	of	society	which	became	known	
as	‘sociology’.59	As	Daniela	Barberis	has	argued,	organicism	has	served	
to	establish	‘society’	as	an	object	of	study	with	specific	characteristics,	
which	 were	 retained	 by	 later	 sociology	 from	 this	 formative	 period,	
long	 after	 the	 organicist	 analogy	 that	 grounded	 them	 had	 been	 ex-
plicitly	rejected.60	By	comparing	society	to	a	biological	organism,	or-
ganicists	developed	a	strong	notion	of	society	as	a	concrete,	natural	
reality	that	exists	 in	the	empirical,	natural	world,	and	that	could	be	
studied	accordingly	with	empirical	methods	and	with	the	precision	of	
the	natural	sciences.	Organicism	brought	the	abstract	notion	‘society’	
down	to	earth,	turned	it	into	a	physical	and	visible,	and	therefore	po-
tentially	knowable,	living	entity	that	was	of	the	same	order	as	animal	
societies	and	the	human	body.	Unlike	a	mechanism	which	is	the	prod-
uct	and	instrument	of	man,	society,	organicists	believed,	was	a	natural	
product	that	was	born,	grew,	and	developed	according	to	its	own	will	
and	 necessity.	 Following	 Spencer,	 the	 evolutionary	 development	 of	
society	was	for	the	organicists	what	bound	sociology	to	biology.

Another	characteristic	trait	of	organicists	was	that	they	gave	prior-
ity	to	the	societal	over	the	individual	level.	In	the	organicist	model,	
interdependence	 rather	 than	 the	 independence	 of	 the	 individual	
cells	 was	 emphasized.	 Like	 a	 biological	 organism,	 society	 was	 con-
sidered	by	organicists	to	be	a	living	being	that	consisted	of	compo-
nents	 which,	 despite	 a	 certain	 independence	 (at	 least	 on	 the	 level	
of	organs),	 interacted	in	such	a	way	that	they	survived	only	togeth-
er.61	Society	was	more	than	a	set	in	which	each	member	efficiently	
performed	 its	 particular	 functions;	 its	 members	 shared	 the	 same	
purposes	because	they	were	bounded	in	a	higher-level	individuality.	

59	 Mucchielli,	La découverte du social: naissance de la sociologie en France (1870–1914).
60	 Barberis,	‘In	search	of	an	object’.
61	 Hejl,	‘The	Importance	of	the	Concepts	of	“Organism”	and	“Evolution”’.
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Components	of	society	interacted	and	cooperated	in	such	a	way	that	
they	 maintained	 each	 other	 and	 hence	 also	 their	 selves.	 This	 state	
of	cooperation	and	social	solidarity	was	claimed	by	organicists	to	be	
the	 natural	 human	 state.62	 This	 model	 of	 cooperative	 organization	
reacted	 against	 the	 individualism	 that	 organicists	 assumed	 charac-
terized	contemporary	society.

Organicists	emphasized	the	primacy	of	the	social	bond	and	opposed	
extreme	individualism.	Although	this	associationist	and	solidarist	po-
sition	could	lead	to	liberal	or	authoritarian	conclusions	dependant	on	
the	author’s	intention,	the	organicist	position	paralleled	in	a	remark-
able	way	Léon	Bourgeois’	doctrine	of	‘solidarism’,	which	became	the	
official	social	philosophy	of	the	French	Third	Republic.63	Solidarism	
rallied	the	protagonists	of	state	 intervention	and	voluntary	associa-
tion	to	build	what	came	to	be	known	as	the	‘Welfare	State’.64	In	the	
framework	of	a	French	society	that	was	in	transition	from	individu-
alist	 and	 non-interventionist	 liberalism	 to	 associationist	 and	 statist	
socialism,	the	organicist	arguments	definitely	held	a	flexible,	political	
usability	and	relevance.

The	 organic	 analogy	 had	 become	 widely	 popular	 in	 sociological	
thought	 since	 the	 publication	 of	 the	 Principles of Sociology	 (1874–
1896)	by	Herbert	Spencer,	in	which	he	coupled	a	functional	analysis	
of	super-organic	bodies	to	an	evolutionary	analysis	of	the	long-term	
development	 of	 social	 forms	 of	 organization.65	 Several	 works	 pub-
lished	 almost	 simultaneously	 with	 or	 immediately	 following	 Spen-
cer’s	 Principles	 helped	 to	 make	 organicism	 as	 a	 sociological	 move-
ment	increasingly	popular:	Paul	von	Lilienfeld’s	multivolume	work	
Gedanken über die Socialwissenschaft der Zukunft	[Thoughts	Concern-
ing	the	Social	Science	of	the	Future]	 (1873–1881);	Albert	Schaeffle’s	
multivolume	work	Bau und Leben des sozialen Körpers	[Structure	and	
Life	of	the	Social	Body]	(1875–1878);	and	Alfred	Espinas’s	Des sociétés 
animales	(1877).

62	 ‘coopération	d’être	égaux	en	droits	et	en	devoirs’;	as	quoted	in:	René	Worms,	Organ-
isme et Société	(Paris:	V.	Giard	&	E.	Brière,	1896),	257.

63	 For	a	detailed	discussion	of	the	relations	between	sociological	theories	in	France	
between	1870	and	1914	and	liberalism,	see:	William	Logue,	From Philosophy to 
Sociology: The Evolution of French Liberalism, 1870–1914	(De	Kalb:	Northern	Illinois	
University	Press,	1983).

64	 J.E.S.	Hayward,	‘The	Official	Social	Philosophy	of	the	French	Third	Republic:	Léon	
Bourgeois	and	Solidarism’,	in:	International Review of Social History.6	(1961),	19–48.

65	 Jonathan	H.	Turner,	‘The	Origins	of	Positivism:	The	Contributions	of	Auguste	
Comte	and	Herbert	Spencer’,	in:	George	Ritzer	and	Barry	Smart	(eds.),	Handbook of 
Social Theory	(London:	SAGE,	2000),	30–42,	38.
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4.2.2.	 Organicism at the Paris International Institute of Sociology (IIS)

For	Otlet,	as	for	the	other	sociologists	at	the	Institut	des	Sciences	So-
ciales	in	Brussels,	one	of	the	main	centres	of	the	organicist	movement	
and	a	forum	in	which	to	test	their	own	organicist	ideas,	was	the	Inter-
national Institute of Sociology	 (IIS),	 founded	 in	1893	 in	 Paris	 by	René	
Worms.	Following	the	example	of	other	international	associations	of	
scientific	disciplines,	Worms	hoped	to	give	the	institutionalization	of	
sociology	a	boost	by	founding	the	IIS.66	Sociology’s	 international	di-
mensions,	he	believed,	carried	it	beyond	the	French	framework,	with	
sufficient	 authority	 and	 size	 to	 claim	 autonomy	 as	 a	 new	 science.67	
The	IIS	organized	thirteen	international	congresses	between	1893	and	
1937,	the	results	of	which	were	published	in	the	Annales de l’Institut 
international de sociologie.68	Membership	 in	the	IIS	was	by	 invitation	
and	based	on	the	eminence	of	scholars.	As	such,	the	IIS	assembled	a	
stellar	 lineup	 of	 sociologists	 and	 scholars,	 including,	 among	 others,	
Alfred	 Fouillée,	 Gabriel	 Tarde,	 Alfred	 Espinas,	 and	 Léon	 Bourgois	
from	France;	Albert	Schäffle,	Georg	Simmel,	and	Ferdinand	Tönnies	
from	Germany;	the	Americans	Albion	W.	Small	and	Lester	Ward;	and	
Jacques	Novicow	and	Paul	von	Lilienfeld	from	Russia.

From	 its	 foundation,	 prominent	 and	 senior	 Belgian	 sociologists	
were	 elected	 to	 the	 institute.	 The	 first	 Belgian	 members	 joined	 in	
1894.	They	were	Paul	Héger	(elected	Vice-President	in	1905);	Charles	
De	 Quéker,	 secretary	 of	 the	 ‘Bourse	 du	 Travail’	 in	 Brussels;	 and	
	Adolphe	Prins	(1845–1919)	(Vice-President	in	1898),	inspector	general	
of	prisons,	founder	of	the	Union internationale de Droit penal,	and	rec-
tor	of	the	ULB	(1900–1901).69	The	Russian	sociologist	Maxime	Kova-
lewsky	also	became	a	member	in	1894	and	could	be	considered	to	be	
a	 	‘Belgian’,	 since	 he	 was	 then	 teaching	 at	 the	 Université	 Nouvelle.70	
They	were	followed	in	1895	by	Eugène	Van	der	Rest	(Vice-President	in	
1901);	and	professor	at	the	ULB,	pioneer	of	the	science	of	religion,	and	
liberal	senator	Eugène	Goblet	d’Alviella	(1846–1925)	(Vice-President	

66	 Gisèle	Sapiro	(ed.),	L’espace intellectuel en Europe. De la formation des États-nations à la 
mondialisation xixe–xxie siècle	(Paris:	La	Découverte,	2009),	65.

67	 Sébastien	Mosbah-Natanson,	‘Histoire	de	la	sociologie	et	tradition	nationale:	le	cas	
français	entre	1880	et	1930’,	paper	presented	at	the	conference	Traditions	nation-
ales	en	sciences	sociales,	Amsterdam	(2005).

68	 Ulrike	Schuerkens,	‘Les	Congrès	de	l’Institut	International	de	Sociologie	de	1894	à	
1930	et	l’internationalisation	de	la	sociologie’,	in:	International Review of Sociologie,	
6.1	(1996),	7–24.

69	 Charles-Edouard	Henrion,	‘Prins	(Benoît-Adolphe-Georges)’,	in:	Biographie nationale	
(Bruxelles:	L’Académie	royale	des	sciences	des	lettres	et	des	beaux-arts	de	Belgique,	
1981),	Tome	42,	627–630.

70	 René	Worms	(ed.),	Annales de l’Institut International de Sociologie. Travaux du Premier  
Congrès tenu à Paris, en Octobre 1894	(Paris:	V.	Giard	&	E.	Brière,	1895).
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in	1899);71	in	1896	by	Guillaume	De	Greef	(elected	President	in	1900);72	
in	 1897	 by	 Hector	 Denis	 (Vice-President	 in	 1903	 and	 president	 in	
1910);73	and	in	1898	by	Jules	Dallemagne.74	In	1913	Emile		Vandervelde	
(Vice-President	 in	 1913),	 Cyrille	 Van	 Overbergh	 (Vice-President	 in	
1920),	 and	 Emile	 Waxweiler	 (vice-president	 in	 1916)	 became	 mem-
bers	of	the	ISS.	La	Fontaine	and	Otlet	did	not	achieve	membership	
until	later,	when	their	work	had	become	better	known.	They	became	
associated	members	in	1913	and	members	in	1927.75

As	the	list	of	international	membership	indicates,	the	IIS	was	a	fo-
rum	where	diverse	sociological	viewpoints	were	exposed,	rather	than	
a	place	where	collaborative	and	well-delineated	research	was	under-
taken,	such	as	was	the	case	at	the	rival	school	of	Émile	Durkheim	and	
his	associates	of	the	Année Sociologique.76	Worms	promoted	organicism	
and	even	tried	to	impose	organicism	as	the	general	theoretical	view	
of	the	IIS	from	his	position	as	permanent	secretary	and	editor	of	the	
ISS	 journal,	 the	 Revue internationale de sociology,	which	he	 launched	
in	1893.	At	the	third	congress	of	the	IIS	in	1897,	however,	the	organi-
cist	position	was	heavily	critiqued.	The	polemic	was	opened	by	 the	
French	 social	 psychologist	 Gabriel	 Tarde,	 who	 campaigned	 against	
each	form	of	biologism	in	sociology	and	who	based	his	own	sociol-
ogy	entirely	on	psychology.	In	a	reply	on	Novicow’s	 lecture	on	 ‘The	
Organic	 Theory	 of	 Societies’,	 Tarde	 argued	 that	 the	 ‘fruitless	 com-
parison	of	societies	in	general	to	living	beings	[…]	has	not	only	been	
superfluous,	but	also	dangerous’.	Lilienfeld,	Worms	and	Espinas	sup-
ported	 Novicow;	 several	 others	 including	 the	 Hungarian	 rabbi	 and	

71	 Fernand	Vanlangenhove,	‘Goblet	d’Alviella	(Eugène-Félicien-Albert,	comte)’,	in: Biog-
raphie nationale	(Bruxelles:	L’Académie	royale	des	sciences	des	lettres	et	des	beaux-
arts	de	Belgique,	1979),	Tome	41,	Supplément	Tome	13	(Fascicule	1er),	359–362;	
René	Worms	(ed.),	Annales de l’Institut International de Sociologie. Travaux du Second 
Congrès tenu à Paris, en Septembre–Octobre 1895	(Paris:	V.	Giard	&	E.	Brière,	1896).

72	 Charles	De	Quéker	was	the	secretary	of	the	city	and	of	the	‘Bourse	du	Travail’	in	
Brussels.

73	 Also,	Eugène	de	Roberty	was	listed	as	professor	of	moral	philosophy	at	the	Univer-
sité	Nouvelle;	see	René	Worms	(ed.),	Annales de l’Institut International de Sociologie. 
Tome IV contenant les Travaux du Troisième Congrès tenu à Paris en Juillet 1897	(Paris:	
V.	Giard	&	E.	Brière,	1898).

74	 René	Worms	(ed.),	Annales de l’Institut International de Sociologie. Tome V contenant les 
Travaux de l’Année 1898	(Paris:	V.	Giard	&	E.	Brière,	1899).

75	 René	Worms	(ed.),	Annales de l’Institut International de Sociologie. Tome XIV Conten-
ant les Travaux du Huitième Congrès, tenu à Rome en Octobre 1912	(Paris:	V.	Giard	&		
E.	Brière,	1913);	also	René	Worms	(ed.),	Annales De L’institut International De Socio-
logie. Tome Xv Contenant Les Travaux Du Neuvième Congrès, Tenu A Paris En Octobre 
1927	(Paris:	V.	Giard	&	E.	Brière,	1928).	After	the	death	of	René	Worms	in	1926,	
Gaston	Richard	organized	the	congress	of	the	ISS.

76	 Geiger,	‘René	Worms,	l’organicisme	et	l’organisation	de	la	sociologie’,	355.	Mosbah-
Natanson,	‘Histoire	de	la	sociologie	et	tradition	nationale:	le	cas	français	entre	1880	
et	1930’.



211The Mechanical, Collective Brain

philosopher	of	evolutionary	optimism	Ludwig	Stein,77	and	the	Polish	
Marxist	Casimir	de	Kelles-Krauz	attacked	it.78	In	general,	critiques	on	
organicism	 contested	 the	 fit	 of	 the	 comparison	 between	 biological	
organisms	and	the	alleged	authoritarian	consequences	of	the	theory.	
From	 then	 onwards,	 the	 focus	 on	 organic	 analogies	 would	 move	 to	
the	 background	 within	 and	 outside	 the	 IIS.	 Even	 Worms	 would	 no	
longer	make	organic	analogies	the	main	focus	of	his	synthesis	of	so-
ciology,	La philosophie des sciences sociales	(1903–1907).	This	is	in	con-
trast	to	his	earlier	publication,	Organism and Society	 (1896),	in	which	
he	 aimed	 to	 offer	 a	 complete	 theory	 of	 organicism.79	 Nevertheless,	
even	after	the	demise	of	organicism,	the	key	concepts	that	had	been	
developed	in	its	framework	such	as	organ	and	function,	morphology	
and	physiology,	the	normal	and	the	pathological,	and	the	definition	
of	 society	 as	 a	 concrete,	 natural	 entity,	 would	 remain	 influential	 in	
sociological	thought	after	1900.

4.2.3.	 Organicism at the Brussels Institut des Sciences Sociales (ISS).  
Massart, Vandervelde, Denis, Solvay, De Greef, Otlet

Organicism	provided	a	major	guideline	for	the	research	at	the	Insti-
tut	des	Sciences	Sociales.80	Because	of	the	involvement	of	the	mem-
bers	of	the	ISS	in	the	IIS,	it	may	be	reasonably	assumed	that	the	socio-
logical	viewpoint	of	the	members	of	the	ISS	was	closely	related	to	the	
organicists	of	the	IIS.	The	publication	of	substantial	accounts	of	the	
organicist	ideas	of	prominent	thinkers	such	as	the	Russian	Paul	von	
Lilienfeld	and	the	German	Albert	Schaeffle	in	the	Annales de l’Institut 
des sciences sociales	confirms	this.81	But	more	importantly,	the	mem-
bers	of	the	ISS	also	conducted	research	which	had	a	clear	organicist	
bias.	Organicist	metaphors	were	carried	through	at	great	length	in	the	
research	that	Emile	Vandervelde	undertook	in	collaboration	with	the	

77	 Jacob	Haberman,	‘Ludwig	Stein:	Rabbi,	Professor,	Publicist,	and	Philosopher	of	
Evolutionary	Optimism’,	in:	The Jewish Quarterly Review,	86.1/2	(1995),	91–125.

78	 Mucchielli,	La découverte du social: naissance de la sociologie en France (1870–1914),	272.
79	 Geiger,	‘René	Worms,	l’organicisme	et	l’organisation	de	la	sociologie’,	359.
80	 Raf	de	Bont	states	that	after	1897,	following	the	international	demise	of	organicism,	

organicism	was	discarded	as	a	leading	sociological	theory	at	the	ISS.	However,	De	
Greef	continued	to	defend	the	organicist	viewpoint	and	refined	it	even	after	1900.	
Considering	the	influence	of	De	Greef	within	the	ISS,	I	date	the	demise	of	organi-
cism	at	the	ISS	to	when	the	ISS	was	transformed	in	1902	into	the	Institut	de	Sociol-
ogy,	when	Waxweiler,	who	was	critical	of	the	organicist	viewpoint,	became	director	
of	the	Institute	of	Sociology.	See	Raf	de	Bont,	Darwins kleinkinderen. De evolutietheo-
rie in België 1865–1945	(Nijmegen:	Uitgeverij	Vantilt,	2008),	240.

81	 Albert	Schaeffle,	‘Deutsche	Kern-	und	Zeitfragen.	Résumé’,	in:	Annales de l’Institut 
des Sciences Sociales.1	(1894),	36–64;	Paul	von	Lilienfeld,	‘Pensées	sur	la	science	
sociale	de	l’avenir.	Résumé’,	in:	Annales de l’Institut des Sciences Sociales.1	(1894–1895),	
133–179.
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botanist	Jean	Massart	on	‘organic	parasitism	and	social	parasitism’	and	
published	in	English	and	French	in	1895.82	In	their	study,	Massart	and	
Vandervelde	compared	individuals	who	live	on	the	work	of	others	to	
lower	animal	species	who	live	as	parasites.	They	argued	that	the	para-
sitic	 way	 of	 life	 of	 these	 individuals	 gradually	 but	 surely	 enfeebled	
the	organism	on	which	they	fed.83	The	evident	socialist	agenda	that	
speaks	from	this	research	went	against	the	inegalitarianism	of	much	
other	organicist	research,	which	assumed	that	elites	were	an	essen-
tial	ingredient	of	all	societies	in	the	same	way	as	hierarchy	was	an	es-
sential	feature	of	any	complex	organism.84	Massart	and	Vandervelde	
added	to	previous	organicist	research	with	their	L’évolution regressive 
en biologie et en sociologie	(1897).	This	was	written	with	the	physiologist	
Jean	Demoor	who	worked	as	a	medical	student	at	Heger’s	Institut	de	
Physiology	and	whose	lectures	on	the	evolution	of	the	nervous	sys-
tem	had	received	considerable	attention.85	In	this	book	the	authors	
argued	that	progressive	evolution	was	always	coupled	to	regression,	
because	progress	involved	discarding	organs	or	institutions	which	no	
longer	had	a	vital	function	in	the	biological	or	social	organism.

Hector	 Denis,	 who	 had	 already	 been	 acquainted	 with	 a	 biological	
and	physiological	approach	to	sociology	from	his	involvement	in	the	
Société d’Anthropologie de Bruxelles,	also	gradually	followed	the	organi-
cist	route	as	a	member	of	the	ISS.86	In	an	article	in	the	Annales	of	the	
ISS	on	the	‘rise	of	the	organicist	conception	of	the	economic	society’,	
Denis	 sought	 for	 the	 ‘morphologic	 laws’	 of	 the	 monetary	 system,	
based	on	the	organicist	analogy	between	the	circulation	of	riches	and	
the	circulation	of	the	blood.87	In	his	course	of	lectures,	Denis	made	
use	 of	 schemas	 which	 made	 this	 analogy	 explicit.	 Modelled	 on	 the	
schema	of	the	blood	circulation	by	Harvey,	he	illustrated	Quesnay’s	
views	 about	 the	 ‘circulation’	 of	 wealth	 with	 and	 without	 the	 inter-
vention	 of	 money	 FIG. 1,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 mutual	 influence	 that	 occurs	
between	different	economic	systems.	FIG. 2	In	other	schematas,	Denis	
compared	the	functions	and	organs	of	the	human	body	to	that	of	eco-
nomic	systems	based	on	the	theories	of	Bichat,	Comte,	and	Dunoyer	

82	 Jean	Massart	and	Emile	Vandervelde,	Parasitism. Organic and Social	(London:	Swan	
Sonnenschein,	1895);	Jean	Massart	and	Emile	Vandervelde,	‘Parasitisme	organique	
et	parasitisme	social’,	in:	Bulletin scientifique de la France et de la Belgique,	25	(1895),	
227–294.

83	 Bont,	Darwins kleinkinderen. De evolutietheorie in België 1865–1945,	244.
84	 Logue,	From Philosophy to Sociology: The Evolution of French Liberalism, 1870–1914,	114.
85	 Jean	Demoor,	Jean	Massart,	and	Emile	Vandervelde,	L’évolution régressive en biologie 

et en sociologie	(Paris:	Alcan,	1897).
86	 Wils,	De Sociologie,	311.
87	 Hector	Denis,	‘L’école	physiocratique	et	l’avènement	de	la	conception	organique	

de	la	société	économique.	La	circulation	du	sang	et	la	circulation	des	richesses’,	in:	
Annales de l’Institut des Sciences Sociales,	2	(1896),	23–36.



FIG. 1 Schema of Quesnay’s theory of ‘The Circulation of Wealth’, based on Hector 
Denis’s Systèmes économiques, copied by George Lorphèvre for the use of the 
Palais Mondial (1930.01.11)

FIG. 2 Schema of Hector Denis’s theory of ‘The Economic Order and Evolution’, 
copied by George Lorphèvre for the use of the Palais Mondial (1930.01.11)



FIG. 4 Schema of ‘The Social Movement of Wealth and its Factors’, based on Hec-
tor Denis’s Systèmes économiques, copied by George Lorphèvre for the use  
of the Palais Mondial (1930.01.11)

FIG. 3 Schema of ‘Economic and Social Statics’, based on Hector Denis’s Systèmes 
économiques, copied in 1930 by George Lorphèvre for the use of the Palais Mondial



215The Mechanical, Collective Brain

FIG. 3;	 compared	 ‘work’	of	an	 individual	 to	a	 ‘reaction	of	man	on	his	
physical	milieu	to	satisfy	his	needs’	FIG. 4;	or	in	a	more	abstract	man-
ner	he	indicated	how	political	economy	as	a	science	of	 ‘society’	was	
positioned	in	the	middle	of	the	sciences	of	‘man’	and	the	sciences	of	
‘nature’	FIG. 5.	Political	economy	was	at	that	time	the	most	established	
of	the	social	sciences	and	was	usually	part	of	the	curriculum	of	the	
law	faculties.	Denis	thus	appropriated	the	earlier	organic	metaphors	
from	literature	in	political	economy	and	gave	them,	within	the	well-
developed	organicist	framework,	finally	a	‘truly’	scientific	basis.

Solvay,	in	his	turn,	never	did	fully	identify	with	the	organicist	posi-
tion.	However,	he	attached	great	importance	to	a	biological	perspec-
tive,	in	particular	a	physiological	approach	to	society	which	resulted	
from	the	research	that	he	had	initiated	at	the	Institute	of	Physiology.	
Solvay’s	programme	of	‘social	transformism’	that	he	outlined	for	the	
ISS	and	in	which	he	synthesized	ideas	from	thermodynamics,	physi-
ology,	 and	 economics	 proved	 to	 be	 reconcilable	 with	 organicistic	
studies	on	economic	issues	by	Denis	and	De	Greef.	In	‘Le	transform-
isme	social’,	De	Greef	gave	a	brief	outline	of	a	sociological	research	
programme	for	the	ISS,	the	results	of	which	he	published	in	1895	in	
Paris	as	Le transformisme social: essai sur le progrès et le regrès des socié-
tés.88	Next	to	Introduction à la Sociologie	(1886)	and	Les Lois sociologiques	
(1892),	this	was	one	of	his	most	influential	works	that	was	translated	
in	 many	 languages,	 including	 Russian.89	 In	 Le transformisme social,	
De	Greef	relied	on	organicist	arguments	 to	address	 the	problem	of	
how,	in	their	different	ways,	human	societies	and	the	‘great	society’	of	
which	they	are	part	arise	and	decline	in	a	process	of	increasing	orga-
nization	and	disorganization.	Building	on	the	doctrine	of	evolution-
ism	which	assumes	that	one	living	being	is	superior	to	another	if	 it	
is	 further	 advanced	 in	 its	 ‘transformism’,	 De	 Greef	 argued	 that	 the	
relative	value	of	a	society	can	only	be	measured	by	the	degree	of	its	
complexity	and	differentiation:	‘If	man	is	superior	to	other	animals,	
it	is	due,	not	only	to	a	more	complete	organization,	but	to	his	forms	
of	association	which	are	more	complex,	more	differentiated	and	bet-
ter	coordinated’.xiv	The	superiority	of	one	society	to	another	could	be	
determined,	De	Greef	believed,	on	the	basis	of	the	stage	of	association	
that	 that	 society	 had	 attained	 in	 its	 evolution	 towards	 a	 maximum	
of	differentiation	of	the	masses	and	a	maximum	of	coordination	of	
its	differentiated	parts.	This	argument	was	attacked	by	Gabriel	Tarde,	
who	thought	that	the	biological	analogies	made	by	De	Greef	were	in-

88	 Guillaume	De	Greef,	Le transformisme social: essai sur le progrès et le regrès des sociétés	
(Paris:	F.	Alcan,	1895);	De	Greef,	‘Le	Transformisme	social’.

89	 Lilian	Viré,	‘Guillaume	De	Greef’,	in:	Biographie nationale	(Bruxelles:	Établissements	
Émile	Bruylant,	1971),	Tome	37,	Supplément	Tome	IX,	358–373,	264.
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correct	but	also	that	it	was	impossible	to	value	one	civilisation	as	su-
perior	to	another.90

This	 argument	 on	 the	 increasing	 degree	 of	 association	 discussed	
what	was,	as	we	have	seen	above,	a	main	concern	for	organicism:	the	
society-individual	duality.	Characteristic	of	organicism,	De	Greef	ad-
opted	 an	 associationist	 and	 solidarist	 perspective	 on	 society	 which	
made	the	individual	and	society	correlative,	or	part	of	the	same	struc-
ture.	 Unlike	 the	 antithesis	 between	 the	 State	 and	 the	 individual	 in	
the	work	of	Spencer,	De	Greef	thought	that,	in	the	relation	between	
the	individual	and	society,	there	was	no	subordination	of	the	one	to	
the	 other,	 but	 mutual	 subordination.91	 Characteristically,	 De	 Greef	
concluded	Le transformisme social	by	saying	that:

Individual	well-being	is	equally	inseparable	from	social	well-being;	the	one	

90	 De	Greef,	Le Transformisme Social. Essai sur le progrès et le regrès des sociétés. Deuxième 
édition, revue et augmentée,	xix–xxii.

91	 Guillaume	De	Greef,	Introduction à la sociologie. Première Partie. Éléments. Deuxième 
édition	(Paris:	Marcel	Rivière	et	Cie,	1911),	lxxvii.

FIG. 5 Schema of Hector Denis’s theory of ‘Relations of the Political Economy with the Other 
Sciences’, based on Hector Denis’s Systèmes économiques, copied by George Lorphèvre for  
the use of the Palais Mondial (1930.01.11)
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is	impossible	without	the	other;	they	progress	and	regress	in	parallel;	the	
individual	and	society	are	not	an	antithesis;	on	the	contrary	each	of	them	
is,	one	small,	the	other	big,	the	faithful	synthesis	and	image	of	the	other.xv

However,	unlike	other	organicists	who	held	a	liberal	or	more	elitist	
view,92	 De	 Greef	 had	 a	 clear	 socialist	 agenda	 and	 adopted	 a	 model	
of	 egalitarian	 associationism	 that	 was	 based	 on	 the	 contract	 theory	
of	 Alfred	 Fouillée	 and,	 in	 particular,	 of	 the	 socialist	 Pierre-Joseph	
Proudhon	(1809–1865).	Proudhon	conceived	the	social	contract	to	be	
not	between	individuals	and	the	state	but	between	individuals	them-
selves,	who	refrained	from	governing	each	other.	In	a	similar	way,	De	
Greef	believed	in	a	‘collective	contractualism’	in	which	the	difference	
between	the	working	class	and	the	capitalist	class	would	be	replaced	
by	 a	 representational	 system	 on	 many	 different	 levels	 of	 society.93	
René	 Worms	 acknowledged	 De	 Greef’s	 original	 contribution	 of	 his	
theory	of	the	social	contract.	He	agreed	with	De	Greef	that	the	ideal	
of	an	egalitarian	society,	of	a	society	based	‘cooperation	between	be-
ings	who	are	equal	in	rights	and	duties’,	should	be	the	private	society:	
‘Every	day,	human	society	increasingly	resembles	a	private	company/
society	(civil	or	commercial)	and	adopts	progressively	more	and	more	
the	principle	of	the	same:	the	equality	of	partners/associates’.xvi

From	all	the	personalities	at	the	ISS,	Otlet’s	organicist	outlook	was	es-
pecially	close	to	that	of	Guillaume	De	Greef.	As	the	rector	of	the	Uni-
versité	 Nouvelle	 but	 also	 as	 the	 leading	 Belgian	 sociological	 theorist	
around	1900,	De	Greef’s	blend	of	the	sociological	models	of	 	Quetelet,	
Comte,	and	Spencer	as	couched	in	Introduction à la Sociology	and	Les lois 
sociologiques	were	important	in	marking	the	development	of		‘Brussels’	
sociology’.	Resulting	from	Otlet’s	personal	acquaintance	and	collabora-
tion	with	De	Greef	at	the	ISS,	it	is	not	surprising	that	his	definition	of	
sociology,	as	he	would	visualize	in	the	three	parts	of	the	circular	schema	
La Science Mondiale—La Sociologie Mondiale,	 is	 in	 line	with	De	Greef’s	
basic	 sociological	 assumptions	 FIG. 6.	 Firstly,	 Otlet	 made	 a	 distinction	
similar	to	that	of	De	Greef	between	a	sociology	of	static	and	dynamic	
phenomena,	which	he	in	turn	derived	from	Auguste	Comte’s	distinc-
tion	between	‘statics’	and	‘dynamics’	and	Spencer’s	distinction	between	
functional	and	evolutionary	analysis.94	Secondly,	Otlet	positions	sociol-
ogy	as	a	discipline	that	encompasses	all	 the	 individual	social	sciences	
at	 the	 top	 of	 a	 hierarchical	 classification	 of	 the	 sciences	 (after	 ontol-
ogy,	mathematics,	physico-chemistry,	bio	logy,	and	psychology).	This	is	
in	line	with	De	Greef’s	classification	of	the	sciences	which	orders	the	

92	 Barberis,	‘In	Search	Of	An	Object’,	61.
93	 De	Greef,	Introduction à la sociologie. Première Partie. Éléments. Deuxième édition,	lxxix.
94	 Guillaume	De	Greef,	Introduction à la Sociologie	(Bruxelles/Paris:	Gustave	Mayolez/C.	

Marpon	&	E.	Flammarion,	1886),	34–35	and	88.



FIG. 6 (left) Paul Otlet,  
The Science of the 
World. Global Sociology 
(1937.05.21) 

FIG. 8 (under) Paul  Otlet, 
Classification of Things 
and the Sciences (n.d.)
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sciences	 in	decreasing	 levels	of	generality	and	 increasing	 levels	of	 in-
terdependence	and	complexity,	with	its	implied	teleology	of	progress.95	
Mathematics,	physics,	and	chemistry	were	considered	to	be	the	more	
general	 sciences	 that	had	established	the	basis	of	 the	pyramid	of	 the	
disciplines	by	their	discovery	of	the	laws	defining	the	relation	between	
space	and	time,	and	matter	and	energy.	One	step	above	the	mathemati-
cal	and	physico-chemical	sciences,	biology	applied	the	insight	of	the	lat-
ter	to	study	of	life	in	general.	Finally,	psychology,	or	the	study	of	Man,	
was	the	last	step	of	the	pyramid	leading	to	the	science	of	sociology.	So-
ciology,	according	to	De	Greef,	‘has	its	place	at	the	apex	of	the	pyramid	
of	the	sciences;	this	privileged	position	is	contested	by	no	one,	no	more	
than	 its	 subjection	 to	 the	 sciences	 preceding	 it’.xvii	 From	 the	 highest	
point	 on	 the	 scientific	 ladder,	 it	 had	 a	 philosophical	 overview	 of	 ‘the	
complete	hierarchical	series	of	the	unity	of	human	knowledge’.96	This	
classification	of	the	sciences	was,	in	fact,	a	synthesis	of	those	introduced	
by	Comte	and	Spencer.97	Following	the	criticism	of	Comte’s	classifica-
tion	of	the	sciences	by	John	Stuart	Mill	and	Herbert	Spencer,	psychol-
ogy	is	inserted	into	the	hierarchy	between	biology	and	sociology,	and	it	
is	this	classification	that	Otlet	depicts	in	another	schema:	Psychologie	FIG. 

7.	Unlike	biology,	many	organicists	dismissed	psychology	as	a	legitimate	
source	for	sociological	theory.	In	general,	organicism	adopted	Comte’s	
hierarchy	of	the	sciences	and	his	rejection	of	the	individual	psyche	as	a	
relevant	field	of	study.98	However,	psychology	was	increasingly	accept-
ed	as	a	source	for	sociology	because	of	Gabriel	Tarde,	whose	sociology	
or,	as	he	called	it	 ‘interpsychology’	was	a	psychology	of	the	social,	and	
Emile	Durkheim,	who	based	his	notion	of	 ‘collective	representations’	
on	psychological	research.99	In	Classification of Things and the Sciences	FIG. 

8,	Otlet	even	further	extends	the	pyramidal	hierarchy	of	the	sciences	by	
adding,	besides	psychology,	also	‘ontology’	at	the	bottom,	and	‘pneuma-
tology’	(or	the	science	of	spirituality)	and	‘theology’	at	the	top	of	the	pyr-
amid.	This	extension	which	may	be	attributed	to	the	influence	of	the	
spiritualist	movement	in	French	philosophy	or	to	the	Thomist	revival	
that	owed	a	great	deal	to	cardinal	Désiré	Joseph	Mercier	who	directed	
the	Institute	of	Philosophy	in	Leuven	where	Otlet	followed	courses	of	
philosophy,	scholasticism	and	Thomism	during	his	student	years,	and	
whose	Thomist	treaties	on	ontology	he	was	well	acquainted	with.100

95	 Guillaume	De	Greef,	Introduction à la Sociologie	(Bruxelles/Paris:	Gustave	Mayolez/C.	
Marpon	&	E.	Flammarion,	1886).

96	 Guillaume	De	Greef,	Les Lois Sociologiques	(Paris:	Félix	Alcan,	1893),	71.
97	 De	Greef,	Introduction à la Sociologie,	5.
98	 Barberis,	‘In	Search	Of	An	Object’,	60.
99	 Lukes,	Emile Durkheim, His Life And Work: A Historical And Critical Study,	302;	Muc-

chielli,	La découverte du social: naissance de la sociologie en France (1870–1914),	317.
100	 On	Mercier	and	the	Thomist	revival	see:	Frederick	Copleston,	A History of Philoso-



220 Chapter 4

The	hierarchical	 series	of	 the	sciences	which	Otlet	expresses	 in	
the	 latter	 schema	 was	 an	 important	 sociological	 principle	 for	 De	
Greef	 (as	 for	 Otlet)	 because	 it	 made	 clear	 that	 the	 nascent	 disci-
pline	 of	 sociology	 deserved	 its	 own	 place	 within	 that	 series,	 but	
only	insofar	as	it	involved	a	positive	methodology:	the	observation	
of	social	facts,	the	classification	of	those	facts	and	the	revelation	of	
the	laws	that	govern	them.	In	the	creation	of	a	positive	sociology,	
it	was	important	to	understand	what	the	sciences	at	the	lower	lev-
els—especially	 biology	 and	 psychology,	 being	 at	 the	 immediately	
lower	 levels—had	 to	 contribute	 to	 sociology.	 Moreover,	 De	 Greef	
believed	that	if	sociology	were	to	differentiate	itself	from	the	pre-
ceding	sciences	and	claim	autonomy,	it	needed	to	demonstrate	and	
lay	down	in	a	classification	the	social	phenomena	which	it	took	as	
its	object	of	study.101	De	Greef	ordered	the	social	sciences,	like	the	
other	sciences,	 in	a	hierarchical	classification	from	the	most	gen-
eral	and	elementary	to	the	most	specialized	and	complex.	The	sci-
ence	of	economy,	which	treated	the	most	elementary	and	general	
phenomena	of	collective	life,	was	situated	at	the	bottom,	followed	
subsequently	by	genetics,	aesthetics,	collective	psychology,	ethics,	
law,	and	finally	politics,	which	he	considered	to	be	the	most	com-
plex	of	the	social	sciences.102

De	 Greef	 called	 the	 economic,	 artistic,	 intellectual,	 moral,	 juridi-
cal,	and	political	phenomena	which	these	different	science	treated,	
in	analogy	with	biology,	social	 ‘functions’.103	Corresponding	to	these	
functions	 were	 ‘organs’,	 which,	 as	 a	 set	 or	 group	 of	 organs,	 he	 also	
called	‘apparatus’	(or	in	French	‘appareils’)	adapted	to	the	execution	
of	these	functions.	All	these	organs	grouped	together	form	what	de	
Greef	calls	the	‘social	super	organism’:

Organs	of	various	kinds,	by	uniting	and	converging	to	execute	a	similar	
function,	form	apparatuses.	The	anatomical	notion	of	organ	as	a	physi-
ological	attribute,	is	linked	to	the	idea	of	a	special	use,	usually	multiple,	
which	means	that	each	organ	may	help	to	perform	several	functions.	An	
organism	consists	of	a	group	of	organs	or	apparatuses,	i.e.,	of	parts	en-
dowed	with	organisation.	The	individual	social	organs,	such	as	the	tele-
graph,	mail,	canals,	railways,	the	bank,	money,	etc.,	 form	in	group,	the	

phy	(London/New	York:	Continuum,	2003	[1975]),	250-253.	On	the	courses	that	Otlet	
followed	in	Mercier’s	Institute,	see:	Paul	Otlet,	Cahier	bleu	manuscrit	(1916.04.18).	
MDN,	Papiers	personnels	Paul	Otlet,	Notes	autobiographiques,	doc	n°539.	Otlet	re-
ferred	to	Mercier’s	treaties	in:	Paul	Otlet,	Monde. Essai d’Universalisme. Connaissance 
du monde, sentiment du monde, action organisée et plan du monde (Bruxelles:	Munda-
neum,	1935),	10-11.

101	 De	Greef,	Introduction à la Sociologie,	159.
102	 Guillaume	De	Greef,	Précis de Sociologie	(Bruxelles/Paris:	Moyolez	et	Audiarte/Félix	

Alcan,	1909),	9.
103	 De	Greef,	Introduction à la Sociologie,	69.
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circulatory	apparatus	of	the	social	super organism,	which	is	formed	by	the	
unity	of	all	apparatuses	of	all	individual	organisms.xviii

For	De	Greef,	the	‘social	super	organism’	is	a	great	international	body	
that	groups	all	individual	organisms;	that	is,	all	the	groups	of	organs	
or	‘apparatuses’.104

4.3. The sociology of bibliology

De	Greef’s	sociological	model	of	increasing	differentiation	and	centra-
lization	of	society	infl	uenced	Otlet’s	refl	ections	on	the	social	organi-
zation	of	knowledge.	In	the	second	part	of	his	report	to	the	1908	con-
ference	of	bibliography	and	documentation	organized	by	the	IIB,	and	
published	in	Le Mouvement Sociologique International,	Otlet	discussed	
the	‘sociology	of	bibliology’.105	Quoting	De	Greef	and	H.G.	Wells,	Otlet	
stated	that:

104	 De	Greef,	Introduction à la Sociologie. Deuxième Partie. Fonctions et Organes,	7–8.
105	 Otlet,	‘Conférence	internationale	de	bibliographie	et	de	documentation’,	426–447.

FIG. 7 Paul Otlet, Psychology. Correlations with the Other Sciences (n.d.)
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Humanity	advances	at	an	unstoppable	pace	“toward	the	continuous	fu-
sion	of	individual	societies	in	an	increasingly	intimate	coordination,	as	
far	as	a	world	society	 (G.	De	Greef).	All	 the	efforts	of	civilisation	con-
verge	toward	a	universal	synthesis	of	races,	cultures	and	political	institu-
tions	in	a	global	state	(Wells).xix

The	originality	of	the	argument	that	Otlet	makes	in	the	text	is	that	
he	interprets	this	evolutionary	process	of	increasing	coordination	of	
the	international	society	to	be	largely	dependent	on	the	medium	of	
the	book:

In	their	totality,	 [documents	of	all	sorts]	form	the	graphic	memory	of	
humanity.	Therefore,	the	Book	has	created	the	intellectual	unity	of	the	
human	race	and	only	 its	 intervention	can	account	for	the	rapidity	by	
which	social	unification	 is	 realized	all	over	 the	earth.	 […]	The	book	 is	
one	of	the	strong	factors	of	this	evolution	and,	in	its	turn,	it	is	directly	
influenced	by	the	social	transformation	that	it	has	caused,becoming	its	
effect	after	having	been	its	cause.xx

Extending	De	Greef,	who	had	argued	that	man	 is	 superior	 to	other	
animals	 because	 he	 had	 entered	 into	 forms	 of	 association	 that	 are	
more	complex,	differentiated,	and	better	coordinated,	Otlet	empha-
sized	the	role	of	the	book	in	this	process	of	social	transformism.	Like	
the	hand	tool,	he	argued,	the	book	has	played	a	major	role	in	human	
evolution	already	at	an	early	stage.106	 ‘The	book	is	to	the	brain	what	
the	hand	tool	is	to	the	hand’.xxi	It	cumulates	and	multiplies	man’s	in-
tellectual	forces,	just	as	the	tool	cumulates	and	multiplies	his	physical	
forces.	The	development	of	these	instruments	has	meant	that	man	
has	been	able	in	terms	of	evolution,	of	biological	transformation,	to	
create	 new	 organs	 and	 extensions	 of	 functions	 which	 have	 allowed	
him	to	avoid	changing	physically	or	intellectually.	Evolutionary	prog-
ress	has	been	achieved	by	the	use	of	the	intermediation	of	extensions	
of	the	human	being:	‘On	the	one	hand	the	hand-tool,	later	the	hand-
machine,	which	gathers	material	forces	and	applies	them	according	
to	man’s	needs	and	desires;	on	the	other	hand	the	brain-book	which	
multiplies	the	visions	of	the	world	and	synthesizes	the	infinite	points	
of	view’.xxii

Furthermore,	Otlet	compares	the	book	itself	to	a	biological	organ-
ism	and	argues	that:	‘The	book	is	not	only	a	material	product	of	man,	
some	sort	of	 inorganic	secretion	of	his	brain.	 It	 is	 itself	a	 living	be-
ing,	and	possesses	all	its	essential	properties’.xxiii	There	is	analogy,	‘if	
not	an	equality’,	Otlet	contended,	between	the	reproduction	of	living	
beings	and	the	reproduction	of	books;	‘Books	are	made	by	means	of	
other	books’.	In	analogy	with	Haeckel’s	famous	recapitulation	theory	
that	 ‘ontogeny	recapitulates	phylogeny’	or	that	the	development	of	

106	 Otlet,	‘Conférence	internationale	de	bibliographie	et	de	documentation’,	441.
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the	 individual	organism	(ontogeny)	passes	through	stages	which	re-
capitulate	the	evolutionary	history	of	its	species	(phylogeny),107	Otlet	
stated	that	the	latest	book	which	has	been	published	on	a	particular	
issue	recapitulates	all	the	other	books	which	have	been	published	be-
fore	on	that	matter.	They	summarize	and	condense	what	its	ancestors	
have	developed	over	a	long	period.	The	book	is	a	living	being,	and	is	
especially	 similar	 to	 a	 madrepore	 or	 coral	 reef.	 ‘A	 book	 is	 a	 colony	
of	ideas,	like	a	madrepore	is	a	colony	of	cells’.xxiv	First	ideas	hang	in	
brains,	are	uttered	 in	speech,	 then	agglutinate	and	condense	 in	the	
form	of	books;	books	get	in	touch	with	other	books	and	form	mul-
tiple	islands,	and	then	vast	continents	or	huge	encyclopaedias.	But	at	
all	time,	both	the	‘male	brain’	and	the	‘female	book’	are	necessary	for	
its	reproduction.	The	book	and	the	brain	are	relatively	independent,	
but	 remain	 linked:	 ‘The	 book	 is	 a	 substitute	 for	 the	 brain,	 its	 most	
direct	 annex,	 a	 sort	 of	 human	 organ	 detached	 physically	 from	 the	
body,	capable	of	living	its	own	life	but	nevertheless	linked	to	man	by	
thousands	of	invisible	links	through	its	conception	by	the	author	and	
the	assimilation	by	the	reader’.xxv	Together,	books	constituted,	a	living	
‘collective	Oeuvre’,	created	by	the	collective	effort	of	humanity.

Then	Otlet	continues	to	discuss	the	book	as	a	‘social	institution’	or	
the	function	of	books	in	contemporary	society.	Similar	to	De	Greef,	
who	believed	that	society	was	constituted	by	a	combination	of	inor-
ganic,	organic,	and	psychological	elements,108	Otlet	emphasized	how	
books	as	inorganic,	organic,	and	intellectual	elements	are	interlaced	
with	society.	In	society,	books	have	played	a	critical	role	as	‘the	instru-
ment	by	excellence	of	communication:

By	means	of	books	man	comes	out	of	his	 intellectual	 isolation,	 in	the	
same	way	as	he	comes	out	of	his	economic	isolation	by	highways	and	
railways.	They	constitute	a	social	mortar.	[…]	By	disposing,	thanks	to	the	
book,	 of	 means	 to	 act	 over	 great	 distance,	 social	 life	 develops	 in	 ever	
more	numerous,	more	interdependent	groups,	and	internationalism	in	
all	its	forms	turns	from	theory	into	reality.	‘Humanity’	is	formed	from	
the	union	of	all	particular	societies.xxvi

And	 so,	 Otlet	 concludes	 his	 text	 on	 the	 ‘sociology	 of	 bibliology’,	 it	
is	sociology	which	should	explain,	by	making	use	of	biological,	psy-
chological,	technological,	and	pure	sociological	theories,	in	what	way	
books	organize	the	relations	between	men	living	in	society.

By	emphasizing	the	role	of	books	and	documents	as	essential	in	so-
cial	interaction	and	evolution,	Otlet	imported	from	sociology	to	the	
field	 of	 bibliology	 the	 organicist	 argument	 which	 can	 be	 found	 in	

107	 Stephen	Jay	Gould,	Ontogeny and Phylogeny	(Cambridge,	MA:	Harvard	University	
Press,	1977).

108	 De	Greef,	Introduction à la sociologie. Première Partie. Éléments. Deuxième édition,	xiv.
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the	writings	of	sociologists	such	as	Eugène	De	Roberty	 (1843–1915),	
Alfred	Espinas,	Jean	Izoulet	(1854–1929),	Alfred	Fouillée,	and	Emile	
	Durkheim,	namely,	that	the	source	and	essence	of	sociality	or	solidarity	
lies	in	the	phenomena	of	social	interaction.	As	a	result	of	social	inter-
actions,	these	sociologists	claimed,	consciousnesses	are	produced	that	
makes	individuals	act	cooperatively	in	group.109	The	Russian	sociolo-
gist	De	Roberty,	one	of	the	principal	interpreters	of	Comte’s	positiv-
ism,	argued	that	thoughts	cannot	originate	or	be	transmitted	without	
interaction,	and	that	therefore	the	permanent	interaction	of	gener-
ations	 of	 people	 is	 necessary	 for	 the	 accumulation	 of	 thought	 and,	
hence,	for	the	development	of	civilization.110	Espinas	and		Durkheim	
came	to	a	similar	conclusion.	By	assimilating	society	to	animal	societ-
ies,	Espinas	developed	the	idea	of	‘collective	consciousness’,111	which	
Durkheim	picked	up	and	defined	as	a	‘distinct	reality’	that	is	diffused	
throughout	 the	 whole	 society	 and	 which	 links	 successive	 genera-
tions	with	one	another.112	Jean	Izoulet,	in	his	turn,	defended	in	La cité 
moderne	(1894)	the	hypothesis	that	language,	thought,	and	morals	all	
originate	from	association	or	social	organization;	and	Alfred	Fouillée,	
in	L’évolutionisme des idées-forces	 (1906),	described	how	ideas	are	col-
lective	forces	that	are	stored	in	individuals	and	that	have	their	own	
intellectual	heredity.	All	these	sociologists	recognized	to	a	certain	ex-
tent	the	existence	of	collective	thoughts	or	a	collective	consciousness	
that	results	from	the	interactions	among	individuals.	This	idea,	which	
Petrim	Sorokin	in	his	overview	of		Contemporary Sociological Theories	
(1928)	calls	at	a	certain	point	‘psycho-organicism’,113	can	also	be	found	
in	the	writings	of	Otlet,	but	Otlet	always	pointed	at	how	that	collec-
tive	thought	is	materialized	in	the	form	of	documentation	and	books.	
Otlet	spoke	about	the	organization	of	knowledge	as	‘the	creation	of	a	
kind	of	artificial	brain’	(1893);114	of	a	‘world	Memory’	(1907);115	or	of	a	
graphical	translation	of	‘universal	thought’	in	the	form	of	a	‘universal	
book’	(1908).116	Later	on,	in	the	Traité de Documentation	(1934),	refer-

109	 See	chapter	8	on	the	‘sociologistic	school’,	in:	Sorokin,	Contemporary Sociological 
Theories.

110	 Ibid.,	440–441.
111	 Warren	Schmaus,	Durkheim’s Philosophy of Science and the Sociology of Knowledge: Cre-

ating an Intellectual Niche	(Chicago/London:	University	of	Chicago	Press,	1994),	55.
112	 Lukes,	Emile Durkheim, His Life And Work: A Historical And Critical Study,	4.
113	 Sorokin,	Contemporary Sociological Theories,	465.
114	 Paul	Otlet,	‘Un	Peu	de	Bibliographie’,	in:	Palais	(1891–1892),	254–271,	as	translated	

in:	W.	Boyd	Rayward,	International Organisation and Dissemination of Knowledge. 
Selected Essays of Paul Otlet	(Amsterdam:	Elsevier,	1990),	17.

115	 ‘une	«	Mémoire	mondiale	»’,	as	quoted	in:	Institut	International	de	Bibliographie,	
L’Organisation systématique de la documentation et le développement de l’Institut 
International de Bibliographie,	Publication	n°82	(Bruxelles:	Institut	International	de	
Bibliographie,	1907),	15.

116	 Otlet,	‘Conférence	internationale	de	bibliographie	et	de	documentation’,	442.
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FIG. 9 Schema mentioning different institutions and associations co-operating with the IIB in 
the field of documentation (n.d.)

FIG. 10 The history of the ‘International Centre’ from the foundation of the IIB (1895) 
to the creation of the Palais Mondial (1920), illustrated in the form of a tree (1920)
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ring	to	Gabriel	Tarde’s	Psychologie économique,	he	compared	society	to	
‘a	tissue	of	interspiritual	action’	and	emphasized	the	role	of	the	book	
in	how	‘mental	states	act	on	one	another’:

Society	is	a	fabric	of	“interspiritual”	action,”	of	mental	states	acting	upon	
one	another.	 […}	Society	is	thus	a	system	which	differs	from	a	system	
which	is	different	from	a	philosophical	system,	in	that	the	mental	states	
of	which	it	is	composed	are	scattered	over	a	great	number	of	separate	
brains	instead	of	being	grouped	in	the	same	brain.	The	book	is	the	means	
to	regulate,	generalize,	and	amplify	these	interspiritual	actionsxxvii

4.4. Organizing the social super organism

4.4.1. The organicist foundations of   the Union of International Associa-
tions

Otlet	 did	 not	 only	 apply	 organicist	 theories	 in	 his	 writings	 about	
biblio	logy	 or	 knowledge	 organization;	 he	 also	 incorporated	 organi-
cist	 arguments	 in	 his	 writings	 about	 international	 organization.	
Both	 fields	 were,	 in	 his	 eyes,	 linked	 to	 each	 other.	 At	 the	 outset	 of	
his	professional	career,	Otlet	revealed	in	his	bibliographical	interests	
a	 commitment	 to	 the	 idea	 of	 international	 organization.	 He	 noted,	
for	example,	that	the	elaboration	of	international	bibliographies	de-
manded	international	organization.	The	work	to	gather	all	social	facts	
should	be	organized	collectively,	he	said:

In	summary,	on	the	one	hand	is	the	absolute	necessity	if	we	are	to	reach	
an	exact	statement	of	the	least	social	law,	of	taking	into	account	all	of	
the	social	facts	and	of	being	aware	of	all	of	their	relationships.	On	the	
other	hand	is	the	impossibility,	no	less	absolute,	of	any	one	scholar	by	
himself	 observing	 these	 facts,	 the	 greatest	 number	 of	 which	 have	 oc-
curred	in	other	times	or	in	the	theatre	of	other	places.	If	this	is	so,	one	
can	appreciate	the	importance	that	the	best	minds	are	beginning	to	give	
to	 the	 joint	 organisation	 of	 work,	 to	 the	 division	 of	 research	 in	 order	
subsequently	to	bring	together	its	best	results.117

For	 the	 development	 of	 a	 central	 bibliographic	 repertory	 and	 doc-
umentary	encyclopaedia,	over	a	period	of	 forty	years	 the	 IIB	estab-
lished	 a	 transnational	 collaboration	 with	 associations,	 societies,	
institutes,	 and	 commissions,	 some	 of	 which	 are	 listed	 in	 the	 radial	
diagram	 of	 the	 UDC	 system	 as	 stickers	 linked	 to	 their	 correspond-
ing	branch	of	knowledge	in	figure	9	FIG. 9.	Extending	the	transnational	
collaboration	of	the	IIB	to	these	different	communities,	Otlet	and	La	

117	 Otlet,	‘Un	Peu	de	Bibliographie’,	as	translated	in:	Rayward,	Selected Essays of Paul 
Otlet,	13.



FIG. 11 Schema illustrating the organization and activities of the Union of 
International Associations (n.d.)

FIG. 12 Schema of the relationship between the associations 
linked to, the congresses, the central office, and the services 
of the UIA (1912)
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Fontaine	pursued	an	original	course	of	action.	In	effect,	they	trans-
gressed	the	boundaries	of	science	in	1907	when,	together	with	Cyrille	
Van		Overbergh,	they	set	up	the	Office	central	des	Associations	Inter-
nationales	 FIG. 10.	 This	 was	 designed	 to	 provide	 common	 services	 to	
international	 organizations	 located	 in	 Brussels,	 coordinate	 their	 ef-
forts,	and	realize	better	cooperation	between	them.	Beyond	the	de-
velopment	of	a	centre	for	collections	about	internationalism	in	Brus-
sels,	including	what	La	Fontaine	called	a	‘Documentary	Repertory	of	
Internationalism’,118	one	of	the	main	goals	of	this	central	Office	was	to	
organize	a	world	congress	of	international	associations	FIG. 11.	In	1910,	
under	the	patronage	of	the	Belgian	Ministry	of	Science	and	the	Arts,	
the	Office	organized	a	World	Congress	of	International	Associations	
in	the	Palais	des	Académies	in	Brussels.	This	was	attended	by	delegates	
of	137	international	organizations	and	thirteen	governments.119	One	
of	 the	main	goals	of	 the	congress	was	 the	foundation	of	 the	Union	
of	 International	 Associations	 (UIA),	 an	 ‘association	 of	 associations’	
that	 would	 coordinate	 the	 relations	 and	 interests	 between	 interna-
tional	 organizations	 throughout	 the	 world.	 In	 1913	 a	 second	 World	
Congress	was	organized	in	Brussels	and	in	Ghent,	even	more	ambi-
tious	 than	 the	 first	 congress.	 It	 brought	 together	 representatives	 of	
hundred	and	sixty-nine	international	organizations	and	twenty-two	
governments.	Among	the	extraordinary	range	of	international	asso-
ciations	subscribed	to	the	UAI	were	the	International	Peace		Bureau,	
the	Carnegie	Endowment	for	International	Peace,	the	International	
Olympic	Committee,	the	Institute	of	International	Law,	the	Interna-
tional	Institute	of	Statistics,	the	International	Institute	of		Sociology,	
and	the	Interparliamentary	Union.120	In	the	diagram	 l’Union des As-
sociations Internationales	FIG. 12	Otlet	shows	that	the	Central	Office	of	
International	 Associations	 had	 set	 up	 six	 scientific	 committees	 (co-
operation,	the	juridical	statute	of	associations,	the	unification	of	unit	
systems,	 international	 organization	 of	 associations,	 publication	 and	
documentation,	terminology	and	classification)	to	prepare	the	differ-
ent	sessions	of	the	congress.	The	UIA	was,	as	Renoliet	has	shown,	the	
immediate	forerunner	of	UNESCO,	and	its	history	constitutes	there-
fore	 an	 essential	 stage	 in	 the	 history	 of	 the	 emergence	 of	 non-gov-
ernmental	organizations	(NGO’s).121	In	what	follows,	I	will	discuss	the	

118	 Henri	La	Fontaine,	‘La	Documentation	et	l’Internationalisme’,	paper	presented	at	
the	Congrès	des	Associations	Internationales	(Bruxelles:	Office	Central	des	Institu-
tions	Internationales,	1910),	157.

119	 Henri	La	Fontaine	and	Paul	Otlet,	‘La	Deuxième	Session	du	Congrès	Mondial’,	in:	La 
Vie Internationale,	3	(1913),	489–524	(490).

120	 La	Fontaine	and	Otlet,	‘La	Deuxième	Session	du	Congrès	Mondial’,	490.
121	 Jean-Jacques	Renoliet,	L’Unesco oubliée. La Société des Nations et la coopération intel-

lectuelle (1919–1946)	(Paris:	Publications	de	la	Sorbonne,	1999).
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sociological	model	that	lay	at	the	basis	of	the	programme	of	the	UIA	
by	studying	the	influence	of	the	sociological	 ideas	of,	subsequently,	
Cyrille	Van	Overbergh,	Comte,	Jacques	Novicow,	and	De	Greef.

4.4.2.	 The catholic organicism of Cyrille Van Overbergh and  
Le Mouvement Sociologique International

In	order	for	the	Office central des Institutions internationales	 to	claim	
expertise	on	what	 international	associations	actually	were	as	a	new	
international	 phenomenon,	 and	 in	 order	 to	 prepare	 for	 the	 foun-
dation	of	the	UIA	which	would	claim	in	1910	to	speak	for	all	 inter-
national	organizations,	Otlet	set	up	in	1907	an	inquiry	into	interna-
tional	organizations	as	a	‘social	structure’	in	collaboration	with	Cyrille	
Van	 Overbergh.122	 Cyrille	 Van	 Overbergh	 was	 a	 Christian	 Democrat	
senator	for	the	province	of	Brabant	and	Director-General	of	Higher	
Learning,	 Science	and	the	Arts.123	He	also	 founded	 the	 Société Belge 
de Sociologie	in	1899	and	became	Director	of	the	Bureau International 
d’Ethnographie,	 founded	 in	 1905.	 The	 inquiry	 obtained	 information	
from	an	enormous	number	of	international	associations	on	the	defi-
nition	of	 their	aims,	history,	classification	 (place	within	the	field	of	
international	 activity),	 formation	 (their	 organs),	 life	 (their	 activities	
and	 services),	 evolution,	 and	 bibliography.	 Analysing	 this	 informa-
tion,	 Otlet	 distinguished	 several	 types	 of	 international	 associations:	
‘official	associations’	(or	what	we	would	call	today	intergovernmental	
organizations	or	IGOs);	‘free	associations’,	or	organizations	with	only	
non-governmental	members	(what	we	would	call	today	genuine	inter-
national	non-governmental	organizations	(INGOs));	and	‘mixed	asso-
ciations’,	 or	 organizations	 that	 have	 governmental	 and	 non-govern-
mental	members	(what	we	would	call	today	hybrid	INGOs).124	In	their	
survey,	 what	 Otlet	 and	 Van	 Overbergh	 defined	 as	 an	 ‘international	
association’	had	to	meet	five	criteria:	1)	the	members	must	be	from	
different	countries;	2)	the	association	must	not	reject	as	members	in-
dividuals	from	particular	nationalities;	3)	its	general	goal	must	be	of	
international	or	universal	interest;	4)	the	goal	must	be	primarily	not	
for	profit;	and	5)	the	association	should	have	a	permanent	organ	with	

122	 Office	central	des	Institution	internationales	and	le	Mouvement	sociologique	
international,	Enquête sur les structures sociales. L’association internationale	(Bruxelles,	
1907),	327.

123	 Eugène	De	Seyn,	Dictionnaire biographique des Sciences, des Lettres et des Arts en Bel-
gique	(Bruxelles:	L’Avenir,	1935),	1091.

124	 Otlet	speaks	of	‘Associations	officielles’	(e.g.,	l’Union	postale),	‘Associations	mixtes’	
(e.g.,	Congrès	de	navigation),	and	‘Associations	libres’	(e.g.,	Institut	de	droit	inter-
national);	Paul	Otlet,	L’Organisation internationale et les Associations Internationales. 
Rapport N°1. Congrès des Associations Internationales	(Bruxelles:	Office	Central	des	
Institutions	Internationales,	1910),	18.
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executive	power,	allowing	it	to	function	continuously.125	A	modified	
version	of	this	definition	is	still	used	in	the	Yearbook of International 
Organizations,	edited	every	two	years	since	1949	by	the	postwar	suc-
cessor	of	the	Union	of	International	Associations.126

The	 inquiry	 of	 1907	 was	 published	 as	 a	 third	 monograph	 in	 the	
‘collection	of	sociological	monographs’	in	Le Mouvement Sociologique 
International	 (the	 successor	 of	 Le Mouvement Sociologique),	 the	 jour-
nal	of	the	Société	Belge	de	Sociologie,	founded	by	Van	Overbergh.127	
The	 first	 of	 these	 monographs	 had	 been	 a	 study	 by	 Van	 Overbergh	
of	Sociologie pure,	the	classic	work	of	the	American	sociologist	Lester	
Ward.	The	second	monograph,	also	by	Van	Overbergh,	summarized	
Guillaume	De	Greef’s	sociology	as	a	 list	of	answers	to	an	inquiry	of	
nine	general	questions.128	By	collaborating	with	Van	Overbergh	and	
by	 publishing	 several	 articles	 in	 Le Mouvement Sociologique,	 Otlet	
was	 part	 of	 a	 sociological	 sphere	 of	 influence	 that	 was	 in	 many	 re-
spects	different	from	the	Université	Nouvelle	in	Brussels.	It	is	signifi-
cant	that	Cyrille	Van	Overbergh	was	a	guest	professor	at	the	Institut 
 Supérieur de Philosophie	of	the	Catholic	University	of	Leuven,	founded	
by	 the	 theologian	 and	 future	 archbishop	 Désiré	 Mercier,	 who	 col-
laborated	 with	 the	 IIB	 for	 a	 bibliography	 of	 philosophy.	 Under	 the	
chairmanship	of	Mercier,	 the	Institute	of	Philosophy	tried	to	bring	
the	sociological	thought	of	Comte	and	Durkheim	within	a	neoscho-
lastic	 frame	 of	 reference,	 thereby	 dissociating	 sociology	 from,	 and	
developing	a	well-considered	counterforce	against,	positivism.129	The	
Catholic	school	of	Mercier	opposed	the	monopolization	of	the	word	
‘sociology’	by	the	positivist	camp	and	instead	sought	to	develop	‘soci-
ology’	 into	 a	 neothomist	 solidarist-corporative	 social-economic	 and	
political	theory,	acting	upon	the	Rerum Novarum	of	Leo	XIII	 (1891).	
The	Société Belge de Sociologie,	 through	which	Van	Overbergh	hoped	
to	bring	together	the	Catholic	intellectuals	engaged	in	modern	soci-
ology,	was	officially	linked	to	Mercier’s	institute—at	least	until	1906.	

125	 Ibid.,	9–11;	Cyrille	Van	Overbergh,	‘L’association	internationale’,	in:	Le Mouvement 
sociologique international,	8.3	(1907.09),	615–627	(617–618).

126	 This	is	mentioned	by	Clive	Archer,	who	also	relies	in	great	measure	on	the	early	
definition	to	characterize	an	international	organization	as:	‘a	formal,	continu-
ous	structure	established	by	agreement	between	members	(governmental	and/or	
non-governmental)	from	two	or	more	sovereign	states	with	the	aim	of	pursuing	the	
common	interest	of	the	membership’;	see	Clive	Archer,	International Organizations	
(London:	Unwin	Hyman,	1983),	35.

127	 Overbergh,	‘L’association	internationale’.
128	 Cyrille	Van	Overbergh,	‘Premier	essai	de	la	documentation	en	matière	de	sociologie	

générale:	Lester	F.	Ward’,	in:	Le Mouvement sociologique international,	8.1	(1907.03),	
15–94;	Cyrille	Van	Overbergh,	‘La	Documentation	en	matière	de	sociologie	gé-
nérale:	Guillaume	De	Greef’,	in:	Le Mouvement sociologique international,	8.4	(1907.12),	
1–92.

129	 Wils,	De Omweg van de Wetenschap,	327.
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Also,	Le Mouvement Sociologique	was	distributed	with	the	magazine	of	
the	Leuven	institute.130	However,	Van	Overbergh’s	approach	to	sociol-
ogy	was	less	philosophical	and	more	eclectic	than	that	of	Mercier.	He	
relied	more	on	positivist	arguments	and	was	more	sympathetic	to	the	
sociological	approach	of	the	Université	Nouvelle,	as	his	monograph	
on	De	Greef	in	Le Mouvement Sociologique	illustrates.	Yet,	in	contrast	
to	the	positivist	approach	of	sociologists	such	as	Denis	and	De	Greef,	
who	positioned	themselves	in	the	anti-Durkheimian	camp	by	adher-
ing	to	the	IIS	of	Worms,	Van	Overbergh	defended	Durkheim’s	sociol-
ogy	and	explicitly	took	Durkheim’s	L’Année Sociologique	as	the	model	
for	Le Mouvement Sociologique.	Like	many	other	Catholics,	Van	Over-
bergh	especially	appreciated	Durkheim’s	sociology	of	religion	and	his	
theory	 of	 a	 corporative	 organization	 of	 society	 which,	 according	 to	
him,	dovetailed	with	the	encyclical	of	Leo	XIII.131

That	Otlet,	La	Fontaine,	and	Van	Overbergh	could	easily	agree	on	
their	 vision	 of	 the	 UIA	 is	 perhaps	 surprising,	 considering	 their	 dif-
ferent	sociological	backgrounds.	Yet,	the	Catholic	corporatism	of	Van	
Overbergh,	the	socialist	collectivism	of	La	Fontaine,	and	the	positiv-
ist	humanism	of	Otlet,	shared	an	organic	mode	of	thinking	in	terms	
of	division	of	labour	and	functional	representation	that	became	very	
popular	around	1900	in	the	Catholic	as	well	as	in	the	positivist	milieu,	
and	which	was	opposed	to	the	classic	liberal	individualism.132	The	or-
ganicist	functionalism	that	grounded	the	structure	of	the	UIA	con-
sisted,	for	a	Catholic	such	as	Van	Overbergh	as	well	as	for	positivists	
such	as	La	Fontaine	and	Otlet,	essentially	in	the	idea	that	the	social	
bond	takes	precedence	over	the	individual	and	that	social	evolution	
involved	increasing	social	differentiation	and	integration.	Following	
Spencer	and	the	organicists,	for	all	of	them,	the	more	complex,	differ-
entiated	and	integrated	an	organism	was,	the	higher	its	place	in	the	
evolutionary	ladder	of	life.

4.4.3. Comte’s notion of Humanity

The	organicist	model	that	founded	the	programme	of	the	UIA	was,	
however,	 impregnated	with	Comtian	positivism.	One	of	the	 ‘funda-
mental	ideas’	of	the	second	World	Congress	of	the	UIA	organized	in	
1913	in	Ghent	and	Brussels,	as	stated	in	the	general	report,	was	that	
‘Humanity	has	tended	over	the	ages	toward	ever	more	extensive	orga-
nizations’.xxviii	Such	an	interpretation	of	 ‘Humanity’	is	characteristic	
for	the	positivist	doctrine	of	Auguste	Comte,	which	treated	the	vari-

130	 Ibid.,	336.
131	 Ibid.,	337.
132	 Ibid.,	324.



ous	forms	of	civilisation,	including	science,	as	a	historical	progressive	
achievement	 of	 consciousness	 or	 thought.	 The	 immanent	 god	 ven-
erated	universally	in	Comte’s	religion	was	Humanity;	a	superior	be-
ing	formed	by	a	historical	and	geographical	development	of	the	af-
fectively	bonded	social	groups	into	a	planetary	unity	of	men	living	in	
the	past,	the	present,	and	the	future.	Humanity	referred	at	the	same	
time	to	the	process	of	the	universalizing	development	of	the	social	
ties	 into	 a	 social	 totality,	 as	 to	 the	 result	 of	 that	 coming	 into	 being	
of	a	superior	being.	Yet,	Humanity	was	a	final	destination	that	could	
never	be	fully	reached,	a	never-to-be-completed	historical	unfolding	
or	self-perfection	of	Man	as	a	species.	Comte	held	a	teleological	vision	
of	the	expansion	of	society,	from	La Famille	to	la Cité	to	La Patrie	and	
finally	to	L’Humanité.133	This	was	echoed	by	Espinas,	who	described	
how	the	different	social	forms	in	the	process	of	social	evolution	were	
‘encased’	 inside	each	other:	 the	 individual	 in	the	family,	 the	family	
in	the	tribe	or	clan,	the	clan	in	the	city,	the	city	in	the	nation,	and	the	

133	 Andrew	Wernick,	Auguste Comte and the Religion of Humanity: The Post-Theistic 
Program of French Social Theory	(Cambridge:	Cambridge	University	Press,	2001),	57.

FIG. 13 Paul Otlet, Progressive Extension of Social Structures (n.d.) [1912]
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nation	in	the	union	of	states.134	Similarly,	in	a	schema	of	1912		FIG. 13,		
Otlet	schematized	the	gradual	integration	of	social	structures	but,	fol-
lowing	 his	 sociological	 teacher	 De	 Greef,	 considered	 the	 individual	
and	 not	 the	 family	 as	 the	 basic	 sociological	 cell.	 In	 his	 ‘progressive	
extension	of	social	structures’,	Otlet	showed	how	individuals	have	en-
veloped	themselves	in	the	course	of	time	by	ever	bigger	social	struc-
tures.	First	they	grouped	in	cities,	then	in	counties,	then	in	states,	fi-
nally	at	the	present	moment	in	a	superstructure	fusing	all	states	in	
one	‘civilised	community’.

Given	the	frequent	references	to	and	quotes	from	Comte	in	Monde	
and	 Traité de Documentation,	 much	 of	 Otlet’s	 thought	 could	 be	 as-
sumed	to	be	influenced	by	and	sympathetic	to	many	of	Comte’s	ideas,	
especially	as	they	were	transmitted,	developed,	and	contended	with	
in	 the	 work	 of	 the	 Brussels	 circle	 of	 positivist	 sociologists.	 Further-
more,	the	affinity	between	Comte’s	positivist	humanism	and	the	so-
licitude	of	the	UIA	for	‘Humanity’	had	been	noticed	by	Émile	Corra	
(1848–1934),	who	had	claimed	the	leadership	of	the	French	positiv-
ist	society	by	founding	the	Société Positiviste Internationale	in	1906.135	
In	1912	he	donated	a	bronze	bust	of	Auguste	Comte	to	the	Interna-
tional	Museum	of	Otlet	and	La	Fontaine.136	In	his	book	L’Humanité	
(1914),	Corra	devoted	the	sixth	chapter	on	‘systematic	conceptions	of	
Humanity	that	came	after	Auguste	Comte’	to	the	work	of	the	Office 
central des Associations Internationales.137	Although	he	found	that	their	
enterprise	in	Brussels	was	still	premature,	it	nonetheless	had,	accord-
ing	to	Corra,	‘the	merit	that	it	helped	to	show	that	accompanying	the	
grand	philosophical	theory	of	Auguste	Comte,	the	hands	of	practical	
men,	justifying	and	consolidating	this	theory,	are	now	working	for	an	
objective	constitution	of	Humanity	[…]’.xxix

Otlet’s	 continuation	 of	 Comte’s	 positivist	 humanism	 may	 have	
causes	surprise	at	a	time	when	sharp	criticisms	had	been	expressed	
about	Comte’s	programme	by,	among	others,	John	Stuart	Mill	(1806–
1873)	 or	 Friedrich	 Nietzsche	 (1844–1900).	 According	 to	 Nietzsche,	
the	only	thing	that	Auguste	Comte	had	done	was	try	to	patch	up	the	
place	vacated	after	 the	collapse	of	Christianity	 by	means	of	 a	 com-
plete	makeshift	system	of	belief,	including	liturgy	and	a	priesthood	
and	organized	around	the	veneration	of	his	positivist,	quasi-religious	

134	 Alfred	Espinas,	‘Être	ou	ne	pas	être	ou	du	postulat	de	la	sociologie’,	in:	Revue philos-
ophique.51	(1900),	449–480,	(469),	as	quoted	in:	Barberis,	‘In	Search	Of	An	Object’,	16.

135	 W.M.	Simon,	‘Comte’s	Orthodox	Disciples:	The	Rise	and	Fall	of	a	Cenacle’,	in:	French 
Historical Studies,	4.1	(1965),	42–62	(57).

136	 Wils,	De Omweg van de Wetenschap,	11.
137	 See	chapter	5	called	‘Conceptions	systématiques	de	l’Humanité	postérieures	à	

Auguste	Comte’	to	be	found	in:	Émile	Corra,	L’Humanité	(Chateaudun:	Société	
Typographique,	1914),	54–59.



trinity	(the	Grand Être,	the	Grand Fétich,	and	the	Grand Milieu).	John	
Stuart	Mill	also	objected	to	Comte’s	theory,	especially	his	inordinate	
demand	for	a	single	system	that	left	no	room	for	liberty	and	sponta-
neity	on	the	part	of	individuals.138

Otlet,	 in	 contrast,	 filled	 in	 Comte’s	 organic	 notion	 of	 Humanity	
with	 an	 organicist	 functionalist	 model	 of	 an	 association	 of	 human	
beings,	which	he	interpreted	as	progressing	through	an	ongoing	pro-
cess	of	 integration	and	organization	toward	an	ever	greater	state	of	
consciousness	and	intelligence.	For	Otlet,	the	era	of	globalization	had	
finally	dawned	and	had	made	clear	that	Humanity	was	a	natural	real-
ity	that	had	become	self	aware	and	that	could	organize	itself	further.	
Expanding	on	a	quote	of	Pascal—’Humanity	is	like	a	single	man	that	
grows	greater	by	learning	continuously’—Otlet	stated	that	the	human	
unity	should	be	sought	not	 in	 its	past	origins	but	 in	the	future:	 ‘All	
evolving	human	societies	tend	to	form	this	unity,	to	experience	the	
same	 conditions,	 to	 consolidate	 until	 they	 become	 elements	 in	 the	
same	system’.xxx	Through	several	stages	of	international	organization,	
all	human	beings	have	evolved	into	one	‘collective	being’.	Humanity,	

138	 Davies,	Humanism,	38–39.

FIG. 14 Paul Otlet, The Stages of Organization (n.d.)



FIG. 15 Overview of different schemas about the theme of International Organization made by Otlet, 
presumably in 1912 (n.d.) [1912]

as	Otlet	shows	in	schema	The Stages of Organization	FIG. 14,	is	like	the	human	
body.	The	human	community	could	function	only	if	 it	had	 ‘limbs’	 (stage	
1)	that	were	‘in	proportion’	to	each	other	(stage	2)	and	‘harmoniously	inte-
grated’	during	its	growth	process	(stages	3	and	4).

4.4.4. The definition of the association of Jacques Novicow

The	organicist	functionalist	viewpoint	that	underpinned	the	UIA	expressed	
itself	clearly	 in	the	network-like	schema	that	Otlet	published	for	the	first	
time	 in	 a	 brochure	 in	 1912,	 together	 with	 many	 of	 other	 schemas	 on	 in-
ternational	organization	that	we	have	just	discussed	FIG. 15.	The	concentric	
rings	of	the	schema,	Le Centre Mondial	FIG. 16,	indicate	the	different	scales	on	
which	the	‘organisms’	are	active—local,	regional,	national,	or	international;	
the	wedges	or	sectors	of	the	schema	divide	the	‘organisms’	according	to	their	
‘function’,	‘speciality’,	or	‘branch	of	interest’.	At	the	centre,	the	different	in-



ternational	organisms	are	linked	into	one	superorganism	by	an	inter-
national	centre	that	would	be	responsible	for	establishing	the	coopera-
tion	between	the	associations.

Complementary	 to	 a	 static	 functionalist	 reading,	 the	 centralized	
network	can	also	be	read	from	a	dynamic	evolutionist	point	of	view	
as	an	evolutionary	tree	of	humanity—such	as	depicted	in	the	schema	
referring	 to	 Clémence	 Royer	 FIG. 17—that,	 during	 its	 evolution,	 has	
grown	 to	 a	 global	 scale.	 If	 man	 had	 started	 by	 working	 in	 isolation,	
he	had	gradually	grouped	himself	 into	 local,	 regional,	national,	and	
international	associations,	and	now	finally	 these	 international	asso-
ciations	were	grouping	themselves	according	to	their	interests	and	to	
representation	studying	the	‘total	problem	of	science	and	civilisation’	
FIG. 18.	In	an	evolutionary	schema	of	the	story	of	the	Creation,	Otlet	
positions	the	formation	of	associations	after	the	formation	of	com-
munication,	cities,	and	the	States	and	as	an	aspect	of	a	globalizing	pro-
cess	culminating	in	the	central	world	institution—the	Mundaneum	
FIG. 19.	Furthermore,	what	once	were	isolated	associations	coexisting	
without	 relationship	 had	 begun	 increasingly	 to	 cooperate,	 forming	
permanent	relations,	creating	a	common	work,	and	adapting	to	each	
other	FIG. 20.	The	growing	association	of	men	was,	according	to	Otlet,	

FIG. 16 Schema by Otlet of how he envisioned the ‘Relations be-
tween a World Centre and the International, National, Regional, and 
Local Organisms with Different Categories of Functions’ (n.d.) [1912]



FIG. 17 Representation of the concept of ‘Progress’, illustrated with a quote from Clémence 
Royer’s Origine de l’homme et des sociétés (n.d.)

FIG. 18 Paul Otlet, From the Individual to the Association (n.d.)



FIG. 20 Paul Otlet, Co-operation between Assocations (n.d.)

FIG. 19 Schema by Otlet about the evolution of the world’s organization (n.d.)
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an	evolutionary	process	of	progress,	which	he	saw	reconfirmed	in	the	
multiplication	 of	 associations	 and	 confederations.	 ‘Social	 evolution	
is’,	Otlet	contended,

characterised	 by	 the	 gradual	 passage	 from	 homogeneity	 to	 heteroge-
neity,	of	the	similar	to	the	dissimilar,	of	the	simple	to	the	complex,	of	
confusion	to	the	division	of	organs,	of	functions,	of	skills	to	the	separa-
tion	 of	 classes,	 to	 inequalities	 of	 conditions,	 situations,	 individuals,	 to	
the	increasing	specialisation	of	all	the	elements	of	social	life	contained	
in	the	emerging	community	which	detach	themselves	and	develop	over	
time.xxxi

Critical	of	the	social	Darwinists’	point	of	view,	such	as	expressed	in	
France	by	Félix	Le	Dantec	or	in	Belgium	by	Jules	Dallemagne,	Otlet	
asserted	that,	instead	of	a	‘struggle	for	life’,	‘a	union	for	life’	is	the	law	
of	human	evolution.	Darwin	had	shown	that	competition	is	more	in-
tense	between	two	living	beings	the	closer	they	are	related,	but	he	had	
also	shown	that	living	beings	of	the	same	species	formed	associations	
because	 ‘association	 guarantees	 more	 food,	 more	 protection	 and	 a	
better	defence	system’.xxxii	Much	like	De	Greef’s	contractualist	theo-
ries	and	Kropotkin’s	concept	of	‘mutual	aid’	as	an	evolutionary	prin-
ciple,	 Otlet	 considered	 ‘association’	 as	 an	 evolutionary	 mechanism	
opposed	to	the	struggle	for	survival.139	Yet,	 ‘cooperation	and	human	
solidarity’	would,	Otlet	observed,	not	do	away	with	struggle,	competi-
tion,	or	rivalry.	As	he	represented	in	figure	20,	individuals	(visualized	
as	stars),	state	administrations	(semi-circles),	and	associations	(trian-
gular	dots)	aimed	to	defend	their	position,	but	that	struggle	or	compe-
tition	could	also	serve	to	make	cooperation	more	vast	and	complete	
FIG. 21.	 Associations	 were	 ‘like	 concentrations	 of	 force’	 that	 through	
coordination	and	cooperation	could	attain	an	ever	greater	strength.	
What	made	these	international	associations	grow,	Otlet	reasoned	in	
a	typical	organicist	argument,	was	the	fact	that	associations	implied	a	
multiplication	of	force,	and	he	gave	the	following	example	borrowed	
from	the	Russian	sociologist	and	pacifist	Jacques	Novicow:	‘One	iso-
lated	 person	 is	 able	 to	 raise	 30	 kilo;	 hundred	 persons	 not	 3,000	 but	
300,000	kilos	or	more’.xxxiii

Not	only	did	Otlet	borrow	this	example	from	Novicow,	he	also	ad-
opted	Novicow’s	organicist	definition	of	the	concept	of	‘association’.	
Novicow	 defined	 an	 association	 as	 a	 ‘metaphysical	 entity,	 without	
concrete	 reality’,	 an	 ‘exchange	 of	 services’,	 ‘a	 vital	 circulation’,	 and	
‘only	a	means’	of	which	the	single	goal	is	‘the	vital	intensity	of	the	in-
dividual’.xxxiv	Novicow	believed	that,	because	there	was	no	limit	to	hu-

139	 ‘L’association	n’a	rien	de	mystérieux,	c’est	une	évolution	organique,	aussi	néces-
saire	que	celle	qui	se	produit	par	le	phénomène	opposé,	la	lutte	pour	l’existence’,	as	
quoted	in:	De	Greef,	Introduction à la Sociologie,	146.



man	association,	society	would	evolve	in	the	future	beyond	the	limits	
of	the	nation-state,	forming	a	federation	of	states.140	In	a	lecture	on	
the	‘Essence	of	Human	Association’	delivered	at	the	1909	congress	of	
the	IIS	on	‘social	solidarity’,	Novicow	argued	that	‘each	individual,	liv-
ing	on	the	earth,	will	reach	the	peak	of	his	vital	power	once	a	general	
federation	of	the	human	race	is	formed’.xxxv	He	suggested	that	such	a	
universal	federation	was	the	normal	and	rational	state	of	the	human	
race,	while	non-federation	or	international	anarchy,	disorder,	or	dis-
organization	was	the	abnormal,	irrational	state,	or	pathological	state.	
Quoting	Novicow’s	organicistic	vision,	Otlet	observed	that	all	organ-
isms	attempt	through	association	to	attain	‘a	maximum	of	vital	inten-
sity’.xxxvi	Like	Novicow,	he	compared	the	organized	and	coordinated	
system	 of	 human	 association	 to	 the	 normal	 or	 healthy	 state	 of	 the	
human	body;	while	he	compared	the	dissociation	of	society	caused	
by	war	to	the	illness	of	the	human	body	FIG. 22.	Otlet	specified	that	the	
‘maximum	of	vital	intensity’	involved	‘a	maximum	of	consciousness’	

140	 Harold	Ed	Josephson,	Biographical Dictionary of Modern Peace Leaders	(Westport,	CT:	
Greenwood	Press,	1985),	706.

FIG. 21 Résumé of the different sorts of associations, by Otlet (1935)



FIG. 22 Paul Otlet, War Compared to the General Paralysis (1919)

and	compared	the	state	of	dissociation	to	a	paralysis	of	the	nervous	
system.	The	world	society	was	evolving	not	only	towards	a	single	col-
lective	biological	being	but	also	towards	the	formation	of	a	collective	
mind.	‘Progress’,	Otlet	concluded,	‘is	marked	by	the	transformation	of	
the	unconscious	into	the	conscious’.xxxvii

In	another	schema,	Formule à éprouver	FIG. 23,	Otlet	also	echoes	Novi-
cow	 when	 he	 contrasts	 the	 ‘conventional’	 tree-like	 organization	 of	
‘collective	entities	or	bodies’	with	collective	entities	organized	in	anal-
ogy	to	the	structure	of	the	human	body.	The	‘head’	of	such	a	collective	
body	would	then	contain	the	organs	of	conception,	management,	ad-
ministration,	and	memory;	the	‘arms’	would	be	the	executive	organs;	
the	torso	would	contain	the	economic	organs	(resources,	consumption,	
and	expenses);	and,	finally,	the	legs	would	be	the	organs	of	distribution	
and	budget.	Here	again,	Otlet	seems	to	follow		Novicow,	who	thought	
that,	 because	 social	 evolution	 follows	 biological	 evolution,	 the	 main	
functions	of	a	biological	organism	(nutrition,	reproduction,	and	inter-
action)	should	be	reproduced	in	society	under	the	guise	of	economic	
functions	(corresponds	to	nutrition),	physiological	function	(reproduc-
tion),	and	intellectual	and	moral	function	(interaction).141



4.4.5. De Greef’s mondialism and his comparison of the State to  
a nervous system

In	their	programme	for	the	UIA,	Otlet	and	La	Fontaine	were	not	only	
convinced	 that	 the	 relations	 between	 human	 beings	 were	 evolving	
toward	a	state	of	universal	association	and	integration;	they	also	be-
lieved	that	it	was	now	that	the	hitherto	spontaneous	organization	of	
Humanity	 should	 ‘become	 conscious	 and	 systematized’.142	 As	 	Otlet	
stated	 in	his	essay	on	the	 ‘law	of	amplification’:	 ‘[…]	 the	creation	of	
an	 international	 society	 and	 the	 advent	 of	 the	 era	 of	 globalization	
[‘ère	de	la	mondialité’]	is	a	phenomenon	in	which	the	community	be-
comes	increasingly	self-aware	of	itself,	as	the	necessary	outcome	of	
its	normal	activity’.xxxviii	Otlet	adopted	the	phrase	‘era	of	globalization’	
from	De	Greef	who	used	it	as	the	title	of	his	inauguration	address	for	
the	eleventh	academic	year	of	the	Université	Nouvelle	in	Brussels.	De	
Greef	had	stated	that	a	new	form	of	cosmopolitanism	had	arisen,	one	
that	 in	 contrast	 to	 the	 ‘individuo-humanitarian’	 cosmopolitanism	
of	the	eighteenth	century	recognised	the	existence	of	intermediary	
social	groups	between	the	individual	and	humanity.143	Similar	to	De	

141	 Jacques	Novicow,	‘La	théorie	organique	des	sociétés’,	in:	Annales de l’Institut des  
Sciences Sociales,	5	(1899),	71–223,	(139);	Barberis,	‘In	Search	Of	An	Object’,	61.

142	 Fontaine	and	Otlet,	‘La	Deuxième	Session	du	Congrès	Mondial’,	495.
143	 Guillaume	De	Greef,	L’Ère de la Mondialité. Eloge d’Elie Reclus	(Bruxelles:	Université	

Nouvelle,	1905).

FIG. 23 Comparison by Otlet between a conventional order and the organization 
of a collective entity in analogy with the human organism (n.d.)
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Greef,	Otlet	stated	that	the	movement	towards	internationalism	was	
accelerating	and	amplifying	the	organization	of	social	relations,	and	
that	this	would	lead	to	a	new	‘stage	in	the	evolution	of	humanity’,	that	
of	‘humanitarism	or	mondialism’.144

In	 his	 viewpoint,	 Otlet	 was	 very	 close	 to	 Guillaume	 De	 Greef,	 ac-
cording	to	whom:	the	‘great	social	body,	international	and	intercon-
tinental,	the	creation	of	which	advances	every	day,	is	not	an	artificial	
creation	of	the	sprit;	it	is	a	reality’.xxxix	The	existence	of	that	‘interna-
tional	body’	had	been	ignored	until	recently,	according	to	De	Greef,	
because	simple	social	structures	such	as	the	family,	local	and	national	
societies	needed	to	have	developed	sufficiently	to	proceed	to	‘a	supe-
rior	 intercontinental	 and	 international	 coordination’;	 but	 now	 that	
this	stage	had	been	attained,	he	found	that	the	‘international	organ-
ism	can	no	longer	be	designated	as	utopia’.

The	internationalist	dimension	of	De	Greef’s	sociology	is	most	de-
veloped	in	Structure générale des sociétés	(1907),	in	which	he	studies	the	
‘general	structure’	and	‘life’	of	society.	In	the	first	volume,	he	discuss-
es	what	he	calls	‘the	law	of	limitation’	or	the	idea	that	the	first	stage	of	
the	formation	of	a	society	is	the	formation	of	a	limit	which	protects,	
separates,	and	communicates	with	the	outside.145	In	the	second	and	
third	volumes,	he	studies	the	borders	that	separate	one	society	from	
another	and	the	divisions	which	exists	in	society	in	the	form	of	class-
es.146	 Each	 border	 is,	 according	 to	 De	 Greef,	 ‘an	 organ	 of	 equilibra-
tion	and	of	intersocial	penetration’,	a	morphological	representation	
of	‘intersocial	differentiation’,	and	a	natural	preparatory	mechanism	
of	fusion	with	other	social	groups.147	There	are	no	natural	borders,	
either	physical	or	ethnical,	but	only	social	borders	that	correspond	
to	the	different	social	functions	(economy,	genetics,	aesthetics,	col-
lective	psychology,	ethics,	law,	and,	finally,	politics);	and	these	social	
borders	are	shifting	continuously,	ethnically	and	geographically.	De	
Greef	therefore	interprets	all	nation-states	as	‘States-of	transition’;	as	
political	borders	that	are	transitional	in	the	development	towards	a	
greater	world	society	and	world	economy.	But	now,	institutions	were	
urgently	needed	which	were	capable	of	coordinating	the	process	of	
increasing	 differentiation	 and	 fusion,	 which	 gave	 rise	 to	 the	 world	

144	 Otlet,	‘La	loi	d’ampliation	et	l’internationalisme’,	159;	Otlet	quotes	the	relevant	pas-
sage	from	De	Greef	at	page	156.

145	 Guillaume	De	Greef,	La Structure Générale des Sociétés. Tome 1. La Loi de Limitation	
(Bruxelles/Paris:	Ferd.	Larcier/Félix	Alcan,	1908).

146	 Guillaume	De	Greef,	La Structure Générale des Sociétés. Tome 2. Théorie des Frontières 
et des Classes	(Bruxelles/Paris:	Ferd.	Larcier/Félix	Alcan,	1908);	Guillaume	De	Greef,	
La Structure Générale des Sociétés. Tome 3. Théorie des Frontières et des Classes	(Brux-
elles/Paris:	Ferd.	Larcier/Félix	Alcan,	1908).

147	 De	Greef,	La Structure Générale des Sociétés (Tome 3),	392.
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society:	‘An	organization	which	is	equally	global	is	therefore	needed	
by	an	already	de	facto	global	life;	the	function	exists,	but	the	organ	is	
still	missing’.xl

In	his	writings	and	schemas	about	international	organization,	Otlet	
uses	De	Greef’s	organicist	theoretical	framework,	which	was	particu-
larly	useful	to	come	to	grips	with	the	phenomenon	of	globalisation	
and	 internationalisation.	 Like	 De	 Greef,	 Otlet	 considered	 territory	
and	population,	or	on	a	global	level	Humanity	and	the	Earth,	as	the	
two	 fundamental	 components	 that	 defined	 society	 and	 formed	 to-
gether	 a	 single	 interdependent	 organic	 system.	 Like	 De	 Greef	 and	
other	French	organicists,148	Otlet	seems	to	oppose	social	Darwinism	
and	to	follow	a	neo-Lamarckian	model	of	the	interactive	and	transfor-
mationist	adaptation	of	the	organism	to	its	milieu,	when	he	described	
how	the	world	population	had	entered	a	global	stage	by	having	the	
world	as	its	territory	and	how	these	new	circumstances	demanded	a	
restructuring	of	the	superorganism	itself.149

Characteristic	for	Otlet	as	an	internationalist	 (and	a	sociologist	of	
war	and	peace)	is	the	fact	that	he	gave	associations	the	same	amount	
of	responsibility	as	States	in	the	new	world	order:

The	 association	 has	 therefore	 become	 the	 manifestation	 of	 a	 move-
ment	that	extends	in	all	directions	and	that	reacts	on	the	structure	of	
the	State	itself.	It	leads	us	toward	a	variety	of	organisms	as	opposed	to	
collectivist	uniformity	as	to	extreme	individualism	[…]	It	is	increasingly	
undertaking	what	the	State	did;	it	provides	public	services	and	assumes	
the	central	authority	for	a	mission	which	must	be	fulfilled	in	all	cases;	it	
is	a	new	form	of	the	idea	of	administration.xli

The	opposition	between	international	associations	and	states	was	only	
a	 stage	 in	 the	 evolution	 of	 mankind.	 ‘There	 is	 today	 a	 profound	 dis-
junction	between	life	that	has	become	global	and	institutions,	most	of	
which	have	remained	national.	The	current	crisis	is	a	crisis	of	growth’.
xlii	Internationalisation	was,	according	to	Otlet,	nothing	but	the	succes-
sor	of	the	previous	movements	of	regionalization	and	nationalisation.	
Associations	would	not	replace	the	State	but	would	renovate	its	struc-
ture.	Using	an	organicist	metaphor,	Otlet	compared	the	action	of	asso-

148	 Yvette	Conry,	L’introduction du darwinisme en France au xixe siècle	(Paris:	Librairie	
Philosophique	J.	Vrin,	1974),	399.

149	 For	a	definition	of	neo-Larmarckian	thought	in	France	and	as	an	international	
movement,	see	the	chapter	‘Milieux:	Pathos	and	Pacification’,	in:	Paul	Rabinow,	
French Modern: Norms and Forms of the Social Environment	(Cambridge	,	MA:	MIT	
Press,	1989),	126–167.	De	Greef	also	followed	a	Larmarckian	model:	see	Bont,	Dar-
wins kleinkinderen. De evolutietheorie in België 1865–1945,	243;	and	Peter	J.	Bowler,	
Evolution: The History of an Idea	(Berkeley:	University	of	California	Press,	2009),	
236–247..	For	a	description	by	Otlet	of	the	global	integration,	see:	Henri	La	Fontaine	
and	Paul	Otlet,	‘La	Vie	Internationale	et	l’effort	pour	son	organisation’,	in:	La Vie 
Internationale,	1.1	(1912),	9–34	(12),	and	76.



ciations	in	the	international	domain	to	‘corals	and	madrepores	which	
have	slowly	built	under	water	the	foundation	of	the	oceanic	continent’.
xliii	Responding	enthusiastically	to	the	growing	number	of	‘international	
organisms’—according	to	Otlet	and	La	Fontaine,	more	than	400	interna-
tional	organisms	existed	in	1912—they	claimed	that	in	‘all	the	domains	
of	science	and	action,	international	organisms	have	been	created’,	and	
that	all	permanent	collective	work	must	be	embodied	‘in	a	permanent	
organ’.xliv	Applying	the	organicist	theories	to	the	international	society,	
Otlet	and	La	Fontaine	observed	that:	 ‘here	the	 law	is	confirmed,	 that	
the	function	creates	the	organ	and	that	the	organ	develops	the	func-
tion.	The	first	and	rudimentary	functioning	organs	of	international	life	
develop	continuously	the	needs	that	have	created	them’.xlv	In	1934	Otlet	
and	La	Fontaine	estimated	that	536	‘international	organisms’	existed,	of	
which	the	largest	number	were	active	in	the	field	of	scientific	life	(175),	
followed	by	the	field	of	social	life	(123)	and	economic	life	(90)	FIG. 24.

Whereas	Otlet	made	the	international	association	the	centre	of	his	
political	world	system,	most	of	the	other	organicist	sociologists	focused	
on	 the	State	 in	 their	 theory	of	 (inter)national	politics.	The	question-
ing	of	the	role	of	the	State	as	the	regulating	organ	between	individual	
and	public	 interests	was	an	 important	concern	for	many	organicists.	
Herbert	Spencer,	who	had	in	many	ways	a	profound	influence	on	the	
organicist	movement,	conceptualized	the	State’s	role	for	societal	regu-

FIG. 24  Illustration of the number and proportion of International Organisms by 
field of activity (1934)



lation	on	the	analogy	of	the	regulation	in	a	biological	organism.	In	the	
Principles of Sociology,	Herbert	Spencer	argued	that	the	superiority	of	
one	organism	to	another	depends	on	the	degree	to	which	their	central	
nervous	system	becomes	important.150	Defending	liberalism,	Spencer	
maintained,	that	the	same	logic	is	true	for	the	military	state	but	not	for	
the	industrial	state.	In	societies	that	focus	on	military	activities,	those	
societies	 which	 have	 the	 most	 centralized	 regulating	 systems	 will	 be	
able	to	use	their	powers	more	effectively	and	will	be	the	highest.	But	
for	societies	which	have	entered	a	more	advanced	stage,	in	which	gov-
ernment	activities	have	shifted	to	the	development	of	 industry,	gov-
ernment	would	limit	its	activities	to	protecting	the	citizens	against	as-
saults	on	their	freedom	by	internal	and	external	enemies.151

Similar	 to	 Spencer,	 other	 sociologists,	 such	 as	 Jean	 Izoulet,	 com-
pared	the	State	to	the	 ‘brain’	of	 the	nation,152	and	Jacques	Novicow	
compared	 the	 government	 to	 a	 nervous	 system.153	 Also,	 like	 Spen-

150	 Hejl,	‘The	Importance	of	the	Concepts	of	“Organism”	and	“Evolution”’,	175.
151	 Ibid.,	163.
152	 Logue,	From Philosophy to Sociology: The Evolution of French Liberalism, 1870–1914,	

114.
153	 Novicow,	‘La	théorie	organique	des	sociétés’,	189.

FIG. 25 Paul Otlet, Co-operation at the International Centre
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cer,	De	Greef	compared	the	political	system	to	a	nervous	system,	but	
then	he	took	a	position	closer	to	biology	than	Spencer’s.154	De	Greef	
thought	that	the	political	system,	which	he	considered	to	be	‘the	most	
precious	 part	 of	 the	 social	 super	 organism’,	 to	 be	 ‘analogous	 to	 the	
central	nervous	system	of	organized	superior	beings,	but	much	more	
vast,	complex	and	endowed	with	particular	characteristics	which	can-
not	be	found	in	the	latter’.xlvi	The	central	political	apparatus	was,	ac-
cording	to	De	Greef,	the	‘truly	cerebral	organism	of	societies’	and	‘cor-
responds	in	individual	structures	to	the	highest	organs	of	the	central	
nervous	system’.xlvii	‘Politics’,	he	stated,	‘is	the	supreme	regulating	sys-
tem	of	interests	or	needs	of	an	economic,	reproductive,	artistic,	scien-
tific,	moral	or	juridical	nature,	which	cannot	find	sufficient	regulation	
in	their	own	and	successive	centres	of	coordination’.xlviii	 In	contrast	
to	Spencer’s	liberalist	view,	in	which	the	central	regulatory	system	is	
limited	to	a	protection	of	the	economic	competitiveness	of	society,	
De	Greef	was	convinced	that	there	was	a	progressive	differentiation	of	
powers,	also	on	the	level	of	economy.	He	thought	that	‘a	central	repre-
sentation	of	economic	interests	will	be	established	sooner	or	later	to	
coordinate,	as	in	a	vast	nervous	system,	all	economic	activity’.xlix

Although	 not	 explicitly	 in	 terms	 of	 a	 nervous	 system,	 Otlet	 con-
ceived	political	organization,	like	De	Greef,	as	a	process	of	increasing	
coordination	and	centralization:	‘In	living	beings,	coordination	is	the	
arrangement	of	the	parts	of	the	body,	thanks	to	which	the	necessary	
functions	of	 life	of	this	being	can	be	accomplished’.l	 It	 is	similar	 in	
societies,	Otlet	argued,	where	‘Organisation	is	applied	to	all	the	levels	
of	human	associations’.li	In	contrast	to	De	Greef,	however,	Otlet	ap-
plied	this	logic	of	coordination	not	only	to	States	but	to	both	States	
and	international	associations,	which	he	conceived	to	be	integrated	
as	 two	 different	 sorts	 of	 organisms	 in	 one	 super	 organism.	 If	 there	
were	to	be	established	a	World’s	 International	Centre,	cooperation,	
he	thought,	should	be	established	between	national	governments	and	
international	associations	FIG. 25.	In	the	schema	The Organization of In-
ternational Life,	 Otlet	 zooms	 in	 on	 the	 relation	 between	 two	 differ-
ent	social	superstructures:	a	‘Union	of	States’	and	a	‘Union	of	interna-
tional	associations’	155	FIG. 26.	In	the	lower	part	of	the	schema,	a	series	
of	concentric	circles	schematizes	the	different	scales	of	the	territory	
administered	 by	 a	 ‘Union	 of	 States’.	 The	 upper	 part	 of	 the	 schema	
shows	the	different	‘branches	of	international	interest’	administered	

154	 Comparisons	between	society	and	the	nervous	system	can	be	found	at	several	
places	in	De	Greef’s	writings,	among	others	at:	De	Greef,	Le transformisme social,	181,	
330	and	381;	De	Greef,	Les Lois Sociologiques,	156–166;	Guillaume	De	Greef,	Intro-
duction à la sociologie. Deuxième Partie. Fonctions et organes. Deuxième édition	(Paris:	
Marcel	Rivière	et	Cie,	1911),	32	and	425.

155	 Fontaine	and	Otlet,	‘La	Vie	Internationale	et	l’effort	pour	son	organisation’.
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by	a	 ‘Union	of	International	Associations’.	The	goal	of	international	
organization,	for	Otlet,	was	to	balance	‘national	interests’	defined	by	
territorial	circumscriptions	of	States,	on	the	one	hand,	and	‘universal	
interests’	defined	by	the	‘functions’	or	‘objects’	represented	by	Inter-
national	Associations,	on	the	other	hand.156

4.5. A mechanical, collective brain

4.5.1.	 Otlet’s conception of collective intelligence

At	the	tenth	congress	of	the	Institut International de Sociology	on	the	‘so-
ciology	of	war	and	peace’	in	1930	in	Geneva,	Otlet	gave	a	lecture	based	on	
pacifist	and	organicist	arguments	on	‘the	constitution	of	a	global	sociolo-
gy’.	After	the	death	of	René	Worms	in	1926,		Gaston	Richard	(1860–1945),	
professor	of	sociology	at	the	University	of		Bordeaux,	and	earlier	member	
(until	 1907)	 of	 the	 Année	 Sociologique	 group	 around	 Durkheim,	 took	
over	the	direction	of	the	IIS.157	After	a	congress	in	1927	that	reaffirmed	

156	 Fontaine	and	Otlet,	‘La	Deuxième	Session	du	Congrès	Mondial’,	495.
157	 W.S.F.	Pickering,	Durkheim’s sociology of religion: themes and theories (London:	Rout-

FIG. 26 Paul Otlet, The Organization of International Life [1912]
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the	continued	existence	of	the	IIS,	the	congress	of	1930	in	Geneva	revital-
ized	what	had	before	become	an	honorific	organization.158	In	his	lecture	
at	the	1930	congress,	Otlet	summarized	his	sociological	ideas	about	the	
world	society,	and	proposed	to	found	a	new	sociological	subdiscipline,	
called	‘international	sociology’	or	‘global	sociology’.159	This	branch	of	so-
ciology	would	study	the	structure	and	evolution	of	international	organi-
zation.	The	results	of	such	a	study	could	be	applied	to	help	bring	inter-
national	life,	as	Otlet	expressed	it,	‘from	disorder	to	order,	from	chaos	to	
cosmos’.160

In	his	lecture	at	the	tenth	congress	of	the	IIS,	Otlet	made	a	long	com-
parison	of	society	to	a	collective	brain	in	which	he	brought	together	
his	 earlier	 thoughts	 on	 the	 ‘sociology	 of	 bibliology’	 and	 on	 interna-
tional	organization,	which	we	have	discussed	in	the	two	previous	sec-
tions.161	Following	the	law	of	biological	transformism	that	we	already	
encountered	 in	 the	 thinking	 of	 Spencer	 and	 De	 Greef,	 Otlet	 noted	
that	the	perfection	of	an	organism	or	the	place	that	an	organism	oc-
cupies	in	the	evolutionary	ladder	of	life	is	proportional	to	its	degree	
of	intelligence.	Intelligence	had	grown	during	the	course	of	time,	Ot-
let	observed,	and	within	that	process	of	evolution,	man	was	the	most	
intelligent	living	being.	But	the	augmentation	of	intelligence	did	not	
limit	itself	to	man	as	an	individual	creature;	intelligence	had	contin-
ued	to	grow	through	‘the	organization	of	collective	intelligence’.	Af-
ter	being	stuck	in	a	‘sentimental	state’,	people	have	‘intellectualized	
themselves	 more	 and	 more	 in	 groups,	 associations,	 syndicates,	 and	
governing	bodies	of	all	sorts	in	which,	through	discussion,	a	collective	
elaboration	of	ideas	operates’.lii	In	the	same	way	that	collective	intel-
ligence	of	social	insects	is	proportional	to	the	number	of	its	compos-
ing	cells,	the	largest	and	most	densely	inhabited	centres	and	nations	
have	generally	contributed	the	most	to	the	advancement	of	civilisa-
tion.	The	greater	the	complexity,	differentiation,	and	integration	of	
an	organism,	the	more	advanced	that	organism	is	in	the	evolutionary	
scale	of	intelligence.

Otlet	 thus	 started	 off	 with	 an	 argument,	 typical	 for	 the	 sociology	
of	 De	 Greef,	 about	 the	 increasing	 differentiation	 and	 coordination	
of	the	social	super	organism.	But	then	he	went	on	to	discuss	society	

ledge	&	Kegan	Paul,	1984),	438.
158	 Geiger,	‘René	Worms,	l’organicisme	et	l’organisation	de	la	sociologie’,	360.
159	 Paul	Otlet,	‘Sur	la	constitution	de	la	sociologie	mondiale’,	in:	G.L.	Duprat	(ed.),	An-

nales de l’Institut International de Sociologie. Tome XVI contenant les travaux du dixième 
Congrès, tenu à Genève en octobre 1930. Sociologie de la Guerre et de la Paix	(Paris:	
Marcel	Giard,	1932),	164–177;	Paul	Otlet,	Sur la constitution de la sociologie mondiale, 
Institut International de Sociologie, Genève (1930);	MDN,	Note	n°6177.

160	 ‘du	désordre	passer	à	l’ordre,	du	chaos	passer	au	cosmos’;	as	quoted	in:	Otlet,	‘Sur	la	
constitution	de	la	sociologie	mondiale’,	165.

161	 Ibid.,	170–177.
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in	 the	 line	 of	 the	 ‘psycho-organicists’	 such	 as	 Izoulet,	 Espinas,	 and	
	Durkheim	in	terms	of	collective	intelligence	but	giving	it	a	material-
istic,	embodied	interpretation.	In	contrast	to	other	organic	structures,	
Otlet	expounded,	human	society	has	distinguished	itself	by	means	of	
two	characteristic	factors,	‘on	the	one	hand,	a	capacity	for	exterior	ac-
cumulation,	that	is	to	say	Civilisation-Culture;	and	on	the	other	hand,	
intelligence	or	conscious	life,	founded	on	organic	life	itself	which	is	
simultaneously	 the	 source	 of	 civilisation	 and	 the	 effect	 that	 grows	
from	it’.liii	The	latter	characteristic	factor,	‘intelligence’,	existed	in	the	
form	of	individual	and	collective	intelligence:

The	 development	 of	 the	 former	 [individual	 intelligence]	 depends	 on	
hereditary	elements	and	individual	effort	to	become	stronger	by	rely-
ing	on	the	latter	 [collective	intelligence].	Collective	intelligence	is	the	
sharing	of	intellectual	properties	through	speech	and	writing,	through	
translation	and	education,	through	the	realisation	of	original	things	or	
reproductions,	which	are	themselves	intelligent,	that	 is:	 they	incorpo-
rate	intelligence	in	themselves;	and	finally	it	is	the	collective	effort	to	
solve	problems	useful	for	Society,	or	that	are	posed	by	the	organic,	inter-
nal	development	of	science.liv

Otlet’s	distinction	between	‘individual	and	collective	intelligence’	is	
reminiscent	of	Durkheim’s	distinction	between	 ‘individual	and	col-
lective	consciousness’.162	Like	Durkheim,	Otlet	discusses	society	in	a	
realist	manner	and	on	a	cognitive	level,	and	he	emphasizes	the	social	
function	of	cognitive	thought.163	However,	if	for	Durkheim	‘collective	
consciousness’	has	as	its	substratum	society	and	all	the	minds	that	it	
contains,164	Otlet	is	much	more	materialistic.	The	substratum	of	‘col-
lective	intelligence’	is	civilisation,	or	what	he	calls	a	‘collective	Brain’,	
which	 comprehends	 all	 knowledge	 institutions,	 all	 documentation	
and	books.	‘Collectivising’	intelligence	means	building	instrumenta-
tion	to	support	it,	and	thus	gives	rise	to	the	second	characteristic	fac-
tor	of	human	society,	that	is,	Civilisation-Culture.

Culture,	Civilisation,	is	the	unity	of	ideas,	sentiments,	and	also	virtual	or	
potential	acts;	gradually	externalised	to	become	objects	independent	of	
men,	susceptible	of	lasting	longer	than	the	brief	moments	when	they	
existed	in	and	through	men.	It	is	a	unity	susceptible	of	transmission	to	
successive	 generations.	 These	 generations	 find	 themselves,	 from	 the	
start,	beyond	the	basic	education	that	parents	are	able	to	provide,	as	is	
the	case	with	other	species,	installed	in	a	condition	that	is	different	in	

162	 For	a	definition	of	collective	consciousness,	see:	Lukes,	Emile Durkheim: His Life 
And Work: A Historical And Critical Study,	4–8.

163	 Otlet	refers	to	Durkheim’s	notion	of	the	collective	consciousness	and	briefly	dis-
cusses	his	realism	at:	Otlet,	Monde,	111.

164	 Jennifer	M.	Lehmann,	Deconstructing Durkheim: A Post-Post-Structuralist Critique	
(London:	Routledge,	1993),	22–23.
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that	the	nature	of	their	being	is	changed,	amplified,	strengthened,	and	
intensified.lv

If	the	key	of	success	of	human	society	was	Civilisation-Culture,	then	
the	 development	 of	 a	 successful	 World	 Society	 would	 depend	 on	
building	a	‘World	Civilisation’.	Documentation,	Otlet	believed,	could	
provide	a	vital	instrument	to	build	this	new	civilisation:

Now,	Documentation	by	organizing	itself,	elaborates	the	written	Mem-
ory	of	Humanity.	As	such,	a	true	collective	Brain	is	emerging.	It	is	im-
portant	that	it	be	adequately	installed	in	a	‘cranial	box’	appropriate	to	
its	size	and	protected	as	befits	to	its	importance.	This	is	why	the	idea	has	
been	put	forward	by	the	International	Associations	that	is	now	neces-
sary	to	create	a	World	City,	and	for	all	the	temporal	affairs	of	Humanity	
to	found	it	on	exterritorial	ground,	just	as	Vatican	City	has	been	estab-
lished	for	the	spiritual	affairs	of	the	Papacy.lvi

4.5.2.	 Wilhelm Ostwald’s Gehirn der Welt [World Brain]

It	 seems	 fair	 to	 assume	 that	 the	 notion	 of	 ‘collective	 Brain’	 that	 Ot-
let	used	in	his	1930	lecture	for	the	IIS	stemmed	from	or	was	at	least	
kindred	to	the	concept	of	a	‘Gehirn	der	Welt’	[World	Brain]	advanced	
by	 the	 German	 chemist	 Wilhelm	 Ostwald	 (1853–1932),	 with	 whom	
Otlet	was	acquainted.	As	Thomas	Hapke	has	noted,	similar	notions	of	
the	term	‘World	Brain’	had	already	been	used	before	Ostwald,	such	as	
‘memory	of	the	world’	in	1903	by	Henri	La	Fontaine	and	the	‘Brain	of	
Humanity’	 in	 1907	 by	 the	 German	 politician	 Friedrich	 Naumann.165	
Ostwald	in	his	turn	liked	to	apply	the	term	for	the	new	organization	Die 
Brücke	[The	Bridge],	which	he	had	founded	in	1911	together	with	Karl	
Wilhelm	Bührer	and	Adolf	Saager	and	which	he	had	financed	largely	
with	the	Nobel	Prize	money	for	chemistry	that	he	won	in	1909.166	One	
of	the	aims	of	Die Brücke	would	be	to	create	a	‘world	brain’	or	a	‘central	
cerebral	 organ’	 that	 would	 bridge	 the	 gap	 between	 the	 different	 ‘is-
lands’	of	the	world	where	the	intellectual	production	was	taking	place.
lvii	 ‘What	was	once	thought	of	as	the	dream	of	unpractical	dreamers,	
the	unity	of	mankind’,	Ostwald	claimed,	‘has	become	through	the	in-
creasing	movement,	a	plain	and	simple	reality’.lviii	He	continued,	‘there	
is	no	corner	of	the	world	where	something	can	happen,	without	that	
the	nerve	fibres,	which	connect	that	corner	with	the	rest	of	the	world,	
transfer	the	consequences	of	the	events	that	happen	there	on	the	rest	
of	mankind’.	‘Because	of	this	factual	unification	of	the	cultural	world	a	

165	 Henri	La	Fontaine,	‘Une	mémoire	mondiale’,	in:	La Revue	(1903),	201–208;	Fried-
rich	Naumann,	‘Das	Gehirn	der	Menschheit’,	in:	Süddeutsche Monatshefte,	4	(1907),	
759–764;	Hapke,	‘From	the	World	Brain’.

166	 Wilhelm	Ostwald,	Das Gehirn der Welt	(München:	Selbstverlag	der	Brücke,	1912).
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problem	has	come	to	the	fore	[…]	the	problem	of	organization’.lix	That	
problem	addressed	especially	the	work	of	science:

Science	is	comparable	to	a	network	of	roads	that	bind	in	the	most	diverse	
ways	the	points	of	the	surface	on	which	it	extends.	Each	new	discovery	
represents	 a	 new	 link	 between	 certain	 points.	 The	 more	 complex	 the	
network	becomes,	the	more	difficult	to	see	all	the	consequences	of	new	
progress.	Also	is	it	not	peculiar	that	a	researcher	forces	himself	painfully	
to	arrive	by	an	indirect	path	to	a	well	determined	point,	which	he	could	
have	reached	by	following	a	straight	line	if	he	had	been	better	informed?lx

The	main	principles	of	organization	had	to	be	applied	to	science	in	
order	 to	 avoid	 wasting	 energy,	 and	 those	 principles,	 whether	 it	 in-
volved	‘a	living	being	or	a	social	group,	a	technique	or	a	machine’,	were	
the	division	of	functions	and	the	coordination	of	functions:

we	understand	in	the	first	place	by	organisation	the	division	of	functions	
in	such	a	way	that	a	whole	is	decomposed	in	its	elements	and	that	each	
element	 functions	 in	 those	 conditions	 that	 maximize	 its	 output;	 and	
secondly,	the	coordination	of	these	functions	which	operate	separately	
with	a	maximum	efficiency	in	such	a	way	that	when	they	are	united	in	
their	action	a	maximum	efficiency	is	obtained	in	its	totality.lxi

To	these	two	principles	of	organization—the	division	and	coordina-
tion	 of	 functions—there	 corresponded	 two	 types	 of	 personalities,	
namely,	inventors	and	organizers.	Like	both	principles,	both	types	of	
men	were	needed	to	organize	science.	In	the	mind	of	the	inventors	or	
creative	spirits,	‘the	total	psyche	of	humanity’	has	developed	particu-
lar	perfected	organs	of	thought,	while	the	organizers	pick	up	the	new	
ideas	of	the	former	and	bring	them	into	action.167	Whereas	the	cre-
ative	minds	tended	to	form	together	one	cerebral	organ	of	humanity,	
it	still	lacked	the	central	organ	or	spatial	centre	which	the	organizers	
had	already	created	for	certain	aspects	of	social	life.	Therefore,	it	was	
time	to	bring	together	inventors	and	organizers	on	a	global	level	in	
order	to	establish	one	cerebral	centre	for	the	international	‘organisa-
tion	of	intellectual	work’.

In	this	enthusiastic	plea	by	Ostwald	for	an	international	organiza-
tion	of	intellectual	work,	organicist	metaphors	pop	up	regularly.	The	
bottom	 line	 of	 his	 argument	 however,	 was	 each	 time	 the	 energetic	
imperative:	 ‘Squander	 no	 energy.	 Utilize	 it!’lxii	 As	 a	 true	 positivist,	
Ostwald	 applied	 his	 insights	 from	 the	 natural	 sciences,	 particularly	
those	 sciences	 which	 covered	 the	 field	 of	 ‘energetics’	 (mechanics,	
physics,	and	chemistry),	to	the	social	sciences.	In	his	reinterpretation	
of	Comte’s	pyramid	of	science,	there	were	three	steps	that	followed	
one	another:	the	ordinal	sciences	(logic,	mathematics,	and	geometry)	
formed	the	basis	for	energetics,	while	energetics	in	its	turn	formed	the	

167	 Ostwald,	‘De	l’organisation	et	des	organisateurs’,	117.
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basis	for	the	life	sciences	(physiology,	psychology,	and	culturology).168	
In	Ostwald’s	worldview,	energetics,	not	biology	or	psychology,	provid-
ed	the	scientific	insights	to	understand	society.	The	first	and	the	sec-
ond	law	of	thermodynamics—the	law	of	the	conservation	of	energy	
and	the	law	of	entropy—were	valid	not	only	in	the	realm	of	nature	
but	also	in	the	realm	of	culture.	The	concept	of	energy	had,	accord-
ing	to	Ostwald,	a	universal	validity	and	therefore	defined	a	cultural	
and	ethical	guideline.	The	big	challenge	for	civilisation	was	the	same	
as	for	the	design	of	a	steam	engine:	to	reduce	the	wasting	of	energy	
as	much	as	possible.169	Peace,	for	example,	was	valuable	in	Ostwald’s	
eyes	because	it	exploited	energy	in	a	more	efficient	manner,	and	like-
wise	‘associations’,	which	he	thought	had	been	exaggerated	as	a	factor	
of	civilisation,	were	valuable	to	the	extent	that	they	contributed	to	an	
economic	use	of	energy.170

As	 we	 have	 already	 noted	 in	 the	 previous	 chapter,	 Ostwald	 knew	
Otlet	at	 least	since	1910,	and	their	respective	views	on	the	organiza-
tion	of	knowledge	influenced	those	of	the	other	man.171	Both	Ostwald	
and	Otlet	had	a	positivist,	organizational,	and	technocratic	approach	
to	 society.172	 When	 discussing	 the	 organization	 of	 intellectual	 work,	
Otlet	and	Ostwald	both	alternately	made	use	of	the	metaphor	of	the	
machine	and	of	the	organism.	Ostwald	speaks	of	the	‘brain	of	human-
ity’	and	the	 ‘intellectual	central	mechanism’,	while	Otlet	talks	about	
the	 ‘mechanical,	 collective	 brain’.173	 The	 machine	 and	 the	 organism	
are	both	polyvalent	metaphors	of	organization	and	harmony.174	After	

168	 C.	Hakfoort,	‘Science	Deified:	Wilhelm	Ostwald’s	Energeticist	World-View	and	the	
History	of	Scientism’,	in:	Annals of Science,	49.6	(1992),	525–544	(533).

169	 Ostwald,	Les fondements énergétiques de la Science de la Civilisation,	76;	This	publica-
tion	was	part	of	the	book	series	‘Bibliothèque	sociologique	internationale’,		
published	under	the	direction	of	René	Worms.

170	 Ibid.,	94–99.
171	 See	Hapke	on	the	relation	between	Otlet	and	Ostwald:	Hapke,	‘From	the	World	

Brain’;	Thomas	Hapke,	‘Wilhelm	Ostwald,	the	‘Brücke’	(Bridge),	and	Connections	to	
Other	Bibliographic	Activities	at	the	Beginning	of	the	Twentieth	Century’,	in:	M.E.	
	Bowdden,	T.B.	Hahn,	and	R.V.	Williams	(eds.),	Proceedings of the 1998 Conference on 
the History and Heritage of Science Information Systems	(Medford,	NJ:	Information	
Today,	1999),	139–147;	Thomas	Hapke,	‘Roots	of	Mediating	Information:	Aspects	of	
the	German	Information	Movement’,	in:	W.	Boyd	Rayward	(ed.),	European Modern-
ism and the Information Society: Informing the Present, Understanding the Past	(Alder-
shot:	Ashgate,	2008),	307–327.

172	 Hapke	has	noted	the	dictorial	thinking	in	the	following	article	of	Ostwald:	Wilhelm	
Ostwald,	‘Ein	Weltreich	der	Wissenschaft’,	in:	Berliner Tageblatt	(1914.02.06);	see	also	
Hapke,	‘From	the	World	Brain’.

173	 Ostwald	speaks	of	‘das	Gehirn	der	Menschheit,	der	geistige	Zentralapparat’:	
	Ostwald,	Die Organisierung der Organisatoren durch die Brücke,	12.	Otlet	speaks	of	‘un	
véritable	cerveau mécanique et collectif’:	Otlet,	Traité de documentation,	391.

174	 See	chapter	3	‘Organisme,	mécanisme	et	le	language	de	l’harmonie’,	in:	Judith	
	Schlanger,	Les métaphores de l’organisme,	Bibliothèque	d’histoire	de	la	philosophie	



all,	as	Ostwald	noted,	the	word	‘organization’	contained	a	double	meta-
phor:	organization	was	a	‘figurative	transmission’	of	‘organism’	or	liv-
ing	being,	which	in	its	turn	was	a	‘figurative	transmission’	of	‘organon’	
or	instrument.175	But	it	is	the	different	way	in	which	Otlet	and	Ostwald	
use	these	two	metaphors	in	a	selective	manner	as	mouldable	elements	
in	their	argument,	emphasizing	their	symmetry	or	opposition,	which	
makes	them	useful	to	sharpen	their	different	sociological	position.

Like	Ostwald,	Otlet	 thought	that	man	distinguished	himself	 from	
other	living	creatures	because	he	had	learned	how	to	use	instruments	
and	 machines	 to	 multiply	 his	 force.176	 He	 agreed	 with	 Ostwald	 that	
the	most	formidable	instruments	were	those	which	made	it	possible	
to	communicate	ideas	and	that	these	instruments	of	communication	

(Paris:	Vrin,	1971),47–60.
175	 Ostwald,	‘De	l’organisation	et	des	organisateurs’,	107.
176	 Ostwald,	Les fondements énergétiques de la Science de la Civilisation,	62	and	98.

FIG. 27 Paul Otlet, The Union of Continents by the Greatest World Civilization. 
The World Bridge  (1937.05.01)
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could,	par	excellence,	realize	the	energetic	imperative	by	contribut-
ing	 to	 the	 coordination	 and	 division	 of	 intellectual	 work.	 Otlet	 was	
even	 convinced,	 like	 Ostwald,	 that	 ‘bridges’	 were	 needed,	 similar	 to	
the	infrastructure	of	the	emerging	networks	of	transport	(navigation	
and	aviation)	and	communication	(radio	and	telephone),	to	unify	the	
ideas	 of	 the	 different	 continents	 FIG. 27.	 Otlet	 imagined	 how	 his	 ‘In-
ternational	Office	of	Documentation’	 (the	Mundaneum	in	Brussels)	
would	coordinate	the	flows	of	information	and	documentation	in	the	
social,	scientific	and	economic	world	through	a	communication	net-
work	of	railway,	post,	telegraphy,	telephony	and	radio	FIG. 28,	quite	in	
a	 similar	 way	 as	 Ostwald	 who	 conceived	 Die	 Brücke	 as	 a	 mediation	
agency	for	organizations	and	individuals	‘comparable	to	the	telephone	
service	in	a	great	city’.177	But	whereas	Ostwald	argued	in	a	scientistic	

177	 Wilhelm	Ostwald,	Der Energetische Imperativ	(Leipzig:	Akademische	Verlagsgesell-
schaft,	1912),	250.

FIG.28 Schema in which Otlet argues that each industrial and commercial enterprise should have 
a central documentation office, to be connected externally to the Mundaneum (1942.01.28)



FIG. 29 Extracts of the lectures at the World Congress of Documentation in Paris in 1937 by H.G. Wells and 
Watson Davis, copied by Otlet from Science News Letter (October 1937), 229.
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manner	that	these	instruments	and	machines	were	part	of	culture	as	
an	embodiment	of	energy,	for	Otlet	they	were	external	organs	of	man	
that	were	part	of	the	social	super	organism.	Otlet	used	the	energeticist	
argument	to	support	his	(psycho-)organicist	interpretation	of	society;	
in	Ostwald’s	texts,	in	contrast,	organicist	imagery	finds	its	interpreta-
tion	by	the	application	of	energetics	to	the	social	field.	

4.5.3.	 H.G. Wells’s World Brain

Otlet’s	organicist	comparison	of	society	to	a	 ‘collective	brain’	was	also	
very	similar	to	H.G.	Wells’s	concept	of	a	‘world	brain’	and	may	well	have	
been	derived	from	H.G.	Wells,	to	whose	work	he	regularly	referred.	Al-
though	Wells	published	a	series	of	essays	only	in	1938,	under	the	title	
World Brain,	it	should	be	noted	that	he	had	been	writing	on	knowledge	
management	as	the	basis	for	a	new	world	order	at	least	since	A Modern 
Utopia	 (1905);	 furthermore,	already	after	 the	 First	 World	 War	 he	had	
launched	himself	in	a	campaign	promoting	international	understand-
ing	 through	 encyclopaedism.178	 Wells	 envisioned	 the	 ‘world	 brain’	 as	
a	 universal	 encyclopaedic	 network,	 a	 superstructure	 with	 ‘tentacles’	
reaching	into	every	corner	of	the	world,	holding	‘men’s	minds	together	
in	something	like	a	common	interpretation	of	reality’.179	After	the	First	
World	War,	Wells	observed	that	if	mankind	wanted	to	avoid	future	wars	
and	be	saved	from	waste	and	destruction,	a	reorganization	and	reorien-
tation	of	education	and	information	was	urgently	needed	throughout	
the	world.180	Wells’s	world	brain	would	be	a	bureaucratic	institution,	a	
‘mental	clearing	house	for	the	mind’	that	knitted	all	intellectual	work-
ers	of	the	world	together	like	a	nervous	network	into	a	co-operating	uni-
ty.181	This	international	network	of	experts	would	produce	a	‘standard	
encyclopaedia’	 of	 all	 human	 knowledge,	 a	 ‘bible	 to	 world	 culture’.182	
The	‘tentacles’	of	the	encyclopaedia	would	reach	into	the	universities,	
especially	 into	 its	 research	 institutions,	 which	 would	 be	 feeding	 it.183	
They	would	spread	‘like	a	nervous	network,	a	system	of	mental	control	
about	the	globe,	knitting	all	intellectual	workers	of	the	world	through	a	
common	interest	and	common	medium	of	expression	into	a	more	and	
more	conscious	cooperating	unity’.184	The	World	Encyclopaedia	that	he	

178	 W.	Boyd	Rayward,	‘H.G.	Wells’s	Idea	of	a	World	Brain:	A	Critical	Reassessment’,	in:	
Journal of the American Society for Information Science,	50.7	(1999),	557–573.

179	 H.G.	Wells,	World Brain	(London:	Methuen,	1938),	as	cited	in:	Rayward,	‘The	March	
of	the	Modern	and	the	Reconstitution	of	the	World’s	Knowledge	Apparatus:	H.G.	
Wells,	Encyclopedism	and	the	World	Brain’,	232.

180	 Ibid.,	231.
181	 As	cited	by	Muddiman,	‘The	Information	Society	of	H.G.	Wells’,	95.
182	 Ibid.,	94–96.
183	 Rayward,	‘H.G.	Wells’s	Idea	of	a	World	Brain:	A	Critical	Reassessment’,	561.
184	 Wells,	World Brain,	as	cited	in:	Rayward,	‘H.G.	Wells’s	Idea	of	a	World	Brain:	A	Criti-



was	advocating	would	be	a	‘World	Institute	of	Thought	and	Knowledge’;	
‘a	permanent	 institution,	a	mighty	super-university,	holding	together,	
utilizing	 and	 dominating	 all	 the	 teaching	 and	 research	 organizations	
at	present	in	existence’.185	Modern	facilities	of	transport,	radio,	photo-
graphic	reproduction,	but	especially	microfilm	would	make	the	whole	
of	human	memory	accessible	to	every	individual.

Otlet	referred	at	various	occasions	to	the	work	of	Wells	in	his	writ-
ings,	while	Wells	 seemed	to	be	 indirectly	 inspired	by	Otlet’s	 ideas	
about	 documentation	 and	 microfilm,	 through	 Watson	 Davis,	 the	
founder	of	the	American	Documentation	Institute,186	and	through	
the	British	section	of	the	IIB,	notably	A.F.C.	Pollard	of	Imperial	Col-
lege	and	S.C.	Bradford	of	the	Science	Museum.187	However,	it	seems	
that	both	men	only	met	in	1937	at	the	World	Documentation	Con-

cal	Reassessment’,	567.
185	 H.G.	Wells,	Science and the World Mind	(London:	New	Europe	Publishing,	1942),	59.	As	

quoted	in:	Rayward,	‘H.G.	Wells’s	Idea	of	a	World	Brain:	A	Critical	Reassessment’,	561.
186	 Watson	Davis	made	use	of	the	newly	emerging	microfilm	technology	to	make	all	

information	necessary	for	scientists	and	scholars	available;	an	ideal	for	which	he	
was	inspired	Otlet	and	La	Fontaine,	see:	Irene	S.	Farkas-Conn,	From Documentation 
to Information Science. The Beginnings and Early Development of the American Docu-
mentation Institute—American Society for Information Science	(New	York/Westport,	
CT/London:	Greenwood	Press,	1990).

187	 For	details	on	these	connections,	see:	Rayward,	‘H.G.	Wells’s	Idea	of	a	World	Brain:	
A	Critical	Reassessment’,	563.

FIG. 30 H.G. Wells at the banquet at the World  
Congress of Documentation in Paris in 1937,  
from Paris Soir (1937.08.21)



gress	 in	 Paris,	 where	 Otlet	 lectured	 on	 his	 ideas	 about	 a	 universal	
network	of	documentation	and	Wells	on	his	ideas	about	the	world	
brain.	In	several	schemas	made	after	1937,	Otlet	stressed	the	similar-
ity	 between	 his	concept	of	a	 ‘collective	brain’	and	Wells’s	 concept	
of	 a	 ‘world	 brain’	 FIG. 29, 30.	 In	 the	 schema	 The Social Incoordination 
in Peace Time,	Otlet	compared	his	own	idea	about	the	need	to	con-
struct	a	‘collective	brain	of	humanity’	to	avoid	war,	crises.	and	revo-
lution,	 to	 how	 Wells	 in	 The Idea of a World Encyclopaedia	 equated	
an	uncoordinated	society	to	a	man	with	a	malfunctioning	brain	FIG. 

31.	The	development	of	a	social	therapeutics	based	on	the	contrast	
between	society	 in	a	 ‘normal	 state’	and	 ‘pathological	 state’,	 or	of	 a	
description	 of	 the	 harmony	 and	 the	 malfunctioning	 cooperation	
between	the	formative	elements	of	society,	is	characteristically	or-
ganicist.188	Many	more	shared	organicist	traits	can	be	found	in	Ot-
let’s	and	Wells’s	development	of	the	classical	organicist	metaphor	of	
the	‘nervous	system’	into	the	utopian	system	of	what	they	called	the	
world	 or	 collective	 brain.	 Nevertheless,	 a	 major	 difference	 within	
their	shared	deterministic	organic	and	encyclopaedic	approach	to	
society	 was	 that	 Otlet	 relied	 on	 the	 positivist	 principles	 of	 Comte	
and	Spencer	to	comprehend	society,	while	Wells	criticized	the	posi-
tivist	stance	in	sociology	for	its	deceptive	scientism.	In	contrast	to	

188	 Barberis,	‘In	Search	Of	An	Object’,	61.

FIG. 31 Quotes of H.G. Wells and Otlet about ‘The Social Incoordination in 
Peace Time’ (1937)



FIG. 32 Illustration of ‘The Reign of Abundance is Drawing Near’, copied from: Vu 
(1936.05.30)

FIG. 33 Illustration asking whether we are ‘Masters or slaves of the machine’, copied 
from: Vu (1936.05.30)
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the	‘so	called	science	of	sociology’,	Wells	postulated	a	historical	lit-
erary	approach	as	the	one	legitimate	sociological	method.189	Despite	
the	scientistic	character	of	the	former	and	the	literary	character	of	
the	 latter,	 they	 shared	 a	 utopianism	 that	 was	 optimistic,	 techno-
cratic,	and	unashamedly	totalitarian.190	It	is	this	potentially	repres-
sive	character	of	Wells’s	utopia	that	is	exposed	in	a	photomontage	
published	 in	 the	 1936	 issue	 of	 the	 French	 photographic	 magazine	
Vu,	kept	in	the	archives	of	the	Mundaneum	FIG. 32.	Two	images	show	
that	‘the	reign	of	abundance	is	near’;	one	shows	abundance	as	‘how	
Wells	has	envisioned	it’,	represented	by	a	man	operating	a	machine	
dressed	 in	 a	 safety	 suit,	 symbolizing	 how	 individual	 life	 in	 Wells’s	
vision	has	become	constraint	by	his	technocratic	system;	the	other	
image	 shows	 abundance	 as	 ‘how	 we	 like	 to	 imagine	 it’,	 represent-
ed	by	a	man	 lying	with	his	picnic	on	the	grass	and	between	times	
pressing	a	button.	Another	photomontage	in	the	same	issue	FIG. 33,	
labelled	‘Are	they	[the	people]	master	or	slave	of	the	machine?’,	con-
trasts	a	man	in	control	and	a	man	being	controlled	by	the	machine.	
The	image	again	makes	clear	the	troubling	and	frightening	charac-
ter	of	a	full-blown	mechanisation,	which	both	Otlet	and	Wells	ap-
ply	to	the	organization	of	knowledge	in	a	way	that	is	fundamentally	
authoritarian,	anti-individualist	and	elitist.

4.6. Conclusion

Otlet	was	himself	more	of	an	‘international	organiser’,	to	use	Sarton’s	
phrase,	than	a	sociologist	in	the	sense	that	Spencer	or	De	Greef	un-
derstood	 it—that	 is,	 as	 a	 philosopher	 of	 the	 social	 sciences.191	 Otlet	
thought	that:

It	is	unbelievable	that	some	continue	to	separate	science	and	practice	in	
social	matters.	Only	sociology	is	able	to	bring	the	minds	to	conceive	and	
consider	the	unity	of	human	society	and	the	problems	that	result	from	
it.	We	need	a	 “global	 sociology”	after	an	urban	sociology	and	national	
sociology.lxiii

Because	 of	 his	 action-oriented	 and	 pacifist	 disposition,	 Otlet	 was	
more	active	as	an	internationalist	than	as	a	theorist	 in	the	field	of	
sociology.	 Otlet	 took	 concrete	 initiatives	 to	 contribute	 actively	 to	

189	 Krishan	Kumar,	‘Wells	and	“the	So-Called	Science	of	Sociology”’,	in:	Patrick	Par-
rinder	and	Christopher	Rolfe	(eds.),	H.G. Wells Under Revision: Proceedings of the 
International H.G. Wells Symposium, London, July 1986	(Selinsgrove:	Susquehanna	
University	Press,	1989),	192–217.

190	 Rayward	examined	the	totalitarian	thinking	in	Wells’	concept	of	a	World	Brain;	see	
Rayward,	‘H.G.	Wells’s	Idea	of	a	World	Brain:	A	Critical	Reassessment’.

191	 Sarton,	‘L’Histoire	de	la	Science	et	l’Organisation	Internationale’.
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the	 process	 of	 international	 organization,	 not	 limiting	 himself	 to	
sociological	speculations	about	what	the	structure	of	world	society	
was	 like.	 As	 he	 and	 his	 colleague	 La	 Fontaine	 stated	 previously	 in	
La Vie Internationale,	the	movement	for	international	organization	
‘seeks	action;	acts	and	in	so	doing	differentiates	itself	from	pure	so-
ciological	explanations’.192

Organicist	 theory	 enabled	 Otlet	 to	 conceptualize	 how	 ‘the	 entire	
Society	scattered	over	the	five	parts	of	the	world	appears	as	a	unique	
individual,	of	whom	the	two	milliard	human	beings	are	the	cells’.lxiv	
Organicism	lent	itself	especially	well	to	approach	society	on	a	macro-
sociological	scale.193	In	its	comparison	between	the	functional	inter-
dependence	of	the	parts	of	different	sorts	of	organisms,	organicism	
made	abstraction	of	spatial	nearness	and	concreteness,	which	made	
the	identified	structures	extremely	elastic.	Characteristic	of	the	spa-
tial	 abstraction	 and	 scalelessness	 inherent	 in	 organicist	 structures,	
	Otlet	 recounted	 that	 the	 ‘network	 of	 electro-technical,	 ethereal	 or	
psychic	 relations’	 that	 some	 researchers	 hope	 to	 discover	 in	 their	
study	of	animal	societies	are	largely	analogous	to	the	structures	pre-
sumed	in	the	system	of	the	stars,	 the	system	of	electrons	and	cells,	
and	in	the	system	of	human	societies.	Like	‘a	termite	hill,	ants’	nest,	
beehive’,	or	like	the	‘60	trillion’	cells	of	our	human	body,	human	soci-
eties	are	systems	with	‘a	largely	analogous	structure’,	Otlet	observed,	
consisting	 of	 numerous	 interrelated	 individuals	 that	 tend	 to	 form	
one	unique	organism.

Otlet	made	generous	use	of	the	sociological	metaphor	of	the	organ-
ism	but	complemented	this	reading	by	making	use	of	the	metaphor	
of	the	machine	and	the	brain.	Being	more	active	as	an	organizer	of	
numerous	 associations	 than	 as	 a	 sociological	 theorist,	 these	 meta-
phors	served	him	well,	not	only	to	conceptualize	the	arrangement	
of	social	organization,	but	especially	to	formulate	a	programme	of	
internationalist	action:

We	 might	 say	 that	 societies	 are	 at	 the	 same	 time	 organisms,	 mecha-
nisms,	 unions	 of	 intelligence.	 Of	 course,	 these	 are	 only	 comparisons,	
analogies,	but	they	have	all	their	validity.	Less	perhaps	for	what	is	to	be	
explained	than	for	what	is	to	be	created.	In	fact,	the	more	types	of	struc-
ture	we	possess,—for	example	the	animal	organisation,	the	machine,	a	
learned	society,	an	industrial	enterprise,	that	puts	thousands	of	workers	
and	millions	of	capital	in	relation,—the	more	our	constructive	imagina-
tion	has	models	on	which	it	can	draw	for	its	proper	creations.	This	is	of	

192	 Fontaine	and	Otlet,	‘La	Vie	Internationale	et	l’effort	pour	son	organisation’,	34.
193	 Christian	Gülich,	‘Le	rôle	de	la	coopération	scientifique	internationale	dans	la	

constitution	de	la	sociologie	en	Europe	(1890–1914)’,	in:	Bernard-Pierre	Lécuyer	
and	Benjamin	Matalon	(eds.),	Les débuts des sciences de l’homme	(Paris:	Seuil,	1992),	
105–116.



263The Mechanical, Collective Brain

major	interest	for	the	problem	that	occupies	us:	the	structure	of	inter-
national	life.lxv	

The	originality	of	his	mix	of	these	sociological	figures	in	the	phrase	
‘mechanical,	collective	brain’	 is	 that	he	applied	them	to	 the	field	of	
organizational	studies	and	internationalism	and	that	he	appropriated	
them	in	terms	of	expression,	communication,	or	mediation.
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i.	 ‘Déjà	elle	ne	peut	plus	être	incorporée	en	
un	seul	individu,	ni	même	en	l’ensemble	
des	individus	d’une	même	génération’.	
Paul	Otlet,	‘Conférence	internationale	de	
bibliographie	et	de	documentation’,	in:	Le 
Mouvement sociologique international,	9.4	
(1908.12),	416–447	(442).

ii.	 	‘Dans	le	discours	d’ouverture	prononcé	par	
Couvreur,	le	but	et	la	fondation	de	l’associa-
tion	sont	rappelées	[…]	il	faut	que	chaque	
congrès	dispose	d’une masse d’information	
plus	grande,	plus	complète	et	parfaitement	
à	jour;	qui	peut	la	lui	fournir,	sinon	un	orga-
nisme	permanent	?	L’Association	est	donc	
un centre d’échange	pour	toutes	les	idées,	un	
instrument	d’enquête	dont	le	procès-verbal	
n’est	jamais	clos’	(emphasis	mine).	Paul	
Errera,	‘Auguste	Couvreur’,	in:	Revue Sociale 
et Politique,	4.2	(1894),	81–102	(85–86).

iii.	 	‘Sous	son	titre	de	Société	d’études	sociales	
et	politiques,	notre	association	poursuit	
le	même	but	et	par	les	mêmes	moyens	
que	jadis:	but	scientifique,	études	sans	
parti	pris,	enquêtes	et	centre	d’informa-
tions.	Notre	ambition	est	de	grouper,	
aujourd’hui	comme	en	1862,	les	hommes	
de	pensée	et	d’action,	sans	distinction	de	
nationalité	et	de	parti	politique’.	Ibid.,	101.

iv.	 	‘Réunir	en	un	vaste	parti	tous	les	hommes	
de	bonne	volonté	qui	aspirent	à	amélio-
rer	le	sort	de	ceux	qui,	matériellement	
et	moralement,	souffrent	de	l’actuel	
déséquilibre	économique,	tel	est	le	désir	
qui	nous	anime	et	qui	nous	enthousiasme.	
Certes,	l’idéal	lointain	de	chacun	de	ces	
hommes	peut	différer:	les	uns	considèrent	
le	socialisme	comme	un	culte	nouveau,	les	
autres	songent	à	réaliser	une	hiérarchie	
catholique	universelle,	d’autres	espèrent	
émanciper	la	pensée	humaine	de	toute	
discipline	confessionnelle,	d’autres	encore	
entrevoient	une	science	qui	déterminera	
les	lois	du	monde	moral	aussi	précisé-
ment	que	celles	du	monde	physique.	Ces	
divergences	s’effacent	dans	le	domaine	
des	faits:	les	aspirations	y	sont	pareilles	et	
les	mesures	préconisées	sont	semblables’.	
Henri	La	Fontaine,	‘Le	Grand	Parti	Démo-
cratique’,	in:	La Justice	(1893.	06.08);	MDN,	
HLF,	HLF	122	Institut	Solvay.

v.	 	‘En	général	nous	avons	dû	renoncer	à	
obtenir	l’analyse	demandée.	Ou	bien	les	
collaborateurs	ne	faisaient	que	rajouter	
le	titre	en	d’autres	termes,	ou	bien	ils	
rédigeaient	des	notices	beaucoup	trop	
longues’.Henri	La	Fontaine,	Letter to Paul 
Otlet	(1892.06.07);	MDN,	HLF,	Correspon-
dance	Otlet-La	Fontaine,	1892.

vi.	 	‘L’Office	international	de	bibliographie	
sociologique,	fondé	à	Bruxelles	en	1893,	

s’est	proposé	comme	but	exclusif	de	
collectionner	et	de	classer	les	matériaux	
de	toutes	espèces	relatifs	aux	sciences	
sociales:	législation,	statistique,	économie,	
politique	et	sociale’.	Henri	La	Fontaine	
and	Paul	Otlet,	[Untitled	Notice],	in:	Revue 
Sociale et Politique,	5:1–2	(1895).

vii.	 	‘La	Société,	dans	son	assemblée	générale	
du	21	janvier	1895,	a	accepté	la	proposition	
de	MM.	La	Fontaine	et	Otlet	de	reprendre	
à	leur	compte	et	sous	leur	responsabilité	
la	Revue	et	le	service	de	la	bibliographie.	Il	
en	résulte	que	la	Société	n’aura	doréna-
vant	pour	objet	que	l’étude	des	questions	
d’ordre	politique	ou	social	qui	lui	seront	
soumises’.	Letter to the members of the SESP,	
signed	by	Auguste	Beernaert,	Pierre	Tem-
pels,	Mauric	Vauthier,	Léon	Dupriez	and	
Paul	Hymans	(1895.04.16);	MDN,	HLF	193,	
SESP.

viii.	 	‘La	revue	est	toujours	restée	fidèle	à	son	
premier	programme:	observer	les	faits,	les	
laisser	parler,	se	placer	au-dessus	des	pas-
sions	et	des	préjugés;	ne	pas	dicter	de	lois,	
mais	en	rechercher	les	bases,	en	étudier	
la	nécessité	et	la	légitimité.	Continuée	
aujourd’hui	par	l’Office	de	bibliographie	
sociologique,	la	Revue sociale et politique	
n’adopte	pas	d’autre	programme:	des	faits,	
rien	que	des	faits’.	Henri	La	Fontaine	and	
Paul	Otlet,	[Untitled	Notice],	in:	Revue 
Sociale et Politique,	5:1–2	(1895).

ix.	 	‘Il	est	rendu	compte	des	démarches	faites	
auprès	du	Comité	directeur	de	la	Société	
d’études	sociales	et	politiques	pour	assurer	
la	publication	des	travaux	de	l’Institut	
dans	la	Revue	sociale	et	politique.	En	
présence	du	refus,	par	ce	comité	direc-
teur,	de	donner	aux	déléguées	des	deux	
institutions	une	égale	part	de	surveillance	
dans	la	direction	de	la	revue,	il	est	décidé	
que	les	propositions	faites	ne	sont	pas	
acceptables’.Institut	des	Sciences	Sociales.	
Procès-Verbaux.	Séance	du	15	March	
1894;	MDN,	HLF	121	Institut	des	Sciences	
Sociales/office	International	Bibliog.	PV.	
des	reunions	1894.

x.	 	‘[…]	il	faudrait—et	ce	sera	l’œuvre	de	
l’avenir—faire	disparaître	graduellement	
l’injustice	fondamentale	des	sociétés	
modernes:	l’inégalité du point de départ’	
(emphasis	original).	Ernest	Solvay,	
Comptabilisme et Proportionnalisme Social. 
Extrait des “Annales de l’Institut des sciences 
sociales”	(Bruxelles:	Institut	des	sciences	
sociales,	1894),	2.

xi.	 	‘C’est	en	appliquant	les	méthodes	scien-
tifiques	à	la	solution	de	ces	problèmes,	
en	dégageant,	de	mieux	en	mieux,	de	
l’effrayante	complexité	des	phénomènes,	
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les	lois	du	transformisme	social,	que	l’on	
pourra	marcher	vers	l’égalité,	sans	lui	
sacrifier	la	liberté,	et	réaliser	progressi-
vement	ce	qui	doit	être	le	but	de	tous	les	
projets	de	réforme:	obtenir, au profit de tous, 
le rendement maximum de l’énergie humaine’	
(emphasis	original).	Ibid.,	1.

xii.	 	‘Une	vue	d’ensemble	synthétique,	à	la	
fois	spéculative	et	pratique,	du	domaine	
intellectuel	est	donc	indispensable	à	ceux	
qui	veulent	exercer	une	action	sociale	
réfléchie,	comme	à	ceux	qui	veulent	abor-
der	d’une	façon	pleinement	rationnelle	
l’étude	d’une	branche	particulière	des	
connaissances	humaines’.	
Programme	of	the	Institut	des	Hautes	
Etudes	as	quoted	by	Henri	La	Fontaine	in:	
Henri	La	Fontaine,	‘Création	d’un	ensei-
gnement	social	international	en	Belgique’,	
Congrès	International	de	l’Enseignement	
des	Sciences	Sociales	(Paris:	Félic	Alcan,	
1900),	xviii.

xiii.	 	This	is	the	full	list	of	Otlet’s	lectures	and	
courses	in	the	interwar	period:	In	1919–20	
he	gave	a	conference	on	‘New	Tendencies	
of	Economic	Law’;	in	1920–21	he	taught	a	
course	entitled	‘The	Intellectual	Econo-
my’;	in	1921–22	a	course	on	‘The	Encyclo-
paedia	and	the	Synthesis	of	Knowledge’;	
in	1922–23	a	course	‘The	International	
Problems	and	the	Contribution	of	Socio-
logy’	and	a	conference	‘The	International	
Organisation	of	Intellectual	Workers’;	in	
1923–24	and	in	1924–25	a	course	‘Univer-
salism,	Philosophic	and	World	Economic	
Doctrine’;	in	1924–25	a	conference	‘The	
International	Organization	of	Intellectual	
Work	(new	facts)’;	in	1925–26	a	course	
‘Universalism’	and	a	conference	‘Construc-
tion,	Classification	and	Representation	
of	the	Sciences’;	in	1926–27	a	conference	
‘The	Conflict	Between	the	Material	
Factors	and	the	Intellectual	Factors	in	
Contemporary	Society’;	in	1927–28	a	
course	on	‘The	Rationalisation	of	Intel-
lectual	Work’	and	a	conference	on	‘The	
Graphical	Representation	of	Notions,	in	
Science	and	in	Philosophy’;	in	1928–29	a	
conference	on	‘New	Aspects	of	Internatio-
nal	Problems’;	in	1929–30	a	conference	on	
‘The	Civilisation	(Balance	and	Views	into	
the	Future	in	1930)’,	in	1930–31	a	course	
on	‘Universalism	and	Mondialism’;	in	
1931–32	a	course	on	‘Facts	and	Problems	
of	the	Moment	in	Relation	to	Global	
Ideas’;	in	1932–33	a	lecture	on	‘Universa-
lism’;	in	1933–34	a	conference	‘Orienta-
tions	in	Global	Questions’;	in	1935–36	a	
conference	on	‘The	State	of	Comparative	
Studies	on	the	Conception	of	the	World	

and	its	Organisation’;	in	1936–37	a	confe-
rence	on	‘The	Problems	of	the	World:	
Answers	to	Contemporaries’;	in	1937–38	a	
conference	on	‘Sociology:	General	Theory	
of	Facts	Related	to	the	City,	the	Region,	
the	Nation	and	the	World’;	in	1938–39	a	
conference	‘The	Methods	and	their	Inter-
nationalisation’.	Despy-Meyer,	Goffin,	
Institut	des	hautes	études	de	Belgique	and	
ULB.	Service	des	archives,	Liber memorialis 
de l’Institut des hautes études de Belgique 
fondé en 1894.

xiv.	 	‘Et	si	l’homme	est	supérieur	aux	autres	
animaux,	il	le	doit,	non	seulement	à	
son	organisation	plus	parfaite,	mais	aux	
caractères	plus	complexes,	plus	différen-
ciés,	mieux	coordonnés	de	ses	formes	
d’association’.	Guillaume	De	Greef,	Le 
Transformisme Social. Essai sur le progrès et 
le regrès des sociétés. Deuxième édition, revue 
et augmentée	(Paris:	Félix	Alcan,	1901),	xix.

xv.	 	‘Le	bonheur	individuel	est	également	
inséparable	du	bonheur	social;	l’un	est	
impossible	sans	l’autre;	ils	progressent	et	
régressent	parallèlement;	l’individu	et	la	
société	ne	sont	pas	une	antithèse;	chacun	
d’eux	au	contraire	est,	l’un	petit,	l’autre	
grand,	la	synthèse	et	l’image	fidèles	de	
l’autre’.	De	Greef,	Le Transformisme Social. 
Essai sur le progrès et le regrès des sociétés. 
Deuxième édition, revue et augmentée,	514.

xvi.	 	‘Chaque	jour	donc	la	société	humaine	
ressemble	davantage	à	une	société	privée	
(civile	our	commerciale)	et	adopte	plus	
complètement	le	principe	de	celle-ci,	
l’égalité	des	associés’.	Worms,	Organisme et 
Société,	257.

xvii.	 	‘La	sociologie,	en	supposant	qu’il	existe	
une	science	de	cette	nature,	aurait	sa	place	
au	sommet	de	la	pyramide	des	sciences;	
cette	situation	privilégiée	ne	lui	est	
contestée	par	personne,	pas	plus	que	sa	su-
jétion	vis-à-vis	des	sciences	antécédentes’.	
De	Greef,	Introduction à la Sociologie,	5.

xviii.	 	‘Les	organes	d’espèces	diverses,	en	se	
réunissant	et	en	concourant	à	une	même	
fonction,	forment	des	appareils.	A	la	
notion	anatomique	d’organe,	se	rattache,	
comme	attribut	physiologique,	l’idée	
d’usage	spécial	ordinairement	multiple,	
c’est-à	dire	que	chaque	organe	peut	
servir	à	l’accomplissement	de	plusieurs	
fonctions.	Un	organisme	est	un	ensemble	
d’organes	ou	d’appareils,	c’est-à	dire	de	
parties	douées	d’organisation.	Les	organes	
sociaux	particuliers,	tels	que	le	télégraphe,	
la	poste,	les	canaux,	les	chemins	de	fer,	
la	banque,	la	monnaie,	etc.,	forment,	par	
leur	réunion,	l’appareil	circulatoire	du	
superorganisme	social,	lequel	est	formé	de	
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l’ensemble	de	tous	les	appareils	et	de	tous	
les	organismes	particuliers’.	Guillaume	De	
Greef,	Introduction à la Sociologie. Deuxième 
Partie. Fonctions et Organes	(Bruxelles/
Paris:	Gustave	Mayolez/C.	Marpon	&	E.	
Flammarion,	1889),	7–8.

xix.	 	‘L’Humanité	marche	d’une	irrésistible	
allure	“vers	la	fusion	progressive	des	socié-
tés	particulières	dans	une	coordination	de	
plus	en	plus	intime,	jusqu’à	la	société	mon-
diale	(1)”	“Tous	les	efforts	de	la	civilisation	
convergent	vers	une	synthèse	universelle	
des	races,	des	cultures	et	des	institutions	
politiques	en	un	état	mondial”	‘(2)’.	
(1)	G.	De	Greef.	
(2)	Wells.	
Otlet,	‘Conférence	internationale	de	
bibliographie	et	de	documentation’,	442.

xx.	 	‘Dans	leur	ensemble,	ils	[les	documents	de	
toute	nature]	forment	donc	la	mémoire	
graphique	de	l’humanité.	Le	livre	a	crée	
ainsi	l’unité	intellectuelle	de	la	race	
humaine	et	son	intervention	seule	permet	
d’expliquer	la	rapidité	avec	laquelle	
s’effectue	l’unification	sociale	de	par	toute	
la	terre.	[…]Le	livre	est	parmi	les	facteurs	
puissants	d’une	telle	évolution	et,	à	sa	
son	tour,	effet	après	avoir	été	cause,	il	est	
directement	influencé	par	les	transforma-
tions	sociales	qu’il	opère’.	Ibid.,	442.

xxi.	 	Le	livre	est	au	cerveau	ce	que	l’outil	est	à	
la	main’.	Ibid.,	434.

xxii.	 ‘D’un	part	la	main-outil,	devenue	plus	
tard	le	main-machine,	captant	les	forces	
matérielles	et	les	appliquant	au	gré	de	
ses	besoins	et	de	ses	des	désirs;	d’autre	le	
cerveau-livre	multipliant	les	visions	du	
monde	et	synthétisant	les	points	de	vue	
infinis’.	Ibid.,	435.

xxiii.	 	‘Le	livre	n’est	pas	seulement	un	produit	
matériel	de	l’homme,	quelque	sécrétion	
inorganique	de	son	cerveau.	Il	est	lui-
même	un	être	vivant,	et	en	possède	toutes	
les	propriétés	essentielles’.	Ibid.,	436.

xxiv.	 	‘Un	livre	est	une	colonie	d’idées,	comme	
un	madrépore	est	une	colonie	de	cellules’.	
Ibid.,	439.

xxv.	 	‘Le	livre	est	un	succédané	du	cerveau,	son	
annexe	la	plus	directe,	une	sorte	d’organe	
humain	détaché	matériellement	du	corps	
et,	capable	de	vivre	de	sa	vie	propre	mais	
rattaché	à	l’homme,	par	les	mille	liens	
invisibles	de	sa	conception	par	l’auteur		
et	de	son	assimilation	par	le	lecteur’.		
Ibid.,	440.

xxvi.	 	‘Par	les	livres	l’homme	sort	de	son	isole-
ment	intellectuel	comme	il	sort	de	l’iso-
lement	économique	par	les	routes	et	les	
chemins	de	fer.	Ils	constituent	un	ciment	
social;	Les	liens	sociaux	se	resserrent	tandis	

qu’à	leur	intervention	la	somme	des	idées	
et	des	sentiments	communs	augmente	
et	que	la	possibilité	d’actions	concertées	
accroît.	En	disposant,	grâce	au	livre,	de	
moyens	d’action	à	distance,	la	vie	sociale	
se	réalise	den	groupements	de	plus	en	plus	
nombreux,	et	de	plus	en	plus	solidaires,	
et	l’internationalisme	sous	toutes	ses	
formes	passe	des	théories	dans	les	faits.	
Une	«	humanité	»	se	constitue	de	l’union	de	
toutes	les	sociétés	particulières’.	Ibid.,	445.

xxvii.	‘La	société	est	un	tissu	d’action	«	inters-
pirituelle	»,	d’états	mentaux	agissant	les	
uns	sur	les	autres.	[…]	La	société	ainsi	
est	un	système	qui	diffère	d’un	système	
philosophique,	en	ce	que	les	états	men-
taux	dont	il	se	compose	sont	dispersés	
entre	un	grand	nombre	de	cerveaux	
distincts	au	lieu	d’être	ramassés	dans	le	
même	cerveau.	Le	livre	est	le	moyen	de	
régulariser,	de	généraliser,	d’amplifier	ces	
actions	interspirituelles’.	Otlet,	Traité de 
documentation,	424.

xxviii.	 ‘L’Humanité	tend	séculairement	vers	des	
organisations	de	plus	en	plus	étendues’.	
Fontaine	and	Otlet,	‘La	Deuxième	Session	
du	Congrès	Mondial’,	495.

xxix.	 	‘Cette	entreprise	concrète	a	sans	doute	
la	tort	d’être	prématurée;	mais	elle	a,	
du	moins,	le	mérite	de	contribuer	à	
démontrer	qu’à	côté	de	la	grande	théorie	
philosophique	d’Auguste	Comte,	la	main	
des	praticiens,	justifiant	et	fortifiant	cette	
théorie,	travaille,	dès	maintenant,	à	une	
constitution	objective	de	l’Humanité	qui,	
quelque	jour,	convenablement	rectifiée,	
se	dressera	devant	les	yeux	émerveillés	
de	notre	espèce	tout	entière,	comme	son	
œuvre	la	plus	belle	et	la	plus	durable’.	
Corra,	L’Humanité,	59.

xxx.	 	‘Ce	n’est	pas	à	l’origine	qu’il	faut	chercher	
l’unité	humaine,	mais	dans	son	devenir.	
Toutes	les	sociétés	humaines	en	évoluant	
ont	tendance	à	former	cette	unité,	à	être	
soumises	à	un	même	ensemble	de	condi-
tions,	à	se	solidariser	jusqu’à	devenir	des	
éléments	d’un	même	système’.	Otlet,	Les 
Problèmes Internationaux et la Guerre,	166.

xxxi.	 	‘L’évolution	sociale	est	caractérisée	par	le	
passage	graduel	de	l’homogénéité	à	l’hété-
rogénéité	du	semblable	au	dissemblable,	
du	simple	au	complexe,	de	la	confusion	à	
la	division	des	organes,	des	fonctions,	des	
compétences	à	la	distinction	des	classes,	
à	l’inégalité	des	conditions,	des	situations,	
des	individus,	à	la	spécialisation	de	plus	en	
plus	accentuée	de	tous	les	éléments	de	vie	
sociale	contenus	dans	la	communauté	nais-
sante	qui	s’en	détachent	et	se	développent	
à	travers	les	siècles’.	Ibid.,	112.
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xxxii.	‘Cette	association	assure	plus	de	nour-
riture,	si	elle	est	plus	efficace	pour	la	
protection	et	la	défense.	C’est	bien	le	cas	
démontré	des	sociétés	humaines.	Ce	n’est	
pa	la	lutte	pour	la	vie,	c’est	l’union	pour	
la	vie,	qui	paraît	être	la	loi	de	l’évolution	
humaine’.	Ibid.,	142–143.

xxxiii.	 ‘Association	implique	action	réciproque	
d’un	corps	sur	un	autre.	Son	fait	capital	
c’est	qu’elle	constitue	non	seulement	une	
addition	à	la	puissance	vitale	mais	une	
multiplication	de	cette	puissance.	Un	
homme	isolé	soulève	30	kilos;	cent	indivi-
dus	soulèvent	non	3000	mais	300,000	kilos	
et	plus’.	Otlet,	Les Problèmes Internationaux 
et la Guerre,	102.	He	was	to	repeat	this	in	
Monde:	Paul	Otlet,	Monde. Essai d’Univer-
salisme. Connaissance du monde, sentiment 
du monde, action organisée et plan du monde	
(Bruxelles:	Mundaneum,	1935),	107	for	the	
original.	
‘Si	un	individu	peut	soulever	30	kilo-
grammes,	100	individus,	associés	et	orga-
nisés,	pourront	soulever	non	seulement	
3.000	kilogrammes,	mais	30.000	kilo-
grammes	et	même	plus.	Cent	personnes	
associées	n’auront	pas	cent	fois	plus	de	
force	que	cent	personnes	isolées,	mais	
infiniment	davantage’.	Jacques	Novicow,	
‘L’essence	de	l’association	humaine’,	in:	
René	Worms	(ed.),	Annales de l’Institut des 
Sciences Sociales	(Paris:	V.	Giard	et	E.	Brière,	
1911),	15–43	(19).

xxxiv.	 ‘On	ne	saurait	assez	mettre	en	évidence	
que	l’association	est	seulement	un	moyen	
et	que	le	seul	but	est	l’intensité	vitale	de	
l’individu.	Cela	déjà	pour	la	raison	toute	
simple	que	l’association	est	une	entité	
métaphysique,	sans	réalité	concrète’.	
Novicow,	L’essence de l’association humaine,	
21.	Comment	s’effectue	l’association	?	Par	
un	échange	de	services,	ou,	autrement	dit,	
par	une	circulation	vitale.	Sans	échange	
de	services	pas	d’association	possible’.	
Ibid.,	23.	
Identical	Otlet	states	that:	‘L’association	
s’effectue	par	un	échange	de	services,	
autrement	dit	par	une	circulation	vitale.	
L’association	est	un	moyen;	la	fin	est	
l’intensité	vitale	de	l’individu;	car,	il	ne	
faudrait	jamais	le	perdre	de	vue,	l’asso-
ciation	comme	telle	n’est	qu’une	entité	
métaphysique	sans	réalité	concrète’.	Otlet,	
Monde,	107.

xxxv.		‘Or,	je	viens	de	montrer	que	chaque	indi-
vidu,	habitant	sur	notre	globe,	atteindra	
le	point	culminant	de	la	puissance	vitale	
lorsque	sera	formée	la	fédération	générale	
du	genre	humain’.	Novicow,	L’essence de 
l’association humaine,	31.

xxxvi.	 	 ‘Le	but	vers	lequel	tendent	tous	les	
organismes	c’est	le	maximum	d’intensité	
vitale,	en	d’autres	termes	le	maximum	de	
conscience’.	Otlet,	Les Problèmes Internatio-
naux et la Guerre,	102.

xxxvii.	 ‘Le	progrès	se	marque	par	la	transfor-
mation	de	l’inconscient	vers	le	conscient.	
Tout	ce	qui	favorise	le	mouvement	dans	
cette	direction	s’appelle	le	bien;	tout	ce	
qui	le	contrarie	est	le	mal’.	Otlet,	Monde,	
107.

xxxviii.		‘Au	contraire,	la	constitution	de	la	
société	internationale	et	l’évènement	de	
l’ère	de	la	mondialité,	apparaît	comme	
un	phénomène	dont	la	collectivité	prend	
une	conscience	grandissante,	elle	apparaît	
aussi	comme	l’aboutissement	nécessaire	
de	son	activité	normale’.	Otlet,	‘La	loi	
d’ampliation	et	l’internationalisme’,	157.

xxxix.	 ‘Le	grand	corps	social,	international	
et	intercontinenental,	dont	la	création	
se	poursuit	de	jour	en	jour	n’est	pas	une	
création	artificielle	de	l’esprit;	il	est	une	
réalité’.	De	Greef,	Introduction à la Socio-
logie,	77.

xl.	 	‘A	une	vie	déjà	mon	il	faut	donc	une	
organisation	également	mondiale;	la	
fonction	existe,	l’organe	manque	encore.	
C’est	pourquoi	je	tenais	à	signaler	que	les	
peuples	ou	les	hommes	d’Etat	qui,	pour	
commencer	par	le	commencement,	insti-
tueraient	entre	les	nations	un	Ministère	
international	des	grandes	voies	de	com-
munication	et	de	même	une	Banque	inter-
nationale	des	valeurs	auraient	plus	fait	
pour	l’équilibre	et	la	paix	du	monde	que	
tous	les	philanthropes,	très	sincères	j’en	
suis	convaincu,	qui	prêchent	le	désarme-
ment,	c’est-à-dire	une	utopie	irréalisable	
en	l’absence	d’institutions	véritablement	
organiques	d’une	existence	pacifique’.	De	
Greef,	La Structure Générale des Sociétés 
(Tome 2),	300–301.

xli.	 ‘L’association	est	donc	devenue	la	mani-
festation	d’un	mouvement	qui	s’étend	
dans	toutes	les	directions	et	qui	réagit	
sur	la	structure	même	de	l’Etat.	Elle	nous	
conduit	à	une	variété	d’organismes	aussi	
contraire	à	l’uniformité	collectiviste	qu’à	
l’émiettement	individualiste.	[…]	Elle	
entreprend	de	plus	en	plus	ce	que	faisait	
l’Etat;	elle	rend	des	services	publics	et	
décharge	l’autorité	centrale	d’une	mission	
qui	doit	être	remplie	dans	touts	les	cas;	
c’est	une	forme	nouvelle	de	l’idée	d’admi-
nistration’.	Otlet,	Les Problèmes Internatio-
naux et la Guerre,	107.

xlii.	 ‘Il	y	a	aujourd’hui	désaccord	profond	
entre	la	vie	devenue	aussi	mondiale	et	les	
institutions	demeurées	presque	toutes	
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nationales.	La	crise	actuelle	est	une	crise	
de	croissance’.	Ibid.,	36.

xliii.	 	‘Dans	le	domaine	international	son	action	
est	comparable	à	celle	des	coraux	et	des	
madrépores	qui	ont	lentement	édifié	sous	
l’eau	les	assises	du	continent	océanien’.	
Ibid.,	111.

xliv.	 	‘Tout	travail	collectif	permanent	s’incarne	
nécessairement	dans	un	organe	perma-
nent’.	Fontaine	and	Otlet,	‘La	Vie	Interna-
tionale	et	l’effort	pour	son	organisation’,	
14.

xlv.	 		‘A	la	vérité,	ici	se	confirme	la	loi	que	
la	fonction	crée	l’organe,	et	l’organe	
développe	la	fonction.	Les	premiers	et	
rudimentaires	organes	de	la	vie	interna-
tionale	qui	fonctionnent	déjà	développent	
sans	cesse	les	besoins	qui	les	ont	fait	
naître;	ils	donnent	existence	précise	aux	
besoins	encore	vagues	auxquels	il	arrivera	
qu’à	leur	tour,	donneront	satisfaction	les	
organes	qui	restent	à	créer’.	Ibid.,	18.

xlvi.	 	‘[…]	leur	ensemble	constitue	l’organisme	
ou	le	système	politique,	la	partie	la	
plus	delicate	du	superorganisme	social,	
analogue	au	système	nerveux	central	des	
êtres	organisés	supérieurs,	mais	bien	plus	
considérable,	plus	complexe	et	doué	de	
propriétés	particulières	qui	ne	se	ren-
contrent	pas	chez	ces	derniers’.	De	Greef,	
Les Lois Sociologiques,	156.

xlvii.	 		‘Enfin,	pour	l’ensemble	de	la	vie	sociale,	
le	régulateur	et	le	modificateur	par	
excellence	sera	l’organisme	le	plus	élevé	
de	toute	la	série,	c’est-à-dire	l’appareil	
politique	central	consacré	à	la	représenta-
tion,	à	la	délibération	et	à	l’exécution	des	
intérêts	collectifs	généraux;	cet	organisme	
véritablement	cérébral	des	sociétés	cor-
respond	dans	les	structures	individuelles	
aux	organes	les	plus	élevés	du	système	
nerveux	central’.	De	Greef,	‘Le	Transfor-
misme	social’,	330.

xlviii.		‘La	politique	est	la	théorie	de	la	volonté	
collective;	la	politique	est	le	système	régu-
lateur	suprême	des	intérêts	ou	besoins	
économiques,	génésiques,	artistiques,	
scientifiques,	moraux	et	juridiques	qui	ne	
trouvent	pas	dans	leurs	centres	propres	et	
successifs	de	coordination	de	régulateurs	
suffisantes’.	De	Greef,	Les Lois Sociolo-
giques,	156–157.

xlix.	 ‘Au-dessus,	il	y	a	des	Conseils	supérieurs	
particuliers	à	chacune	des	grandes	
fonctions	économiques;	plus	haut	encore	
une	représentation	centrale	des	intérêts	
économiques	s’établira	tôt	ou	tard	pour	
coordonner,	comme	dans	un	vaste	sys-
tème	nerveux,	l’ensemble	de	l’activité	de	
la	vie	économique.	Il	en	est	ou	il	peut	en	

être	de	même	dans	tous	les	autres	ordres	
de	l’activité	sociale.	De	Greef,	‘Le	Transfor-
misme	social’,	330.

l.	 ‘‘Chez	les	êtres	vivants,	la	coordination	
c’est	l’agencement	des	parties	du	corps,	
grâce	auquel	peuvent	s’accomplir	les	
fonctions	nécessaires	à	la	vie	de	cet	être’.	
Otlet,	Les Problèmes Internationaux et la 
Guerre,	144.

li.	 	‘L’organisation	s’applique	à	tous	les	degrés	
de	l’association	et	de	l’action	humaine:	
l’organisation	de	l’usine,	de	l’atelier	et	du	
bureau;	celle	du	laboratoire,	de	l’école	
et	de	l’université;	celle	de	la	ville,	de	la	
province	et	de	l’Etat,	et,	au	dernier	degré	
de	la	hiérarchie	des	structures,	celle	de	la	
communauté	mondiale’.	Ibid.,	144.

lii.	 	‘Elles	se	sont	ensuite	de	plus	en	plus	intel-
lectualisées	en	des	groupes,	associations,	
syndicates,	soviets	de	toute	espèce	où,	par	
la	discussion,	s’opère	une	élaboration	col-
lective	des	idées’.	Otlet,	‘Sur	la	constitution	
de	la	sociologie	mondiale’,	173.

liii.	 	‘Structure	[des	astres,	des	électrons	et	des	
cellules,	des	sociétés	animales]	distincte	
cependant,	répétons-le,	malgré	l’analogie,	
parce	que	pour	les	hommes,	en	dehors	de	
toute	considération	qui	serait	fondée	sur	
une	spiritualité	de	nature,	on	trouve	chez	
eux,	sinon	en	propre,	du	moins	à	un	degré	
éminent,	ces	deux	facteurs	très	caractéris-
tiques:	1°	d’une	part	la	faculté	d’accumula-
tion	extérieure,	c’est-à-dire	la	Civilisation-
Culture;	2°	d’autre	part	l’intelligence	ou	
vie	consciente,	fondée	sur	la	vie	organique	
elle-même	qui	est,	à	la	fois,	la	cause	de	
cette	civilisation	et	l’effet	qui	s’accroît	par	
elle’.	Ibid.,	172.

liv.	 	‘Par	l’organisation	collective	de	l’intel-
ligence	individuelle,	c’est-à-dire	par	la	
formation	d’une	intelligence	commune.	
Réaliser	semblable	organisation,	est	la	
tache	supérieure	du	temps	present.	Or,	
cette	intelligence	s’est	développée	dans	la	
société	selon	deux	directions,	l’une	indivi-
duelle,	l’autre	collective	et	cumulative.	Le	
développement	de	la	première	est	facteur	
des	données	héréditaires	et	de	l’effort	
individuel	pour	l’amplifier	en	s’aidant	
de	la	seconde.	L’intelligence	collective	
est	la	mise	en	commun	des	données	
intellectuelles	par	la	parole	et	l’écrit;	par	
la	tradition	et	l’éducation,	par	la	réalisa-
tion	des	choses	originales	ou	reproduites,	
elles-mêmes	intelligentes,	c’est-à-dire	
incorporant	de	l’intelligence;	enfin	elle	
est	l’effort	collectif	pour	résoudre	des	
problèmes	utiles	à	la	Société,	ou	posés	par	
le	développement	organique,	interne,	de	
la	science	elle-même’.	Ibid.,	173.
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lv.	 	‘La	Culture,	la	Civilisation,	c’est	tout	cet	
ensemble	des	pensées,	des	sentiments	
et	aussi	des	actes	virtuels	ou	potentiels;	
graduellement	extériorisés,	sortant	des	
hommes	pour	devenir	des	objets	indé-
pendants	d’eux,	susceptibles	de	durée	
plus	longue,	que	les	courts	instants	où	ils	
eurent	existence	en	eux	et	par	eux.	C’est	
un	ensemble	susceptible	de	transmission	
aux	générations	successives;	par	leur	
moyen	ces	générations,	au-delà	de	ce	que	
la	simple	éducation	des	parents	peut	assu-
rer	à	toutes	les	autres	espèces,	se	trouvent,	
elles,	dès	leur	commencement,	installées	
dans	des	conditions	à	ce	point	différentes	
de	celles	de	la	seule	nature,	que	leur	être	
en	est	changé,	amplifié,	fortifié,	intensifié’.	
Otlet,	‘Sur	la	constitution	de	la	sociologie	
mondiale’,	174.

lvi.	 	‘A	la	vérité	il	s’édifie	quelque	chose	
d’énorme,	et	cela	sous	nos	yeux	si	nous	
voulons	bien	prendre	la	peine	d’observer	
et	de	comprendre.	La	Société	des	Nations	
est	en	voie	de	donner	une	forme	à	la	
Volonté	de	l’Humanité;	la	Science	déjà	
a	donné	forme	à	la	Pensée	de	l’Huma-
nité.	Voici	que	la	Documentation	en	
s’organisant	élabore	la	Mémoire	écrite	
de	l’Humanité.	Ainsi	c’est	un	véritable	
Cerveau	collectif	qui	surgit.	Il	importe	de	
le	voir	installé	adéquatement	en	quelque	
«	boîte	crânienne	»	proportionnée	à	son	
ampleur	et	protégée	comme	il	convient	à	
son	importance.	C’est	pourquoi	la	concep-
tion	s’est	fait	jour	au	sein	des	Associations	
Internationales	qu’il	faut	maintenant	éta-
blir	une	Cité	Mondiale	et,	pour	les	affaires	
temporelles	de	l’Humanité,	l’exterritoria-
liser	comme	il	a	été	fait	de	la	Cité	Vaticane	
consacrée	aux	affaires	spirituelles	de	la	
Papauté’.	Ibid.,	177.

lvii.	 	‘Sie	[Die	Brücke]	hat	ihren	Namen	daher	
genommen,	dass	sie	sich	die	Aufgabe	
gestellt	hat,	die	einzelnen	geistigen	Pro-
duktionen,	die	gleichsam	auf	getrennten	
Inseln	entstehen,	durch	ein	dafür	beson-
ders	geschaffenes	verbindendes	Organ	zu	
harmonischer	und	dadurch	wirksamerer	
Arbeit	zu	vereinigen’.	Ostwald,	Das Gehirn 
der Welt.

lviii.	 	‘Was	früher	als	der	Traum	unpraktischer	
Schwärmer	angesehen	wurde,	die	Einheit	
der	Menschheit,	ist	durch	die	Entwicklung	
des	Verkehrs	zur	nüchternen,	einfachen	
Wirklichkeit	geworden’.	Wilhelm	Ost-
wald,	Die Brücke	(München:	Die	Brücke,	
1913)	5.

lix.	 	‘[…]	und	dass	an	keinem	Ende	der	Welt	
etwas	geschehen	kann,	ohne	dass	die	Ner-
venfäden,	welche	dieses	Ende	mit	der	gan-

zen	übrigen	Welt	verbinden,	die	Einflüsse	
der	dort	sich	vollziehenden	Ereignisse	auf	
den	übrigen	Anteil	der	Menschheit	über-
tragen,	wo	sie	je	nachdem	im	guten	oder	
übeln	Sinne	sich	geltend	machen.	Durch	
diese	tatsächliche	Vereintheitlichung	der	
Kulturwelt	is	nun	ein	Problem	in	den	Vor-
dergrund	getreten,	welches	in	früheren	
Jahren	und	Jahrhunderten	sich	auf	viel	
engere	Kreise	beschränkte	und	welches	
durch	den	ausserordentlich	schnellen	
Anstieg	der	Verkehrsmittel	gegenwärtig	
höchst	dringend	geworden	ist.	Es	ist	dies	
das	Problem	der	Organisation’.	Ibid.,	5.

lx.	 	‘La	science	est	comparable	à	un	réseau	de	
voies	reliant	des	façons	les	plus	diverses	
les	points	de	la	surface	sur	laquelle	il	
s’étend.	Toute	découverte	nouvelle	repré-
sente	une	nouvelle	liaison	entre	certains	
de	ces	points.	Plus	le	réseau	se	complique,	
plus	il	devient	difficile	d’apercevoir	toutes	
les	conséquences	d’un	nouveau	progrès;	
aussi	n’est-il	pas	rare,	aujourd’hui,	qu’un	
chercheur	s’efforce	péniblement	d’arriver	
par	une	voie	indirecte	à	un	point	déter-
miné,	qu’il	aurait	pu	atteindre	en	suivant	
une	lighne	toute	droite	s’il	avait	été	mieux	
informé’.	Wilhelm	Ostwald,	Les fondements 
énergétiques de la Science de la Civilisation	
(Paris:	V.	Giard	&	E.	Brière,	1910),	141.

lxi.	 	‘Qu’il	s’agisse	d’un	être	vivant	ou	d’une	
formation	sociale,	d’un	procédé	ou	d’une	
machine,	nous	comprenons	donc	par	
organisation	premièrement	la	division	
des	fonctions	décomposant	leur	ensemble	
en	ses	éléments	et	faisant	agir	chaque	
élément	dans	des	conditions	telles	qu’il	en	
résulte	le	meilleur	rendement	possible;	et	
secondement	la	coordination	de	ces	fonc-
tions	travaillant	séparément	avec	le	rende-
ment	maximal	en	une	action	unitaire	de	
telle	sorte	qu’il	résulte	également	pour	la	
formation	totale	un	rendement	maximal.	
Division	et	coordination	des	fonction	
effectuées	de	concert,	c’est	là	ce	que	nous	
entendons	en	général	par	organisation’.	
Wilhelm	Ostwald,	‘De	l’organisation	et	
des	organisateurs’,	in:	Scientia,	12.26	(1912),	
107–124	and	189–201	(115–116).

lxii.	 	‘Vergeude	keine	Energie,	sondern	
verwerte	sie!’	Wilhelm	Ostwald,	Die Orga-
nisierung der Organisatoren durch die Brücke	
(München:	Die	Brücke,	1912),	15.

lxiii.	 	‘Il	est	incroyable	que	l’on	puisse	conti-
nuer	à	séparer	la	science	et	la	pratique	
en	matière	sociale.	La	sociologie	seule	
peut	amener	les	esprits	à	concevoir	et	à	
considérer	l’unité	de	la	société	humaine	
et	les	problèmes	qui	en	découlent.	Il	faut	
une	«	Sociologie	mondiale	»	après	une	
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Sociologie	municipale	et	une	Sociologie	
nationale’.	Otlet,	‘Sur	la	constitution	de	la	
sociologie	mondiale’,	175–176.

lxiv.	 	‘[…]	la	Société	entière	répandue	sur	les	
terres	des	cinq	parties	du	monde	nous	
apparait	comme	un	individu	unique,	les	
deux	milliards	d’humains	en	seraient	les	
cellules’.	Otlet,	‘Sur	la	constitution	de	la	
sociologie	mondiale’.

lxv.	 ‘On	peut	dire	que	les	sociétés	sont	à	la	
fois	des	organismes,	des	mécanismes,	des	
unions	d’intelligence.	Assurément,	ce	ne	
sont	là	que	des	comparaisons,	des	analogies,	
mais	elles	ont	toutes	leur	valeur.	Moins	

pour	ce	qu’il	faut	expliquer	peut-être	que	
pour	ce	qu’il	faut	créer.	En	effet,	plus	nous	
possédons	de	types	de	structure,—par	
exemple	l’organisation	animale,	la	ma-
chine,	une	société	savante,	une	entreprise	
industrielle,	qui	met	en	relation	des	mil-
liers	de	travailleurs	et	des	millions	de	capi-
taux,—plus	notre	imagination	constructive	
a	de	modèles	auxquels	elle	peut	emprunter	
pour	ses	propres	créations.	Ceci	est	d’un	
intérêt	majeur	pour	le	problème	qui	nous	
occupe—la	structure	de	la	vie	internatio-
nale’.	Otlet,	Les Problèmes Internationaux et 
la Guerre’,	103.
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FIG. 2 Paul Otlet, Arca Mundaneum (1944)



Chapter	5

The	International	Museum	and	
the	Encyclopaedia	Universalis	Mundaneum

The	conviction	that	it	is	possible	to	create	a	compendium	of	all	knowl-
edge,	a	book	that	collates	and	summarises	the	content	of	all	other	books,	
has	in	the	Western	tradition	found	its	expression	in	works	which	carry	
the	name	of	encyclopaedia.1	Because	encyclopaedias	are	believed	to	con-
tain	the	essence	or	the	most	highly	valued	knowledge,	they	have	been	
considered	by	several	scholars	 to	be	potential	 saviours	of	knowledge	
and	culture	in	case	of	a	catastrophe.	Francis	Bacon	for	example,	consid-
ered	the	encyclopaedia	to	be	a	safeguard	against	losing	the	knowledge	
that	had	been	regained	since	the	Fall.	Similarly,	Diderot	thought	that	in	
the	event	of	a	catastrophe	causing	the	loss	of	all	individual	books,	the	
Encyclopédie	would	allow	the	work	of	preceding	centuries	to	be	trans-
mitted	to	later	generations.	Karl	Popper	also	has	imagined	the	scenario	
involving	the	destruction	of	all	machines	and	tools,	along	with	all	our	
knowledge	about	how	to	use	or	how	to	make	them.2	He	has	speculated	
that	we	would	be	able	to	recover	that	knowledge	only	if	we	still	have	
libraries	which	preserve	that	knowledge	in	the	form	of	books.

Similarly,	Paul	Otlet,	in	the	image	Navis Mundaneum,	portrays	the	
Mundaneum—his	conception	of	a	 scientific,	documentary,	educa-
tional,	 and	 social	 centre,	 containing	 a	 representative	 collection	 of	
human	knowledge—as	an	Arc,	the	‘Navis	Mundaneum’.	As	in	earlier	
comparisons,	such	as	Bacon’s,	of	encylopaedias	to	saviours	of	human	
knowledge,	the	Navis	Mundaneum	is	shown	to	overcome	wars,	cri-
ses,	 and	 revolutions	 FIG. 1, 2.	 The	 Mundaneum,	 which	 once	 had	 its	
foundations	on	firm	ground,	has	been	dragged	away	on	a	ship.	Like	
Noah’s	Ark,	the	Navis	Mundaneum	is	filled	with	‘the	essential’;	with	
the	 ‘prototypes’	of	all	 things.	The	ship	resists	 the	waterfalls	of	 the	
Deluge	 and	 sails	 above	 the	 waves	 of	 the	 raging	 sea	 under	 full	 sail	
towards	the	sun.	The	arc	floats	until	the	water	descends	and	finally	
lands	on	a	‘mountain	of	peace’	where	all	prototypes	are	brought	out	
and	help	to		re-establish	life.	Here,	Otlet	rephrases,	by	means	of	the	
image	of	the	Arc,	the	interpretation	of	the	encyclopaedia	as	a	sort	of	
time	capsule	that	is	able	to	overcome	the	threat	of	lost	knowledge.

1	 Richard	Yeo,	Encyclopaedic Visions. Scientific Dictionnaries and Enlightenment Culture	
(Cambridge:	Cambridge	University	Press,	2001),	2–3.

2	 Karl	Raimund	Popper,	Objective Knowledge: An Evolutionary Approach	(Oxford:		
Clarendon	press,	1979),	107–108.



Encyclopaedias	 are	 traditionally	 believed	 to	 guarantee	 continuity	
in	the	chain	of	memory,	not	only	because	they	promise	exhaustive	
coverage	of	the	ever-increasing	body	of	knowledge	but	also	because	
of	its	alleged	educational	value.	It	is	telling	that	the	notion	‘education’	
is	contained	in	the	etymological	roots	of	the	word	‘encyclopaedia’.	In	
the	original	Greek	word	for	encyclopaedia,	‘ἐγκύκλιος παιδεία’,	trans-
literated	‘enkyklios	paideia’,	‘enkyklios’	means	‘circular’	and	‘paideia’	
education.	Together,	the	phrase	‘enkyklios	paideia’	denoted,	from	the	
first	century	b.c.	onwards,	the	ideal	of	a	well-rounded	education	pre-
paratory	to	any	specialist	training,	especially	to	that	of	the	future	ora-
tor.3	The	humanistic	idea	that	each	man	or	woman	should	be	trained	
in	all	human	knowledge	before	he	or	she	starts	practical	life	or	spe-
cialized	studies	is	thus	already	present	as	early	as	Late	Antiquity,	and	
it	is	linked	to	the	notion	of	the	encyclopaedia.

This	chapter	will	focus	on	how	Otlet	turned	the	encyclopaedia	into	
an	 instrument	 of	 visual	 education	 in	 two	 of	 his	 projects:	 the	 Inter-
national	 Museum	 and	 the	 Encyclopaedia	 Universalis	 Mundaneum	

3	 L.	M.	De	Rijk,	‘Enkyklios	Paideia:	A	Study	of	its	Original	Meaning’,	Vivarium	3	(1965),	
24–93,	92.

FIG. 1 Engraving 
by Igor Platounoff 
showing the Munda-
neum as a ship, the 
‘Navis Mundaneum’ 
(1938.12)
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(EUM).	Images,	in	Otlet’s	view,	had	the	capacity	to	synthesize	knowl-
edge:	he	considered	the	‘visualization	of	ideas’	as	the	key	stage	in	the	
sequence	 of	 documentation,	 exposition,	 and	 education.4	 Assuming	
that	one	image	tells	more	than	a	thousand	words,	Otlet	explored	in	
the	 International	 Museum	 and	 the	 EUM	 possibilities	 for	 using	 im-
ages	in	a	program	of	visual	education.	The	International	Museum	was	
founded	in	1910	by	Otlet	in	association	with	Henri	La	Fontaine	and	
Cyrille	 Van	 Overbergh	 and	 was	 located	 in	 the	 Palais	 du	 Cinquante-
naire	in	Brussels.	The	museum	aimed	‘to	educate	in	a	synthetic	form	
the	 international	point	of	view	on	questions	that	are	of	 interest’	 to	
the	 general	 public.i	 The	 International	 Museum	 included	 ‘collec-
tions	 of	 objects,	 to	 the	 extent	 that	 they	 are	 sources	 of	 information	
and	 study’,	 ‘explanatory	 notes	 and	 illustrative	 charts’,	 photographic	
reproductions	of	‘specific	models	used	for	natural	history’,	and	works	
of	art.5	The	result	was	a	spatial	encyclopaedia,	‘a	World	in	miniature,	
a	 Cosmoscope’	 set	 up	 in	 such	 a	 way	 as	 ‘to	 visualize’	 and	 synthesize	
what	is	known.6	The	second	encyclopaedic	project	was	the	 ‘Atlas	of	
Universal	Civilisation’	(1929),	which	developed	in	the	1930s	into	the	
unfinished	 project	 of	 the	 Encyclopaedia	 Universalis	 Mundaneum	
(EUM).	 The	 EUM	 derived	 from	 the	 program	 of	 visual	 education	 as	
explored	at	the	International	Museum,	and	it	formed,	in	a	sense,	the	
graphic	counterpart	of	the	scenographic	encyclopaedia	that	was	the	
International	Museum.	The	EUM	consisted	of	a	collection	of	didactic	
plates	in	the	form	of	loose	sheets,	either	in	a	large	size	(64	×	67	cm)	or	
in	a	smaller	format	(21,5	cm	×	27,5	cm).

Visualizations	in	encyclopaedias	and	encyclopaedic	museums	have	
a	long	tradition.	Therefore,	it	should	be	asked	what	made	Otlet’s	con-
ception	of	the	encyclopaedia	as	a	graphic	and	scenographic	construct	
original	in	its	time.	To	answer	that	question,	his	encyclopaedic	proj-
ects	will	be	compared	to	 those	of	 the	Scottish	sociologist	and	town	
planner	 Patrick	 Geddes	 (1854–1932)	 and	 the	 sociologist	 and	 lead-
ing	member	of	the	Vienna	Circle	of	logical	positivists,	Otto	Neurath	
(1882–1945).	 Indeed,	 Otlet,	 collaborated	 with	 both	 men	 on	 several	
occasions.	Like	Otlet,	Geddes	and	Neurath	were	encyclopedists	who	
explored	 in	 their	 encyclopaedic	 museums	 a	 programme	 of	 visual	
education,	Geddes	in	his	Outlook	Tower	in	Edinburgh	and	Neurath	

4	 Paul	Otlet,	L’éducation et les instituts du Palais Mondial (Mundaneum)	(Bruxelles:		
Palais	mondial,	1926),	1.

5	 Paul	Otlet,	L’Organisation internationale de la bibliographie et de la documentation.	
(Bruxelles:	Palais	Mondial,	1920),	translated	in:	W.	Boyd	Rayward,	International  
Organisation and Dissemination of Knowledge. Selected Essays of Paul Otlet		
(Amsterdam:	Elsevier,	1990),	197.

6	 Paul	Otlet,	‘Le	Musée	International’,	in:	Office Central des Associations Internationales	
27a	(1914),	7.
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in	 the	 Gesellschafts	 und	 Wirtschaftsmuseum	 (Museum	 of	 Society	
and	Economy)	 in	Vienna.	Throughout	this	comparison,	 I	will	argue	
that	the	encyclopaedic	vision	of	these	three	men	was	similar	in	that	
they	considered	the	encyclopaedic	format	to	be	not	so	much	an	in-
ventory	of	knowledge	but,	rather,	as	a	visual	educational	instrument	
that	could	convey	in	a	clear	and	comprehensible	way	factual	informa-
tion	that	would	make	citizens,	whatever	their	nationality,	more	con-
scious	about	the	current	state	of	the	world	in	which	they	lived	and	the	
(world)	society	of	which	they	were	a	part.	As	such,	their	encyclopaedic	
vision	did	not	follow	the	nineteenth-century	encyclopaedic	diction-
aries	which	claimed	exhaustive	coverage	of	knowledge.	Instead,	they	
harked	 back	 to	 an	 earlier	 encyclopaedic	 legacy,	 one	 that	 included	
the	 aim	 of	 keeping	 individuals	 within	 reach	 of	 general	 knowledge	
and	the	hope	that	this	knowledge	would	be	applied	for	the	benefit	
of	 greater	 ethical	 and	 moral	 goals.	 Those	 greater	 ethical	 and	 moral	
goals	 were,	 for	 Otlet,	 Geddes	 and	 Neurath,	 advancement	 towards	 a	
more	peaceful	society	and,	specifically	 in	the	case	of	Otlet,	a	better	
understanding	between	individuals	and	organizations	across	national	
boundaries.	After	World	War	I	and	the	crises	that	had	followed	after	
it,	the	encyclopaedia	was,	in	Otlet’s	view,	an	essential	instrument	that	
could	help	‘to	establish	a	straight	course’	‘towards	a	Universal	Civilisa-
tion’	FIG. 3.	In	that	sense,	Otlet’s	encyclopaedic	project	was	a	cultural	
internationalist	enterprise	which	avoided	the	traditional	nationalist	
perspectives	on	science	and	culture.	It	was	similar	to	other	encyclo-
paedic	projects	in	the	same	period	that	hoped	to	speed	up	through	
education	the	advent	of	a	peaceful	world	society,	of	which	probably	
the	 most	 famous	 exponent	 is	 Herbert	 George	 Wells’s	 (1866–1946)	
encyclopaedic	trilogy	The Outline of History	(1920),	The Science of Life	
(1930),	and	The Work, Wealth and Happiness of Mankind	(1931).

Through	 a	 study	 of	 mainly	 unexplored	 visual	 materials	 of	 and	
correspondence	 between	 Otlet,	 Geddes,	 and	 Neurath,	 this	 chap-
ter	 complements	 and	 assembles	 previous	 research	 by	 W.	 Boyd	
Rayward,	 Pieter	 Uyttenhove,	 Charles	 van	 den	 Heuvel,	 and	 Gert	
Morreel,	 and	 deepens	 research	 of	 Pierre	 Chabard,	 Frank	 Hart-
mann	 and	 Nader	 Vossoughian.	 In	 the	 first	 sections	 of	 this	 chap-
ter,	 which	 explore	 the	 kinship	 of	 the	 encyclopaedic	 ideas	 of	 Ot-
let	 and	 Geddes,	 I	 will	 rely	 mainly	 on	 research	 of	 Uyttenhove	
and	 especially	 that	 of	 Chabard.7	 Chabard	 has	 compared	 the	 re-

7	 Pieter	Uyttenhove,	‘Internationale	Inspanningen	voor	een	Modern	België’,	in:	Mar-
cel	Smets	(ed.),	Resurgam. De Wederopbouw van België na 1914	(Brussel:	Gemeente-
krediet	van	België	1985),	33–68;	Pieter	Uyttenhove,	‘Nota	Bene:	Ceci	n’est	qu’un	Dia-
gramme’,	in:	Institut	Français	d’Architecture,	L’Usine et la Ville. 1836–1986: 150 Ans 
d’Urbanisme (numéro spécial de « Culture et Technique	»)	(Paris:	CRCT,	1986),	112–119;	
Pieter	Uyttenhove,	‘La	nouvelle	Société	Internationale	selon	Geddes	et	Paul	Otlet’,	



gional	 scope	 of	 Geddes’s	 Outlook	 Tower	 with	 the	 global	 scope	
of	 Otlet’s	 Mundaneum.	 In	 the	 latter	 part	 of	 this	 chapter,	 which		
explores	the	relationship	between	Otlet	and	Otto	Neurath,	I	continue	
the	research	of	Hartmann	and	Vossoughian.8	On	the	basis	of	the	corre-
spondence	between	Otlet	and	Neurath,	Vossoughian	has	shown	that	
Neurath’s	theory	and	practice	took	an	internationalist	turn	through	

Transnational Associations	5	(1987),	274–280.	Pierre	Chabard,	Exposer la ville. Patrick 
Geddes (1854–1932) et le Town planning movement.	Volume 1,	PhD	diss.,		École	Doc-
torale	Ville	et	Environnement	(Paris	Université	de	Paris	8	Vincennes-Saint-Denis,	
2008);	Pierre	Chabard,	‘Towers	and	Globes:	Architectural	and	Epistemological	dif-
ferences	between	Patrick	Geddes’	Outlook	Towers	and	Paul	Otlet’s	Mundaneums’,	
in:	W.Boyd	Rayward	(ed.),	European Modernism and the Information Society: Informing 
the Present, Understanding the Past	(Aldershot:	Ashgate	2008),	105-126.

8	 Frank	Hartmann	and	Erwin	K.	Bauer,	Bildersprache: Otto Neurath Visualisierun-
gen	(Wien:	WUV	Universitätsverlag,	2002);	Frank	Hartmann,	‘Visualizing	Social	
Facts:	Otton	Neurath’s	ISOTYPE	Project’,	in:	Rayward,	European Modernism and the 
Information Society,	279-293;	and	Nader	Vossoughian,	‘The	Language	of	the	World	
Museum:	Otto	Neurath,	Paul	Otlet,	Le	Corbusier’,	Transnational Associations	2–3	
(2003),	82–93.	

FIG. 3 Paul Otlet, Towards a Universal Civilisation – Directed by the 
Appropriate Instrumentation (Institution) (1937.05.08)
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the	influence	of	Otlet.9	In	a	general	way,	this	chapter	in	its	approach	
is	closely	related	to	the	last	chapter	of	Morreel’s	unpublished	doc-
toral	thesis,	which	studies	successively,	however	not	comparatively,	
the	encyclopaedic	conceptions	of	H.	G.	Wells,	Neurath,	and	Otlet.10	
Concerning	Otlet,	Morreel	rephrases	his	main	achievements	in	the	
field	of	international	bibliography	and	concludes	that	Otlet’s	think-
ing	is	captured	within	a	contradiction	between	the	systematization	
of	his	bibliographic	project	and	his	desire	for	a	sense	of	the	whole	as	
proclaimed	in	his	book	Monde.	Concerning	Neurath,	Morreel	focus-
es	on	Neurath’s	project	for	an	International Encyclopedia of Unified  
Science	 and	 his	 historical	 epistemological	 understanding	 of	 the		
encyclopaedia.	Furthermore,	this	chapter	also	complements	research	
by	van	den	Heuvel,	who	has	also	noted	the	connections	between		Otlet,	
Geddes,	and	Neurath.11	After	looking	at	some	of	the	plates	of	Otlet’s	
Universal	Encyclopaedia,	van	den	Heuvel	has	related	Otlet’s	visualiza-
tions	to	Tim	Berners-Lee’s	ideas	of	a	semantic	web.

5.1.	 The origin and development of the International Museum

The	 International	 Museum	 was	 founded	 by	 the	 World	 Congress	 of	
International	Associations	that	was	organized	in	Brussels	in	May	1910	
by	Otlet,	La	Fontaine,	and	Cyrille	Van	Overbergh.12	It	emerged	from	

9	 Nader	Vossoughian,	Facts and Artifacts: Otto Neurath and the Social Science of Social-
ization,	PhD	diss.	(New	York:	Columbia	University,	2004);	Nader	Vossoughian,	Otto 
Neurath: the language of the global polis	(Rotterdam:	NAi	Publishers,	2008);	Nader	Vos-
soughian,	‘The	Modern	Museum	in	the	Age	of	its	Mechanical	Reproducibility:	Otto	
Neurath	and	the	Museum	of	Society	and	Economy	in	Vienna’,	in:	Rayward	(ed.),	
European Modernism and the Information Society,	241–255.

10	 Gert	Morreel,	Circles in the Sand. Utopian Encyclopedism from Antiquity to the  
Interwar Period (1919–1939),	PhD	diss.,	Department	of	Literature,	(Antwerp,	Univer-
sity	of	Antwerp,	2006).

11	 Charles	van	den	Heuvel,	‘Mundaneum’,	Volume	15.1	(2008),	48–53;	Charles	van	den	
Heuvel,	‘Building	Society,	Constructing	Knowledge,	Weaving	the	Web:	Otlet’s	Visu-
alizations	of	a	Global	Information	Society	and	His	Concept	of	a	Universal	Civiliza-
tion’,	in:	Rayward	(ed.),	European Modernism and the Information Society,	127–153.

12	 Paul	Otlet,	Le Musée International et les Sciences Géographiques	(Bruxelles:	Alex.		
Berqueman,	1911).

	 On	the	establishment	of	the	International	Museum	in	1910,	see:	W.	Boyd	Rayward,	
The Universe of Information. The Work of Paul Otlet for Documentation and Inter-
national Organisation	(Moscow:	VINITI,	1975),	182–185;	Stéphanie	Manfroid,	‘Un	
musée	au	service	de	l’internationalisme.	De	l’exposition	de	1910	au	Mundaneum’,	
in:	Serge	Jaumain	and	Wanda	Balcers	(eds.),	Bruxelles 1910. De l’Exposition universelle 
à l’Université	(Bruxelles:	Dexia,	2010),	264–270;	Valérie	Montens,	‘Paul	Otlet	et	le	
Cinquantenaire’,	in:	Jacques	Gillen,	Stéphanie	Manfroid,	and	Raphaèle	Cornille	
(eds.),	Paul Otlet. Fondateur du Mundaneum (1868–1944). Architecte du savoir, Artisan 
de paix	(Liège:	Les	Impressions	Nouvelles,	2010),	123–136;	François	Mairesse,	‘Paul	



the	temporary	exhibition	that	was	organized	on	this	occasion	from	
May	 to	 October	 1910	 at	 the	 Palais	 du	 Cinquantenaire	 in	 Brussels.13	
The	 temporary	 exhibition	 of	 1910	 consisted	 of	 a	 series	 of	 twenty	
rooms,	covering	a	surface	of	1850	m2,	and	aimed	to	show	‘the	progress	
that	had	been	accomplished,	 in	all	matters,	 in	the	domain	of	Inter-
nationalism’.ii	Contributions	came	from	many	international	associa-
tions	 participating	 in	 the	 World	 Congress,	 and	 from	 other	 interna-
tional	 congresses	 that	 were	 held	 on	 the	 occasion	 of	 the	 Exposition	
Universelle	in	Brussels	in	1910.14

The	original	aim	was	to	transform	this	temporary	exhibition	into	
a	 permanent	 ‘Palace-Museum	 of	 International	 Associations’	 that	
would	 be	 located	 in	 the	 Grand	 Palais,	 the	 building	 where	 the	 Bel-
gian	 	Section	 of	 the	 Exposition	 Universelle	 was	 held,	 situated	 on	

Otlet,	apprenti	muséologue’,	in:	Gillen,	Manfroid,	and	Cornille	(eds.),	Paul Otlet. 
Fondateur du Mundaneum (1868–1944),	137–148.

13	 Paul	Otlet,	Letter to the ‘Messieurs les Président et membres des comités directeurs des 
associations internationales et des congrès internationaux.	(1910.01.31).	Archives	of	the	
Union	of	International	Associations	(Brussels),	La	Fontaine,	HLF	4.

14	 A	document	outlining	the	plan	of	the	exhibition	as	it	was	originally	envisioned		
by	Otlet	and	La	Fontaine	mentions	the	following	contributions:	[Otlet	and	La		
Fontaine],	Congrès Mondial des Associations Internationales, Publication n°6 (suite). 
Aperçu général de l’exposition.	Archives	UIA,	La	Fontaine,	HLF	4.

FIG. 4 Picture of the Grand Palais or the Main hall of the Belgian Section at Ex-
position Universelle de Bruxelles in 1910, which was scheduled to be allocated 
to the ‘Palace-Museum of International Associations’ of Otlet and La Fontaine
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the	grounds	of	Solbosch	in	Brussels15	FIG. 4, 5.	However,	this	plan	was	
abandoned	when	a	huge	fire	on	14	August	1910	mostly	destroyed	the	
Belgian,	French,	and	English	sections	and	the	Brussels	fun	fair	at	the	
Universal		Exposition.16	Eventually,	the	Belgian	government	gave	per-
mission	for	Otlet	and	La	Fontaine	to	retain	a	part	of	the	left	wing	of	
the	Palais	du	Cinquantenaire	for	the	establishment	of	their	Interna-
tional		Museum17	FIG. 6, 7.

Although	the	International	Museum	was	founded	in	1910,	it	seems	
that	 the	 plan	 to	 realize	 the	 International	 Museum	 had	 already	
emerged	in	1905	at	the	International	Congress	on	World	Economic	
Expansion.	At	the	fifth	section	on	the	‘Civilising	expansion	towards	
the	 new	 countries’,	 G.	 Simoens	 launched	 the	 proposal	 of	 the	 con-
struction	 of	 a	 ‘World	 Museum’.18	 Simoens	 was	 a	 Doctor	 of	 mineral	
sciences	and	a	member	of	 the	Geological	Survey	of	Belgium.	In	his	
lecture	 ‘What	 should	 a	 World	 Museum	 be	 like?’,	 Simoens	 put	 for-
ward	 the	 idea	 to	 found	 a	 ‘World	 Museum’	 that	 would	 complement	
the	 great	 national	 museums	 such	 as	 the	 Royal	 Museum	 of	 Natural	
History	 in	 Brussels.	 Such	 a	 World	 Museum	 would	 be	 ‘a	 permanent	

15	 George	Lorphèvre,	‘Paul	Otlet’,	in:	Académie	royale	des	sciences	des	lettres	et	des	
beaux-arts	de	Belgique	(ed.),	Biographie nationale	(Bruxelles:	Établissements	Émile	
Bruylant,	1982),	545–558,	549.

16	 Benoît	Schoonbroodt,	‘L’incendie	du	14	août:	flammes,	rivalités	communales	et	
opportunités	commerciales’,	in:	Serge	Jaumain	and	Wanda	Balcers	(eds.),	Bruxelles 
1910. De l’Exposition universelle à l’Université	(Bruxelles:	Dexia,	2010),	176–189.

17	 Rayward,	The Universe of Information,	184.
18	 G.	Simoens,	Que doit être un Musée mondial?,	Congrès	International	d’Expansion	

Économique	Mondiale	sous	le	haut	patronage	de	S.	M.	Le	Roi	Léopold	II.	Section	V.	
Expansion	civilisatrice	vers	les	pays	neufs	(Bruxelles:	Hayez,	1905).	Archives	UIA,	La	
Fontaine,	HLF	4.

FIG. 5 Map of the Universal Exposition of Brussels in 1910



international	exhibition’	or	‘a	collection	of	regional	museums’	where	
objects	would	be	ordered	not	by	their	name,	their	character	or	qual-
ity,	but	by	region	and	country.	‘It	would	be,	in	sum,	a	permanent	ex-
hibition	in	which	each	country	or	region	would	have	its	own	room	or	
even	better,	its	own	pavilion,	and	which	would	enhance	all	what	is	to	
be	exhibited	in	the	domains	of	geology,	biology	and	anthropology’.iii	
Simoens	observed	that	over	the	past	ten	year	the	Geological	Survey	
of	Belgium	had	gathered	all	kinds	of	documents	and	information	on	
Belgian	soil,	but	that	a	new	‘colonial	and	world	museum’	was	neces-
sary	to	explain	and	order	the	documents	about	foreign	countries.	In	
1906,	implementing	the	conclusions	of	the	International	Congress	on	
World	Economic	Expansion,	Otlet	and	Van	Overbergh	were	part	of	a	
commission	which	was	tasked	by	King	Leopold	II	with	drawing	up	a	
preliminary	programme	for	the	construction	of	a	national	 intellec-
tual	centre	on	the	Mont	des	Arts	in	Brussels.	Van	Overbergh,	as	the	
chairman,	and	Otlet,	as	the	secretary	of	this	commission,	had	jointly	
put	forward	the	proposition	to	build	a	World	Museum,	a	Science	Mu-
seum,	and	a	Social	Museum	on	the	Mont	des	Arts.19	The	creation	of	
the	International	Museum	in	1910	may	be	regarded	to	a	certain	extent	

19	 Bruno	De	Meulder,	Reformisme, thuis en overzee: geschiedenis van de Belgische planning 
in een kolonie (1880–1960),		PhD	diss.,	Faculteit	toegepaste	wetenschappen.	Departe-
ment	architectuur,	stedebouw	en	ruimtelijke	ordening,	(Leuven:	KUL,	1994),	156.

FIG. 6 Map of the Parc 
du Cinquantenaire in 
Brussels indicating the 
space allocated to the 
Palais Mondial
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as	the	realisation	of	Simoen’s	earlier	proposal	for	a	World	Museum	in	
1905	and	of	these	provisional	plans	in	1906	for	the	Mont	des	Arts.

In	1911,	when	the	International	Museum	was	being	developed	in	a	
permanent	exhibition,	Otlet	described	it	as	a	‘great	Museum	of	geog-
raphy’,	organized	into,	on	the	one	hand,	‘national	sections’	which	pro-
vided	 information	 about	 the	 different	 countries	 and	 ethnic	 groups	
and,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 ‘comparative	 sections’	 which	 generalized	
what	all	these	countries	had	in	common	in	terms	of	science	or	profes-
sional	activity20	FIG. 8.	However,	as	the	museum	expanded,	this	concep-
tion	was	not	tenable.	It	became	more	than	a	museum	of	geography;	
it	also	became	an	 ‘historical	museum,	a	scientific	and	teaching	mu-
seum,	a	commercial	and	social	museum,	and	a	museum	of	civilisation	
and	culture’.iv	Essentially,	the	International	Museum	was	an	encyclo-
paedic museum	that	could	absorb	all	sorts	of	museological	settings	and	
contributions	from	all	sorts	of	organizations	and	institutions.	Boosted	
by	 the	Second	World	Congress	of	 the	Union	of	 International	Asso-
ciations	(UIA)	organized	in	1913,	the	International	Museum	included	
among	 others	 an	 International	 Highway	 Museum,	 an	 International	
Museum	of	the	Press,	an	International	Museum	of	Local	Authorities,	
an	International	Museum	of	Hygienics,	and	exhibits	from	the	Child	
Welfare	Committee	of	New	York	and	of	numerous	governments	and	
international	associations.21

After	World	War	I,	discussions	about	the	future	seat	of	the	League	
of	Nations	pushed	the	Belgian	government	to	reaffirm	Brussels	as	an	
international	centre.	In	the	framework	of	this	promotion	of	Brussels	
as	a	centre	of	internationalism,	Minister	Anseele	granted	the	greatest	

20	 Otlet,	Le Musée International et le Sciences Géographiques.
21	 Otlet,	‘Le	Musée	International’.

FIG. 7 Picture of the façade of the Palais du Cinquantenaire (n.d.)



FIG. 8 Illustration of ‘The Present Sate’ and the Projected Expansion of the International Museum [1911]

FIG. 9 Schematic plan showing the different institutions grouped at the Palais Mondial (1921)
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part	of	the	left	wing	of	the	Palais	du	Cinquantenaire	to	the	institu-
tions	directed	by	Otlet	and	La	Fontaine.22	The	‘Palais	Mondial’	[World	
Palace],	as	Otlet	and	La	Fontaine	called	it	from	then	onward,	hosted,	
in	addition	to	the	International	Museum,	all	their	minor	and	major	
institutions	 such	 as	 the	 International	 Institute	 of	 Bibliography,	 the	
Office	 of	 International	 Associations,	 and	 the	 International	 Library	
FIG. 9.	The	surface	occupied	in	the	Palais	Mondial	by	these	functions	
is	shown	in	the	non-coloured	parts	of	the	Plan of the Palais Mondial,	
while	the	coloured	parts	indicate	the	different	sections	of	the	muse-
um	FIG. 10.	Thus,	from	1920	the	Palais	Mondial	united	different	sorts	of	
knowledge	institutions	in	the	same	manner	as	the	encyclopaedic	mu-
seums	of	the	eighteenth	century,	such	as	the	Museum	Fridericaneum	
(1779)	in	St.	Petersburg,	which	contained	not	only	a	museum	but	also	
a	library,	a	printing	office,	a	laboratory,	and	a	central	observatory.

22	 Montens,	Paul Otlet et le Cinquantenaire,	129.

FIG. 10 Plan of the Palais Mondial as it was being reorganized after 1924
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5.2.		 The educational models of the International Museum:  
a Universal exhibition in miniature, a science museum 
and a school museum

The	encyclopaedic	museum	of	Otlet	and	La	Fontaine	was	intended	
not	 to	 be	 simply	 a	 massive	 storehouse	 of	 knowledge	 but	 more:	 an	
educational	 display	 of	 ideas.	 For	 the	 educational	 conception	 of	 the	
museum,	Otlet	and	La	Fontaine	drew	on	methods	used	in	different	
sorts	of	museum	types.	In	a	note	of	1909,	Otlet	and	La	Fontaine	listed	
several	museums	and	exhibitions	that	had	inspired	them	for	their	‘in-
ternational	Pantheon	or	Walhalla’:	the	Deutsche Museum	 in	Munich	
set	 up	 by	 Oskar	 von	 Miller	 (1855–1934),23	 the	 Buchgewerbemuseum	
in	Leipzig,	 the	scientific	section	of	 the	South Kensington Museum	 in	
London,	 the	 Museum	 of	 Natural	 History	 in	 Dresden,	 the	 Museum	
of	Electricity	Goldschmidt	in	Brussels,	the	Musée	Social	in	Paris,	the		
scientific	sections	at	the	Expositions	in	Brussels	in	1897	and	in	Liège	
in	1905,	the	retrospective	centenarian	exhibition	in	Paris	in	1900,	and	
the	 exhibitions	 of	 social	 economy	 at	 the	 Expositions	 of	 1897,	 1900,	
1904,	1905,	and	1906.24	From	this	series	of	examples,	we	may	conclude	
that	the	pedagogy	of	the	International	Museum	was	based,	firstly,	on	
the	educational	model	of	various	international	and	universal	exhibi-
tions	and,	secondly,	on	that	of	various	scientific	museums.	We	may	
add	to	this	a	third	model,	namely,	those	modes	of	exhibition	used	in	
classrooms	and	school	museums,	advanced	by	pedagogues	of	the	new	
education	movement.

Firstly,	 the	 educational	 model	 that	 was	 prevalent	 at	 the	 universal	
exhibitions	around	1900	proved	to	be	useful	for	the	styling	of	the	In-
ternational	Museum.25	Education	was,	together	with	Peace	and	Trade,	
a	perennial	motive	which	morally	 justified	the	organization	of	uni-
versal	exhibitions	between	1851	and	1940.26	Before	World	War	I,	the	
masses	 were	 referred	 to	 as	 being	 the	 true	 beneficiaries	 of	 learning,	
while	after	the	War,	youth	increasingly	became	the	focus	of	educa-
tional	displays	of	products	of	art,	science,	and	manufacture.	Around	
the	time	of	the	First	World	War,	educational	programmes	were	also	
increasingly	combined	entertainment	facilities.	The	main	aim	at	the	

23	 Wilhelm	Füssl,	Oskar von Miller 1855–1934: eine Biographie	(München:	Beck,	2005),	
255.

24	 [Paul	Otlet	and/or	Henri	La	Fontaine],	Exposition Universelle et Internationale de 
Bruxelles en 1910. Exposition des Associations Internationales. Programme—Catalogue	
(1909.11.26),	note	n°	235.	Archives	UIA,	HLF	4.

25	 Pieter	van	Wesemael,	Architecture of Instruction and Delight: A Socio-Historical Analy-
sis of World Exhibitions as a Didactic Phenomenon (1798–1851–1970)	(Rotterdam:	010	
Publishers,	2001).

26	 Paul	Greenhalgh,	Ephemeral Vistas: The Expositions universelles, Great Exhibitions and 
World’s Fairs 1851–1939	(Manchester:	Manchester	University	Press,	1988),	17.
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White	City	Exhibitions	in	London	(1908–1914),	 for	example,	was	to	
fuse	‘amusement	without	excess’	with	‘knowledge	without	fatigue’.

Otlet’s	International	Museum	seems	to	continue	in	particular	the	
French	 educational	 model	 that	 was	 set	 by	 the	 Exposition	 Univer-
selle	in	Paris	in	1867,	organized	by	the	French	sociologist	and	Saint-	
Simonian	Frédéric	Le	Play	(1806–1882).	The	‘Colloseum’	project	of	Le	
Play	gathered,	arranged,	and	explained	the	world	in	one	building	as	if	
it	was	a	huge	spatial	encyclopaedia27	FIG. 11, 12.	Instead	of	giving	merely	
an	overview	of	the	world’s	industry	as	in	the	first	universal	exhibition	
in	London	in	1851,	the	encyclopaedic	exhibition	of	Le	Play	presented	
the	world	through	a	variety	of	cultural,	economic,	scientific,	and	tech-
nological	products.28	This	‘encyclopaedia’	of	products	was	structured	
by	means	of	three	axes:	those	of	Work,	Place,	and	Time.	The	axis	of	
Work	unfolded	itself	along	the	ten	concentric	rings	of	the	edifice	and	
presented	the	different	sorts	of	industrial	products.	These	rings	were	
divided	 radially	 according	 to	 Place	 in	 national	 sections.	 The	 axis	 of	
Time	was	situated	on	the	cruciform	main	walking	streets,	sketching	
out	by	means	of	‘habitat’	presentations	and	‘tableaux	vivants’	the	de-
velopment	of	civilization.29

Le	Play’s	comprehensive	approach	became	a	model	for	many	other	
universal	exhibitions	organized	at	the	end	of	the	nineteenth	centu-
ry.	It	remained	influential	at	least	until	1900,	when	commercial	and	
governmental	motives	 tended	to	dominate	the	educational	motive,	

27	 Ibid.,	20;	and	van	Wesemael,	Architecture of Instruction and Delight,	246.
28	 M.	Nauwelaerts	and	J.-L.	Grootaers	(eds.),	De panoramische droom: Antwerpen en de 

wereldtentoonstellingen: 1885, 1894, 1930. Tentoonstellingscatalogus Antwerpen ’93	(Ant-
werpen:	Bouwcentrum,	1993).

29	 Pieter	van	Wesemael	and	Technische	Universiteit	Delft,	Architectuur van Instructie 
en Vermaak: een Maatschappijhistorische Analyse van de Wereldtentoonstelling als Didac-
tisch Verschijnsel (1798–1851–1970)	(Delft:	Technische	Universiteit	Delft.	Publikatie-
buro	bouwkunde,	1997).

FIG. 11 & 12 Aerial view, plan, and front of the Exposition Universelle in Paris in 1867 
organized by Frédéric Le Play
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turning	 universal	 exhibitions	 increasingly	 into	 consumer	 fairs	 and	
propaganda	events.30	The	1889	exhibition	The History of Human Habi-
tation	in	Paris,	for	example,	designed	by	Charles	Garnier,	architect	of	
the	Paris	Opera,	was,	like	the	1867	Exposition,	a	total	display.31	It	took	
the	form	of	a	street	of	thirty-nine	houses	stretching	from	the	Champ	
de	Mars	to	the	Trocadéro.	Each	house	represented	a	particular	stage	
in	housing	from	prehistoric	times	to	the	present,	constituting	an	im-
pressive	display	of	world	cultures.	Otlet’s	arrangement	of	the	Interna-
tional	Museum	in	Brussels	followed	this	tradition	of	total	displays	at	
universal	exhibitions	following	from	Le	Play’s	show	in	1867.

Secondly,	 Paul	 Otlet	 was	 alive	 to	 the	 educational	 imperatives	
and	 visual	 methods	 for	 disseminating	 knowledge	 to	 the	 public	 in	
the	scientific museums	of	his	 time.	An	 important	 impulse	 in	 this	 re-
gard	had	been	given	in	1862	by	Richard	Owen	(1804–1892),	director	
of	 the	 Natural	 History	 department	 in	 the	 British	 Museum.	 He	 had	
stressed	that	the	education	of	the	public	is	the	most	elevated	task	of	
a	public	museum.32	Another	museum	reformer,	the	zoologist	George	
Brown	Goode	(1851–1896),	director	of	the	U.S.	National	Museum	in	
	Washington	D.C,	stated	that	the	primary	task	of	the	public	museum	
was	 to	 be	 a	 ‘people’s	 museum’,	 a	 museum	 that	 educates	 the	 public.	
The	challenge	was	to	bring	history	to	life,	to	restore	the	modernity	of	
the	museum	by	making	it	again	a	museum	relevant	to	its	own	day.	In-
stead	of	cabinets	crammed	with	objects,	the	new	museum	should	be	
filled	with	ideas.33	The	evolutionary	theory	as	formulated	by	Charles	
Darwin	(1809–1882)	in	1859—and	the	translation	of	this	theory	in	a	
wider	 social	 sphere	 by,	 for	 example,	 Huxley	 and	 Spencer—gave	 an	
impetus	 to	 a	 new	 educational	 arrangement	 of	 the	 visitor’s	 pathway	
through	many	natural	history	and	anthropology	museums.34	The	lay-
out	of	the	walkway	and	of	well-selected	specimens	followed	the	steps	
of	the	classificatory	arrangement	in	evolutionary	series.	Throughout	
his	trajectory,	the	visitor	was	educated	into	the	temporal	order	of	the	
evolutionary	classification	scheme.35

30	 Van	Wesemael,	Architecture of Instruction and Delight,	269.	Pieter	van	Wesemael,	
‘Mundaneum	en	Cité	Mondiale:	het	Nieuwe	Jeruzalem	van	de	Internationale	Bewe-
ging’,	Oase,	41	(1994),	35-43.

31	 Greenhalgh,	Ephemeral Vistas: The Expositions universelles, Great Exhibitions and 
World’s Fairs 1851–1939,	20.

32	 R.	Visser,	‘De	ontwikkeling	van	het	natuurhistorisch	museum	sedert	1750’,	in:	E.	
Bergvelt,	D.	J.	Meijers,	and	M.	Rijnders	(eds.),	Kabinetten, galerijen en musea. Het 
verzamelen en presenteren van naturalia en kunst van 1500 tot heden	(Zwolle:	Waanders	
2005).

33	 Ibid.
34	 Tony	Bennett,	The Birth of the Museum: History, Theory, Politics	(London:	Routledge,	

1998),	186.
35	 Ibid.,	167.



By	1900,	educational	ideas	such	as	those	of	Owen,	Goode,	and	oth-
ers	inspired	changes	in	many	sorts	of	natural	history	museums	and	
other	public	museums	worldwide.	Yet,	in	Europe,	opposition	to	their	
model	of	mass	education	and	the	popularization	of	scientific	knowl-
edge	 remained	 strong.	 Many	 traditional	 curators	 thought	 that	 the	
new	sensationalist	methods	of	presentation	compromised	scientific	
truth	 and	 corrupted	 the	 scientific	 dignity	 of	 research.	 Within	 the	
Belgian	context,	 for	example,	 the	curators	of	 the	Royal	Museum	of	
Natural	History	in	Brussels	opposed	the	new	pedagogism.	Its	curator	
Édouard	Dupont	and	his	successor	Gustave	Gilson	deemed	the	scien-
tific	and	pedagogic	imperative	as	incommensurable	and	continued	a	
museum	policy	focused	on	the	discovery	of	new	knowledge.36	How-
ever,	as	Liesbet	Nys	indicates,	other	reformers	in	Belgium	introduced	
the	educational	ideas	that	inspired	many	natural	history	museums	of	
its	time	and	did	seek	new	educational	modes	of	display.	Among	those,	
Nys	mentions	Charles	Buls’s	initiative	in	1890	for	a	Palais du Peuple—a		

36	 Liesbet	Nys,	‘Aspirations	to	Life.	Pleas	for	New	Forms	of	Display	in	Belgian	Muse-
ums	around	1900’,	in:	Journal of the History of Collections	20.1	(2008),	113–126,	114.

FIG. 13 Paul Otlet, Intelligence. Its Diffusion (1935.01.24)
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scientific	museum	for	the	education	of	the	people	to	be	built	in	the	
Parc	du	Cinquantenaire—and	an	exhibition	on	the	social	life	in	Bel-
gium	 in	 the	 seventeenth	 century	 set	 up	 by	 Cyrille	 Van	 Overbergh.	
The	latter	was	organized	on	the	occasion	of	the	world	exhibition	in	
1910	in	the	Palais	du	Cinquantenaire,	which	was	to	become	the	loca-
tion	for	the	International	Museum	that	Paul	Otlet	sought	to	develop	
from	the	exhibits	at	the	same	world’s	fair.

A	third	educational	model	by	which	Otlet	was	influenced	was	that	
advanced	 by	 pedagogues	 of	 the	 new	 education	 movement.	 In	 line	
with	 the	 new	 education	 movement,	 the	 International	 Museum	 as-
signed	a	 fundamental	role	 to	observation	and	sense	 impressions	 in	
the	 education	 of	 children.	 Referring	 to	 the	 contemporary	 innova-
tors	 in	 the	 field	 of	 education—such	 as	 Édouard	 Clapadère,	 Adol-
phe		Ferrière,	Ovide	Decroly,	William	James,	John	Dewey	and	Maria	
	Montessori—Otlet	 gave	 account	 in	 his	 writings	 of	 the	 importance	
of	 action,	 of	 manual	 work	 and	 the	 activity	 of	 playing	 as	 formulat-
ed	 in	 the	 renewed	 field	 of	 children’s	 education.37	 Following	 Alfred	
	Fouillée,	 	Otlet	 thought	 that	 education	 should	 be	 oriented	 towards	
the	individual	as	well	as	to	society	as	a	whole.38	Education	now	con-
cerned	the	entire	society—all	classes	and	all	ages.	According	to	Otlet,	
this	was	evident	in	the	emergence	of	new	forms	of	education	such	as	
technical,	specialized,	and	adult	education.	In	the	schema	Intelligence. 
Its Diffusion	 FIG. 13,	Otlet	explains	how	he	thought	education	was	 to	
be	 organised	 in	 a	 single	 system,	 passing	 on	 the	 torch	 of	 knowledge	
from	hand	to	hand	or	from	generation	to	generation.	The	schema	ex-
plains	how	such	a	system	should	consider	as	one	institutions	for:	a)	
the	education	of	youth	(child	care	centre,	day	nursery,	kindergarten,	
preparatory	education,	primary	school,	secondary	school,	university);	
b)	the	education	of	public	opinion;	c)	the	education	of	adults	(institu-
tions	for	scientific	research,	shown	in	the	first	arch;	and	the	institu-
tions	for	the	dissemination	of	information	(library,	museum,	theatre,	
cinema,	and	the	school,	shown	in	the	second	arch).	Education	was	an	
individual	lifework	and	a	social	mission:

Learning	is	thinking,	and	thinking	is	 living	 intellectually	and	spiritu-
ally.	Continuous	education	therefore	is	incumbent	on	everyone	as	an	
individual	and	social	duty	of	improvement,	to	be	developed	and	con-
tinued	at	every	age.	Earlier	humanities	have	to	be	broadened	and	gen-
eralised:	it	is	the	humanity	of	today	that,	in	all	its	aspects,	must	become	
their	focus.v

Otlet’s	educational	model	was	humanistic,	and	the	childlike	charac-
ter	of	the	International	Museum	was	not	only	the	result	of	the	popu-

37	 Otlet,	L’éducation et les instituts du Palais Mondial (Mundaneum),	20.
38	 Ibid.,	6.
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larisation	of	knowledge	for	the	general	public,	but	also	of	the	aim	of	
reaching	the	different	ages.

Furthermore,	at	the	International	Museum,	Otlet	used	methods	of	
visual	education,	such	as	education	through	wall	charts	and	models,	
which	were	inspired	by	the	methods	of	presentation	used	in	school	
museums	of	his	time	and	by	the	‘didactic	educational	cabinets’	used	
in	classrooms.39	By	means	of	visual	education,	he	hoped	to	produce	
as	much	insight	as	possible,	while	requiring	the	smallest	amount	of	
effort	on	the	part	of	 the	visitor.	For	Otlet,	 the	museum	was	a	form	
of	 visual	 education	 that	 could	 surpass	 the	 book	 and	 the	 traditional	
classroom	with	a	teacher	because	of	its	directness	and	effectiveness:

The	 teacher	 by	 himself	 is	 insufficient;	 the	 book	 on	 its	 own	 is	 insuffi-
cient.	The	teacher	and	the	book	by	themselves	are	also	insufficient.	We	
must	 complete	 their	 action	 by	 new	 teaching	 techniques;	 the	 museo-
graphic	representation	revealing	through	the	synthetic	frameworks	of	
its	arrangement,	the	most	characteristic	types	that	are	capable	of	pro-
viding	on	demand	‘a	particular	or	panoramic	vision	of	the	entire	world	
and	of	what	it	contains’.vi

The	International	Museum	was	filled	with	schemas	which	aimed	to	re-
duce	in	a	visual	manner	the	encyclopaedia	of	human	knowledge	to	the	
most	essential	 ideas.	Otlet	explored	how	 ‘abstract	 ideas’	could	be	ex-
pressed	by	means	of	a	‘true	ideography,	a	language	of	abstract	ideas’.40

5.3.	 A virtual tour through the International Museum

What	 did	 the	 International	 Museum	 look	 like	 and	 how	 was	 it	 mod-
elled	on	the	Universal	Exhibition,	the	science	museum	and	the	school	
museum?	In	this	section,	I	will	run	through	the	different	sections	of	
the	 museum	 and	 show	 how	 the	 different	 scenographic	 and	 graphic	
constructs	were	related	to	the	different	educational	models	described	
above.	We	will	walk	through	the	International	Museum,	which	Otlet	
structured	similar	to	Le	Play’s	scientific	and	socio-economic	survey	in	
1867,	along	three	axes:	‘Objects’,	‘Place’,	and	‘Time’.	After	the	hall	of	in-
troduction,	we	will	run	through	the	first	section	on	Universal	History	
(Axis	of	Time),	which	described	the	sequence	of	civilisations	from	the	
Egyptian	until	modern	times.	Then	we	will	visit	the	second	section	on	

39	 Massimiano	Bucchi,	‘Images	of	Science	in	the	Classroom.	Wall	Charts	and	Science		
Education,	1850–1920’,	in:	Luc	Pauwels	(ed.),	Visual Cultures of Science: Rethinking 
Representational Practices in Knowledge Building and Science Communication		
(Hanover:	University	Press	of	New	England,	2006),	90–119.

40	 [Paul	Otlet	and/or	Henri	La	Fontaine],	Exposition Universelle et Internationale de 
Bruxelles en 1910. Exposition des Associations Internationales. Programme—Catalogue	
(1909.11.26),	note	n°	235.	Archives	UIA,	HLF	4.



FIG. 14 Picture of the entrance hall at the 
International

FIG. 18 Illustration of the Tree of the Centuries,  
the Circle of Knowledge, the Organization of World,  
the League of Nations

FIG. 15 The tree of the life by Patrick Geddes 
as displayed in the entrance hall at the Interna-
tional Museum (Color plate of 3 m 25 x 4 m)

FIG. 19 An evocation of the work and ideas of 
mankind (center); an enumeration of the Universe 
(left); on t a representation of ‘the Evolution of Ideas 
(right).; Lectern the ‘Book of Books’ (bottom center)

FIG. 16 Allegorical representation of the 
international network of associations in the 
entrance hall at the International Museum

FIG. 20 Allegory of intellectual workFIG. 17 Sphere of the World in the entrance 
hall at the International Museum



FIG. 21A Picture of the entrance of 
the historical section

FIG. 22 Drawing of the central gallery and 
lateral hall of the historical section of the 
International Museum

FIG. 21B Picture of the introductory Hall of 
Universal History in the International Museum

FIG. 23 Picture of a model of Rome in the 
historical section

FIG. 26 Chronogram showing the stages of civilisation

FIG. 24 Section on the Middle Ages showing Paul Otlet
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Universal	Geography	(Axis	of	Place),	which	attributed	a	room	to	each	
nation	of	the	world.	Finally,	in	the	third	section	on	Universal	Science	
(Axis	of	Objects),	we	will	look	at	how	Otlet	sketched	the	state	of	affairs	
in	the	different	sciences.41

In	the	hall	of	introduction,	visitors	were	introduced	by	Otlet	or	his	
assistants	 to	 the	 most	 important	 symbols	 honoured	 by	 this	 temple	
devoted	to	internationalism	FIG. 14.	By	means	of	allegorical	represen-
tations,	the	visitor-apprentices	were	taught	some	fundamental	values	
and	ideas:	the	Tree	of	the	Centuries	of	Patrick	Geddes	whose	branch-
es	symbolize	the	periods	of	past	cultures	FIG. 15,	the	international	net-
work	of	associations	represented	by	a	centralized	network	surround-
ed	with	ten	symbols	representing	different	fields	of	knowledge	FIG. 16,	
the	sphere	of	the	world	FIG. 17,	the	encyclopaedic	circle	of	knowledge,	
a	representation	of	the	League	of	Nations	FIG. 18,	and	a	sphinx	symbol-
izing	the	great	problems	that	mankind	encounters	in	his	work	FIG. 19.	
Furthermore,	analogous	to	Charles	Van	der	Stappen’s	or	Constantin	
Meunier’s	Monument au Travail (1884–1930),	there	is	an	allegory	for	
intellectual	work;	a	bas-relief	showing	a	tree	under	which	a	man	of	
‘labour’	and	a	man	of	‘intellect’	guide	the	way	to	enlightenment	FIG. 20.

After	 the	 visual	 education	 or	 initiation	 which	 the	 visitors	 had	 re-
ceived	in	the	hall	of	introduction,	they	were	ready	to	enter	the	first	
section	of	the	museum	which	focused	on	the	 idea	of	history	 FIG. 21.	
The	historical	section	of	the	museum	was	arranged	like	Garnier’s	ex-
hibition	on	the	History of Human Habitation,	or	as	Owen	and	Goode	
had	desired	it,	into	an	evolutionary	classification	scheme	which	ran	
through	thirty	centuries,	from	the	Egyptians	through	modern	times,	
outlining	the	different	stages	of	human	development	and	its	succes-
sive	civilizations	FIG. 22;	Prehistory,	Rome	FIG. 23,	the	Middle	Ages	FIG. 24,	
the	French	Revolution,	and	the	modern	times	followed	one	another.	
At	the	centre	of	the	historical	section,	a	diagram	of	six	metres	long	
showed	the	political	formation	and	decline	of	the	nations	as	well	as	
their	economic	and	intellectual	evolution.	Diverse	media	and	forms	
of	graphic	representations	were	used.	Among	others,	we	see	pictures	
FIG. 25	and	a	chronogram	FIG. 26	to	represent	the	stages	of	evolutions,	a	
model	of	the	ziggurat	of	Babylonia	FIG. 27,	a	Greek	habitat	representa-
tion	FIG. 28,	a	miniature	scenery	of	Jewish	daily	life	in	Palestine	at	the	
time	of	Christ	FIG. 29,	a	diorama	of	a	Dutch	interior	in	the	sixteenth	
century	FIG. 30,	a	planisphere	of	Toscanelli	in	comparison	with	a	con-
temporary	map	FIG. 31,	and	a	‘stereogram’	or	statistical	comparison	of	
national	 economies	 in	 the	 sixteenth	 century	 FIG. 32.	 Because	 of	 this	
mix	of	various	media,	the	rooms	of	the	museums	appeared	as	a	kind	

41	 Paul	Otlet	and	Anne	Oderfeld,	‘Atlas	de	la	Civilisation	Universelle’,	in:	Union des  
Associations Internationales,	132	(1929),	10.	Rayward,	Selected Essays of Paul Otlet,	197.



FIG. 25 Pictures illustrating the stages 
of civilization

FIG. 30 Diorama of a Dutch interior in the 
sixteenth century

FIG. 27 Model of the royal city of Babylonia FIG. 31 Planisphere of Toscanelli in comparison with a 
contemporary map

FIG. 28 Model of a Greek habitat
FIG. 32 ‘Stereogram’ comparing national economies in 
the sixteenth century

FIG. 29 Model of Jewish living situation in Palestine 
at the time of Christ

FIG. 33 West side of the Hall of Prehistory



FIG. 34 Hall of Prehistory (1931) FIG. 38 Wall-like bigger type of panel in the Hall 
of the Eighteenth Century

FIG. 35 Centre of the Hall of Prehistory
FIG. 41 National or geographical section. Halls on 
Europe

FIG. 36 Freestanding smaller type of panel in 
the Hall on India

FIG. 42 Hall of Italy (1927)

FIG. 37 Wall-like bigger type of panel in the Hall  
of the Eighteenth Century

FIG. 43 Hall of Spain (1927)
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of	curiosity	cabinet.	The	room	of	‘Prehistory’	for	example	FIG. 33,	was	
filled	to	the	top	with	statues,	models	of	menhirs,	relics,	old	tools	of	
the	primitive	man	FIG. 34	and	paintings	of	the	big	bang	FIG. 35.

Furniture	was	designed	to	bring	order	to	this	flood	of	pictures,	and	
to	help	the	visitor-student	to	absorb	these	as	coherently	and	directly	
as	possible.	Two	types	of	furniture	were	fabricated	to	construct	‘educa-
tional	cabinets’:	a	freestanding	smaller	type	FIG. 36	and	a	wall-like	bigger	
type	of	easel	[‘chevalet’]	FIG. 37, 38.	Like	filing	cabinets	used	to	store	index	
cards,	shelves	in	libraries	used	to	store	books,	and	racks	used	to	store	
administrative	files,	the	easels	for	the	International	Museum	were	con-
ceived	to	be	built	with	standardized	elements,	to	be	solid,	easily	com-
bined	in	series	FIG. 39,	easy	in	use,	t	mobile,	in	proportion	with	the	hu-
man	body,	and	easily	adaptable	to	various	locations	FIG. 40.

If	the	historical	section	resembled	an	(international)	exhibition	or	
anthropological	museum	outlining	the	stages	of	civilization,	the	next	
section,	 the	 national	 or	 geographical	 section,	 looked	 like	 an	 ethno-
logical	 museum.	 This	 section	 gave	 an	 overview	 of	 world	 culture	 by	
informing,	 on	 the	 one	 hand,	 about	 international	 relationships	 and,	
on	 the	 other	 hand,	 about	 the	 particular	 culture	 of	 various	 nations	
and	ethnic	groups	FIG. 41.	In	creating	the	presentations	about	the	vari-
ous	 nations,	 an	 appeal	 was	 made	 to	 the	 different	 governments	 and	
their	administrations	and	associations,	such	as	Italy	FIG. 42,	Spain	FIG. 43,	
France	FIG. 44,	Japan	FIG. 45.	and	Poland	FIG. 46.	Each	country	was	asked	
to	prepare	a	presentation	similar	to	those	made	in	the	national	pavil-
ions	at	world	fairs,	but	in	a	permanent	and	scientific	manner.

The	last	section,	the	international	or	scientific	section,	gave	the	im-
pression	of	being	a	museum	of	science	and	technology.	It	gave	an	en-
cyclopaedic	overview	of	the	different	scientific	fields	and	branches	of	
professional	activity.	This	section	was	furnished	with	the	help	of	asso-
ciations	which	were	members	of	the	UIA.	Each	association	was	asked	
to	organize	a	didactic	demonstration	of	its	work	and	to	expose	its	ob-
ject	of	research.	Among	others,	this	section	had	rooms	dedicated	to	the	
mathematical,	 physical,	 and	 natural	 sciences	 FIG. 47, 48,	 astronomy	 FIG. 

49,	geology	FIG. 50,	technology	FIG. 51,	microphotography	FIG. 52,	transport	
and	industry	FIG. 53,	navigation	FIG. 54,	architecture	and	urban	planning	
FIG. 55,	sociology	FIG. 56,	and	international	politics	and	law	FIG. 57

5.4.	 Patrick Geddes and Otlet’s reassessment of the museum 
as a synthetic memory machine

Beyond	the	general	characterization	of	 the	educational	models	 im-
plemented	in	the	International	Museum	provided	so	far,	it	is	inter-
esting	 to	 focus	on	the	 intellectual	exchange	between	Otlet	and	the	



FIG. 39 Schema of the different sorts of furniture produced for the IIB and UIA

FIG. 40 Schema of the different sorts of furniture produced for the IIB and UIA



FIG. 44 Hall of France FIG. 48 Hall of mathematical, physical, and 
natural sciences

FIG. 45 Hall of Japan

FIG. 49 Hall of Astronomy with a model of the 
lunar landscape

FIG. 46 Hall of Poland FIG. 50 Hall of the Earth and Geology

FIG. 47 Hall of mathematical, physical, and 
natural sciences

FIG. 51 Hall of Technology



FIG. 52 Picture of the Hall of Microphotography FIG. 53 Hall of Transport and Industry

FIG. 54 Hall of the Sea and Coastal Navigation (1927) FIG. 56 Hall of Sociology and Social Action

FIG. 55 Hall of Architecture and the construction of cities

FIG. 57 Hall of International Politics and Juridical Organisation
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biologist,	 sociologist,	 and	 town	 planner	 Patrick	 Geddes	 in	 order	 to	
better	understand	Otlet’s	conception	of	the	encyclopaedic	museum.	
Otlet’s	 (re)thinking	 of	 the	 encyclopaedic	 museum	 was	 much	 influ-
enced	by	Geddes.42	In	fact,	Otlet’s	campaign	in	Brussels	in	1910	to	get	
a	museum	off	the	ground	by	preserving	parts	of	the	World	Exhibition	
was	a	repetition	of	a	similar	attempt	by	Geddes	in	1900.	On	the	occa-
sion	of	the	Universal	Exhibition	in	Paris,	Geddes	had	sought	in	vain	
to	convince	several	nations	to	turn	their	pavilion	along	the	rue	des	
Nations	in	a	permanent	museum.	The	Kensington	Museum	and	the	
Commercial	Museum	of	Philadelphia	were	cases	of	museums	born	
out	of	universal	exhibitions,	and	Geddes	hoped	to	achieve	the	same	
in	order	to	realize	what	he	called	an	‘Index	Museum’.	For	Geddes,	an	
Index	Museum	was	a	graphical	encyclopaedia	which	unfolded	itself	
as	a	museum	space.	The	Universal	Exhibition	in	Paris	was,	according	
to	Geddes,	such	an	Index	Museum	actually	realised	in	the	rough,	al-
though	he	thought	the	order	had	to	be	revised	from	the	standpoint	of	
evolutionist	theories.43	Of	course,	such	an	Index	Museum	of	the	larg-
est	scale	was	the	ultimate	dream,	but	Geddes	had	started	by	install-
ing	a	more	humble	prototypical	version	of	the	Index	Museum	in	the	
highest	gallery	of	the	Trocadéro	in	Paris.44	The	exhibition	set	up	by	
Geddes	gave	an	overview	of	world	geography.	While	visitors	strolled	
along	the	exhibition	they	could	look	down	on	that	Index	Museum	in	
the	large	(or	the	world	in	miniature)	which	was	the	Universal	Exhibi-
tion.	During	the	event,	Geddes	organized	 lectures	and	seminars	by,	
among	others,	Henri	Bergson,	Charles	Gide,	and	…	Paul	Otlet.45	Here	
Geddes	 and	 Otlet	 discovered	 their	 shared	 passion	 for	 classification	
and	the	encyclopaedia.	Although	Geddes	was	familiar	with	organiz-
ing	encyclopaedias	from	his	work	for	 the	Chambers	Encyclopaedia	
and	 the	 Encyclopaedia	 Britannica,	 he	 showed	 great	 interest	 in	 how	
Otlet	was	rethinking	the	encyclopaedia	as	a	work	of	documentation.	
And	while	Otlet	was	at	that	time	still	mainly	occupied	with	bibliogra-
phy,	new	paths	now	opened	to	him	which	would	lead	him,	ten	years	

42	 For	a	biography	of	Geddes,	see:	Amelia	Dorothy	Defries,	The Interpreter Geddes:  
The Man and his Gospel	([S.l.]:	Routledge,	1927);	Philip	Boardman,	The Worlds 
of  Patrick Geddes: Biologist, Town Planner, Re-Educator, Peace-Warrior	(London:	
	Routledge	and	Kegan	Paul,	1978);	and	Helen	Meller,	Patrick Geddes: Social  
Evolutionist and City Planner	(London:	Routledge,	1990).

43	 Patrick	Geddes,	‘The	Index	Museum:	Chapters	from	an	Unpublished	Manuscript’,	
in:	Assemblage,	10	([1902]	1989),	65–69	(67).

44	 Alessandra	Ponte	and	Jessica	Levine,	‘Building	the	Stair	Spiral	of	Evolution:	The	
Index	Museum	of	Sir	Patrick	Geddes’,	in:	Assemblage,	10	(1989),	46–64.

45	 Anthony	Vidler,	‘The	Space	of	History:	Modern	Museums	from	Patrick	Geddes	
to	Le	Corbusier’,	in:	Michaela	Giebelhausen	(ed.),	The Architecture of the Museum: 
Symbolic Structures, Urban Contexts	(Manchester;/New	York:	Manchester	University	
Press,	2003),	160–182.
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later,	to	found	his	own	encyclopaedic	museum	on	the	basis	of	his	clas-
sification	system	for	documentation.

Classification	 was	 also	 the	 basis	 of	 Geddes’s	 definition	 of	 what	 an	
index	museum	was.	In	a	manuscript	called	‘Museums,	actual	and	pos-
sible’	(1902),	Geddes	defined	the	index	museum:

‘To	construct	an	Index	Museum	then,	as	distinguished	from	the	ordi-
nary	congeries	of	minor	museum	galleries,	which	may	be	each	of	itself	
intelligible,	but	not	upon	any	single	plan	nor	upon	plans	clearly	related,	
is	a	problem	strictly	analogous	to	the	planning	of	an	Encyclopaedia—in	
fact,	 it	 is	 planning	 an	 Encyclopaedia.	 […]	 This	 is	 no	 doubt	 difficult	 to	
realise;	since	most	important	and	most	difficult	of	all,	the	plan,	the	or-
der	must	be	no	longer	alphabetical	or	empirical,	but	rational;	that	is,	in	
conformity	at	once	with	reason,	truth,	observation,	with	philosophy	and	
with	the	order	of	nature’.46

The	 Index	 Museum	 is	 not	 specialised	 in	 one	 particular	 subject	 but	
has	an	encyclopaedic	breadth	that	demands	an	all-encompassing	or-

46	 Geddes,	‘The	Index	Museum:	Chapters	from	an	Unpublished	Manuscript’,	66.

FIG. 58 The Classification of the Sciences according to Patrick Geddes and Arthur Thomson,  
as exposed in their book entitled Biology (1925)
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der	or	plan.	Geddes	had	borrowed	the	term	‘Index	Museum’	from	the	
famous	palaeontologist	Richard	Owen,	who	coined	it	to	describe	his	
conception	of	a	museum	of	natural	history.47	Geddes,	who	was	first	a	
biologist	and	student	of	Huxley,	applied	the	term	‘Index	Museum’	to	
Huxley’s	 ideas	of	 type-series	and	the	classification	schemes	used	 in	
natural	 history	 museums.48	 For	 Geddes,	 an	 Index	 Museum	 was	 not	
limited	to	natural	history	but	was	directed	toward	the	world	at	large.	
Geddes	 took	 the	 classification	 scheme	 or	 rational	 order	 of	 the	 sci-
ences	and	arts	articulated	by	Comte	and	Spencer	as	his	starting	point.	
This	is	the	pyramidal	order	of	the	sciences,	illustrated,	for	example,	
in	 Geddes’s	 schema	 Classification of the Sciences,	 which	 is	 organised	
according	to	ascending	levels	of	complexity	and	in	which	biology	is	
positioned	in	between	physics	and	sociology	FIG. 58.	Spencer’s	classifi-
cation	of	the	sciences,	especially	his	concept	of	evolution,	would	pro-
vide,	according	to	Geddes,	the	ideal	basis	for	the	organisation	of	an		
Index	Museum;	‘for	here	is	the	abstract	theory	of	museum-curating’.49

But	 in	 addition	 to	 being	 a	 methodically	 classified	 museum	 or		
‘Encyclopaedia	Methodica’,	the	Index	Museum	was	also	essentially	an	
‘Encyclopaedia	Graphica’:

‘That	is	we	may	think	of	it	as	an	Encyclopaedia	of	which	the	articles	may	
be	 imagined	 printed	 separately,	 and	 with	 their	 illustration	 and	 maps	
condensed	and	displayed	as	an	orderly	series	of	labels;	labels	to	which	
specimens	are	then	as	far	as	possible	supplied;	so	that	over	and	above	
the	description,	the	image,	the	interpretation	of	the	thing,	you	can	see	
the	thing	itself	in	reality,	if	possible,	or	in	reproduction	or	model	as	the	
case	may	be’.50

Geddes’s	conception	of	museum	as	graphical	encyclopaedia	was	based	
on	the	conviction	that	a	museum	should	not	be	merely	a	pavilion	for	
admiring	fancy	artefacts	but,	instead,	should	engage	the	present	state	
of	affairs,	train	and	inform	its	visitors,	and	make	individual	study	pos-
sible.	Again	Geddes	was	inspired	by	the	exhibitions	on	natural	history	
set	up	by	Brown	Goode,	who	presented	a	collection	‘with	things	and	
diagrams	instead	of	words,	“with	specimens	instead	of	types”’.51

Otlet	was	putting	Geddes’s	idea	of	an	Index	Museum	to	work	in	his	
International	Museum	by	extending	his	own	work	on	the	Documen-
tary	Encyclopaedia	into	a	spatial	layout.	Their	shared	vision	led	to	the	
formulation	in	1912	of	a	scheme	to	produce	an	Encylopedia Synthetica 
Schematica	FIG. 59.	Although	the	project	of	such	an	encyclopaedia	did	

47	 Ponte	and	Levine,	‘Building	the	Stair	Spiral	of	Evolution:	The	Index	Museum	of		
Sir	Patrick	Geddes’,	57–58.

48	 Meller,	Patrick Geddes: Social Evolutionist and City Planner,	3,	38,	and	39.
49	 Geddes,	‘The	Index	Museum:	Chapters	from	an	Unpublished	Manuscript’,	66–67.
50	 Ibid.,	65.
51	 Ibid.,	66.



not	progress	beyond	a	mission	statement,	it	expressed	their	mutual	
interest	in	the	visualization	of	knowledge	or,	as	the	subtitle	indicated,	
in	‘Materials	for	the	elaboration	of	a	method	and	synthesis	with	the	
aid	of	schemes	and	diagrams,	published	through	an	international	and	
interscientific	collaboration’.52	For	this	project,	Geddes	thought	of	in-
volving	Victor	Branford	and	Paul	Reclus	(1858–1941)—nephew	of	the	
geographer	Elisée	Reclus	(1830–1905)	and	son	of	the	anthropologist	
Elie	Reclus	(1827–1904)—also	known	by	his	alias	‘Georges	Guyou’:

‘I	will	see	Branford,	my	best	fellow	worker,	and	his	brother	the	mathe-
matician	and	maybe	two	or	three	other	friends,	more	or	less	in	the	same	
movement,	and	who	can	collaborate	more	or	 less	towards	our	exhibi-
tion	of	graphics.	It	seems	to	me	that	we	will	have	then	(and	maybe	in	
a	 not	 unreasonable	 time)	 a	 collection	 of	 graphics	 to	 articulate	 as	 pre-
liminary	 sketches	 of	 the	 Encylopedia	 Synthetica	 Schematica!	 Let	 me	
remind	you	also	that	Paul	Reclus	is	an	expert	in	schematic	cartographic	
ideas.	He	has	even	proposed	to	me	to	work	together	on	a	great	historical	
map—and	I	believe—I	am	even	convinced—that	you	will	find	in	him	a	
loyal	and	capable	fellow	work	in	this	kind	of	studies’.53

Geddes	 and	 Otlet	 shared	 a	 commitment	 to	 visual	 education	 and	 in	
1900	began	to	correspond	regularly	on	the	graphical	language	of	sche-
mata	and	diagrams.	In	1903	Otlet	wrote	to	Geddes	that	he	and	La	Fon-

52	 Original	subtitle	of	the	Encylopedia Synthetica Schematica	was:	‘Matériaux	pour	
l’élaboration	d’une	méthode	et	d’une	synthèse	à	l’aide	de	schémas	et	de		
diagrammes,	publiés	par	une	collaboration	interscientifique	et	international	sous	
la	direction	de	Patrick	Geddes	et	Paul	Otlet.	October	1912’.	Paul	Otlet	and	Patrick	
Geddes,	Encyclopedia Synthetica Schematica,	MDN	EUM	1	Farde	4.	Orbis	Encyclopae-
dia	Synthetica.	Note	(1912.10).

53	 Patrick	Geddes,	Letter to Paul Otlet,	MDN	EUM	1	Farde	4.	Orbis	Encyclopaedia		
Synthetica	(1912.09.21).

FIG. 59 Cover of the 
unpublished Encyclopedia 
Synthetica Schematica of 
Patrick Geddes and Paul 
Otlet (1912)



304 Chapter 5

taine	had	‘the	desire	to	cooperate	very	actively’	with	Geddes’s	work	and	
that	the	International	Institute	of	Bibliography	(IIB)	would	engage	in	
extracting	the	quintessence	of	the	existing	scientific	publications	and	
take	as	its	second	task	‘the	popularization	of	scientific	data’.vii	This	en-
tailed	the	educative	task	of	‘keeping	the	general	public	informed	in	a	
constant	and	easily	accessible	manner	of	the	current	state	of	the	latest	
discoveries’.viii	And	tying	in	with	the	interest	of	Geddes	in	visual	edu-
cation,	Otlet	added:	‘Here	the	diagrammatic	and	synthetic	procedures,	
which	you	justly	take	to	heart,	would	find	their	place	[in]	the	services	
of	information	and	documentation,	which	I	ask	for	in	my	work’.ix	In-
deed,	Geddes’s	commitment	to	the	diagrammatic	parallels	Otlet’s	pre-
occupation	to	synthesize	and	popularize	scientific	data.	According	to	
	Geddes,	 graphic	 more	 than	 verbal	 presentments	 had	 the	 capacity	 to	
synthesize:	 ‘[…]	 I	 find	 it	 difficult	 to	 imagine	 any	 class	 of	 ideas	 which	
does	not	appear	to	my	mind	to	lend	itself	more	vividly	to	graphic	than	
to	verbal	presentment.	 I	would	even	claim	that	 this	graphic	method	
can	be	applied	to	psychology,	even	to	philosophy	itself’.54

Geddes’s	interest	in	diagrammatic	visualization	is	evident	in	his	ob-
session	 with	 what	 he	 called	 ‘thinking	 machines’.	 Geddes’s	 thinking	
machines	often	took	the	shape	of	folded	pieces	of	paper.	He	labelled	
the	various	pieces	with	concepts	and	then	unfolded	them	in	a	kind	

54	 Geddes,	‘The	Index	Museum:	Chapters	from	an	Unpublished	Manuscript’,	65.

FIG. 60 The Thinking Machine ‘The Charting of Life’ by Patrick Geddes in a simplified version
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of	origami	style	to	show	unexpected	relationships	between	the	con-
cepts.	Geddes’s	personal	papers	are	covered	with	diagrammatic	grids	
which—analogous	to	the	folding	of	pieces	of	paper—are	filled	in	with	
concepts.	This	visual	form	of	structuring	the	relations	between	con-
cepts	 is	 derived	 from	 the	 tradition	 of	 logic	 machines	 which	 ranges	
from	the	ars magna	of	Ramon	Llull	(1232–1315)	to	the	ars combinatoria	
of	Gottfried	Leibniz	(1646–1716).	The	Notation of Life,	also	called	Chart 
of Life	(1927),	is	one	of	Geddes’s	most	complex	thinking	machines	and	
forms	the	basis	of	his	essay	Civics: As Applied Sociology	(1906)55	FIG. 60.	
As	Volker	Welter	explains,	the	matrix	synthesizes	Geddes’s	theory	of	
urban	sociology	in	two	formulas56	FIG. 61.

The	first	formula	is	 inscribed	in	the	upper	left	diagonal	of	the	dy-
namic	grid	through	the	notions	‘place’,	‘work’,	and	‘folk’.	It	symbolizes	
his	theory,	adapted	from	Le	Play’s	‘place,	work,	family’,	about	the	in-
teraction	between	man	and	his	environment.	The	second	formula—
‘acts’,	 ‘facts’,	 ‘thoughts’,	 and	 ‘deeds’—unfolds	by	 mirroring	 the	 upper	
left	square	four	times	anticlockwise.	These	four	steps	synthesize	his	
methodology	 for	 the	 improvement	 of	 the	 human	 condition.57	 The	

55	 Helen	E.	Meller,	The Ideal City	(Surrey:	Leicester	University	Press,	1979).
56	 Volker	M.	Welter,	Biopolis: Patrick Geddes and the City of Life	(Cambridge,	MA:	MIT	

Press,	2002),	32.
57	 Ibid.,	26–53.

FIG. 61 Patrick Geddes, The Charting of Life (n.d.)
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swastika,	according	to	Geddes	the	Celtic	symbol	for	life,	creates	a	spiral	
movement	showing	how	human	life	is	a	dynamic	process,	constantly	
improving	its	environment.58	By	combining	these	two	formulas	in	the	
form	of	a	dynamic	grid,	the	Notation of Life	is	very	similar	to	the	rotat-
ing	paper	circles	of	Ramon	Lull.	The	Lullian	circles	are	a	series	of	cir-
cumscribed	circles	which	help	to	study	the	combination	of	essential	
‘truths’	(or	symbols	referring	to	these	‘truths’)	through	the	movement	
of	rotation.59	Like	the	grid	of	Geddes,	the	Lullian	circles	systematize	
complex	relations	between	notions	in	a	dynamic	scheme	of	rotation.

Like	Geddes,	Otlet	cherished	the	medieval	art	of	memory:	‘The	12th	
century’,	he	wrote	to	Geddes,	‘possessed	methods	which	the	moderns	
ignore,	because	they	do	not	worry	about	arriving	at	a	common	truth’.	
‘We	must	find’,	he	said,	 ‘a	method	of	discussion	that	will	allow	us	to	
arrive	at	synthetic	conclusions’.x	Synthesis	was	the	goal	and	method	

58	 Artur	Glikson,	‘Thinking-Machines	and	the	Planning	of	Israel’,	in:	Volker	M.	Welter	
(ed.),	The City after Patrick Geddes	(Oxford/Bern:	Peter	Lang,	2000),	211–223,	215.

59	 Martin	Gardner,	Logic Machines and Diagrams	(Brighton:	Harvester	Press,	1982).

FIG. 62 The Outlook 
Tower of Patrick Geddes 
and Colleagues in  
Edinburgh (1905)
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of	 schemes	 and	 diagrams:	 ‘Synthesis	 is	 the	 comparison	 of	 the	 gen-
eral	data	of	all	the	sciences.	Its	purpose	is	to	constitute	the	whole	of	
knowledge	into	a	general	system	which	corresponds	in	the	most	pre-
cise	way	to	reality’.xi	Synthesis	involved	reducing	the	number	of	ideas	
to	the	most	essential	ones	and	making	them	systematically	coherent.	
Like	the	thinking	machines	of	Geddes,	the	synthetic	method	enabled	
the	representation	of	the	complexity	of	scientific	questions	in	a	sche-
matised	manner:	‘It	seems	that	the	scheme	and	the	diagram,	through	
a	formulation	of	principles,	could	become	a	graphical	language	allow-
ing	the	expression	of	general	or	abstract	ideas’.60

5.5.		 A ‘Cosmorama’ or World Museum in Geneva

Thinking	 machines	 were	 not	 only	 able	 to	 order	 and	 visualize	 com-
plex	ideas	on	paper.	They	could	also	model	the	museum	itself.	In	fact,	
Geddes	conceived	the	Index	Museum	as	a	huge	encyclopaedic	think-
ing	machine,	bringing	together	different	orders	and	visual	schemes	
in	 one	 unity.	 Geddes	 had	 already	 started	 to	 develop	 this	 idea	 of	 a	
three-dimensional	thinking	machine	or	Index	Museum	when	he	ac-
quired	in	1892	a	towering	building	in	Edinburgh	which	he	renamed	
the	‘Outlook	Tower’	FIG. 62.	The	building	was	situated	atop	the	Castle	
Hill,	the	main	historical	street	in	Edinburgh	formed	by	a	knife-edge;	
a	building	that	dated	from	the	seventeenth	century.	The	tower	was	
formerly	known	as	‘Short’s	Observatory’.	Its	previous	owner,	an	opti-
cian,	had	equipped	it	with	a	roof	terrace	and	camera	obscura	looking	
down	on	the	valley	of	Edinburgh.61	Geddes,	who	was	much	occupied	
at	that	time	with	slum	improvement,	kept	its	original	function	as	an	
optical	device	literally	and	metaphorically.	He	transformed	the	popu-
lar	observatory	into	an	urban,	geographical,	and	sociological	observa-
tory	and	civic	museum.62	The	Outlook	Tower	displayed	a	permanent	
exhibition	on	Edinburgh	and	its	region.	The	course	of	the	exhibition	
started	at	the	top	of	the	building	with	a	panoramic	view	of	the	com-
plex	 urban	 fabric	 of	 Edinburgh.	 Subsequently,	 the	 museum	 turned	
the	complexity	of	the	city	into	a	didactic	graphic	survey,	raising	the	
visitor’s	consciousness	through	his	own	vision.	In	a	historical	and	geo-
graphical	analysis,	the	city	of	Edinburgh	was	brought	to	life,	and	it	was	
the	task	of	the	visitor	to	discover	his	own	place	in	the	evolution	of	the	
city.	 The	 visitor,	 descending	 from	 floor	 to	 floor,	 would	 be	 initiated	

60	 Paul	Otlet	and	Patrick	Geddes,	Note about Encyclopedia Synthetica Schematica,	MDN	
EUM	1	Farde	4.	Orbis	Encyclopaedia	Synthetica.	Note	(1912.09.17).

61	 C.	Ward,	‘The	Outlook	Tower,	Edinburgh:	Prototype	for	an	Urban	Studies	Centre’,	
Bulletin of Environmental Education	32	(1973).

62	 Chabard,	Exposer la ville,	183.
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into	the	relationships	between	Edinburgh	and	Scotland	and	the	rest	
of	the	world.	The	exhibition	ended	with	a	room	on	the	ground	floor	
that	zoomed	out	to	the	global	scale.	Two	gigantic	scale	models	of	a	
globe	provided	the	end	point	of	the	widening	of	the	visitor’s	outlook	
from	the	local	to	a	universal	spatio-temporal	gaze.63

As	Philip	Mairet	mentions	 in	his	biographical	account	of	Geddes,	
the	Outlook	Tower	was	an	‘index	museum	to	the	universe’	seen	from	
the	point	of	Edinburgh.64	As	an	Index	Museum	or	universal	museum	
it	gathered	a	diversity	of	scientific	approaches	into	one	graphic	and	
methodologically	ordered	encyclopaedia	about	the	city	of	Edinburgh	
and	 beyond.	 The	 five	 storeys	 of	 the	 building	 classified	 and	 ordered	
the	spatial,	temporal,	and	spiritual	dimensions	of	the	world	at	differ-
ent	scales	of	understanding.	But	as	an	index,	the	Outlook	Tower	start-
ed	from	the	perspective	of	the	inhabitant	of	Edinburgh,	showing	the	
city	in	history	and	indicating	its	future.	The	visitor	was	guided	from	
a	view	of	Edinburgh	to	a	view	of	the	universe,	from	a	panorama	on	
the	visible	city	towards	an	outlook	on	the	invisible	world	of	univer-
sal	knowledge.	In	line	with	Geddes’s	regionalism,	the	encyclopaedic		
vision	as	embodied	by	the	Outlook	Tower	was	rooted	in	the	local.	It	
extended	the	visitor’s	own	field	of	vision	with	an	outlook	on	the	re-
gion	of	Edinburgh	and	the	rest	of	the	world.

In	 his	 International	 Museum,	 Otlet	 took	 over	 the	 concept	 of	 the	
Index	 Museum	 as	 instantiated	 in	 the	 Outlook	 Tower,	 but	 dropped	
	Geddes’s	 orientation	 towards	 the	 local.	 The	 International	 Museum	
was	an	Index	Museum	pure	and	simple,	a	‘cosmorama’	or	‘Panorama	
of	the	World’	FIG. 63.	This	difference	between	Otlet	and	Geddes	also	
implied	a	different	orientation	in	their	education	models.	Geddes	felt	
very	strongly	about	‘citizenship’	as	the	latest	moral	stage	of	the	evolu-
tionary	process.65	The	Outlook	Tower	was	a	civic	museum	represent-
ing	the	city	as	its	living	counterpart,	as	a	living	museum	of	which	the	
individual	visitor	was	a	vital	constituent.	In	Cities in Evolution	(1914),	
Geddes	 stated	 that	 the	 environmental	 education	 of	 the	 citizen	 was	
crucial	because	it	ensured	the	continuous	realisation	of	community	
life	from	history	into	the	present	and	beyond.66	If	Geddes’s	Outlook	
Tower	 dealt	 with	 ‘citizenship’,	 Otlet’s	 International	 Museum	 dealt	
with	‘world	citizenship’.	As	Otlet	wrote	to	Geddes,	‘I	take	your	English	

63	 For	a	clear-cut	disambiguation	of	the	meaning	of	‘outlook’	in	the	work	Geddes,	see:	
Pierre	Chabard,	‘L’Outlook	Tower	comme	anamorphose	du	monde:	Patrick	Geddes	
et	le	thème	de	la	vision’,	in:	Le Visiteur,	1.7	(2001),	64–89.

64	 Philip	Mairet,	Pioneer of Sociology: The Life and Letters of Patrick Geddes	(Westport,	
CT:	Hyperion	Press,	1979)

65	 Meller,	Patrick Geddes: Social Evolutionist and City Planner,	90.
66	 Ward,	‘The	Outlook	Tower,	Edinburgh:	Prototype	for	an	Urban	Studies	Centre’.



expression	“Civic	college”	and	I	develop	it’.67	But	instead	of	a	civic	sur-
vey,	Otlet	undertook	a	global	survey	elaborated	in	one	encyclopaedic	
tour	of	100	rooms.	The	International	Museum	was	an	instrument	that	
assisted	the	visitor	in	learning	how	to	see	things	globally	and	instilled	
in	visitors	the	redeeming	promise	of	a	world	civilization.

A	 crucial	 reference	 for	 understanding	 Otlet’s	 cosmic	 vision	 was	
the	work	of	the	French	geographer	Elisée	Reclus.	Otlet	read	Reclus’s	
L’Homme et la Terre	(1905)	attentively	and	was	acquainted	with	Rec-
lus	in	the	milieu	of	the	Institut des Hautes Etudes	and	the	Université 
Nouvelle	in	Brussels.	The	latter	had	split	off	in	1894	from	the	Univer-
sité Libre de Bruxelles	because	of	the	‘Incident	Reclus’,	which	involved	
the	university’s	of	a	teaching	agreement	with	Reclus	because	of	his	
anarchist	 background.68	 Geddes	 had	 fruitful	 relations	 with	 Elisée	

67	 Paul	Otlet,	Letter to 	Patrick Geddes,	National	Library	of	Scotland	Patrick	Geddes	
Papers	MS	10564	Nr.	60	(1923.02.18).

68	 In	a	letter	to	Geddes,	Otlet	mentions	that	he	teaches	at	the	‘Ancienne	Université	
Nouvelle’	of	Elisée	Reclus	and	Guillaume	De	Greef.	Furthermore,	many	pages	
of	quotes	from	L’Homme et La Terre	can	be	found	in	the	archives	of	Paul	Otlet	in	
Mons.	Paul	Otlet,	Letter to Patrick Geddes,	National	Library	of	Scotland	Patrick	Ged-
des	Papers	MS	10564	Nr.	96	(1925.01.10).

FIG. 63 Paul Otlet, The Panorama of the World. Categories under which all things/everything 
may be considered (1913) 



Reclus,	as	well	as	with	his	nephew	and	collaborator	Paul	Reclus,	who	
worked	with	Geddes	on	a	survey	of	Edinburgh	from	1896	till	1903.69	
Elisée	 	Reclus	made	a	relief	map	of	Scotland	for	Geddes,	exchanged	
resources,	and	proposed	that	his	own	geographical	institute	become	
affiliated	with	the	Outlook	Tower.xii

Geddes’s	 Outlook	 Tower	 and	 Otlet’s	 International	 Museum	 were	
influenced	by	Reclus’s	project	to	construct	a	huge	globe	that	would	
serve	as	a	planetarium	for	the	universal	exhibition	in	Paris	 in	1900.	
Reclus	had	started	preparations	for	 it	 in	1895,	when	he	already	was	
a	professor	of	geography	at	the	Université Nouvelle	in	Brussels.	Being	
an	 anarchist	 and	 Communard,	 the	 globe	 stood	 for	 the	 unity	 of	 the	
world	and	for	human	fraternity.	In	line	with	his	social	and	geopoliti-

69	 Chabard,	Exposer la ville,	207.

FIG. 64 Elisée Reclus 
and Louis Bonnier, 
Project for a Terrestrial 
Globe for the 1900 
Paris Exhibition (1898)



cal	approach	to	geography	that	characterizes	his	three	major	works	
(La Terre,	la Nouvelle Géographie universelle,	and	L’Homme et la Terre),	
the	 planetarium	 would	 be	 a	 moral	 symbol	 of	 the	 political	 unity	 of	
the	world	and	of	anti-ethnocentrism.	At	an	underlying	stratum,	the	
globe	demonstrated	the	anarchist	utopia	of	an	ideal	society	preceded	
by	the	unity	of	nature.70	Unlike	traditional	planetariums,	which	simu-
late	the	complex	‘motions	of	the	heavens’	on	the	interior	sphere,	Re-
clus’s	globe	would	be,	like	the	Earth	itself,	a	convex	terrestrial	globe,	
made	on	the	scale	1:100,000,	slowly	rotating	on	a	spindle	and	covered	
with	a	relief	in	plaster	which	depicted	the	continents	and	oceans.	As	
the	 drawings	 (1897–1898)	 by	 Louis	 Bonnier	 show,	 the	 central	 globe	
would	be	enclosed	and	supported	by	a	convex	metal	skeleton	FIG. 64.	
The	space	between	the	external	construction	and	the	internal	globe	
would	be	filled	by	a	 large	helix	of	24	spires,	which	would	move	the	
visitor’s	eye	around	the	rotating	globe.	On	the	internal	part	of	the	en-
velope,	following	the	spiral	movement,	an	exhibition	on	the	history	

70	 S.	Alavoine-Muller,	‘Un	globe	terrestre	pour	l’Exposition	universelle	de	1900.	
L’utopie	géographique	d’Elisée	Reclus’,	in:	Espace Geographique,	32.2	(2003),	156–170.	
Meller,	Patrick Geddes: Social Evolutionist and City Planner,	104.

FIG. 65 Paul Otlet, The World as a Whole (1936)
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and	geology	of	the	earth	would	complement	the	spectacular	voyage	
of	the	visitor	around	the	globe.	Despite	the	initiative	to	raise	funds	
by	Geddes	and	others,	the	globe	was	not	realized	and	remained	a	vi-
sionary	project.71	Instead	a	more	popular	celestial	Globe	was	built	by	
Fréderic	Galeron	at	the	1900	Exhibition.

Like	Reclus’s	globe,	Otlet	conceived	the	International	Museum	as	
a	 guided	 tour	 around	 the	 world,	 which	 would	 teach	 people	 how	 to	
look	at	the	world.	However,	Otlet’s	museum	was	not	about	the	world’s		
territory	but	about	its	ideas.	In	the	image	The World as a Whole	(1936),	
Otlet	expresses	his	encyclopaedic	desire	to	arrive	at	the	apex	of	the	
pyramid,	 to	 reach	 that	 point	 where	 all	 knowledge	 can	 be	 grasped	
from	one	panoramic	point	of	view	FIG. 65.	The	world	is	represented	as	
a	sphere	split	into	two	halves.	One	half	is	covered	with	a	map	of	the	
earth,	the	other	half	with	a	celestial	map.	In	between	the	two	halves	
we	see	an	accumulation	of	things,	ranging	from	a	steamship,	an	army,	
and	a	telephone	to	abstract	notions	such	as	‘God’,	‘passion’,	or	‘crisis’.	
The	world	is	presented	in	its	multiplicity	and	complexity,	as	a	non-

classified	 miscellany	 of	 ‘[a]	 hundred	 and	 one	 miracles’.	 Under	 the	
globe,	a	pyramidal	shape	sheds	light	on	the	chaos.	It	symbolizes	the	
International	Museum	or,	by	extension,	the	Mundaneum,	that	device	
or	institution	imagined	by	Otlet	that	will	enable	us	‘to	comprehend	
the	world’,	 ‘to	grasp	its	data	and	to	act	on	them’.	On	the	left,	people	
bring	letters	in	order	to	deploy,	classify,	and	demonstrate	the	chaos	

71	 See	Chapter	6,	‘Professor	Geddes	Goes	to	the	Fair’,	in:	Sian	Reynolds,	Paris-Edin-
burgh: Cultural Connections in the Belle Epoque	(Aldershot:	Ashgate,	2007),	115–142.

FIG. 66 Paul Otlet,  
The Sphere of the 
World (1936)
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of	objects.	On	the	right,	visitors	and	users	discover	the	secret	order	of	
things	conquered	by	the	human	intellect	by	looking	at	the	pyramid	
through	a	periscope.

The	 International	 Museum	 was	 a	 museographic	 translation	 of	
	Otlet’s	fundamental	‘thinking	machine’:	the	‘Sphere	of	the	World’	FIG. 

66.	The	‘Sphere	of	the	World’	is	the	abstract	representation	that	Otlet	
made	of	the	world	in	the	form	of	a	sphere	consisting	of	several	cir-
cles.	The	sphere	symbolizes	not	the	earth	or	the	sky	but	the	‘Unity	of	
the	Universe	as	thought	and	classified’.72	It	represented	the	world	not	
as	 a	 three-dimensional	 Euclidian	 space	 but	 as	 a	 three-dimensional		
semantic	space.	This	figure	with	its	three	main	circles—Object,	Space	
and	Time—was	meant	to	help	visitors	find	their	bearings	in	thought,	
just	as	humans	find	their	bearings	on	earth	by	means	of	the	circles	of	
longitude	and	latitude.	The	Sphere	of	the	World	‘maps’	the	cosmos	of	
ideas	and	describes	the	‘territory’	of	factual	knowledge.	Furthermore,	
the	International	Museum	which	was	based	on	this	three-dimension-
al	spatial	structure,	may	be	interpreted	as	an	‘atlas’;	not	a	geographical	
atlas	describing	the	world’s	territory	but	a	spatial	‘atlas’	of	knowledge.

A	major	question	for	Otlet	was	how	to	turn	the	‘Sphere	of	the	World’	
symbolizing	 the	 three-fold	 dimensions	 of	 the	 universe—Object,	
Time,	and	Space—into	a	real	museum	of	ideas	or	‘Idearium’.73	In	the	
rectangular	hall	in	the	Palais	du	Cinquantenaire,	these	three	dimen-
sions	 corresponded	 to	 three	 different	 clusters	 of	 rooms.	 But	 Otlet	
hoped	to	build	a	new	museum	in	Geneva	whose	architecture	would	
express	the	structure	of	 the	World	Museum	in	an	 ideal	manner,	as	
well	 as	 other	 buildings	 that	 would	 host	 the	 other	 institutions	 that	
were	part	of	the	Palais	Mondial	 in	Brussels.	Around	1925,	Otlet	had	
published	a	text	about	the	‘Mundaneum’	calling	for	it	to	be	‘a	Monu-
ment,	devoted	to	intelligence,	which	should	be,	altogether	and	on	a	
world	basis,	a	World	Museum,	a	World	Library,	a	World	University,	
worked	out	by	the	Union	of	International	Associations’.74	At	the	same	
time,	Otlet	had	already	drawn	schematic	plans	of	a	building	complex	
that	hosted	this	programme.

But	 Otlet	 would	 develop	 highly	 detailed	 architectural	 plans	 of	 the	
Mundaneum	only	through	the	help	of	Le	Corbusier.	Le	Corbusier	had	
been	 introduced	 to	 Otlet	 through	 Blaise	 Cendrars	 in	 1922.75	 Around	
the	time	of	the	competition	for	a	palace	of	the	League	of	Nations	in	

72	 Paul	Otlet,	Note about the image ‘La Sphère du Monde’	in	the	Atlas	Monde.	MDN,	AFF,	
scan	nr.	Mundaneum_048.

73	 Otlet	and	Corbusier,	Mundaneum,	10.
74	 Paul	Otlet,	‘Mundaneum.	A	World	University,	Museum	Bibliography	and	Library.	

An	Head	Quarters	for	International	Associations	in	a	World	International	Center’,	
in:	Union des Associations Internationales,	117	([1925]),	3.

75	 Vidler,	‘The	Space	of	History’,	170.
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Geneva	(1926),	Otlet	asked	Le	Corbusier—who	afterwards	was	annoyed	
by	his	loss	of	the	competition—to	elaborate	his	schematic	plans	of	the	
Mundaneum	into	a	concrete	architectural	project	situated	on	a	sloping	
tableland	between	the	Alps	next	to	Geneva,	between	the	Petit	Sacon-
nex,	the	Grand	Saconnex,	and	Pregny.	Otlet	warned	Le	Corbusier	that	
‘[i]n	the	present	state	of	things,	there	is	no	certainty	at	all	whether	the	
Mundaneum	will	be	built	in	Geneva’,	but	he	reassured	him	that	‘its	suc-
cess	was	largely	reassured’,	if	only	through	propaganda	in	journals	and	
exhibitions.xiii	 In	1928,	Le	Corbusier	agreed	to	Otlet’s	proposal.	From	
the	start,	Otlet	presented	the	assignment	to	Le	Corbusier	as	the	solving	
of	a	schematic	riddle.	Le	Corbusier	solved	the	puzzle	of	 the	Munda-
neum	by	creating	an	architectural	composition	of	three-dimensional	
organizational	 forms	 (sphere,	 cylinder,	 pyramid,	 cube).	 Le	 	Corbusier	
conceived	the	World	Museum	as	a	spiral	with	overlapping	slopes,	trans-
formed	into	a	rectangular	pyramid76	FIG. 67.

The	cone	gave	the	World	Museum	the	image	of	a	mountain	of	wis-
dom,	resonating	with	the	peaks	of	Mont	Blanc.	The	pyramid	was	cho-
sen	for	its	mythical	evocation	of	civilisation,	as	the	symbol	of	the	de-
velopment	of	science	and	the	elevation	of	Humanity.	Le	Corbusier’s	
design	orchestrated	the	visit	to	the	museum	from	the	moment	visi-
tors	arrive	at	the	car	park.	Leaving	their	cars	behind,	the	visitors	start	
a	 long	pilgrimage	towards	the	top	of	the	pyramid.	After	they	climb	
the	 slope	 of	 2500	 meters,	 ascending	 through	 seven	 levels,	 they	 are	
rewarded	with	a	panorama	of	the	Alps,	much	like	Geddes’s	view	of	
	Edinburgh	 on	 the	 roof	 of	 the	 Outlook	 Tower.	 Again,	 as	 in	 the	 case	
of	the	Outlook	Tower,	the	visitor	enters	the	museum	from	the	top.77	
Along	 the	 spiral,	 the	 triadic	 organisation	 of	 the	 Geddesian	 think-
ing	machine—work,	place,	and	folk—unfolds	in	the	form	of	Otlet’s	
three-dimensional	classification	scheme—‘l’œuvre,	le	lieu,	le	temps’.	
Synchronised	 as	 in	 a	 cathedral	 divided	 into	 three	 naves,	 the	 visitor	
walks	through	an	encyclopaedic	narration	of	Man	in	time	and	space.	
In	line	with	Otlet’s	universalist	belief,	the	spiral	dissolves	the	histori-
cal	and	spatial	development	of	knowledge	in	an	eternal	present.	The	
spiral	expresses	the	history	of	scientific	progress,	having	only	the	gal-
axies	of	space	and	the	fiction	of	the	future	as	its	limit.

Le	Corbusier’s	introduction	of	the	figure	of	the	conical	spiral	trans-
forms	 Otlet’s	 tri-axial	 spherical	 model	 of	 the	 universe	 in	 a	 single	
linear	 trajectory.	 More	 precisely,	 this	 move	 of	 the	 master	 architect	
transforms	the	spherical	form	of	the	planetarium	into	an	infinitely	
expanding	panorama.	The	traditional	circular	form	of	the	panorama	

76	 Giuliano	Gresleri	and	Dario	Matteoni,	La Citta’ Mondiale. Andersen, Hébrard, Otlet, Le 
Corbusier	(Venezia:	Marsilio	Editori,	1982),	151.

77	 Vidler,	‘The	Space	of	History’.



FIG. 67 Plan, section, and facade of the World Museum as designed by Le Corbusier (1929)
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is	 made	 continuously	 expandable	 in	 a	 downward	 movement.78	 It	 is	
here	that	Le	Corbusier’s	lyricism	about	the	spiral	coincides	with	the	
functional	mechanism	of	the	exhibition.79	By	stretching	the	diorama	
or	panorama	as	an	endless	street,	sufficient	space	is	given	to	encom-
pass	 the	 World	 (Encyclopaedia)	 in	 all	 its	 complexity.	 As	 in	 Reclus’s	
Hollow	 Globe	 project,	 a	 spiralling	 panorama	 exposes	 the	 world	 as	
conquered	by	human	intellect.	However,	compared	to	Reclus’s	proj-
ect,	 the	World	Museum	keeps	only	 the	 informative	exhibition	and	
omits	 Reclus’s	 physical	 model	 of	 the	 terrestrial	 globe	 from	 the	 he-
lix,	 leaving	 instead	 a	 dark	 void	 of	 224	 pillars	 inside	 of	 the	 pyramid.	
At	the	heart	of	the	World	Museum,	between	the	forest	of	columns	
supporting	 the	 descending	 ramp,	 we	 find	 a	 ‘Sacrarium’	 instead	 of	 a	
globe,	a	sort	of	Pantheon	of	Humanity	devoted	to	the	most	important	
geniuses	of	Humankind.	The	World	Museum	encircles,	exposes,	and	
surveys	the	universe	of	thought	produced	by	the	human	mind.	After	
leaving	the	museum	spiral	of	information	and	arriving	at	the	ground	
floor,	the	visitor	finds	Reclus’s	terrestrial	globe	in	front	of	the	World	
Museum.	Reclus’s	planetarium	(with	the	celestial	sky	on	the	inside)	is	
the	finishing	point	of	the	educational	trajectory.	Inside	the	globe,	the	
visitor,	astounded	by	the	starry	sky	of	the	universe,	in	Le	Corbusier’s	
words,	 says	 to	 himself:	 ‘This	 is	 our	 domain	 …,	 until	 now	 at	 least’.xiv	
With	a	lyrical	evolutionist	optimism,	Le	Corbusier	calls	the	sky—or,	
better,	the	universe—the	limit	of	human	knowledge.

5.6.		 The Atlas of Universal Civilisation and the New Educa-
tion Movement

Otlet	hoped	to	convince	the	League	of	Nations,	especially	the	Inter-
national	Bureau	of	Education	(IBE)	and	other	related	educational	in-
stitutions,	of	the	importance	of	erecting	the	World	Museum	in	Ge-
neva	according	to	Le	Corbusier’s	design.	Without	doubt,	Geneva	was	
the	capital	of	international	education	during	the	interwar	period.	It	
was	the	seat	of	the	IBE,	the	Institute	Jean-Jacques	Rousseau,	and	the	
League	of	Nations.80	The	IBE	was	founded	in	1925	in	Geneva	by	three	
pioneers	 in	 the	 field	 of	 education:	 Edouard	 Claparède	 (1873–1940),	
Adolphe	Ferrière	(1879–1960),	and	Pierre	Bovet	(1878–1965).	It	was	a	
primary	 agent	 of	 international	 education	 and	 served	 as	 a	 mediator	
between	the	New	Education	Movement	and	the	League	of	Nations.	

78	 Ibid.
79	 Le	Corbusier,	Précisions. Sun un état présent de l’architecture et de l’urbanisme	(1930,	

Paris:	Éditions	Vincent,	Fréal	&	Cie,	1960),	219.
80	 Robert	Sylvester,	‘Mapping	International	Education:	A	Historical	Survey	1893–1944’,	

in:	Journal of Research in International Education	1.1	(2002),	90–125.



The	prominence	of	Geneva	as	an	educational	centre	was	further	reaf-
firmed	 when	 the	 World Federation of Education Associations	 (WFEA)	
organized	a	congress	in	Geneva	from	25	July	to	5	August	1929	and,	in	
association	with	the	conference,	an	exhibition	in	the	Palais	des	Expo-
sitions	in	Geneva	on	the	theme	of	‘education	for	international	peace’.	
The	WFEA	had	been	founded	in	1923	through	the	efforts	of	a	group	
of	leading	American	educators	in	the	National Education Association	
and	 included	 nation-wide	 organizations	 and	 individual	 institutions	
or	associations.

In	 September	 1927,	 the	 IBE,	 together	 with	 the	 Palais	 Mondial,	
founded	 the	 International	 Committee	 of	 Didactic	 Material.81	 This	
Commission	 had	 been	 appointed	 by	 the	 WFEA	 and	 the	 IBE	 to	 de-
sign	the	exhibition	that	was	held	in	conjunction	with	the	congress	of	
the	WFEA	in	1929.82	The	exhibition	would	‘present	new	or	improved	
teaching	material	designed	to	give	a	better	co-ordinated	knowledge	
of	 the	 nations	 of	 the	 modern	 world	 and	 of	 their	 interdependence,	
material	and	spiritual—thus	enabling	the	rising	generation	to	under-
stand	and	to	become	better	able	to	direct	towards	constructive	peace	
the	forces	of	daily	life’.83	As	a	memorandum	by	Lothian	Small,	Secre-

81	 Otlet	and	Oderfeld,	‘Atlas	de	la	Civilisation	Universelle’.
82	 Paul	Otlet,	Commission Internationale du Matériel Didactique. Exposition du Matériel 

Didactique. Genève 1929. Règlement et Recommandations,	MDN,	EUM,	Note	n°	67712	
(1929.10.17).	MDN,	EUM	6.

83	 Lothian	Small,	Exhibition of Teaching Material at the World Congress of Education  
Associations, Geneva July–August 1929	(Memorandum).	MDN,	EUM	6.

FIG. 68 Sketch of the method of presentation as proposed by the International Commission on 
Didactic Material for the League of Nation Societies at the exhibition of the World Federation of 
Education Associations in Geneva in 1929



FIG. 69 Paul Otlet, Atlas Mundaneum (1936)
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tary	 of	 the	 International	 Federation	 of	 League	 of	 Nations	 Societies	
(IFLNS),	 mentions,	 the	 scheme	 for	 the	 ‘Classification	 and	 Presenta-
tion	of	Didactic	Material	on	individual	countries’	that	was	proposed	
by	 the	 International	 Commission	 on	 Didactic	 Material	 combined	
in	miniature	the	kind	of	museological	display	that	was	 ‘already	car-
ried	out	tentatively	in	the	Palais	Mondial	at	Brussels’.84	An	exemplary	
schema	was	communicated	to	the	League	of	Nations	Societies,	which	
participated	actively	in	debates	about	how	to	display	their	presenta-
tion	on	‘national	life	and	institutions’	FIG. 68.	Furthermore,	Small	re-
ported	to	the	League	of	Nations	Societies	that	their	exhibits	may	have	
‘a	further	utility’	in	that,

if	 the	 national	 exhibits	 sent	 to	 the	 1929	 Education	 Congress	 were	 to	
serve	in	an	impressive	way	to	create	the	sense	of	our	world	unity,	might	
not	 the	 Assembly	 of	 1929	 resolve	 by	 way	 of	 commemorating	 the	 Xth	
Anniversary	[of	the	League	of	Nations],	to	ask	the	nations	of	the	world	
to	combine	in	establishing	in	Geneva	such	a	museum	of	our	world	civi-
lization	as	would	become	the	Mecca	of	that	profession	which	is	called	
to	train	the	youth	of	the	world	‘to	regard	the	international	cooperation	
as	the	normal	method	of	conducting	world	affairs’.85

Otlet	participated	in	the	WFEA	exhibition	of	1929	with	a	stand	of	the	
Palais	Mondial	presenting	 the	first	 results	of	his	 ‘Atlas	of	Universal	
Civilisation’.	Apparently,	a	reporter	from	the	New York Times	was	im-
pressed	by	the	atlas,	which	he	described	as	‘graphic	charts	of	the	com-
prehensive	and	objective	“atlas	of	civilization”’.86	The	original	French	
word	‘atlas’	in	‘Atlas	of	Universal	Civilisation’	refers,	unlike	the	Eng-
lish	word	‘atlas’,	not	to	a	volume	of	geographic	maps	but	to	a	collection	
of	 images,	 reproductions	 of	 paintings,	 or	 other	 iconographic	 docu-
ments	that	are	joined	to	a	work	to	make	it	more	comprehensible.	Ot-
let’s	‘Atlas	Universalis’	aimed,	just	like	Leibniz’s	concept	of	the	Atlas 
 Universalis	(1678),	to	be	a	first	collection	of	iconographic	documents	
that	comprised	the	entire	encyclopaedia	of	knowledge	and	that,	as	an	
educational	instrument,	would	make	use	of	the	effectiveness	of	eye-
sight	in	teaching	and	grasping	knowledge.87	The	didactic	plates	of	Ot-

84	 Ibid.
85	 Small,	Exhibition of Teaching Material at the World Congress of Education Associations, 

Geneva July–August 1929	(Memorandum).	Standing	Committee	N°1	Education.	CI	
Brussels,	Annex	–I,	1929.02.12.	MDN,	EUM	6.

86	 Clarence	K.	Streit,	‘Geneva	Blossoms	with	Conventions’,	in:	New York Times	(4	Au-
gust	1929).

87	 Paul	Otlet,	Atlas Universalis. Planches preparées en vue des expositions ou pour le col-
lectionnement,	Note	n°5213	(1924.02.07).	MDN,	EUM	1.	On	the	Atlas	Universalis	of	
Leibniz,	see:	Horst	Bredekamp,	‘Leibniz’s	Theater	of	Nature	and	Art	and	the	Idea	
of	a	Universal	Picture	Atlas’,	in:	Bernadette	Bensaude-Vincent	and	William	R.	New-
man	(eds.),	The Artificial and the Natural: An Evolving Polarity	(Cambridge,	MA/Lon-
don:	MIT	Press,	2007),	211–224,	217–219.



FIG. 70 Plate illustrating the rhythmic movements of the sea. Swells and Waves, in the Atlas of Civilisation

FIG. 71 Plate illustrating Ocean Depths, in the Atlas of Civilisation

FIG. 72 Plate illustrating Glaciation of Sea Water, in the Atlas of Civilisation
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let’s	Atlas	of	Civilisation,	which	he	had	been	developing	at	least	since	
1924,	presented	the	‘general	data	of	our	knowledge’	through	a	combi-
nation	of	image	and	text	on	sheets	of	paper	measuring	64	×	67	cm.88	
This	format	allowed	these	plates	to	be	used	at	the	same	time	as	loose	
pages	of	the	atlas	in	book	form,	and	as	posters	to	hang	separately	on	
the	walls	of	exhibitions	or	classrooms	FIG. 69.	The	Montessori	school	in	
Amsterdam,	for	example,	ordered	a	copy	of	the	Atlas	of	Civilisation.89	
The	original	plates	were	rendered	on	tracing	paper	in	order	to	be	able	
to	reproduce	them	on	demand	through	blueprint	techniques.

The	graphics	of	the	Atlas	of	Civilisation	had	been	the	work	of	the	
illustrator	Alfred	Carlier.	Carlier	had	been	hired	in	1921	by	the	UIA	to	
design	posters	for	exhibitions	about	the	work	of	Palais	Mondial	and	
to	renew	the	graphic	material	displayed	at	 the	International	Muse-
um.90	Especially	between	1925	and	1927	(after	the	crisis	of	1924	when	
a	major	part	of	the	International	Museum	had	been	cleared	compul-
sively	for	a	rubber	fair	by	the	Belgian	government),	Carlier	contrib-
uted	substantially	to	the	renewal	and	reconstruction	of	the	Interna-
tional	Museum:

In	the	 last	months	we	have	worked	at	 ‘visualizing’	 in	the	Internation-
al	Museum	a	general	History	of	Civilisations.	Twenty-two	rooms	have	
been	installed,	complementary	to	the	twenty	rooms	devoted	to	general	
Geography,	 and	 twenty	 others	 to	 the	 encyclopaedia	 of	 science,	 litera-
ture	and	art.91

Parallel	to	the	renewal	of	the	historical	section	of	the	International	
Museum,	 Carlier	 elaborated	 the	 Atlas	 of	 Civilisation.	 Around	 1927,	
he	reported	that	the	first	thousand	of	the	expected	three	thousand	
plates	that	would	make	up	the	‘Atlas	of	Civilisation’	were	ready:

In	 300	 days,	 through	 hard	 work,	 I	 have	 executed	 almost	 [one]	 thou-
sand—this	 part	 going	 from	 Prehistory	 (included)	 to	 the	 High	 Middle	
Ages	of	the	West—is	ready,	 included	the	artistic	cover	of	each	period,	
the	tables,	etc.	1000	plates	in	300	days!	And	note	that	for	each	of	these	
plates	I	have	made	contact	with	specialists	from	France,	Germany,	etc.92

Otlet	 demanded	 that	 the	 visual	 techniques	 used	 by	 Carlier	 should	
make	a	fact,	a	social	state	or	an	intellectual	movement	clear	in	a	quick	

88	 Paul	Otlet,	UAI,	Note	5701	(1928.05.12).	MDN	EUM	1.
89	 Paul	Otlet,	Letter to Montessori School	(1928.02.14).	MDN,	EUM	1.
90	 ‘During	the	seven	years	that	I	have	worked	here,	I	believe	that	nobody	more	than	

me	has	shown	attachment	to	the	house.	I	remember	the	countless	friends	of	the	
house	that	the	P.M.	had.	Now	solitude	dominates.	All	have	left.	Most	of	them	are	
now	hostile.	It	is	not	my	fault.	I	only	see	(except	the	IIB	which	is	paid	regularly)	two	
men	which	persevered,	Colet	and	me’.	as	quoted	in:	Alfred	Carlier,	Letter to Paul 
Otlet (1928.06.14). MDN,	EUM	1.

91	 Paul	Otlet,	L’Éducation et les Instituts du Palais Mondial (Mundaneum)	(Bruxelles:	
Union	des	Associations	Internationales,	1926),	27.

92	 Alfred	Carlier,	Letter to Paul Otlet (1928.05.07).	MDN,	EUM	1.



and	efficient	manner	by	reducing	synthetically	the	complexity	of	big	
historical	questions.	Otlet	wanted	the	atlas	to	be	made	of	loose	leaves,	
like	the	documentary	encyclopaedia,	as	this	made	it	possible	to	keep	
the	atlas	up	to	date	by	replacing	the	loose	leaves	regularly	with	newer	
versions,	and	to	hang	them	as	posters	in	classrooms	and	in	the	Inter-
national	Museum	FIG. 70—72.

Otlet’s	conception	of	the	atlas	as	a	medium	that	had	an	educational	
potential	in	graphical	as	well	as	in	scenographic	terms	seemed	to	have	
been	 inspired	 by	 the	 wall	 charts	 which	 had	 become	 popular	 in	 the	
field	of	education	between	1870	and	1920.	At	the	turn	of	the	century,	
wall	charts	were	used	at	different	levels	of	education	and	covered	a	
wide	range	of	themes.93	Otlet	seems	to	have	picked	up	the	concept	of	
‘didactic	educational	cabinets’	of	wall	charts	used	in	classrooms	and	
to	have	 transformed	them	in	standardised	 ‘muséothèques’	of	ency-
clopaedic	knowledge.94	It	is	not	unlikely	that	Otlet,	in	his	elaboration	

93	 Bucchi,	‘Images	of	Science	in	the	Classroom.	Wall	Charts	and	Science	Education,	
1850–1920’.

94	 Otlet,	L’éducation et les instituts du Palais Mondial (Mundaneum),	1.

FIG. 73 Illustration of the Decroly’s method of studying the mental age of children
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of	 ‘wall	 charts’,	 was	 influenced	 by	 his	 collaboration	 with	 Ovide	 De-
croly	(1871–1932),	a	well-known	Belgian	pedagogue	and	psychologist	
who	helped	Otlet	reshape	his	International	Museum	around	1926	ac-
cording	to	the	latest	educational	insights.95	One	of	Decroly’s	guiding	
principles	was	that	children	have	different	interests	at	every	age,	and	
differ	considerably	from	one	another	at	the	same	age.96	In	Figure	73,	
two	diagrams	illustrate	the	‘Method	of	Decroly’	for	determining	the	
‘mental	age’	of	a	child	FIG. 73.	Decroly	was	a	‘great	friend’	of	the	Palais	
Mondial	 and	 regularly	 outlined	 his	 ideas	 and	 observations	 on	 edu-
cation	 at	 the	 Palais	 Mondial.	 A	 central	 educational	 problem	 of	 the	
Palais	Mondial,	he	thought,	was	‘how	man	of	our	time	in	the	stage	of	
childhood	[…]	could	become	a	universal	and	“global”	being	whereas	
his	ancestor	has	been	until	now	a	local,	regional,	national	or	particular	
being’.xv	It	is	telling	that	in	1927,	when	several	rooms	of	the	Interna-
tional	Museum	were	allocated	to	the	‘Musée	scolaire	de	l’Etat’,97	Otlet	
even	considered	turning	the	International	Museum	into	a	Centre-Mu-
sée International de l’Enseignement	 [international	 Museum	 Centre	 of	
Instruction].98

Otlet’s	 Atlas	 of	 Civilisation	 should	 be	 situated	 in	 the	 educational	
context	of	its	time	not	only	in	terms	of	format	and	design,	but	also	in	
terms	of	its	central	theme	of	education	for	peace	and	world	citizen-
ship	which	received	a	strong	impetus	from	the	horrors	of	the	Great	
War.	 Peace	 educators	 were	 convinced	 that	 schools	 had	 encouraged	
war	 by	 indoctrinating	 youth	 into	 nationalism,	 and	 they	 therefore	
proposed	 a	 revision	 of	 school	 curricula	 which	 would	 help	 children	
become	 compassionate	 world	 citizens	 who	 would	 not	 want	 to	 wage	
war	against	foreigners.99	The	Italian	educator	Maria	Montessori	(1870–
1952),	for	example,	travelled	through	Europe	urging	teachers	to	aban-
don	the	conservative	pedagogies	which	taught	children	blind	obedi-
ence	to	authority.	She	urged	them	to	replace	those	pedagogies	with	a	
dynamic	one	which	would	contribute	to	the	construction	of	a	peace-
ful	world	by	allowing	children	to	choose	what	they	wanted	to	study	
and	by	encouraging	teachers	to	teach	children	to	love	others.	One	of	
the	central	ambitions	of	the	international	educational	movement	was	

95	 ‘J’ai	été	heureux	de	l’adhésion	de	M.	le	Dr.	Decroly,	qui	a	grande	réputation	dans	
le	monde	de	l’enseignement	…’.	Paul	Otlet,	Letter to	Patrick Geddes (1926.05.08).	Na-
tional	Library	of	Scotland	Patrick	Geddes	Papers	Ms10631	Nr.	110

96	 For	a	historiography	of	the	canonization	of	the	educational	doctrine	of	Decroly,	
see:	Angelo	Van	Gorp	and	Ovide	Decroly,	Tussen mythe en wetenschap: Ovide Decroly 
(1871–1932)	(Leuven:	Acco,	2005).

97	 Montens,	‘Paul	Otlet	et	le	Cinquantenaire’,	135.
98	 Otlet,	L’Éducation et les Instituts du Palais Mondial (Mundaneum),	1.
99	 Ian	Harris,	‘History	of	Peace	Education’,	in:	Gavriel	Salomon	and	Edward	Cairns	

(eds.),	Handbook on Peace Education	(New	York:	Taylor	and	Francis	Group,	2010),	
11–20,	13.
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to	rid	history	textbooks	of	national	stereotypes	and	create	a	uniform	
international	history	textbook.	In	1923,	this	idea	led	to	the	establish-
ment	of	a	Sub-Committee	on	the	International	Text-Book	of	History	
by	the	International	Committee	on	International	Cooperation	of	the	
League	 of	 Nations.	 Because	 agreement	 upon	 a	 common	 European	
textbook	 was	 essentially	 impossible,	 the	 sub-committee	 adopted	 a	
pragmatic	approach	that	attempted	to	identify	and	change	only	the	
parts	of	national	textbooks	which	contained	expressions	offensive	to	
other	nations.100	Despite	these	challenges,	the	more	general	 idea	re-
mained	important	to	the	New	Education	Movement	and	the	IBE.

Otlet’s	project	of	the	Atlas	of	Civilisation,	as	he	presented	it	at	the	
WFEA	exhibition	of	1929,	reassessed	the	idea	of	preparing	an	inter-
national	history	textbook	in	a	visual	form.101	At	the	Palais	Mondial,	a	
conference	by	the	International	Committee	of	Didactic	Material	of	
the	IBE	was	held	on	6	April	1928.	The	Committee	charged	Paul		Otlet	
and	Anne	Oderfeld,	the	Polish	educator	employed	at	the	Maison In-
ternationale	 in	 Geneva,102	 with	 elaborating	 a	 method	 and	 a	 concept	
for	the	Atlas of Universal Civilisation,	continuing	on	the	visualizations	
elaborated	 at	 the	 International	 Museum.103	 The	 Atlas of Universal  
Civilisation	 aimed	 to	 augment	 readers’	 moral	 awareness	 about	 the	
fact	 that	 globalization	 made	 all	 nations	 and	 ethnic	 groups	 increas-
ingly	interdependent:

Nowadays,	man	and	all	which	depends	on	him—work,	products,	work,	
ideas—have	come	of	an	extreme	mobility	(ubiquity).	Life	has	become	
general.	Society	proves	itself	to	be	of	an	extreme	complexity,	all	of	its	
parts	are	interdependent,	solidarity	and	the	transformations	of	society,	
once	exceptional	or	slow,	have	become	continuous	and	accelerated.104

To	inspire	that	awareness,	the	Atlas	of	Civilisation	told	World	History	
not	from	a	national	point	of	view,	as	was	mostly	the	case,	but	from	
a	perspective	that	emphasized	the	interdependence	of	the	different	
nations	throughout	the	world’s	history.105	The	image	that	Otlet	cop-
ied	from	a	1935	issue	of	the	Journal of the National Education Associa-
tion	(NEA),	the	journal	of	one	the	largest	American	professional	orga-
nization	representing	public	school	teachers,	illustrates	this	idea:	‘in	
a	world	that	is	rapidly	growing	smaller’,	children	must	be	introduced	

100	 Sylvester,	‘Mapping	International	Education:	A	Historical	Survey	1893–1944’.
101	 Paul	Otlet	and	Anne	Oderfeld,	‘Le	Matériel	didactique.	Rapport	préliminaire	

présenté	à	la	Commission	Internationale	pour	le	matériel	didactique	par	M.	Paul	
Otlet	et	Mlle	A.	Oderfeld’,	Union des Associations Internationales	127	(1928.02).

102	 Paul	Otlet,	Letter to	Patrick Geddes (1929.06.08).	National	Library	of	Scotland	Patrick	
Geddes	Papers	MS	10631	Nr.	124

103	 Otlet	and	Oderfeld,	‘Atlas	de	la	Civilisation	Universelle’,	3.
104	 Otlet,	L’Éducation et les Instituts du Palais Mondial (Mundaneum),	10.
105	 Ibid.,	18.



into	 ‘world	 citizenship’	 or	 into	 an	 outlook	 of	 tolerance	 that	 would	
help	realize	a	more	cooperative	peaceful	world	FIG. 74.

5.7.		 Otto Neurath and the Nuovo Orbis Pictus

Early	in	July	1929,	during	the	preparation	phase	for	the	exhibition	
of	 the	 WFEA,	 Otlet	 first	 met	 another	 exhibitor:	 the	 social	 scien-
tist,	scientific	philosopher.	and	leading	member	of	the	influential	
	Vienna	Circle	of	logical	positivists,	Otto	Neurath	(1882–1945).	In	a	
letter	dated	6	July	1929,	Neurath	expressed	his	thanks	to	Otlet	for	
guiding	him	around	in	his	museum	in	Brussels,	and	he	wrote	to	his	
new	friend	that	his	‘pursuit	of	comprehensive	international	plans’	
had	 made	 a	 profound	 impression	 on	 him.	 Furthermore,	 Neurath	
suggested	 that:	 ‘It	 would	 do	 me	 great	 pleasure	 if	 what	 we	 are	 go-
ing	to	display	in		Geneva	would	be	considered	as	a	welcome	contri-
bution	to	your	plans’.xvi	In	Geneva,	Neurath	exhibited	some	of	the	
plates	 that	had	been	prepared	for	his	Gesellschaft und Wirtschafts-
museum	(Museum	of	Society	and	Economy)	in	Vienna,	of	which	he	
was	director.

FIG. 74 Image 
‘Educating for 
World Citizenship’, 
copied by Otlet 
from a 1935 issue 
of the Journal of the 
National Education 
Association
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Neurath	and	his	associates	of	the	Museum	of	Society	and	Economy	
had	struggled	to	find	a	way	to	visually	represent	social	data	in	a	clear	
and	 simple	 form.106	 He	 believed	 that	 people	 paid	 little	 attention	 to	
statistical	tables	because	they	were	mostly	presented	in	a	complicated	
way.	To	overcome	this	problem,	the	staff	of	the	Museum	of	Society	and	
Economy	had	compiled	a	repertory	of	pictograms,	made	by	applying	
simple	colours	and	figures	along	with	lino-cutting	and	printing	meth-
ods.	The	method	of	using	these	pictograms	as	the	basis	for	displaying	
pictorial	statistics	would	become	known	as	the	‘Vienna	Method	of	Pic-
torial	Statistics’,	and	it	was	renamed	in	1935	the	‘International	System	
of	Typographic	Picture	Education’	(ISOTYPE)	FIG. 75.	The	mission	of	the	
Vienna	 Method,	 according	 to	 Vossoughian,	 was	 to	 make	 transparent	
‘the	structural	mechanisms	of	the	particular	social	order’	and	to	foster	
‘social	awareness	and	collective	accountability’.107	To	do	this,	the	Mu-
seum	of	Society	and	Economy	was	influenced	by	the	visual	clarity	that	
had	been	achieved	in	the	most	effective	advertisements.	According	to	
Neurath,	modern	man	had	become	so	accustomed	to	receiving	opti-
cal	stimulation	through	advertisements	that	it	seemed	obvious	to	him	
that	workers	would	understand	easily	the	techniques	of	visualization	
of	social	facts	that	he	had	been	developing	at	the	Museum	of	Society	
and	Economy	FIG. 76.

At	the	congress	 in	1929,	the	WFEA	in	Geneva	passed	a	resolution	
‘calling	for	the	preparation	of	a	manual	on	world	history	to	be	used	
in	the	schools	of	all	nations’.108	Arising	from	this,	a	commission	put	

106	 Otto	Neurath,	‘Museums	of	the	Future’,	in:	Survey Graphic	22.9	(1933),	458–463;	479;	
484;	486.

107	 Vossoughian,	Facts and Artifacts: Otto Neurath and the Social Science of Socialization,	
138.

108	 Streit,	‘Geneva	Blossoms	with	Conventions’.

FIG. 75 ‘Signaturen’ as  
conceived by Otto Neurath



forward	 by	 the	 WFEA	 and	 directed	 by	 Ferdinand	 Maurette	 (1876–
1937),	 authorized	 Otlet	 and	 Otto	 Neurath	 on	 31	 July	 1929	 to	 create	
‘Weltkultur-Atlasses’.109	To	help	in	the	production	of	such	an	atlas	of	
universal	 civilisation	 based	 on	 ‘cosmopolitan	 images’,	 the	 two	 men	
founded	a	research	institute,	the	Orbis Institute.	This	consisted	of	an	
Orbis Institute	in	Brussels	(at	the	Palais	Mondial)	and	an	Orbis Institute	
in	Vienna	(at	the	Museum	of	Society	and	Economy).110	In	connection	
with	the	name	‘Orbis	Institute’,	Otlet	and	Neurath	also	named	the	at-
las	of	civilisation	the	Nuovo Orbis Pictus	(NOP).	That	name	referred	to	
the	pictorial	encyclopaedia	Orbis Sensualium Pictus	 (1658)	published	
by	Johann	Amos	Comenius	 (1592–1670)—the	father	of	modern	ed-
ucation—which	 had	 had	 a	 profound	 influence	 on	 the	 use	 of	 visual	
techniques	 for	 children’s	 education.111	 The	 Orbis Sensualium Pictus	
of	Comenius	 inspired	the	work	for	 the	NOP	in	that	Comenius	had	
developed	 (like	 Otlet	 and	 Neurath)	 visual	 tools	 for	 communicating	
transcendental	ideas	(for	instance,	pictures	of	the	soul,	of	the	Trinity,	
etc.)	to	the	general	public.112	Building	on	Comenius’s	ideals,	the	NOP	
aimed	to	use	visual	techniques	to	present	the	history	of	civilisation.

Under	the	terms	of	the	protocol	that	the	two	men	signed	in	October	
1929,	the	Museum	of	Society	and	Economy	undertook	to	design	and	
produce	the	atlas	as	well	as	construct	the	exhibits.	The	Palais		Mondial,	

109	 Paul	Otlet	and	Otto	Neurath,	“Novus Orbis Pictus” NOP, Bruessel-Genf-Wien. Protokoll,	
MDN	EUM	1	Farde	4.	Orbis	Encyclopaedia	Synthetica.	Note	(1929.10.11).

110	 A	protocol	about	the	collaboration	was	signed	on	11	October	1929.	Paul	Otlet,	Letter 
to	Otto Neurath	(1929.10.17).	MDN	EUM	1	Farde	4.	Orbis	Encyclopaedia	Synthetica.	
numéros	150–164	Nr.	236

111	 Gerhard	Michel,	‘Die	Bedeutung	des	“Orbis	Sensualium	Pictus”	fur	Schulbucher	im	
Kontext	der	Geschichte	der	Schule’,	in:	Paedagogica Historica	38.2	(1992),	235–251.

112	 Otto	Neurath	and	Juha	Manninen,	‘Visual	Education.	Humanisation	versus	Popu-
larisation’,	in:	Elisabeth	Nemeth	and	Friedrich	Stadler	(eds.),	Encyclopedia and 
Utopia: The Life and Work of Otto Neurath 1882–1945	(Dordrecht:	Kluwer,	[1945]	
1996),	245–335	(273).

FIG. 76 Schema  
about the car industry 
by Otto Neurath



for	 its	 part,	 would	 build	 a	 comprehensive	 collection	 of	 graphic	 and	
textual	 material	 which	 the	 Museum	 of	 Society	 and	 Economy	 would	
redesign	according	to	the	Vienna	method.	The	Palais	Mondial	would	
also	take	responsibility	for	distributing	copies	of	the	atlas	to	museums	
worldwide.	Neurath	regularly	asked	for	material	to	be	sent	from	the	
Palais	Mondial	that	the	Museum	of	Society	and	Economy	could	work	
on,	and	Neurath	and	Otlet	exchanged	small	photos	of	the	objects	 in	
their	museums113	FIG. 77.	In	the	summer	of	1932,	Neurath	even	proposed	
to	send	a	French-speaking	delegate	to	the	Palais	Mondial	to	work	on	
the	material	that	was	there.	This	exchange	of	material	has	left	its	trac-
es	in	the	individual	work	and	publications	of	both	men.	For	example,	
	Otlet	reproduced	the	image,	The Growth of Mankind	FIG. 78,	as	La crois-
sance de l’humanité	FIG. 79	in	his	own	unpublished	and	unfinished	ency-
clopaedia	on	which	he	worked	during	the	1930s:	the	Enyclopaedia Uni-
versalis Mundaneum	(EUM).	In	his	turn,	in	a	1933	article	on	‘Die	Museen	
der	Zukunft’	 [the	museums	of	 the	future],	Neurath	copied	an	 image	
FIG. 80	made	by	Otlet	in	1930	that	showed	a	world	map	indicating	the	
origin	of	the	food	on	the	breakfast	table	FIG. 81.	On	a	regular	basis,	Otlet	
passed	Neurath	new	references	about	museums	and	visual	encyclopae-
dias	which	came	close	to	what	they	were	trying	to	do.114	Through	their	

113	 Otto	Neurath,	letter	to	Paul Otlet,	MDN	EUM	1	Farde	4.	Orbis	Encyclopaedia	
Synthetica	(1930.07.19);	Otto	Neurath,	Letter to	Paul Otlet (1929.10.25).	MDN	EUM	1	
Farde	4.	Orbis	Encyclopaedia	Synthetica

114	 Examples	of	other	visual	encyclopaedias	mentioned	in	the	correspondence	be-
tween	Otlet	and	Neurath	are:	Calvin	Noyes	Kendall	and	Eleanor	Atkinson,	Pictured 

FIG. 77 Photograph of a schema about the Petrol in the World, 
copied by George Lorphevre (1936.02)



FIG. 78 Schema of Otto Neurath illustrating 
the Growth of Mankind

FIG. 79 Neurath’s schema ‘The Growth of Mankind’ 
as copied by Otlet

FIG. 80 Map of Neurath indicating the origin of the 
food on the breakfast table, based on a schema of 
Otlet (1933)

FIG. 81 Illustration by Otlet showing how ‘life has  
become international’ (1930)



FIG. 82 Schema illustrating the division of 12 million unemployed in 7 countries,  
based on an article published in Monde (1930.04.16)

FIG. 83 Schema about Monarchies and Republics in Europe, copied from the 
Museum of Society and Economy in Vienna (1930)



collaboration,	 Neurath’s	 career	 would	 become	 more	 internationally	
oriented.	 Conversely,	 through	 the	 collaboration	 with	 Neurath,	 	Otlet	
pushed	 forward	 his	 earlier	 research	 with	 Geddes	 on	 the	 ‘tabulation’	
and	 schematisation	 of	 social	 facts	 and	 modernised	 his	 graphics.xvii	 If	
around	1930	Otlet	still	made	the	mistake	of	representing	size	of	quanti-
ties	through	the	large	size	of	icons	instead	of	numbers	of	standardised	
icons	FIG. 82,	he	later	used	only	the	Vienna	method	FIG. 83, 84.

Beyond	 his	 collaboration	 with	 Otlet,	 Neurath	 carried	 on	 his	 own	
work	and	published	his	atlas	Gesellschaft und Wirtschaft	 in	1930115	 FIG. 

85.	The	atlas	consisted	of	100	plates,	drawn	and	coloured	according	to	
the	innovating	modernist	aesthetic	of	the	Vienna	Method,	and	thirty	
sheets	of	 text.	Otlet	did	not	collaborate	on	this	project,	but	Neurath	
in	1929	sent	his	‘Verehter	Co-Dictateur’	Otlet	the	work-in-progress	and	
asked	him	for	comments,	possible	additions,	and	references	to	books	
and	maps	that	might	help	in	its	elaboration.	He	also	asked		Otlet	to	send	
the	characteristic	chronograms,	photos,	and	 ‘quantograms’	(‘Mengen-
bilder’)	which	he	had	seen	in	the	Palais	Mondial.116	When	the	atlas	was	

knowledge; the new method of visual instruction applied to all school subjects	(Kansas	
City:	Marshall	Hughes,	1927);	Grolier	Society,	The book of knowledge : the children’s 
encyclopedia	(New	York:	Grolier	Society,	1929);	Harold	Ordway	Rugg,	Changing civi-
lizations in the modern world; a textbook in world geography with historical backgrounds	
(Boston;	New	York	[etc.:	Ginn	and	company,	1930);	and	George	Willis	Botsford	and	
Jay	Barrett	Botsford,	A brief history of the world : with especial reference to social and 
economic conditions	(New	York:	Macmillan,	1925).	MDN,	EUM	box	1	Farde	4,		
Correspondence	of	Otlet	with	Neurath.

115	 Otto	Neurath,	Letter to Paul Otlet (1929.10.14).	MDN	EUM	1	Farde	4.	Orbis	Encyclo-
paedia	Synthetica.

116	 Otto	Neurath,	Letter to	Paul Otlet (1929.10.24).	MDN	EUM	1	Farde	4.	Orbis	Encyclo-
paedia	Synthetica.

FIG. 84 Schema by Otlet about the number 
of horses employed in agriculture, based 
on the numbers published in the Annuaire 
statistique de la Belgique (1937)

FIG. 85 Poster about the publication Gesellschaft 
und Wirtschaft (1930) of the Museum of Society and 
Economy as exhibited at the International Museum
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published,	Otlet	was	enthusiastic:	‘To	appreciate	this	method	of	visual-
ization	it	is	sufficient	to	ask	oneself	the	question:	which	idea	would	you	
have	of	the	same	data	on	the	world,	if	one	had	to	undertake	the	effort	
of	reading	the	text	on	the	pages	101	to	130	without	first	seeing	the	plates	
1	to	100?’117	Otlet	also	commented	that	the	next	step	after	publication	
of	the	atlas	should	be	to	provide	an	image	of	the	whole	world	(‘Bild	der	
ganze	Welt’),	to	provide	a	‘complete	representation	(visualization)’	that	
also	included	research	on	the	museological	display.118

5.8.		 Museum copies and the Network Mundaneum

Analogous	to	the	idea	of	making	the	International	Museum	more	mo-
bile	by	converting	it	in	the	medium	of	an	atlas,	Otlet	explored	multiple	

117	 Paul	Otlet,	Bulletin Mundaneum Orbis Wien. Journal n°18,	MDN	EUM	1	Farde	4.	Orbis	
Encyclopaedia	Synthetica.	191–193	Note	(1931.03.03).

118	 Paul	Otlet,	Letter to	Otto Neurath (1929.11.06).	MDN	EUM	1	Farde	4.	Orbis	Encyclo-
paedia	Synthetica.

FIG. 86 Paul Otlet, II. Esthaeseum. Mundaneum. Hall – Set-up – Emotional Apparatus 
(1936.12.18)
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media	through	which	the	same	information	could	be	transmitted	FIG. 

86.	As	he	defines	it	 in	the	schema	Atlas,	an	atlas	could	take	the	form	
of	multiple	media;	it	could	take	the	media-format	of	speech,	toys,	pic-
tures,	books,	movie,	audio	disc,	radio	broadcast,	and	even	an	excursion;	
depending	on	the	age	and	the	sort	of	knowledge	that	is	to	be	conveyed.

One	of	the	new	media	formats	that	Otlet	was	particularly	interested	
in	was	microfilm.	Since	1906,	Otlet	had	been	doing	pioneering	research	
with	 the	 Belgian	 chemist	 and	 engineer	 Robert	 Goldschmidt	 (1877–
1935)	about	copying	books	by	means	of	microphotography.119	With	this	
technology,	Goldschmidt’s	technical	and	commercial	limited	compa-
ny	‘La	Photoscopie’	had	started,	by	order	of	Otlet,	with	the	elaboration	
of	 the	 ‘Encyclopedia	 Microphotica	 Mundaneum’,	 a	 reproduction	 on	
microfilm	of	the	collections	of	the	Palais	Mondial,	in	particular	its	doc-
umentary	encyclopaedia,	by	means	of	‘the	Photo	scope’—a	sort	of	early	
micro-photographic	 copying	 machine	 invented	 by	 Goldschmidt.120	
The	technology	of	microfilm	made	Otlet	also	dream	of	making	micro-
photographic	atlases	whose	pages	could	be	enlarged	at	the	moment	of	
reading.	 Furthermore,	 in	 addition	 to	 microfilm,	 Otlet	 experimented	
with	movies	as	an	educational	device.	Under	the	name	‘Ciné	Mundane-
um’,	the	Palais	Mondial	organized	a	series	of	educational	movie	show-
ings	in	several	schools	and	movie	theatres	in	Brussels	between	17	and	
24	October	1932,	which	were	attended	by	about	3.000	children121	FIG. 87.	
These	experiments	probably	led	him	to	conceive	what	he	called	the	‘Es-
thaeseum’;	a	sort	of	advanced	5D	(movie)	theatre	that	had	three	stages:	
a	theatre	stage	(for	music,	dance,	performances,	etc.);	a	stage	which	had	
instruments	to	stimulate	the	five	senses	in	a	‘mechanical’	manner;	and	
a	 ‘cinepanorama’	to	show	movies.	The	Esthaesum	would	dispense	all	
technological	novelties,	including	taste	tablets	and	perfumes,	to	arouse	
sensations	and	generate	emotions	FIG. 88.

Furthermore,	Otlet	launched	several	other	ideas	around	1930	to	in-
crease	the	mobility	of	the	Mundaneum.	One	idea	was	to	set	up	the	
International	Museum	in	a	train,	and	he	referred	to	an	example	of	
a	recent	train-exhibition	in	Canada.122	Similar	to	the	idea	of	a	‘Mun-
daneum	Train’,	he	thought	in	1933	about	making	a	tour	with	a	steam	

119	 Paul	Otlet	and	Robert	Goldschmidt,	Sur une forme nouvelle du Livre. Le Livre Micro-
photographique	(Bruxelles:	IIB,	1906).	On	Goldschmidt,	see:	Rayward,	Selected Essays 
of Paul Otlet,	93.

120	 Instituts	du	Palais	Mondial	(Institut	International	de	Bibliographie—Musée	Inter-
national),	Encyclopedia Microphotica Mundaneum	(n.d.)	(brochure).	MDN,	Dossiers	
Numerotés,	dossier	n°188,	Le	Photoscope.

121	 Paul	Otlet,	La Ciné Mundaneum	(1932.10.31),	Note	n°	6883.	MDN,	Note	Numérotées.
122	 In	another	document,	Otlet	refers	to	‘the	locomotive	paramount’	and	the	‘Train-

Exhibition	(TEX)’	in	which	he	seems	to	have	participated	taking	place	around	
1932–1933	in	Belgium	travelling	through	70	cities.	Paul	Otlet,	Letter to ‘Monsieur  
le Directeur Général du Train-Exposition’	(1932.10.14).	MDN.
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ship,	a	‘Navis	Mundaneum’,	which	would	be	at	the	same	time	a	sailing	
exhibition	 about	 the	 work	 of	 the	 great	 international	 organizations,	
an	international	university,	and	a	lobby	machine	helping	global	firms	
and	 trusts	 to	 expand	 their	 global	 business	 relations.123	 The	 	Palais	
Mondial	 seemed	 even	 to	 be	 bargaining	 about	 chartering	 a	 ship	 of	
great	tonnage	in	order	to	set	the	Mundaneum	on	a	cruise	around	the	
world.124	Another	of	Otlet’s	concoctions	was	the	concept	of	the	‘Iter	
Mundaneum’,	a	journey	by	motorbike	around	the	world,	starting	and	
ending	in	Brussels	after	seventeen	months	and	80.000	kilometres.	The	
‘expedition	by	motorcycle’	would	bind	a	‘golden	ribbon	of	Humanita-
rism	and	Globalism’	around	the	earth	and	demonstrate	the	fact	that,	
like	the	highway	network,	‘Everything	is	linked	to	everything’.125

In	a	more	general	manner,	these	previous	concepts	all	came	togeth-
er	in	what	Otlet	called	the	‘Mundaneum	Network’.	The	Mundaneum	
was	 ‘the	 idea	of	universalism’	made	corporeal	 in	the	form	of	a	new	
kind	of	multifunctional	institution;	a	sort	of	media	centre	before	the	
term	existed.126	At	the	same	time	a	university,	library,	centre	for	as-

123	 Paul	Otlet,	Navis Mundaneum. Projet	(1933.02.08),	Note	n°	6978.	MDN,	Notes		
Numérotées.

124	 Otlet	was	bargaining	about	a	fixed	rate	with	Leo	Dens,	a	shipping	company	in	
Antwerp,	to	hire	a	steamship	to	travel	around	the	world:	‘Notre	maison	est	bien	
place	pour	vous	aider	à	trouver	le	vapeur	que	vous	désirez	affrèter	pour	la	croisière	
autour	du	monde	que	vous	envisagez’.	L.	Dens,	letter	to Paul Otlet	(1933.02).	MDN,	
Notes	Numérotées,	doc	n°2908.

125	 Paul	Otlet,	Iter Mundaneum. Voyage au Moto autour du Monde	(1933.06.16).	MDN,	
Notes	Numérotées,	note	n°	7084.

126	 Paul	Otlet,	Mundaneum Prototype—Reseau du Mundaneum—Cité Mondiale.	(1937).	

FIG. 87 Plan indicat-
ing the locations where 
educational movies 
were shown as part of 
the ‘Cine Mundaneum’ 
organized by the  
Palais Mondial
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FIG. 88 Schema illustrating Otlet’s ‘multi-media’ conception of the atlas
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sociations	and	a	scientific	laboratory,	it	would	contain	‘the	World	in	
miniature	and	the	101	World	Wonders’.	The	tetrad-structure	of	the	
plan	is	probably	inspired	by	renaissance	schemas	depicting	a	tetrad	
of	cosmological	elements127	FIG. 89.	But	the	prototypical	Mundaneum	
was	also	in	its	conception	inherently	part	of	a	‘Mundaneum	Network’,	
linked	to	a	chain	of	copies	of	the	Mundaneum	in	all	the	different	va-
rieties	and	scales	that	could	be	imagined.

Otlet	 discussed	 several	 of	 these	 ideas	 about	 mobile	 museums	 and	
networks	of	museums	with	Neurath.	For	example,	when	Otlet	men-
tioned	to	Neurath	that	‘The	diffusion	of	the	idea	of	the	Mundaneum	
by	means	of	an	“automobile”	tour	would	be	interesting’,128	Neurath	re-

MDN,	Notes	Numerotées,	doc	n°	8412.
127	 See,	for	example,	the	tetrad	of	elements	from	Charles	de	Bouelles	or	the	Pythagore-

an	tetrad	from	Nifo	which	have	the	same	structure	in:	S.	K.	Heninger,	The Cosmo-
graphical Glass: Renaissance Diagrams of the Universe	(San	Marino,	CA:	Huntington	
Library	Press,	2004),	103–104.

128	 Paul	Otlet,	Ad. Mundaneum. Wien. Journal N°5 (N°39 à N°47),	MDN	EUM	1	Farde	4.	
Orbis	Encyclopaedia	Synthetica.	191–193	Note	5942	(1929.11.07).

FIG. 89 Schematic plan of the Mundaneum
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plied	that	he	also	had	often	considered	a	‘Wandermuseum	with	car’—a	
sort	of	mobile	drive-in	cinema—equipped	with	a	projector	that	would	
project	the	images	 in	great	format	on	short	distance.129	Neurath	had	
held	his	first	travelling	exhibition	in	1927,	consisting	of	free-standing	
panels,	each	provided	with	its	own	lamps.	The	panels	were	adaptable	
to	any	room,	because	they	could	be	folded.130	After	this	production	of	
standardized	museum	displays,	Neurath	imagined	museums	that	were	
serially	produced	as	copies	using	the	Fordist	assembly-line	production	
methods.	In	1931,	Neurath	stated	that	‘to	speak	of	the	museum	of	the	
future	is	 like	speaking	of	the	automobile	of	the	future.	Automobiles	
are	manufactured	in	series	and	not	produced	one	by	one	in	a	smithy’.131	
Copying	museums	would	augment	not	only	the	mobility	but	also	the	
communicativeness	on	an	international	scale.	In	this	respect,	museum	
copies	resembled	copies	of	books—an	idea	Neurath	got	from	Otlet:

It	was	the	same	at	one	time	with	books:	some	famous	manuscript	entered	
into	 a	 collection,	 a	 unique	 treasure;	 but	 today,	 there	 are	 tens	 of	 thou-
sands	of	reproductions	of	the	same	manuscript.	In	the	future,	museums	
will	be	manufactured,	exactly	as	books	are	today.	This	basic	proposal	to	
produce	copies	of	museums	in	standard	series	has	often	been	expound-
ed,	particularly	by	Paul	Otlet	of	the	Palais	Mondial	in	Brussels.132

The	discussion	with	Neurath	on	producing	museum	copies	stimulat-
ed	Otlet	to	push	on	his	earlier	research	with	Geddes	on	the	idea	of	co-
operation	between	associated	museums.xviii	While	the	atlas	retained	
the	mobility	and	reproducibility	of	the	book,	once	it	arrived	at	one	of	
the	associated	centres	it	was	easily	convertible	in	a	museum	room.	As	
Otlet	wrote	to	Geddes:

The	plates	of	the	Atlas	will	permit	an	easy	establishment	of	‘rooms	or	
museums	of	civilisation’	everywhere.	We	need	a	Mundaneum	in	min-
iature	in	all	centres	of	education.	 […]	We	can	reproduce	the	plates	by	
heliograph	 copies	 (white	 print—sic).	 Then	 it	 would	 be	 possible,	 with	
only	one	duplicate	copy	of	the	Palais	Mondial,	and	a	hundred	centres,	
to	provide	a	rotation:	every	ten	days:	the	refurbishing	of	a	room.	Within	
three	years	a	small	centre	could	parade	before	the	visitor’s	eyes	the	hun-
dred	 rooms	 of	 the	 “Palais	 Mondiales”	 [World	 Palaces].	 With	 this	 Net-
work	Mundaneum,	we	will	have	a	firm	basis	of	distribution:	a	means	to	
spread	the	fundamental	ideas.xix

The	process	of	‘white	print’	copying	led	Otlet	and	Geddes	to	discuss	
the	idea	of	forming	 ‘a	white	line	through	the	World’.xx	 ‘Let	us	push	

129	 Otto	Neurath,	Letter to	Paul Otlet (1929.11.13).	MDN	EUM	1	Farde	4.	Orbis	Encyclo-
paedia	Synthetica.

130	 Vossoughian,	Facts and Artifacts: Otto Neurath and the Social Science of Socialization,	
158.

131	 Ibid.,	197.
132	 Neurath,	‘Museums	of	the	Future’,	458.
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forward	the	idea	of	the	Link	“The	White	Link.”’133	Although	‘its	reali-
sation	would	be	long	in	coming’,	Otlet	told	Geddes	he	was	working	‘on	
formulating	and	launching	the	idea	of	“the	Link	of	Mundaneums’”’.xxi

Seeking	a	practical	realisation	of	the	idea,	Neurath	and	Otlet	nego-
tiated	with	a	handful	of	people	to	become	part	of	the	‘Mundaneum	
chain’.	 Within	 such	 a	 network	 of	 ‘Institutions-Museums’	 or	 ‘cham-
bres-musées’	 [museum-rooms],	 a	 ‘Mundaneum	 exhibition’	 could	
then	be	kept	in	a	permanent	state	of	mobility,	travelling	from	coun-
try	 to	 country	 while	 perfecting	 and	 enriching	 itself	 by	 borrowing	
from	several	collections.134	A	good	‘Mundaneum-tactics’,	according	to	
Neurath,	 was	 ‘that	 wherever	 it	 is	 possible,	 we	 must	 try	 to	 convince	
municipal	 local	 museums,	 school	 museums,	 social	 museums,	 coun-
try	and	royal	museums	to	host	a	Mundaneum	section’.135	In	addition,	
Neurath	imagined	some	slogans	for	the	campaign,	like	‘Every	city	its	
Mundaneum!	 The	 Mundaneum	 as	 general	 educational	 instrument!	
The	 current	 order	 of	 life	 in	 a	 state	 of	 change!	 Where	 do	 we	 come	
from?	Where	do	we	go	to?’136

In	 the	 early	 thirties,	 Neurath,	 more	 than	 Otlet,	 was	 able	 to	 estab-
lish	several	associations	and	spin-offs	of	his	own	company	in	Moscow,	
	Berlin,	 Amsterdam,	 New	 York,	 The	 Hague,	 and	 London.	 Although	
Neurath	 found	 the	 name	 ‘Mundaneum’	 to	 be	 inappropriate	 as	 a	
trademark	 because	 it	 ‘sounds	 heavy	 and	 broad’,	 by	 1934	 he	 was	 de-
lighted	to	use	the	name	with	Otlet’s	blessing.	The	Vienna Mundaneum	
[Mundaneum	Wien]	became	the	central	institution	that	oversaw	the	
other	branches	and	the	international	travelling	exhibitions	commis-
sioned	by	the	Museum	of	Society	and	Economy.	The	Vienna Mundane-
um	took	care	that	the	vocabulary	of	some	thousands	of	symbols	and	
the	grammar	of	the	Vienna	Method	was	used	consistently	in	the	dif-
ferent	spin-offs.	Neurath	had	learned	that	this	centralization	proved	
necessary:	‘Experience	has	shown	that	few	artists	have	the	ability	to	
submerge	their	personality	and	pleasure	in	creation	as	to	serve	solely	
in	the	capacity	of	objective	informant	for	the	learner’.137

Despite	a	decade	of	correspondence,	the	practical	achievement	of	
the	Atlas	of	Civilisation	never	came	to	fruition.	A	last	attempt	for	the	
creation	of	a	common	atlas-exhibition	was	made	 in	1935.	Although	

133	 Paul	Otlet,	Letter to	Patrick Geddes (1929.09.09).	National	Library	of	Scotland	Patrick	
Geddes	Papers	MS	10564	Nr.	126

134	 Paul	Otlet,	Letter to	Otto Neurath (1930.06.27).	MDN	EUM	1	Farde	4.	Orbis	Encyclo-
paedia	Synthetica;	Paul	Otlet,	Bulletin Mundaneum-Orbis-Vienne. Journal N° 17–30 
Juillet 1930. Notules N° 160 à 181,	EUM	1	Farde	4.	Orbis	Encyclopaedia	Synthetica.	
191–193	Note	6146.	226–229	(1930.08.13).

135	 Otto	Neurath,	Letter to	Paul Otlet (1929.10.25).	MDN	EUM	1	Farde	4.	Orbis	Encyclo-
paedia	Synthetica.

136	 Ibid.
137	 Neurath,	‘Museums	of	the	Future’,	463.
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the	 Palais	 Mondial	 had	 been	 closed	 by	 the	 Belgian	 government	 in	
June	1934,	Otlet	had	continued	his	work	on	his	own	atlases	both	in	
the	great	and	small	formats.	Through	negotiations,	Neurath	and		Otlet	
agreed	 to	 collaborate	 on	 setting	 up	 an	 atlas-exhibition	 at	 the	 1935	
World	 Exhibition	 in	 Brussels	 that	 year.138	 Otlet	 would	 send	 materi-
als	on	international	cooperation	throughout	history,	which		Neurath	
would	then	have	assistants	work	on.139	Financial	problems	and	other	
preoccupations	seemed	to	have	obstructed	a	realisation	of	the	atlas.	
Neurath	and	Otlet	kept	contact	until	1940,	when	Neurath	was	forced	
to	 flee	 to	 England	 after	 the	 Nazi	 invasion	 of	 the	 Netherlands.	 Al-
though	 Otlet	 and	 Neurath	 kept	 on	 friendly	 terms	 with	 each	 other,	
their	collaboration	cooled	down	in	the	second	half	of	the	1930s,	and	
each	man	continued	on	his	own	individual	path.

5.9. The Cellula Mundaneum and the seven circles of  
the Atlas Monde

In	the	second	half	of	the	1930s,	Otlet	was	preoccupied	with	his	own	
particular	publications.	In	1934	he	published	the	Traité de Documen-
tation	and	in	1935	Monde,	two	monumental	works	of	its	kind.	He	also	
continued	with	the	creation	of	atlases	which	were	conceived	to	be	
part	of	the	unpublished	and	unfinished	Atlas Mundaneum	or	Enyclo-
paedia Universalis Mundaneum	(EUM)	which	contained,	according	to	
Otlet,	about	8.000	pictures.140	The	most	intriguing	part	of	the	atlas—
which	he	started	to	draw	in	1936	and	kept	reworking—was	the	Atlas 
Monde	(1936)	or	the	series	of	images	that	were	conceived	to	form	the	
general	introduction	(‘Principia	et	Fundamenta’)	of	the	EUM	FIG. 90.	
The	Atlas Monde	consists	of	11	plates,	61	parts,	and	264	graphic	rep-
resentations,	schemas,	or	symbols.	The	principal	part	of	the	atlas	is	
a	series	of	eight	plates	in	each	of	which	a	great	circle	is	shown	which	
is	divided	into	sections	that	are	filled	with	images	borrowed	mostly	
from	traditional	iconography,	and	specially	created	abstract	figures	
which	go	beyond,	what	Otlet	calls,	‘the	“concrete-symbolic”	stage’.141	
One	plate	of	the	Atlas Monde	presents	in	a	synoptic	view	this	group	
of	the	circles	and	orders	them	as	in	a	sort	of	cosmological	chain	FIG. 

138	 Paul	Otlet,	Letter to	Otto Neurath (1934.12.20).	MDN	EUM	1	Farde	4.	Orbis	Encyclo-
paedia	Synthetica.

139	 Otto	Neurath,	Letter to	Paul Otlet (1934.12.19).	MDN	EUM	1	Farde	4.	Orbis	Encyclo-
paedia	Synthetica.

140	 Paul	Otlet,	Les méthodes documentaires de visualisation des idées. Avantages dans les 
sciences et les activités sociales. Applications à l’enfance et aux populations illettrées. 
(1936.11.13).

141	 Paul	Otlet,	Observations Finales.	MDN,	AFF,	Atlas	Monde,	Documentum	n°7092.
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91.	The	layout	of	the	eight	circles	reminds	of	encyclopaedic	works	
of	the	Middle	Ages	and	the	Renaissance,	in	which	graphic	illustra-
tions	of	circles	gave	expression	to	the	pattern	of	the	exposition	of	
subjects	such	as	the	seven	liberal	arts	or	the	cosmological	chain	of	
being.142	 The	 seven	 circles	 of	 the	 world,	 which	 are	 imagined	 to	 be	
combined	 in	 the	 ‘Sphere	 of	 the	 World’	 (the	 upper	 circle),	 and	 the	
eighth	circle	at	the	centre,	symbolizing	the	Mundaneum,	the	instru-
ment	to	study	the	World,	are	shown	and	explained	in	the	annex	to	
this	chapter.

The	seven	circles	illustrate	the	description	of	the	seven	metaphysi-
cal	 categories	 as	 assumed	 in	 Otlet’s	 book	 Monde	 (1935).	 Analogous	
with	geography,	the	seven	circles	of	the	Atlas	are	conceived	to	be	a	
‘map’	of	a	particular	‘territory’	of	knowledge.	The	seven	circles	form	

142	 The	layout	also	reminds,	for	example,	of	the	diagram	‘The	Planetary	Chain’	in		
Sinnett’s	standard	theosophical	publication	Esoteric Buddhism	(1883).	Maurice	
	Tuchman,	Judi	Freeman,	Carel	Blotkamp,	Los	Angeles	County	Museum	of	Art.,	
Museum	of	Contemporary	Art	Chicago,	and	Haags	Gemeentemuseum,	The Spiritual 
in Art: Abstract Painting 1890–1985	(New	York:	Abbeville	Press,	1986),	81.

FIG. 90 Cover of the Atlas Monde (1936)
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together	the	schema	‘Sphere	of	the	World’,	which	Otlet	imagines	to	
be	a	sort	of	‘world	map’	that	covers	the	entire	‘globe’	of	knowledge:

What	would	our	notion	of	geography	be	if	we	did	not	dispose	of	maps	
to	fix	the	facts?	If	we	did	not	have	Atlases	which	showed	in	a	collection	
of	maps	the	entire	surface	of	the	Earth;	a	proper	coordinate	system	to	
fix	the	position	of	each	group	or	point	(meridians	and	parallels)?	The	se-
ries	of	pictures	that	are	shown	here	tries	to	cover,	like	maps	and	atlases,	
the	entire	Universe	considered	from	the	viewpoint	of	the	different	sci-
ences.	It	is,	above	all,	an	enumeration	of	what	exists;	a	categorized	and	
concatenated	inventory,	through	which	by	intuitive	generalization,	the	
development	of	certain	great	laws	of	existence	emerge.xxii

The	 series	 of	 seven	 circles	 are	 considered	 by	 Otlet	 to	 be	 ‘a	 first	 ef-
fort	 to	give	a	visible	expression	to	 the	entirely	general	unity	of	 the	
World’.xxiii	The	eighth	circle	illustrates	the	Pyramid	of	the	Mundane-
um;	the	instrument	or	institution	responsible	for	mapping	the	World	
of	knowledge.	The	Atlas Monde	finishes	with	an	image	of	the	Cellula 
Mundaneum,	 or	 what	 Otlet	 conceived	 to	 be	 ‘a	 sort	 of	 Sacrarium’	 lo-

FIG. 91 Overview of the eight circles of the Atlas Monde (1936.12.03)
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cated	at	the	core	of	the	pyramidal	edifice	of	the	Mundaneum143 FIG. 92.	
In	the	image	Cellula Mundaneum,	Otlet	pushes	the	concept	of	ency-
clopaedic	synthesis	to	the	extreme.	The	Cellula	Mundaneum	repre-
sents	the	idea	of	a	‘synthesis	of	the	World’	in	the	form	of	an	octagonal	
room	where	the	eight	circles	of	the	Atlas Monde	are	shown	in	fresco	
on	the	walls,	surrounded	by	shelves	of	books	and	other	smaller	pic-
tures.144	At	the	centre	of	the	room,	the	eight	circles	are	reproduced	
on	 the	 floor	 in	 a	 circular	 formation,	 in	 the	 middle	 of	 which	 stands	
a	sculptural	representation	of	the	synthesis	of	syntheses:	the	sphere	
‘Mundus’	supported	by	the	Pyramid	‘Mundaneum’.

The	metaphor	of	the	world	map,	the	globe,	the	circle	and	the	pyr-
amid	 which	 structure	 the	 images	 in	 the	 Atlas Monde	 are	 common	
metaphors	 for	 the	 encyclopaedia	 which	 have	 been	 described	 and	

143	 Paul	Otlet,	Le Mundaneum.	MDN,	AFF,	Atlas	Monde,	documentum	7093.
144	 Paul	Otlet,	Cellula Mundaneum 083.43.	MDN,	AFF,	Atlas	Monde,	documentum	7094.

FIG. 92 Paul Otlet, Cellula Mundaneum (1936)
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illustrated	 in	 many	 encyclopaedic	 projects	 throughout	 history.145	
However,	 the	 way	 in	 which	 Otlet	 combines	 these	 metaphors	 sug-
gests	 that	 he	 returned	 back	 in	 history	 to	 a	 platonic	 model	 of	 en-
cyclopaedism.	 As	 has	 already	 been	 mentioned,	 the	 original	 Greek	
term	‘enkyklios	paideia’—‘enkyklios’	denoting	circularity	and	‘pai-
deia’	 education—meant	 the	 educational	 trajectory	 which	 covered	
all	the	different	disciplines.	In	the	platonic	model	in	particular,	the	
notion	of	the	encyclopaedia	referred	to	the	idea	that	if	an	individual	
had	completed	the	path	that	runs	the	full	circle	of	the	disciplines,	
he	or	she	was	fully	educated	to	engage	with	the	subject	of	philoso-
phy	which	uses	all	the	other	disciplines	to	arrive	at	an	overview	of	
knowledge.	In	such	a	platonic	model,	the	full	content	of	the	circles	
of	the	disciplines	is	not	the	ultimate	goal	but	the	path	itself	which	
leads	 to	 having	 a	 sense	 of	 the	 whole.146	 One	 can	 only	 acquire	 this	
sense	of	the	whole	if	the	passage	from	plurality	to	unity	is	complet-
ed.	 This	 reduction	from	the	many	to	 the	one	 can	be	 achieved,	ac-
cording	to	Plato,	through	the	method	of	dialectics	between	analysis	
and	 synthesis.	 The	 analytical-synthetic	 method	 reduces	 a	 mass	 of	
knowledge	 to	 a	 set	 of	 principles.	 Dialectics	 opens	 the	 path	 to	 the	
ultimate	stage	which	is	the	perception	of	the	unity	of	all	disciplines.	
This	 platonic	 model	 of	 encyclopaedism	 is	 pyramidal:	 at	 the	 basis	
there	 is	 the	 mass	 of	 phenomena,	 and	 at	 the	 apex	 there	 is	 a	 meta-
physical	 understanding	of	Being.	Furthermore,	 the	way	 to	 the	 top	
of	the	pyramid	should	be	attained	by	individual	effort.	The	platonic	
model	 is	 a	 one-man	 enterprise.	 Knowledge	 must	 be	 attained	 indi-
vidually	by	walking	the	path	through	the	encyclopaedic	circle	and	
by	establishing	the	relations	by	oneself.	The	series	of	circles	in	the	
Atlas Monde	of	Otlet	may	be	interpreted	as	such	a	‘path’	that	brings	
the	 individual	 reader	 to	 a	 philosophical	 panorama	 (the	 top	 of	 the	
Pyramid	 of	 the	 Mundaneum)	 from	 where	 the	 unity	 of	 knowledge	
can	be	grasped	(Sphere	of	the	World).

Furthermore,	systematic	way	in	which	all	knowledge	of	the	world	is	
brought	together	in	one	room,	the	Celulla	Mundaneum,	FIG. 93	evokes	
the	notion	of	 ‘synthesis’	that	was	central	to	the	nineteenth-century	
theorem	 of	 positivism,	 which	 incorporated	 to	 a	 certain	 extent	 this	
platonic	model	of	encyclopaedism.	In	the	Introduction to Positive Phi-

145	 Francis	Bacon,	for	example,	explained	his	division	of	human	learning	as	an	‘intel-
lectual	globe’;	Diderot	and	D’Alembert	compared	their	encyclopaedia	to	a	‘kind	of	
world	map’;	and	Gregor	Reisch’s	Margarita Philosphica	(1503)	contains	an	illustration	
of	the	circle	of	the	arts	and	sciences,	as	well	as	an	illustration	of	a	pyramidal	con-
struction	which	represents	hierarchical	order	of	the	subjects	of	learning	adjusted	to	
the	stages	of	maturity.	Yeo,	Encyclopaedic Visions,	23	and	25,	8	and	24.

146	 Morreel,	Circles in the Sand. Utopian Encyclopedism from Antiquity to the Interwar 
Period (1919–1939).
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losophy,	 Auguste	 Comte—the	 founder	 of	 French	 positivism—stated	
that:	 ‘the	 aim	 of	 the	 positive	 philosophy	 was	 to	 sum	 up,	 in	 a	 single	
body	of	homogeneous	doctrine,	the	aggregate	of	acquired	knowledge	
relating	the	different	orders	of	natural	phenomena’.147	Or,	as	Pierre	
Laffitte,	the	principal	spokesman	of	French	positivism	after	Auguste	
Comte’s	death	summarized	concisely,	Positivism	was:	

‘a	general	doctrine	providing	common	and	universal	rules	for	the	direc-
tion	of	the	world,	man	and	society,	…	a	doctrine	which	comprehends	all	
that	it	is	given	to	us	to	know,	and	which	in	its	totality	contains	parts	so	
well	connected	and	so	consonant	with	each	other,	and	so	complete,	that	
nothing	is	left	to	chance,	no	problem	is	left	without	solution,	and	every-
one	knows	in	all	circumstances	what	he	must	think.’148

Many	positivists,	who	were	inspired	by	the	work	of	Comte,	aspired	
to	a	synthetic	and	comprehensive	view	of	the	universe.	Most	impor-
tant	was	the	British	positivist	Herbert	Spencer	who	presented	an	all-

147	 Auguste	Comte,	‘The	Nature	and	Importance	of	the	Positive	Philosophy’,	in:	Robert	
C.	Scharff	and	Val	Dusek	(eds.),	Philosophy of technology: the technological condition: an 
anthology	(Malden,	MA;	Oxford:	Blackwell,	2003),	45–59	(57).

148	 Pierre	Laffitte,	Les grands types de l’humanité: appréciation systématique des principaux 
agents de l’évolution humaine. Vol.1	(Paris:	Ernest	Leroux,	1875),	p.	6-7.	As	quoted	in:	
Walter	Michael	Simon,	European Positivism in the Nineteenth Century. An essay in 
intellectual history	(Ithaca:	Cornell	University	Press,	1963),	45.

FIG. 93  The Cellula Mundaneum
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embracing	view	of	the	domains	of	the	universe	in	his	‘Synthetic	Phi-
losophy’,	which	we	know	Otlet	anxiously	read.149	Like	these	positivists,	
Otlet	gave	in	Monde,	the	Atlas Monde,	and	the	Celulla Mundaneum	an	
almost	inventorial	cosmological	summary	of	the	elements	that	con-
stitute	the	world,	of	which	the	comprehensiveness	is	even	further	ac-
centuated	 by	 including,	 after	 the	 British	 positivist	 Herbert	 Spencer,	
the	 category	 of	 the	 ‘Unknowable’.150	 Despite	 the	 aspiration	 to	 com-
pleteness,	Otlet,	 in	an	agnostic	manner,	didn’t	exclude	religion,	 like	
Spencer,	as	a	way	for	Man	to	relate	to	what	is	Unknown	or	Unseen.151	
In	its	quasi-religious	tone,	the	schematic	figures	in	Celulla	Mundane-
um	seem	to	build	on	Spencer’s	notion	of	synthesis.	According	to	Spen-
cer,	science	is	‘partially-unified	knowledge’,	and	the	work	of	philoso-
phy	is	to	synthesize	or	to	abstract	the	general	principles	from	science	
so	as	to	arrive	at	‘completely-unified	knowledge’.152	Accordingly,	Spen-
cer	devoted	his	life	to	what	he	considered	the	most	important	task	of	
philosophy:	the	creation	of	a	general	synthetic	philosophical	system	
which	he	founded	on	the	basis	of	the	law	of	evolution	as	abstracted	
from	chemistry,	biology,	and	human	history.	It	is	the	same	notion	of	
synthesis,	in	the	sense	of	an	amalgamation	of	separate	disciplines	to	
produce	a	united	theory,	that	we	find	in	Otlet’s	thinking.	Otlet	consid-
ered	synthesis	to	be	an	evolutionary	process	of	generalization	and	in-
tegration	of	knowledge,	paralleling	the	increasing	specialization	and	
complexity	 of	 knowledge.	 Furthermore,	 Otlet	 seems	 to	 charge	 that	
scientific	 synthesis	 in	 the	 image	 Cellula	 Mundaneum	 with	 a	 quasi-
religious	meaning,	as	Spencer	did	in	his	First Principles	(1862).	In	First 
Principles,	Spencer	explained	how	all	knowledge	is	based	on	the	orga-
nization	of	particular	facts	in	abstract	classes	of	facts,	and	the	integra-
tion	of	 these	classes	of	facts	 in	even	greater	classes.153	However,	 the	
most	general	truths	do	not	allow	interpretation	because	they	cannot	
be	included	in	a	more	general	truth.	Spencer	assumed	that	the	Abso-
lute	 was	 Unknowable,	 although	 it	 did	 exist	 as	 a	 mode	 of	 conscious-
ness.	It	is	in	that	sense	that	Spencer	thought	that	science	and	religion	

149	 Rayward,	The Universe of Information,	26–27.
150	 Jonathan	H.	Turner,	‘The	Origins	of	Positivism:	The	Contributions	of	Auguste	

Comte	and	Herbert	Spencer’,	in:	George	Ritzer	and	Barry	Smart	(eds.),	Handbook of 
social theory	(London:	SAGE,	2000),	30–42	(35).

151	 On	the	religion	of	the	Unknowable	of	Spencer,	see:	George	J.	Lucas	and	Herbert	
Miscellaneous	Writings	Spencer,	Agnosticism and Religion. Being an examination of 
Spencer’s Religion of the Unknowable. Preceded by a history of Agnosticism. Dissertation, 
etc:	pp.	136.	J.	Murphy	&	Co.:	Baltimore,	1895.

152	 Rom	Harré,	‘Positivist	Thought	in	the	Nineteenth	Century’,	in:	Thomas	Baldwin	
(ed.),	The Cambridge History of Philosophy 1870–1945	(Cambridge:	Cambridge	Univer-
sity	Press,	2003),	11–26	(25).

153	 Daniel	Becquemont	and	Laurent	Mucchielli,	Le cas Spencer. Religion, science et poli-
tique.	(Paris:	Presses	Universitaires	de	France,	1998),	112–115.
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were	complementary.	Science	and	religion	both	explain	the	same	re-
ality,	but	from	different	sides:	science	from	close	by	and	on	the	basis	
of	what	is	visible;	religion	from	afar	and	on	the	basis	of	what	is	invis-
ible.	Spencer	attempted	to	reconcile	science	and	religion	in	that	he	
showed	that	ultimate	religious	concepts	and	scientific	ideas	(such	as	
matter,	space,	and	time)	both	represent	realities	of	which	we	are	con-
scious	but	which	lie	beyond	rational	comprehension.154	The	general	
categories	that	Otlet	represents	in	the	seven	circles	of	the	Atlas Monde	
are	precisely	such	ultimate	scientific	concepts.	They	are	intuitive	gen-
eralizations	of	what	lies	beyond	the	comprehension	of	science	but	of	
what	is,	nonetheless,	in	a	quasi-religious	way	believed	to	be	real.

However,	the	Sacrarium	or	Cellula	Mundaneum	does	not	only	have	a	
scientistic	religious	tenor	that	is	similar	to	that	of	Spencer’s	Synthetic	
Philosophy.	 In	 its	 iconography,	 the	 Cellula	 Mundaneum	 also	 reveals	
various	forms	of	occultism.	As	in	various	forms	of	occult	spirituality,	
secret	knowledge	about	the	world	is	revealed	through	initiation	into	
the	meaning	of	abstract	or	concrete	symbols.	Given	Otlet’s	familiarity	
with	theosophy	and	other	occult	societies	through	Henri	La	Fontaine	
and	the	idealist	painter	Jean	Delville	(see	Chapter	8),	the	iconography	
of	the	circles	seems	to	draw	especially	on	the	symbolism	that	were	cen-
tral	 in	the	teachings	of	theosophist	 leaders	such	as	 	Helena	 	Blavastky	
(1831–1891),	 Annie	 Besant	 (1847–1933),	 and	 Charles	 W.	 Leadbeater	
(1847–1934).	 Theosophist	 iconography	 absorbed	 its	 esoteric	 symbol-
ism	from	a	mixture	of	Western	occult	traditions,	nineteenth-century	
American	spiritualism,	and	oriental	religions	and	placed	these	within	
an	evolutionary	framework	that	was	derived	from	both	contemporary	
scientific	 evolution	 and	 Indian	 concepts	 of	 cosmic	 cycles.155	 Otlet’s	
circles	initiate	its	reader	into	the	quasi-religious	symbols	of	the	great	
universal	truths,	in	the	same	way	that	initiation	in	spiritual	symbolism	
is	central,	for	example,	to	Neo	platonic	magic	where	the	reader	through	
the	initiation	in	secret	knowledge	ascends	from	the	inner	self	through	
several	states	to	a	complete	union	with	the	One;	to	cabalistic	forms	of	
mediation	(inner	magic)	where	on	the	basis	of	the	Sefirot	(the	ten	quali-
ties	of	God),	depicted	in	a	‘Tree	of	Life’	pattern,	the	meditating	soul	is	
guided	back	to	its	home	in	the	Godhead;	and	to	the	Mandala	(Sanskrit	
for	‘round’	or	‘circle’)	or	the	circular	spiritual	diagrams	of	the	universe,	
geometrical	or	figurative,	that	are	used	in	Hinduism	and	Buddhism	to	
assist	concentration	and	meditation.

154	 James	Livingston,	‘Sceptical	Challenges	to	Faith’,	in:	Thomas	Baldwin	(ed.),	The 
Cambridge History of Philosophy 1870–1945	(Cambridge:	Cambridge	University	Press,	
2003),	321–328,	325.

155	 Tuchman,	Freeman,	Blotkamp,	et	al.,	The Spiritual in Art: abstract Painting 1890–
1985,	388.
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5.10.		 The mosaic and the globe: The encyclopaedic model of the 
International Encyclopedia of Unified Science and the 
Enyclopaedia Universalis Mundaneum

In	the	second	half	of	the	1930s,	Neurath,	like	Otlet,	focused	on	ency-
clopedism	but	 in	a	very	different	way.	 In	1935,	at	 the	First	 Interna-
tional	 Congress	 on	 the	 Unity	 of	 Science	 in	 Paris,	 Neurath	 formally	
considered	 his	 plan	 to	 edit	 the	 International Encyclopedia of Unified 
Science.156	 Like	 the	 French	 Encyclopédie	 of	 Diderot	 and	 d’Alembert	
(which	 consisted	 of	 17	 volumes	 of	 text	 and	 11	 volumes	 of	 images),	
Neurath’s	International Encyclopedia of Unified Science	would	contain	
twenty-six	 volumes	 of	 text	 (each	 containing	 ten	 monographs)	 and	
ten	volumes	of	images,	the	latter,	of	course,	all	executed	in	ISOTYPE.	
Eventually,	 a	 series	 of	 twenty	 short	 monographs	 was	 published	 in	
two	volumes	on	the	‘Foundations	of	the	Unity	of	Science’.157	The	first	
monographs	were	published	in	1938,	and	their	publication	was	con-
tinued	after	Neurath’s	death	until	1970.	The	Encyclopedia	contained	
contributions	from	members	of	the	Vienna	Circle,	the	Berlin	group	of	
scientific	philosophers	centring	around	Hans	Reichenbach,	Bertrand	
Russell	and	English	scientists,	and	American	philosophers	including	
John	Dewey.158	The	second	volume	contained	Thomas	Kuhn’s	influ-
ential	monograph	‘The	Structure	of	Scientific	Revolutions’,	which	has	
been	credited	with	supplanting	logical	empiricism	as	a	Trojan	Horse	
from	within	the	Encyclopedia	itself.159	Each	contribution	to	the	Ency-
clopedia	treated	an	aspect	of	logic,	mathematics,	or	one	of	the	sciences	
while	addressing	at	the	same	time	the	issue	of	a	possible	unification	
of	the	sciences.	Otto	Neurath	was	editor-in-chief.	The	German-born	
logical	positivist	Rudolf	Carnap	(1891–1970)	and	the	American	prag-
matist	Charles	Morris	(1901–1979),	who	both	taught	at	the	University	
of	Chicago,	were	associate	editors.	Because	of	the	political	crises	that	
gave	rise	to	the	Second	World	War,	the	first	monographs	of	the	Inter-
national Encyclopedia of Unified Science	were	published	in	1938	in	the	
United	States	by	the	University	of	Chicago	Press.

A	comparison	between	Otlet’s	Enyclopaedia Universalis Mundaneum	
and	 Neurath’s	 International Encyclopedia of Unified Science	 reveals	

156	 Walter	Tega,	‘Atlases,	Cities,	Mosaics:	Neurath	and	the	Encyclopédie’,	in:	Elisabeth		
Nemeth	and	Friedrich	Stadler	(eds.),	Encyclopedia and Utopia: The Life and Work  
of Otto Neurath 1882–1945	(Dordrecht:	Kluwer,	1996),	63–77.

157	 Charles	Morris,	‘On	the	History	of	the	International	Encyclopedia	of	Unified		
Science’,	Synthese	12.4	(1960),	517–521.

158	 George	A.	Reisch,	‘Planning	Science:	Otto	Neurath	and	the	“International	Encyclo-
pedia	of	Unified	Science”’,	in:	The British Journal for the History of Science,	27.2	(1994),	
153–175	(159).

159	 George	A.	Reisch,	‘Did	Kuhn	Kill	Logical	Empiricism?’,	in:	Philosophy of Science,	58.2	
(1991),	264–277.
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some	 fundamental	 differences	 in	 their	 encyclopaedic	 model.	 Al-
though	 Otlet	 and	 Neurath	 shared	 many	 opinions	 on	 issues	 such	 as	
international	 cooperation,	 the	 unity	 of	 science,	 and	 popular	 educa-
tion,	a	remarkable	difference	that	immediately	leaps	to	the	eye	is	the	
contrast	between	Neurath’s	anti-metaphysical	and	Otlet’s	metaphysi-
cal	and	quasi-religious	approach.

Neurath	despised	metaphysics.	He	thought	there	was	only	science	
and	 no	 metaphysics,	 epistemology,	 or	 philosophy.160	 Otlet,	 in	 con-
trast,	embraced	metaphysics	and	believed	in	the	ideal	of	a	complete	
scientific	and	philosophic	system.	This	difference	is	reflected	in	their	
encyclopaedic	 model:	 the	 encyclopaedia	 for	 Neurath	 resisted	 any	
systematic	endeavour,	whereas	for	Otlet	the	essence	of	the	encyclo-
paedia	was	exactly	 its	capacity	 to	offer	a	panoramic	and	systematic	
perspective	on	knowledge.161

Although	both	Otlet	and	Neurath	followed	an	imperative	of	ency-
clopaedic	unity	in	which	the	natural	sciences	and	the	humanities	are	
integrated,	Neurath	followed	a	weaker	and	more	dynamic	systemati-
sation	 from	 below,	 while	 Otlet	 was	 after	 a	 more	 authoritative	 inte-
gration	from	above.162	For	Neurath	there	were	no	secure	foundations	
for	knowledge	or	there	existed	no	complete	explanatory	models	for	
science.	Otlet,	in	contrast,	believed	that	knowledge	could	be	organized	
in	a	complete	system.	He	considered	scientific	knowledge	as	building	
blocks:	‘science	is	nothing	else	than	the	classified	and	systematized	col-
lection	of	relations	concerning	the	object	which	it	engages’.xxiv	Otlet	be-
lieved	that	these	building	blocks	could	be	systematized	through	the	
organization	of	documents;	those	embodiments	and	institutionalised	
forms	of	knowledge	which	science	has	at	its	disposal.	The	encyclopae-
dia	and	its	visual	summary,	the	atlas,	constitute	only	one	step	in	the	
pyramidal	construction	of	the	ultimate	synthesis	that	Otlet	seeks	to	
create:	from	the	multitude	of	books,	statements,	and	linguistic	com-
binations	one	moves	to	the	general	truths	that	can	provide	the	basis	

160	 Nancy	Cartwright	and	Thomas	E.	Uebel,	‘Philosophy	in	the	Earthly	Plane’,	in:		
Nemeth	and	Stadler	(eds.),	Encyclopedia and Utopia: The Life and Work of Otto  
Neurath 1882–1945	(Dordrecht:	Kluwer	1996),	39–52.

161	 ‘The	International Encyclopedia of Unified Science	aims	to	show	how	various	scientific	
activities	such	as	observation,	experimentation,	and	reasoning	can	be	synthesized,	
and	how	all	these	together	help	to	evolve	unified	science.	These	efforts	to	synthe-
size	and	systematize	wherever	possible	are	not	directed	at	creating	the	system	of	
science;	this	Encyclopedia	continues	the	work	of	the	famous	French	Encyclopédie	in	
this	and	other	respects’.	Otto	Neurath,	‘Unified	Science	as	Encyclopaedic	Integra-
tion’,	in:	Moritz	Schlick,	Rudolf	Carnap,	Otto	Neurath,	and	Sahotra	Sarkar	(eds.),	
Logical Empiricism at its Peak: Schlick, Carnap, and Neurath	(New	York;/London:	
Garland,	1996),	309–336	(310).

162	 Jordi	Cat,	‘Otto	Neurath’,	in:	Edward	N.	Zalta	(ed.),	The Stanford Encyclopedia of  
Philosophy	(Fall 2010 Edition,	2010),	URL	=	<http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/
fall2010/entries/neurath/>.



for	a	universal	civilisation	FIG. 94.	The	Mundaneum,	the	instrument	to	
create	the	synthesis,	‘must’,	as	Otlet	states	in	the	drawing,	‘be	built	in	
the	manner	of	a	pyramid’	FIG. 95.

Neurath	 dismissed	 such	 an	 ideal	 of	 ‘Pyramidism’	 and	 considered	
the	system	builder	to	be	a	born	liar.	Although	in	1931	he	had	still	de-
scribed	the	need	for	 ‘a	system	of	concepts	 […]	like	a	pyramid’,163	by	
1937	Neurath	conceived	unified	science	as	a	 ‘mosaic	pattern’	which	
‘might	in	the	course	of	the	ages	show	features	more	and	more	con-
nected,	 but	 always	 changing’.164	 Neurath	 distanced	 unified	 science	
from	the	image	of	the	stable	structure	of	the	pyramid	in	which	the	
sciences	 above	 are	 dependent	 on	 or	 more	 fundamental	 than	 those	
below.	He	stated	that:

163	 Otto	Neurath,	‘Empirical	Sociology	(1931)’,	in:	Otto	Neurath,	Marie	Neurath,	and	
Robert	Sonne	Cohen	(eds.),	Empiricism and Sociology	(Dordrecht/Boston:	D.	Reidel	
Publishing	Company,	1973),	319–421	(390).

164	 Otto	Neurath,	‘The	Departmentalization	of	Unified	Science	(1937)’,	in:	Otto	Neur-
ath,	Robert	S.	Cohen,	Marie	Neurath,	and	Carolyn	R.	Fawcett	(eds.),	Philosophical 
Papers 1913–1946: With a Bibliography of Neurath in English	(Dordrecht/Boston/Lan-
caster:	D.	Reidel,	1983),	200–205	(204).

FIG. 94 The pyramidal system of Otlet’s documentary project



Chapter 5

Pyramidism	intends	to	build	a	symmetrical	and	complete	edifice	of	the	
sciences	by	means	of	main	divisions,	subdivisions,	subsubdivisions,	etc.	
That	is	flesh	of	the	flesh	of	the	gigantic	comprehensiveness	whose	roots	
we	find	in	Scholasticism	and	in	other	all-embracing	systems.	Encyclope-
dism	is	satisfied	with	a	rough	bibliographic	order	for	an	initial	orienta-
tion,	made	by	librarians,	but	not	a	few	librarians	are	also	influenced	by	
the	‘Pyramidism’.165

Unlike	 these	 ‘librarians’,	 whom	 Neurath	 identified	 as	 Henry	 Evelyn	
Bliss,	 Melvil	 Dewey,	 and	 Paul	 Otlet,	 he	 abandoned	 the	 image	 of	 the	
hierarchical	 pyramid	 and	 adopted	 instead	 the	 image	 of	 the	 mosaic	
in	 which	 the	 sciences	 are	 interconnected	 and	 unified,	 but	 not	 more	
fundamental	than	others.	Neurath	developed	a	more	‘horizontal’	con-
ception	 of	 unified	 science	 and	 of	 the	 encyclopaedia	 that	 would	 dis-
seminate	its	results.166	The	metaphor	of	the	mosaic	expressed	his	anti-
foundational	and	holistic	view	of	the	dynamic,	changing	nature	of	the	
sciences,	and	of	his	conception	of	encyclopedism	as	an	ongoing	process	
of	examining	logical	relations	and	‘cross-connections’	between	scien-
tific	statements.167	Encyclopedism	was,	according	to	Neurath,	not	a	to-

165	 Ibid.,	204–205.
166	 Reisch,	‘Planning	Science:	Otto	Neurath	and	the	“International	Encyclopedia	of	

Unified	Science’,	158–159.
167	 Neurath,	‘Encyclopedia	as	“Model”	(1936)’,	in:	Cohen,	Neurath,	and	Fawcett	(eds.),	

FIG. 95 Paul Otlet, Mundaneum sicut pyramidum instrumendum (n.d.)
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tal	synthesis	‘on	the	basis	of	a	prior	and	independent	philosophy’	but	a	
continuous	work	of	synthesis	for	which	the	special	sciences	themselves	
‘supply	their	own	synthesizing	glue’.168	The	new	model	of	‘Unified	Sci-
ence’	which	he	proposed	aimed	to	avoid	a	determined	systematic	ap-
proach	to	encyclopaedic	integration,	and	allowed	for	a	permanent	logi-
cal	systematisation	and	unification	of	the	sciences.169

In	addition	to	the	mosaic,	Neurath	used	the	image	of	a	ship	traversing	
the	oceans	as	a	metaphor	for	the	encyclopaedic	unity	of	science.170	The	
sailors	on	board	the	ship	stand	for	the	entire	community	of	scientists,	
while	 the	 ocean	 stands	 for	 the	 ever-changing	 conditions	 of	 science	
throughout	time.	To	continue	navigating	the	ocean,	the	men	on	board	
are	required	to	change	various	parts	of	the	ship	during	its	voyage,	 to	
reshape	and	repair	the	ship	while	still	at	sea	by	using	whatever	happens	
to	be	available.	There	are	no	dry	docks	available	to	dismantle	the	en-
tire	ship	and,	as	such,	no	secure	foundation	upon	which	to	build	a	solid	
ship	once	and	for	all.	During	its	voyage,	the	ship	stays	in	a	precarious	
state	and	must	be	continuously	repaired.	The	metaphor	of	the	boat	ex-
presses	Neurath’s	interpretation	that	there	is	no	absolute	immutable	
basis	for	science,	and	that	the	only	encyclopaedic	unity	that	exists	 is	
the	language	shared	by	an	international	community	of	scientists	which	
is	however	in	a	never-ending	state	of	evolution.

In	contrast	to	Neurath’s	anti-pyramidal	view	that	science	had	no	firm	
foundation	and	did	not	function	as	a	stable	system,171	Otlet	believed	
in	a	pyramidal	system	of	 the	sciences	and	 in	philosophy	as	 ‘the	syn-
thesis	of	syntheses’.	Although	Otlet	acknowledged	that	philosophy	can	
no	longer	comprehend	all	sciences,	he	was	convinced	that	it	was	still	
capable	 of	 making	 a	 framework	 to	 ‘[…]	 comprehend	 and	 explain	 all	
knowledge’.172	The	longing	for	a	philosophic	or	synthetic	viewpoint	was	
apparent	in	Otlet’s	encyclopaedism.	Otlet’s	pyramidal	encyclopaedism	
is	 reminiscent	 of	 Plato’s	 philosophical	 overview,	 Spencer’s	 Synthetic	
Philosophy,	and	Comtean	Positivism	which	positions	the	sociologist	at	
the	apex	of	the	sciences:	‘A	great	pyramid	should	be	constructed.	At	the	
top	are	to	be	found	Thinkers,	Sociologists	and	great	Artists.	But	the	top	
must	be	joined	to	the	base	where	the	masses	are	found,	and	the	bases	
must	have	control	of	a	path	to	the	top’.xxv

Despite	 these	 differences,	 Otlet’s	 and	 Neurath’s	 epistemology	 was	
very	similar	when	it	came	to	the	issue	of	visual	education	and	the	for-

Philosophical Papers 1913–1946, 155.
168	 Otto	Neurath,	‘Unified	Science	and	Its	Encyclopaedia’,	in:	Philosophy of Science,	4.2	

(1937),	265–277.
169	 Ibid.,	267.
170	 Ibid.,	267.
171	 Cartwright	and	Uebel,	‘Philosophy	in	the	Earthly	Plane’,	46.
172	 Otlet,	Monde,	354.
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mat	of	the	visual	encyclopaedia.	Otlet	considered	the	elaboration	of	an	
‘atlas’	as	a	work	of	visual	synthesis,	as	a	method	to	synthesize	the	plu-
rality	of	data	to	illustrate	the	most	important	general	notions.	The	At-
las Monde	is	the	ultimate	example	of	such	a	visual	synthesis.	Like	a	geo-
metric	mandala	or	theatre	of	memory,	the	seven	pedagogical	circles	
are	crammed	with	icons	charged	with	multiple	meanings.	Within	the	
process	of	visualization,	the	many	is	reduced	to	the	essential,	general	
truths.	The	circles	are	supposed	to	continue	to	function	as	an	inven-
tory	of	all	that	exists	and	to	provide	the	essential	stepping-stones	that	
will	lead	the	reader	to	the	philosophical	panorama	of	all	knowledge.

When	it	came	to	visual	education,	Neurath	followed	a	holistic	and	
synthetic	model	not	dissimilar	to	Otlet’s	integration	and	synthesis	of	
knowledge.	Like	Otlet,	Neurath	considered	the	distillation	of	essen-
tial	facts	to	be	the	crucial	preoccupation	of	visual	education.	A	good	
teacher,	according	to	Neurath,	is	he	who	knows	what	to	leave	out,	what	
is	superfluous,	and	what	is	essential.173	But	at	this	point,	Neurath	made	
a	 distinction	 between	 popularization	 and	 humanisation.	 Humanisa-
tion,	according	to	Neurath,	was	a	mode	of	explanation	which	proceed-
ed	‘from	the	simplest	to	the	most	complicated’,	while	popularisation	
translates	 ‘from	 the	 complicated	 to	 the	 simple’.174	 Visual	 education,	
according	to	Neurath,	should	be	humanized,	not	simplified.	By	using	
a	 democratic	 and	 neutral	 visual	 language,	 Neurath	 hoped	 to	 elimi-
nate	the	specialization	and	exclusiveness	of	knowledge.	Visualisation	
transcends	 the	 local	 contingencies	 of	 knowledge.	 With	 his	 research	
on	ISOTYPE,	Neurath	sought	a	universal	form	of	communication	that	
was	able	to	reach	the	entire	world	population,	of	which	only	a	small	
part	is	lettered.	The	desire	to	defeat	class-based	intellectual	boundar-
ies	(such	as	illiteracy)	by	a	graphical	communication	of	facts	(informa-
tion)	was	a	challenge	that	transcended	national	boundaries:

What	has	been	said	above	on	teaching	the	masses,	of	illiterates	and	half-
literates	becomes	particularly	important	when	surveyed	from	the	view	
point	that	perhaps	world	citizenship	is	in	the	making.	[…]	It	is	mainly	
conveying	 visual	 arguments	 and	 visual	 information	 which	 are	 able	 to	
reach,	 after	 a	 relatively	 short	 introductory	 period,	 the	 masses	 spread	
over	the	surface	of	the	earth.175

Isotype	was	no	longer	just	a	means	to	inform	the	local	worker	about	
social	facts	but	was	also	an	‘Esperanto’	for	prospective	world	citizens	to	
understand	each	other	regardless	of	their	nationality.	Similarly,	Otlet	

173	 Cat,	‘Otto	Neurath’.
174	 Neurath,	Neurath,	and	Cohen,	Empiricism and Sociology,	231–232.
175	 Otto	Neurath,	Visual Education. Humanisation versus Popularisation,	Note	n°	(1945),	

as	reproduced	in:	Juha	Manninen,	‘Visual	Education.	Humanisation	versus	Popula-
risation’,	in:	Nemeth	and	Stadler	(eds.),	Encyclopedia and Utopia: The Life and Work of 
Otto Neurath 1882–1945,	245–335,	335.
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thought	that	the	‘question	of	visualization	is	particularly	important	for	
illiterate	people’	and	he	said	to	have	been	inspired	by	the	façades,	al-
tars,	and	stained	glass	windows	in	cathedrals	which,	in	the	Middle	Ages,	
functioned	as	huge	books	for	the	people	who	were,	for	the	most	part,	
still	illiterate.176	Both	Otlet	and	Neurath	thus	considered	visual	educa-
tion	to	be	essentially	an	international	and	general	form	of	education	
that	had	an	immediate	impact	on	social	and	political	structures.	In	an	
age	when	the	role	of	images	was	growing,	because	of	the	advent	of	pho-
tography,	cinema,	and	the	commercial	advertisement,	they	mobilized	
this	 visual	 technology	 for	 educational	 purposes	 and	 sought	 to	 trans-
form	scientific	or	social	facts	into	propaganda	for	world	citizenship.

5.11.		 Conclusion

At	the	outset	of	this	chapter,	we	outlined	the	conception	of	the	en-
cyclopaedia	 as	 a	 time	 capsule	 that	 is	 able	 to	 transmit	 knowledge	
throughout	 time,	 from	 generation	 to	 generation,	 despite	 eventual	
catastrophes.	In	a	period	that	was	marked	by	the	catastrophe	of	the	
First	 World	 War,	 Otlet	 considered	 the	 encyclopaedia,	 like	 the	 pro-
tagonists	in	the	internationalist	milieu	of	the	New	Education	Move-
ment,	to	be	a	potentially	powerful	educational	instrument	that	could	
aid	 in	 (re)building	a	peaceful	world	society.	A	better	understanding	
between	nations,	Otlet	believed,	started	with	education;	with	impart-
ing	knowledge	about	other	cultures	and	nations,	and	demonstrating	
how	all	people	in	a	globalized	world	were	becoming	increasingly	in-
terdependent.	In	his	mixed-media	format	of	the	atlas-exhibition	he	
aimed	to	convey	to	the	viewer	not	only	factual	knowledge	about	how	
the	 world	 had	 become	 increasingly	 interdependent	 and	 globalized	
but	also	a	universalist	and	internationalist	outlook	on	the	world.

Although	the	pacifist	and	internationalist	motives	were	less	explicit	
in	the	work	of	Patrick	Geddes	and	Otto	Neurath	than	in	the	work	of	
Otlet,	 they	 also	 pursued	 educational	 and	 even	 social	 reformist	 goals	
in	their	encyclopaedic	projects.	Like	Otlet,	Geddes	and	Neurath	used	
graphic	and	scenographic	means	to	inform	the	visitors	or	readers	about	
the	world	they	were	living	in,	but	they	also	hoped	to	reform	the	visitor’s	
mode	of	seeing	that	world.	In	their	encyclopaedic	experiments,	Otlet,	
Geddes,	and	Neurath	took	into	account	the	changing	nature	of	visual	
media,	structural	transformations	in	pedagogical	thought,	trends	in	the	
philosophy	of	science,	and	the	emergence	of	a	new	form	of	 interna-
tional	politics	that	included	a	politics	of	education.

176	 Paul	Otlet,	Les méthodes documentaires de visualisation des idées. Avantages dans les 
sciences et les activités sociales. Applications à l’enfance et aux populations illettrées.	
(1936.11.13).	MDN,	Notes	Numérotées,	Note	n°8212.
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i.	 ‘Au public en général,	le	Musée	est	destiné	à	
enseigner	sous	une	forme	synthétique	le	
point	de	vue	international	des	questions	
qui	l’intéressent’.	Otlet,	Le Musée Internatio-
nal et le Sciences Géographiques,	2.

ii.	 ‘Le	but	du	Musée	International	est	de	
montrer	les	progrès	accomplis,	en	toutes	
matières,	dans	le	domaine	de	l’Internatio-
nalisme,	et	de	faire	ressortir	l’importance,	
au	point	de	vue	scientifique	et	social,	des	
grands	faits	qui	s’y	rattachent’.	Ibid.,	2.

iii.	 ‘Ce	serait,	en	somme,	une	exposition	per-
manente,	où	chaque	pays	ou	contrée	aurait	
sa	salle	ou	mieux	son	pavillon,	compre-
nant	tout	ce	qu’il	peut	exhiber	dans	tous	
les	domaines	:	géologique,	biologique	et	
anthropologique’.	Simoens,	Que doit être un 
Musée mondial?,	3.

iv.	 “Établi	à	toute	fin,	on	doit	y	trouver	
combinés	dans	les	cadres	de	ses	sections,	
toutes	internationales,	les	éléments	
essentiels	d’un	Musée	géographique	et	
historique,	d’un	Musée	des	sciences	et	de	
l’enseignement,	d’un	Musée	commercial	et	
social,	d’un	Musée	de	la	civilisation	et	de	la	
culture’.	Paul	Otlet	and	Le	Corbusier,	Mun-
daneum	(Bruxelles:	Palais	Mondial,	1928)	10.

v.	 ‘Apprendre,	c’est	penser	et	penser	c’est	
vivre	intellectuellement	et	spirituellement.	
L’éducation	continue	s’impose	donc	à	
chacun	comme	un	devoir	individuel	et	
social	de	perfectionnement,	développé	et	
continué	à	tout	âge.	Les	anciennes	huma-
nités	ont	à	s’élargir	et	à	se	généraliser	:	c’est	
l’Humanité	d’aujourd’hui	qui,	sous	tous	ses	
aspects,	doit	devenir	leur	objet’.	Paul	Otlet,	
Mundaneum Prototype—Reseau du Munda-
neum—Cité Mondiale.	(1937).	MDN,	Notes	
Numerotées,	doc	n°	8412,	2–3.

vi.	 ‘Le	maître	à	lui	seul	est	insuffisant,	le	livre	
à	lui	seul	est	insuffisant.	Le	maître	et	le	
livre	à	eux	seuls	sont	insuffisants	aussi.	Il	
faut	compléter	leur	action	par	celle	d’une	
instrumentation	nouvelle;	la	représentation	
muséographique	montrant	dans	les	cadres	
synthétiques	de	sa	classification,	les	types	
les	plus	caractéristiques	capables	de	donner,	
comme	il	est	demandé,	«une	vision	parti-
culière	ou	panoramique	du	vaste	monde	et	
de	ce	qu’il	contient»’.	Otlet,	L’éducation et les 
instituts du Palais Mondial (Mundaneum),	28.

vii.	 ‘Nous	avons	le	désir	de	coopérer	très	
activement	à	votre	travail’.	‘Une	institution	
permanente	s’occuperait	utilement	de	
[…]	la	vulgarisation	des	données	scienti-
fiques’.	Paul	Otlet,	Letter to	Patrick Geddes 
(1903.10.31).	National	Library	of	Scotland	
Patrick	Geddes	Papers	MS	10564	Nr.	40.

viii.	 ‘il	consisterait	simplement	à	compléter	ce	
qui	manque	et	surtout	à	tenir	le	grand		

public	au	courant	d’une	manière	constante	
et	facilement	accessible,	de	l’état	actuel	
et	récent	des	dernières	découvertes’.	Paul	
Otlet,	Letter to Patrick Geddes (1903.10.31).	
National	Library	of	Scotland	Patrick	
Geddes	Papers	MS	10564	Nr.	40.

ix.	 ‘Ici	auraient	leur	place	les	procédés	dia-
grammatiques	et	synthétiques,	que	vous	
avez	si	justement	à	cœur,	les	services	de	
renseignements	et	de	documentation	que	
je	demande	dans	mon	étude’.	Paul	Otlet,	
Letter to Patrick Geddes (1903.10.31).	Natio-
nal	Library	of	Scotland	Patrick	Geddes	
Papers	MS	10564	Nr.	40.

x.	 ‘Il	faut	aussi	instaurer	une	méthode	de	
discussion	pour	arriver	à	des	conclusions	
synthétiques.	Les	‘XIIe	siècle’	avait	des	
méthodes	que	nos	modernes	ignorent,	
n’ayant	pas	le	même	souci	d’arriver	à	une	
commune	vérité’.	Paul	Otlet,	Letter to	
Patrick Geddes (1929.01.07).	National	Library	
of	Scotland	Patrick	Geddes	Papers	MS	
10564	Nr.	121.

xi.	 ‘La	synthèse	est	la	comparaison	des	
données	générale	de	toutes	les	sciences.	
Elle	a	pour	but	de	constituer	l’ensemble	
des	connaissances	en	un	système	général	
qui	corresponde	le	plus	exactement	à	la	
réalité’.	Paul	Otlet,	Letter to Patrick Geddes 
(1924.08.20).	National	Library	of	Scotland	
Patrick	Geddes	Papers	MS	10564	Nr.	95.

xii.	 ‘Mr.	Elisée	Réclus	offers	to	send	his	
bibliography	of	any	geographical	subject,	
and	to	act	as	an	information	bureau	for	it,	
suggesting	that	the	Outlook	Tower	and	the	
Geographical	Institute	in	Brussels	should	
be	affiliated,	and	mutually	take	advantage	
of	each	others	resources’.	Elisée	Reclus,	Let-
ter to Patrick Geddes (1905.[12].06).	National	
Library	of	Scotland	Patrick	Geddes	Papers	
MS	10564	Nr.	47.

xiii.	 ‘Dans	l’état	actuel	des	choses,	il	y	a	nulle	
certitude	que	le	Mundaneum	puisse	
s’élever	à	Genève,	bien	que	des	probabilités	
et	des	espoirs	de	succès	soient	largement	
assurés’.	Paul	Otlet,	Letter to	Le Corbusier	
(1928.04.02).	FLC	F1–14	Nr.	98.

xiv.	 ‘“Tel	est	notre	domaine	.	.	.,	jusqu’à	présent	
du	moins,”	se	dit-il’.	Otlet	and	Corbusier,	
Mundaneum,	39.

xv.	 ‘[Decroly]	discutait	avec	nous	les	termes	
de	notre	problème	voulant	largement	
aussi	en	faire	le	sien	:	comment	l’homme	
de	notre	temps	en	préparation	chez	
l’enfant	par	ses	idées,	ses	sentiments,	par	
la	volonté	que	peut	prendre	à	ses	activités,	
doit-il	et	peut-il	devenir	un	universel	et	
un	mondial,	un	“global”	lui	dont	l’ancêtre	
n’a	été	jusqu’ici	un	local,	un	régional,	un	
national	ou	un	spécial	?’	Paul	Otlet,	Decroly	
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(1933.06.23)	Note	n°	7087.	MDN,	Notes	
Numérotées

xvi.	 ‘Grosse	Freude	hätte	ich,	wenn	Sie	das,	was	
wir	in	Genf	zeigen,	als	erwünschten	Beitrag	
zu	Ihren	Plänen	ansehen	würden’.	Otto	
Neurath,	Letter to Paul Otlet (1929.07.06).
MDN	EUM	1	Farde	4.	Orbis	Encyclopaedia	
Synthetica.

xvii.	 ‘Une	œuvre	centrale	serait	la	constitution	
de	l’atlas de la civilisation universelle:	la	tabu-
lation	et	la	schématisation	des	données	
relatives	à	la	Société’.	Paul	Otlet,	Letter to	
Patrick Geddes (1930.07.15).	National	Library	
of	Scotland	Patrick	Geddes	Papers	MS	
10564	Nr.	130.

xviii.	 ‘Une	œuvre	centrale	serait	la	constitution	
de	l’atlas de la civilisation universelle:	la	tabu-
lation	et	la	schématisation	des	données	
relatives	à	la	Société’.	Paul	Otlet,	Letter to	
Patrick Geddes (1930.07.15).	National	Library	
of	Scotland	Patrick	Geddes	Papers	MS	
10564	Nr.	130.

xix.	 ’1°	Les	planches	de	l’Atlas	permettront	
l’établissement	facile	de	‘chambre	ou	
musées	de	la	civilisation’	partout.	Il	faut	
un	Mundaneum	en	miniature	dans	tous	
les	centres	d’enseignement.	[…]	On	peut	
reproduire	les	planches	par	les	copies	
héliographiques	(white	print)	Alors	il	serait	
possible,	avec	un	seul	double	du	Palais	
Mondial,	et	cent	centres	de	présenter	un	
roulement	(itinérant):	chaque	dizaine	de	
jour	renouvellement	de	la	salle.	En	3	ans	un	
tout	petit	centre	aurait	pu	voir	défiler	sous	
ses	yeux	les	cent	salles	du	Palais	Mondiales.	
2°	Avec	ce	Réseau	de	Mundaneum,	nous	
aurions	une	base	de	diffusion	sure:	moyen	
de	répandre	les	idées	fondamentales’.	Paul	
Otlet,	Letter to	Patrick Geddes (1930.07.15).	
National	Library	of	Scotland	Patrick	
Geddes	Papers	MS	10564	Nr.	130.

xx.	 ‘Etablir	le	‘LINK’	des	organisations	affiliées	
et	formant	“through	the	World	a	white	
line.”’	Paul	Otlet,	Letter to	Patrick Geddes	

(1929.01.07).	National	Library	of	Scotland	
Patrick	Geddes	Papers	MS	10564	Nr.	121.

xxi.	 ‘Je	travaille	au	Link	des	Mundaneums	et	à	
la	Cité	Mondiale.	Je	travaille	à	formuler	et	
lancer	l’idée	même	si	la	réalisation	devrait	
se	faire	attendre’.	Paul	Otlet,	Letter to	
Patrick Geddes (1930.05.18).	National	Library	
of	Scotland	Patrick	Geddes	Papers	MS	
10564	Nr.	127.

xxii.	 ‘Que	seraient	nos	notions	de	géographie	
si	un	carte	n’en	venait	fixer	les	données	?	
Si	des	Atlas	ne	présentaient	un	recueil	
d’ensemble	de	cartes	s’étendant	à	la	Terre	
entière,	avec	un	système	de	projection	adé-
quates	du	globe	en	surface,	et	un	système	
de	coordonnées	propres	à	fixer	la	position	
de	chaque	ensemble,	de	chaque	point	
(méridiens	et	parallelèles)	?	La	Suite	de	ta-
bleaux	ici	présentés	tente	d’étendre	cartes	
et	Atlas	à	l’Univers	entier	envisagé	sous	
l’aspect	des	diverses	sciences.	C’est	avant	
tout	un	dénombrement	de	ce	qui	existe	;	
mais	un	inventaire	classé	et	enchainé	d’où	
déjà,	par	générlaisation	intuitives,	se	dégage	
certaines	grandes	lois	de	l’existence’.	Paul	
Otlet,	Observations Finales.		MDN,	AFF,	Atlas	
Monde,	Documentum	n°7092

xxiii.	 ‘La	suite	des	tableaux	ici	présentée	marque	
un	premier	effort	pour	donner	une	expres-
sion	visible	à	l’ensemble	tout	à	fait	général	
du	Monde’.	Paul	Otlet,	Observations Finales.	
MDN,	AFF,	Atlas	Monde,	Documentum	
n°7092.

xxiv.	 ‘Une	science	n’est	que	l’ensemble	classé	et	
systématisé	des	rapports	concernant	l’objet	
dont	elle	s’occupe’.	Otlet,	Monde,	356.

xxv.	 ‘Une	immense	pyramide	est	à	construire.	
Au	sommet	y	travaillent	Penseurs,	Sociolo-
gues	et	grands	Artistes.	Le	sommet	doit	re-
joindre	la	base	où	s’agitent	les	masses,	mais	
la	base	aussi	doit	être	disposée	de	manière	
qu’elle	puisse	rejoindre	le	sommet’.	Otlet,	
L’éducation et les instituts du Palais Mondial 
(Mundaneum),	10.
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FIG. 1 Paul Otlet, Introduction, basic principles and table of contents of the Atlas Monde (1936.12.12)
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Appendix

The	Seven	Circles	of	
the	Atlas	Monde

thIngS

0.1

reS	–	thIngS	–	dInge	–	dIngen

01	 THINGS1

011	 Nature	(Natura).	The	four	great	sections	are	here	represented:	
the	 Sky,	 the	 Earth,	 the	 Seas,	 the	 Air;	 On	 the	 earth:	 the	 three	
kingdoms:	animal,	vegetable,	and	mineral.	All	together:	the	lith-
osphere,	the	aquasphere,	the	atmosphere,	and	the	biosphere.

012	 Man	(Homo).	The	parts	of	man	and	the	states	of	man:	I	Physical;	
II	Mental;	III	Normal	and	abnormal,	the	sexes	and	ages	of	man	
(the	ladder	of	life).

013	 Society	(Societas).	It	is	physically	represented	by	a	big	circle	of	
men	and	women	of	all	conditions,	each	one	leaning	one	hand	
on	their	neighbour	(cooperation),	and	the	other	hand	brandish-
ing	some	threat	(struggle).	In	the	centre	of	the	circle	is	the	hier-
archical	schema	of	social	relationships.	The	nine	elements	and	
the	domains	of	activity	of	society	are	indicated	in	a	drawing:	I	
Territory;	 II	Population	III;	Hygiene;	 IV	Economical;	V	Social;	
VI	Political;	VII	Intellectual;	VIII	Recreational;	IX	Religious.

014	 Divinity	 (Deus).	 In	the	centre	a	sphere	circumscribes	the	alle-
gorical	triangle:	God,	great	architect	of	the	world;	commander	
of	morality;	universal	father,	the	symbolic	letters	D.O.M.	(Deo	
optimum	Maximo).	All	around	are	the	symbols	of	the	great	reli-
gions:	I	Christianity,	Faith,	the	Cross,	I.H.S.;	Hope,	the	anchor	of	
salvation;	Charity,	the	Heart;	II	Judaism	(the	name	of	Jehovah);	
III	Islam	(a	crescent	moon);	IV	Buddhism	(the	swastika);	V	Shin-
toism	(the	door);	the	tetragram,	the	star.2

1	 This	text	and	subsequent	texts	are	the	literal	translations	of	the	manuscript	texts	
which	Otlet	wrote	to	explain	the	different	circles	of	the	Atlas Monde.	The	original	
French	text	can	be	found	in	the	endnotes.	In	the	footnotes	I	discuss	symbols	or	ele-
ments	in	the	image	that	Otlet	did	not	explain.

	 MDN,	AFF,	Atlas	Monde,	doc	n°	VMT	7100
2	 Divinity	is	represented	by	different	symbols.	In	the	middle,	a	triangle	circum-
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The	composition	in	the	sector	below	presents	the	synthesis	of	things;	
the	elements	described	above	are	found	there	recapitulated.	But	men,	
forming	society	(Humanitas)	are	arranged	in	the	squares	of	a	check-
erboard	formed	by	the	intersection	of	two	orders	of	lines,	the	one	ex-
pressing	social	activities	(013.1;	013.2;	013.3;	etc.)	the	other	expressing	
division	of	space	(023.1;	023.2;	023.3;	etc.).	The	tree	drawn	at	the	foot	of	

scribed	by	a	sphere	is	an	allegory	for	God.	The	letters	D.O.M.	in	the	circle	are	the	
abbreviation	of	the	Latin	phrase	‘Deo	Optimo	Maximo’,	which	means	‘To	God,	most	
good,	most	great’.	Clockwise,	a	series	of	symbols	of	different	religions	are	shown.	
The	symbol	of	Christianity	is	composed	of	a	Cross	that	symbolizes	Faith,	I.H.S.	or	
the	three	first	letters	of	Jesus’	name	in	Greek,	a	sheet	anchor	that	symbolizes	Hope,	
and	a	Heart	that	symbolizes	Charity.	Furthermore,	Judaism	is	symbolized	by	the	
Star	of	David;	Islam	by	a	crescent	moon;	Buddhism	by	a	swastika;	the	Japanese	spiri-
tuality	of	Japan,	known	as	Shintoism,	by	a	gate;	the	five-pointed	star	might	refer	to	
Bahá’í	Faith,	a	monotheistic	religion	founded	in	the	nineteenth	century	in	Persian	
or	to	the	Order	of	the	Star,	a	theosophical	movement;	and	the	tetragrammaton	
YHWH,	written	in	Hebrew	on	a	stone,	refers	to	the	name	of	the	God	of	Israel	in	the	
Hebrew	Bible.

FIG. 2 Paul Otlet, Things (1936.11.10)
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the	composition	is	intended	to	recall	the	classification	of	the	whole	
drawing	in	its	different	branches	and	offshoots.

The	centre	of	this	drawing	(like	the	centre	of	all	the	drawings)	is	oc-
cupied	 by	 a	 polygon	 where	 the	 fundamental	 sphere	 is	 reproduced;	
the	 large	 circle,	 the	 depiction	 of	 which	 represents	 development,	 is	
traced	 there	 in	 black.	 Under	 the	 sphere,	 the	 index	 to	 the	 drawing	
(01—Things).
Further	down	the	equation	of	the	World	in	the	form:
	 M	 =	 C	 +	 E	 +	 T	 +	 MO	 +	 Cr	 +	 Ex	 +	 I

	 Monde	 	 Choses	 	 Espace	 	 Temps	 	 Moi	 	 Créations	 	Expression	 Inconnu

	 [	W	 =	 T	 +	 S	 +	 T	 +	 I	 +	 Cr	 +	 Ex	 +	 U	]

	 [	World	 	 Things	 	 Space	 	 Time	 	 I	 	 Creations	 	Expression	 Unknown	]

The	 equation	 is	 not	 quantitative,	 but	 it	 expresses	 the	 composition.	
The	 letters	 used	 to	 this	 effect	 are	 the	 terms	 (they	 have	 been	 trans-
lated	below	in	full	words).	The	equation	thus	arranged	is	a	condensed	
formula,	 which	 allows	 seeing,	 considering,	 and	 recalling	 the	 great	
classes	of	things	contained	in	the	World.
In	the	equation,	the	letter	pertaining	to	the	element	in	question	in	
the	drawing	is	indicated	in	bold.
Under	the	equation	there	is	a	second,	or	more	precisely,	a	transfor-
mation	of	the	first.	From	the	whole,	explicitly	from	the	W,	the	World,	
the	reality	of	the	element	in	question	is	deduced	as	follows:
	 C	 =	 M	 –	 (	E	 +	 T	 +	 Mo	 +	 Cr	 +	 Ex	 +	 I	)

In	sum,	and	from	the	viewpoint	of	the	method	that	will	be	found	de-
veloped	correspondingly	in	all	the	other	drawings,	four	ways	of	imag-
ing	have	been	combined:

1°)	 The	concrete	or	abstract	image,	real	or	symbolic,	traditional		
	 or	specially	created
2°)	 The	numbers	forming	the	numerical	index	of	the		
	 classification
3°)	 The	equation	referring	to	the	composition	of	the	content		
	 of	the	elements	linked	together.i
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SPaCe

0.2

This	drawing	deals	with	space	in	itself	and	of	the	distribution	of	space	
among	 the	 nations.	 Geography	 (Spatium,	 Space,	 der	 Raum,	 de	 Rui-
mte).	Space	is	divided	into	(021)	Sidereal	space;	(022)	Planetary	space;	
(023)	 Terrestrial	 space	 with	 the	 subdivisions:	 (023.1)	 Europe;	 (023.2)	
Asia;	(023.3)	Africa;	(023.4)	America;	(023.5)	Oceania;	(023.6)	the	Poles.

The	lower	half	of	the	drawing	is	devoted	to	space	in	itself:	the	geo-
metric	forms	of	the	point	to	the	surface,	to	volume,	to	the	plurality	of	
dimensions.	To	evoke	geometry	or	science	of	space,	the	two	most	cel-
ebrated	theorems	have	been	recalled,	that	of	Pythagoras	(the	square	
of	the	hypotenuse)	and	that	of	Archimedes	(the	relation	of	diameter	
and	circumference);	the	notation	under	this	letter:	[π]	is	the	notation	
of	the	ancients.	On	the	left	of	the	drawing,	the	conquest	of	space,	hu-

FIG. 3 Paul Otlet, Space (1936.11.18)
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man	speed,	on	foot,	on	horseback,	of	the	locomotive,	of	the	airplane,	
of	the	telegraph,	and	of	the	wireless	telecommunication.	Four	circles	
inscribed	with	different	sizes	indicate	the	fundamental	division	ac-
cording	 to	 what	 is	 local,	 regional,	 national,	 and	 global.	 At	 each	 step	
of	development,	the	following	circle	contains	the	preceding	circle	or	
circles.

On	the	right	of	the	drawing,	the	measure	of	space.	This	is	the	system	
based	on	the	meter,	from	which	the	whole	metric	system	is	derived,	
whence	the	more	general	C.G.S.	system	is	derived	(centimetre,	gram,	
second)	 which	 in	 particular	 comprises	 the	 hour.	 There	 is	 sidereal	
measure	(the	stars)	and	the	observation	sites	which	are	devoted	to	it,	
formerly	the	ziggurat,	or	high	tower	of	the	Assyrians,	today	modern	
observatories.	For	observations	there	are	the	fundamental	divisions	
N.S.E.W.	[North,	South,	East,	West],	divisions	of	the	compass	card,	and	
also	the	compass.

The	upper	part	of	the	drawing	is	devoted	to	terrestrial	space	(Word	
Map),	and	to	the	nations	that	occupy	it.	The	nations	are	symbolized	
by	 their	 flags	 and	 their	 escutcheons.	 They	 form	 the	 universal	 com-
munity	 of	 which	 the	 League	 of	 Nations	 endeavours	 to	 become	 the	
official	representation.	The	League	of	Nations	is	represented	by	the	
circle	of	seats.	In	a	cartouche,	the	respective	stars	of	the	States	which	
either	belong	or	not	to	the	Geneva	organism	(in	fully	or	void).
On	the	side,	emblems	of	the	two	chief	goals	of	the	Society	(League):

disarmament	with	peace	(the	dove	on	the	broadsword).
cooperation	(outstretched	hands).ii
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tIme

0.3

030	There	is	first	of	all	time	in	itself	(upper	sector	of	the	drawing.	An	
indefinite	 line	 marks	 time	 in	 two	 directions	 (the	 past	 [-?])	 and	 the	
future	[+?]).	A	conventional	point	O	taken	in	the	centre	to	begin	the	
calculation	of	the	ages.	Below,	the	recall	of	the	index,	time	in	the	deci-
mal	system.	Below	the	measure	of	time:	chronology,	calendar,	clock.3	
Referring	respectively	to	the	cycle	of	the	precession	of	the	equinoxes	
(26,000	years),4	to	the	rotation	of	the	earth	around	the	sun	(one	year),	
to	the	rotation	of	the	earth	on	itself	(one	day).	Below	the	instrumen-

3	 Chronology	lists	the	years,	the	calendar	lists	the	days,	and	the	clock	list	the	hours.
4	 This	is	the	axial	precession	or	the	gradual	shift	in	the	orientation	of	Earth’s	axis	of	

rotation	in	a	cycle	of	26,000	years.

FIG. 4 Paul Otlet, Time (1936.11.18)
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tation	 of	 the	 measure	 of	 time,	 formerly	 the	 hourglass	 and	 the	 sun	
dial,	today	the	combined	clocks	in	great	ensembles—(Liere-Zimmer	
clock).5	Below	again	the	symbols	of	time:	the	coiled	snake	which	bites	
its	tail,	symbol	of	the	infinite,	the	billhook,	death,	and	the	scythe.

031
031.1	 Time	actually	past	is	divided	into	cosmic	and	historic	time.
031.2	 Cosmic	time,	itself	divided	into:
	 0312.1	 Sidereal	time:	the	original	proton;	the	primitive	nebula,		

	 the	 formation	 of	 the	 solar	 system.	 The	 birth	 of	 the		
	 earth	and	the	moon.

	 0312.2	 Geological	 time.	 The	 elements	 form	 or	 differentiate.		
	 Plants	appear,	animals	emerge.

	 0312.3	 Historic	times:	the	great	epochs:
0312.31	 Prehistoric
0312.32	 Antiquity
0312.33	 The	Middle	Ages
0312.34	 Modern	times
0312.35	 Present	time
0312.36	 The	Future

The	representation	is	made	by	men	in	costumes	of	the	period,	with	
the	 dwellings	 of	 the	 times.	 	 Corresponding	 indexes	 of	 the	 decimal	
system.	The	Edifice	of	the	future	is	depicted	by	the	Cité	Mondiale	in	
which	the	Mundaneum	should	take	its	place.

Universal	history	is	synthesized	by	a	diagram	the	curve	of	which	de-
picts	the	advance	and	the	regression.	One	composition	represents	the	
parade	of	humanity,	at	the	end	of	which	the	men	of	our	time	are	to	
take	their	place.	These	words	extracted	from	the	fresco	of	the	Munda-
neum	are	reproduced	there:	‘So	men	advance	toward	their	destiny…
so	men	produce	the	horrors	and	the	marvels	of	their	civilizations.’iii

5	 The	clock	that	is	shown	is	modelled	on	the	Jubilee	or	Centenary	Clock	constructed	
in	1930	by	Louis	Zimmer	in	Lier	(Belgium).
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the	Self

0.4

egO	–	the	I	–	daS	ICh	–	het	Ik

The	Self	(the	subject,	the	person,	the	soul)	is	at	the	centre	of	the	each	
one’s	 Universe.	 It	 is	 consciousness;	 it	 is	 the	 point	 to	 which	 it	 leads	
back	all	things	having	relations	with	it.	The	composition	or	parts	of	
the	Self	is	expressed	by	the	three	terms:	Consciousness	(041),	Feeling	
(042),	Action	(043)
For	 the	 figures,	 representation	 of	 Man	 having	 the	 World,	 the	 Uni-
verse,	in	his	head,	in	his	heart	and	in	his	hands.
In	 the	 drawing	 five	 parts,	 grouped	 from	 right	 to	 left,	 explain	 the	
idea.

FIG. 5 Paul Otlet, The Self. The Subject (1936.11.18)



365The Seven Circles of the Atlas Monde

Intra	and	Extraspection.	The	Self	is	opposed	to	the	non-Self	(the	Uni-
verse,	Objects).	There	are	two	ways	of	observing	the	Universe:	Obser-
vation	from	the	inside	(Intraspection).	Observation	from	the	outside	
(extraspection),	represented	by	the	theoretical	observer	situated	on	
some	far-off	planet	(Sirius).

Different	states	of	consciousness.	Unconsciousness,	pathological	con-
sciousness,	 normal	 consciousness,	 subconsciousness	 (instinct),	 nar-
cotic	(drugged)	consciousness,	super-consciousness	(intuition);	Mysti-
cism.	The	affirmation	‘I	think,	therefore	I	am’	(Cogito	ergo	sum).	The	
precept:	‘Let	the	unconscious	pass	into	the	conscious.’

Human	Senses.	They	are	the	five	basic	senses:	 sight,	hearing,	 touch,	
taste,	and	smell	(visio,	auditus,	tactus,	gustus,	odoratus).	However,	man	
has	pursued	a	process	for	amplifying	in	every	way	the	extension	of	his	
senses	and	of	his	self,	to	in	order	to	supplement	them	in	case	of	insuf-
ficiency	 (eyeglasses,	 binoculars,	 magnifying	 glass,	 telescope,	 camera	
and	cinematography;	telephone,	microphone,	radio,	phonograph	and	
discs).	By	amplifying	his	senses,	these	instruments	have	extended	his	
knowledge;	his	heart	is	moved	under	the	sway	of	the	air	waves	and	it	
is	enough	for	his	hand	to	press	an	electric	button	to	obtain	immense	
results	 from	a	distance	away	 (Instrumentis-sensus	 increscentes:	 the	
senses	augmented	by	instruments).	It	is	the	partially	realized,	partial-
ly	anticipated	image	of	the	man	of	the	future…

The	formation	of	the	Self.	First	of	all	‘Know	thyself’	(the	mirror	where	
the	self	is	reflected	–	‘gnothi	seauton’).	Then	‘train	yourself’.	The	for-
mation	(training)	and	the	augmentation	of	the	parts	of	the	self,	and	
this	is	symbolized	in	the	expansion	of	the	brains,	the	hands,	and	the	
hearts.

Perception	by	the	Self.	All	the	sensations	ultimately	are	based	on	the	
perception	of	waves.	These	constitute	a	whole	scale	of	vibrations.	The	
ear	perceives	the	said	sound	waves	in	sounds,	the	eyes	the	waves	of	co-
lour.	But	there	is	appearance,	reality	and	relativity.	The	great	problem	
of	ego-centricity	and	geo-centricity,	nothing	can	put	it	in	a	better	light	
than	the	conception	of	the	ancients	and	the	moderns	on	the	subject	
of	day	and	night,	the	sun	turning	around	the	earth	or	the	earth	turn-
ing	around	the	sun.iv
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the	CreatIOnS	Of	man

0.5

051		 Knowledge.	Sciences,	Synthesis,	Philosophy.
	 Truth	is	the	ideal;	the	totality	of	things	is	studied.	Therefore,	

all	 that	 is	 expressed	 under	 the	 other	 divisions.	 Over	 the	 ages	
the	 scale	 or	 classifications	 of	 the	 sciences	 is	 constituted	 and	
continuously	 perfected.	 The	 frames	 are	 generous	 and	 do	 not	
prejudge	 (presuppose)	 the	 existence	 of	 the	 entities:	 Ontol-
ogy	(Being);	Mathematics	(numbers	and	surface	area);	Physical	
chemistry	(matter	and	energy);	Biology	(life);	Psychology	(intel-
ligence);	Sociology	(society);	Pneumatology	(the	spirits	beyond	
humans);	Theology	(divinity).	The	method	that	is	necessary	for	
all	steps	of	the	spirits	is	developed	parallel	to	the	sciences	and	
tends	to	become	universal.	There	is	a	full	instrumentation	of	

FIG. 6 Paul Otlet, The Creations of Man (1936.11.18)
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Science.	 The	 past	 had	 its	 astrology,	 its	 pestles,	 its	 stills/alem-
bics.	The	present	has	its	retorts,	its	microscopes,	telescopes,	its	
calculating	devices.

052		 Feeling.	The	arts,	harmony,	aesthetics.
	 Beauty	is	the	ideal.	There	is	a	scale	of	art:	drawing/drafting	and	

printmaking,	 painting,	 sculpture,	 architecture	 and	 city	 plan-
ning,	literature	and	poetry,	film	and	cinema,	theatre	and	dance.	
Symbols	evoke	them,	representing	therein	at	once	works	of	art	
and	instruments	of	implementation.	The	arts	exact	this	grada-
tion:	ability,	sensibility,	taste,	inspiration,	genius;	Antiquity	rep-
resented	them	by	the	nine	Muses.

053		 Action.	Technique,	organization,	standardization.
	 Good	is	the	ideal	(individual	good	and	the	common	good).	All	

the	activities	of	society	are	organized.	Those	which	have	already	
been	expressed	in	the	Drawing	of	Things:	Society	[13]	(Hygiene	
and	physical	 life,	economic	 life,	 social	 life,	political	 life,	 intel-
lectual	life,	religious	life,	recreational	life).	The	images	are	given	
of	 Economic	 Life,	 distributed	 according	 to	 that	 scale/ladder:	
harvesting,	hunting	and	fishing,	mining,	agriculture,	industries,	
transportation,	 business,	 finance.	 Organization	 is	 foremost;	
these	four	levels	of	formation	are	shown:	1°	unorganized	level—
all	 the	 elements	 are	 opposed	 to	 one	 another.	 2°	 The	 relation-
ships	are	established,	but	from	element	to	element	constituting	
a	 dense	 network.	 3°	 The	 ordinary	 relationships	 to	 the	 differ-
ent	levels:	local,	regional,	national,	international,	global,	with	a	
centre	to	which	each	element	is	linked	and	which	reduces	the	
size	of	network	for	it	manages	by	itself	the	connections	among	
those	 elements.	 4°	 Successive	 and	 cooperative	 development,	
represented	by	lenses	receiving	the	rays	of	light.

	 The	phenomena	scattered	in	the	world	are	concentrated	at	the	
first	level	and	are	developed	there	in	synthesis;	thence	they	pass	
to	one	(between	a	greater	breadth	of	development	and	synthe-
sis	which	manages	diffusion	throughout	the	world:	it	is	the	im-
age	for	example	of	a	world	centre	of	International	Associations	
in	regard	to	Specialized	International	centres.

054		 Civilization.	Moreover,	civilization	is	the	total	result	of	three	or-
ders	of	creation.	It	inter-coordinates	them.

	 A	great	task	is	incumbent	upon	our	age:	to	bring	about	a	univer-
sal,	conscious	World	Civilization,	directed	and	elevated	toward	
the	highest	ideal.	One	composition	presents	the	image	of	it.

	 This	civilization	is	a	construction,	represented	by	a	sphere,	the	
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new	 world,	 toward	 which	 men	 strive	 with	 their	 machines.	 It	
must	be	the	result	of	cooperation.

	 But	four	 instruments	are	necessary,	and	they	are	represented	
in	the	form	first	of	three	pillars:	that	of	the	things	reproducing	
the	divisions	of	drawing	n°01;—That	of	space,	like	the	countries	
(Europe,	Asia,	Africa,	America,	Oceania,	the	Poles)	reproducing	
drawing	n°02;—That	of	time	(past,	present,	future)	reproducing	
drawing	n°03.

	 The	pillars	rest	on	three	bases	respectively,	the	new	Creations	
of	 which	 a	 new	 rational	 construction	 is	 awaited.	 They	 are:	 1°	
the	 Global	 Constitution,	 2°	 the	 Global	 Plan,	 3°	 the	 Global	 As-
sessment/Balance	 sheet.	 And	 these	 same	 three	 bases,	 bearing	
the	pillars,	are	 ideologically	drawn	on	a	firm	soil	 that	offers	a	
fourth	 basis:	 the	 Cité	 Mondiale.	 In	 the	 background	 the	 Good	
and	Misfortunes,	Benefits	and	Ills.	The	first	ones	(on	the	left)	are	
rushing:	health,	prosperity,	justice,	peace,	knowledge,	joy,	spiri-
tuality,—the	second	ones	 (on	the	right)	are	 in	flight:	 sickness,	
injustice,	war,	ignorance,	materialism.v
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FIG. 7 Paul Otlet, Endpaper of the Atlas Monde
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eXPreSSIOn

0.6

06.0		 Expression	is	all	the	means	by	which	the	mind	in	all	its	features	
give	expression,	once	the	self	has	acquired	the	knowledge	of	the	
world,	and	the	will	to	act	on	the	world.	Whence	come	the	three	
great	questions:	language,	documentation,	and	education.	The	
central	 drawing	 shows	 the	 cycle,	 or	 chain	 of	 operations.	 The	
world	in	thought;	thought	is	expressed	by	words;	thoughts	con-
stitute	science;	this	is	expressed	in	the	book;	the	book	serves	for	
teaching	procedures;	technique/technology	prepares	the	proj-
ects	of	industry	and	of	public	life;	human	industry	and	public	
activities	transform	the	world.

FIG. 8 Paul Otlet, Expression. Documentation. Education (1936.11.18)
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06.1		 Language.	To	speak.	‘I	speak,	therefore	I	am’;6	those	who	cannot	
pronounce	articulate	words	speak	with	gestures.	The	traditions;	
the	 Tower	 of	 Babel—the	 confusion	 of	 languages;	 Pentecost	
or	 the	gift	of	 languages	by	 the	Holy	Spirit,	descending	on	the	
apostles.	The	languages	which	were	or	are,	with	their	decimal	
indices:	 (Sanskrit)	 Hebrew,	 Latin,	 Greek,	 Arabic,	 English,	 Ger-
man,	 Dutch,	 Spanish,	 Russian,	 Flemish,	 Italian,	 the	 efforts	 for	
an	international	language:	Esperanto.

	 The	history	of	a	word	[etymology]	(mater,	moder,	moeder,	etc.)
	 Public	 speaking;	 assemblies	 for	 free	 discussions;	 More	 ros-

trums/platforms,	the	rostrum	where	a	single	person	speaks.

06.2	 Documentation.	 Writings;	 manuscripts,	 printing;	 book,	 news-
paper,	magazine,	photography,	film,	video	disks,	radio,	television.

	 The	instruments	by	means	of	which	the	works	are	accomplished;7	
the	 persons	 engaged	 in	 the	 documentation;8	 the	 institutions	
where	 the	 works	 are	 collected;	 the	 libraries,	 the	 archives,	 the	
offices	of	documentation:	image	library,	music	library,	film	li-
brary.	In	the	centre,	the	elements	of	documentation;	alphabet,	
notation,	symbols,	drawings,	illuminations,	photos,	schemata.

	 The	 symbol	 of	 the	 International	 Institute	 of	 Documentation	
and	of	Decimal	Classification.

0.63	 Education.	 Teaching,	 self-development:	 knowledge,	 feeling,	 ac-
tion,	physical	culture.	The	torch	to	be	passed	from	hand	to	hand.

	 Intellection	training:	the	scale,	language,	vocabulary,	grammar,	
rhetoric,	logic,	science,	philosophy.

	 Intelligence	and	its	dissemination:	The	three	steps	in	science:	
scientific	 research,	 constitution	 of	 science,	 and	 application	 of	
science.

	 Implementation	of	all	 the	means	of	 instructions	enumerated	
under	061	and	062.

	 The	three	organizations:	A)	Teaching	of	youth	(cradles,	nurser-
ies,	kindergartens,	preparatory,	primary,	secondary	education;	
humanities,	university	education).	Education	of	adults,	forma-
tion	of	public	opinion.	The	four	great	types	of	intellectual	in-
stitutions:	the	School,	the	University,	the	Library,	the	Museum,	
the	Theatre-Cinema.vi

6	 This	is	a	paraphrase	of	Descartes:	’I	speak,	therefore	I	am’	(‘Cogito	ergo	sum’).
7	 The	instruments	that	are	shown	are:	a	pencil	and	a	typewriter,	a	press,	a	photo	and	

movie	camera;	a	gramophone;	and	a	microphone.
8	 Different	kinds	of	persons	are	shown	who	produce	different	forms	of	documen-

tation:	the	writer,	the	printer,	the	photographer,	the	movie	director,	the	sound	
recording	director,	the	radio	or	television	presenter.
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the	UnknOwn

0.7

Incognita	–	the	Unknown	–	das	Unbekannete	–	het	onbekende

It	takes	on	various	forms:
071.		 Ignorance	is	represented	by	a	figure	surrounded	by	clouds	and	

wearing	a	blindfold	on	his	eyes.
	 It	is	the	relative	unknown	with	regard	to	someone	who	is	igno-

rant	(does	not	know)
072.		 Chance.	 Risk.	 Before	 the	 unknown,	 man	 accepts	 his	 situation	

(Ananké),	Fatality.
	 Either	 he	 accepts	 the	 adventure,	 fortune	 with	 its	 risks,	 or	 he	

asks	 for	 some	 solutions	 to	 superstitious	 practices	 (the	 horse	
shoe,	the	four-leaf	clover,	the	rabbit’s	foot,	Friday	the	13th),	or	

FIG. 9 Paul Otlet, The Unknown. Mystery (1936.11.18)
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he	charges	chance	to	decide	it	(dice).
	 To	fight	against	chance,	man	has	created	the	theory	of	probabil-

ity,	the	basis	of	all	assurances.
073.		 Mystery.	 It	 is	 represented	 by	 a	 broad	 way	 made	 up	 of	 succes-

sive	steps	at	the	extremity	of	which	is	seen	the	sphere	of	things,	
the	world	surrounded	partially	by	clouds	and	dark	regions.	Be-
fore	this	sphere	is	the	sphinx;	in	the	background	the	question	
marks.

	 This	is	the	explanatory	inscription:	‘Men	progress	on	the	ways	
of	their	destinies	through	the	Sorrowful	and	Joyful	Mysteries.’

	 At	each	step	of	the	great	stairway,	on	the	left	and	on	the	right,	
the	alternative	and	antinomic	blocks	of	these	mysteries:	body—
mind;	 death—life;	 sorrow—joy;	 immediate	 goal—final	 goal;	
nothingness—God.

074.		 The	 Unknowable.	 Ongoing	 research	 to	 solve	 the	 problems	
(?.X.Y.)

	 The	three	circles	of	the	real,	of	the	known,	and	of	the	expressed,	
which	are	only	partially	uncovered;	enigmas;	antimonies.

075.		 The	Secret.	It	is	the	relative	unknown	with	regard	to	who	keeps	
the	secret.	Correlation	with	ignorance.	Here	also	is	a	figure	sur-
rounded	by	clouds	with	a	blindfold,	but	on	his	mouth.

	 At	the	bottom	a	synthesis.	The	Sphinxes	are	at	the	foot	of	the	
tree	of	life	which	plunges	its	roots	into	the	depth	of	the	soil	and	
rises	with	perpendicular	branches	to	the	trunk,	a	symbol	of	the	
stages	of	History.	At	the	summit,	the	fruit,	the	pineapple.	Life	
unfurls	around	the	tree;	at	its	extremity,	the	phoenix	and	the	
butterfly,	symbols	of	the	rebirth	of	liberty.

	 (Reproduction	 of	 the	 great	 composition	 of	 P.	 Geddes	 at	 the	
Palais	Mondial).	Before	the	unknown,	the	mystery,	men	can	as-
sume	one	of	these	two	attitudes:	either	pessimism	and	destruc-
tion	which	will	engender	sorrow,	or	optimism	and	edification	
which	produces	joy	and	action.	(Hands	outstretched).

	 Here	 ends	 the	 series	 of	 Drawings	 pertaining	 to	 the	 World.	 In	
sum,	it	will	be	useful	to	review	Drawing	(n°	1)	presented	at	the	be-
ginning	and	showing	in	a	synoptic	life	the	entirety	of	the	draw-
ings.	The	central	figure	there	well	represents	the	relations	of	the	
World	 and	 of	 the	 Mundaneum,	 the	 one	 the	 object	 of	 studies,	
emotions,	and	action;	the	other	an	instrument	for	the	same	ends.

	 If	one	reviews	Drawing	(n°Ib),	it	will	be	recalled	what	the	unclas-
sified	universe	is	in	contrast	with	the	Universe	which	has	just	
been	classified.	This	drawing	will	also	mark	the	transition	be-
tween	such	an	accumulation	of	disordered	things	and	the	Mun-
daneum,	which	should	display	it	more	deployed,	classified,	and	
explained.vii
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le	mUndaneUm

08		 Mundaneum.
	 Above	the	reminder/clue	of	the	fundamental	figure	(the	Book,	

the	Tree,	and	the	Key)	with	these	words	‘Mundus	per	Mundane-
um’	(the	world	through	the	Mundaneum)	and	the	name	of	the	
Union	 of	 International	 Associations,	 organizer	 of	 the	 Institu-
tion.	Below,	the	emblem	of	the	documentation	with	the	words	
‘Scientiae	 per	 documenta’	 (Knowledge/Science	 through	 Docu-
ments),	and	the	name	of	the	International	Institute	of	Bibliog-
raphy	and	Documentation.	The	central	column	carries	abridged	
definitions	of	the	World	which	will	be	found	explained	in	the	
Mundaneum	and	the	definition	thereof.

	 The	 Notions:	 Nature,	 Man,	 Society,	 Divinity	 (things,	 universal	
science).

FIG. 10 Paul Otlet, Mundaneum. Mundus (1936)
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	 The	Notions:	Population,	Territory,	economic,	social,	political,	
and	cultural	Life	(Space,	universal	geography).

	 The	 Generations:	 Succession	 of	 civilizations	 (time,	 universal	
history)

	 The	Organizations:	Local,	regional,	national,	global	 (the	Coop-
eration,	Universal	coordination)

	 Scientific,	 documentary,	 educational	 and	 social	 Centre—For	
the	study	and	the	representation	of	the	World.	To	assist	human-
ity	in	cooperating	in	Universal	Civilization.

	 Some	traditional	aphorisms	comment	on	this	object:	‘Civis	sum	
mundi—I	 am	 a	 citizen	 of	 the	 World’;	 ‘Homo	 sum	 atque	 nihil	
humani	 a	 me	 alienum	 puto—I	 am	 a	 human	 being	 and	 noth-
ing	human	is	foreign	to	me’;	 ‘Ut	omnes	sint	orbem	rerum	co-
gnoscentes—So	 that	 everyone	 may	 be	 united	 in	 knowing	 the	
World.’

	 In	the	centre	of	the	Drawing,	in	relief	(bold),	the	Pyramid	of	the	
Mundaneum	seen	from	above	with	the	sphere	of	the	Universe	
at	 its	 summit,	and	on	 its	 four	faces	 the	summary	of	what	 the	
four	following	parts	develop.

081		 Aedes	Mundaneum.
	 The	 Mundaneum	 Edifice,	 a	 schematic	 representation	 in	 two	

figures:	the	one,	the	bird’s	eye	view	(descending	view),	the	other	
the	plan.	On	this	the	great	divisions	of	the	edifice	are	noted:	the	
Museum,	the	four	suites	of	galleries	of	which	are	cut	at	a	right	
angle	with	the	pyramid	of	the	Mundaneum	itself	topped	by	the	
World	in	the	middle,	at	the	central	point.	 It	 is	accessed	by	an	
elevator/lift	and	a	stairway	up	to	the	very	centre	of	the	sphere	
from	whence	the	view	drops	over	the	whole	edifice	divided	in	
conformity	with	the	Idea	and	not	according	to	the	fantasies	of	a	
vain	destination.

	 Under	the	pyramid	a	sort	of	Sacrarium	is	realized	,	represented	
on	the	drawing	below	(Cellula	Mundaneum	083.43).	There,	the	
Fountain	 of	 Life	 stands	 in	 the	 centre,	 and	 in	 a	 fresco	 is	 to	 be	
found	 the	 original	 drawings	 of	 the	 present	 series	 of	 drawings	
of	the	Atlas	Mundaneum.	The	centre	aisle,	a	sort	of	nave,	is	de-
voted	to	the	evolution	of	the	synthesis	of	the	sciences,	man,	na-
ture,	society,	divinity,—the	transverse	aisle,	a	sort	of	transept,	is	
devoted	to	the	evolution	and	synthesis	of	art	and	literature.	In	
the	parts	of	the	edifice	enclosed	by	these	aisles	are	located	the	
installations	of	the	departments	of	Education,	Documentation,	
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of	the	Associations	and	Laboratories	as	well	as	the	Administra-
tion	of	the	entire	Institution.

	 The	four	towers	of	the	edifice	are	respectively	that	of	the	en-
trance	 (aula)	 and	 those	 of	 the	 two	 amphitheatres	 where	 the	
models	 and	 animated	 representations	 are	 set	 in	 movement,	
one	 pertaining	 to	 Nature	 (Naturarium:	 Planetarium,	 Geologi-
cum,	 Biologicum)	 and	 the	 other	 pertaining	 to	 Humanity	 and	
Society	 (Societarium).	 The	 fourth	 tower	 houses	 the	 Institutes,	
models	 related	 to	 the	 Directorium	 (an	 arrangement/layout	 in	
a	single	continuous	ensemble	of	apparatus	for	directing	the	or-
ganisms)	and	the	Esthaeseum	(centre	of	impressions,	emotions,	
plays	and	recitals,	comprising	a	theatre	stage,	a	platform	of	me-
chanical	instrumentation,	and	a	film	panorama).

082		 Partes	Mundaneum.
	 Parts	 of	 the	 Mundaneum.	 Its	 various	 services,	 functions,	 and	

institutions:	 Documentation	 (Terminology	 and	 Nomencla-
ture;	 Classification,	 Bibliography,	 and	 Catalography;	 Library,	
Archives,	Encyclopaedias,	and	basic	books,	Code,	Atlases,	Con-
structions,	 and	 Models),	 Museum,	 Laboratories,	 Congresses,	
University	 (Teaching),	 Plays,	 Recitals,	 Elaboration	 of	 the	 Doc-
trine	of	the	Synthesis	of	the	systems	and	methods.

	 All	these	parts,	distinct	as	to	form	and	methods	implemented,	
deal	 equally	 with	 the	 World	 of	 its	 divisions	 and	 of	 its	 various	
aspects	(the	7	great	circles	of	the	Sphere).	They	thus	constitute,	
by	 their	 connections	 a	 unique	 instrumentation	 (novissimum	
organum).

083		 Species	(Types)	Mundaneum.
	 The	various	types	or	kinds	of	Mundaneum	which	extend	in	se-

ries,	going	from	the	most	complete	form	to	the	most	reduced	
form,	 in	 a	 way	 that	 it	 is	 proper	 that	 for	 everywhere,	 and	 in	 a	
certain	adequate	way,	a	representation	of	the	Ideas	of	the	Mun-
daneum	may	be	raised	in	a	material	form.	These	types	are,	 in	
decreasing	order	of	size	and	complexity:	the	Mundaneum	prin-
ceps	whose	definitive	seat	will	one	day	have	to	be	at	the	Centre	
of	the	Cité	Mondiale,	itself	its	well-developed	expression.	Then	
the	four	institutions	devoted	to	some	parts:	a	science	(Interna-
tioneum);	 a	 country	 (nationeum);	 a	 region	 (regioneum);	 a	 city	
(urbaneum).	 Next	 a	 whole	 house	 devoted	 to	 the	 Idea	 (Domus	
Mundaneum)	 or	 a	 collaboration	 with	 other	 peoples	 (Munda-
neum	apud	alia),	or	a	reduced	cell,	but	offering	a	complete	rep-
resentation	 of	 the	 Idea	 (Cellula	 Mundaneum);	 an	 installation	
in	the	studio	 (studium	Mundaneum).	Next,	 these	three	forms	
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are	of	an	exterior	character:	a	garden	devoted	to	the	Idea,	and	
where	little	Mundanea	are	to	be	placed	(Hortus	Mundaneum);	
a	 tower,	 with	 an	 entire	 utilitarian	 layout	 capable	 of	 being	 in-
stalled	on	a	site	or	a	square	(Turris	Mundaneum);	a	wall,	bear-
ing	in	a	large	circle	the	nine	circles	composing	the	total	sphere	
(Murus	Mundaneum	or	Mundiacum).	Then	by	reducing	more	
and	more	the	dimensions	of	the	form	of	expression	the	‘mun-
dathèque’	 or	 a	 synthetic	 piece	 of	 furniture	 combining	 all	 the	
documentation	 (Pantotheca	 Mundaneum—Mundotheca);	 the	
didactic	synthetic	material	pertaining	to	the	demonstration	of	
the	World	(apparatus	Mundaneum),	the	Atlas	Mundaneum;	the	
fundamental	 Book	 about	 the	 World	 (Liber	 Mundaneum),	 the	
‘Stèla	Mundaneum’,	the	simple	index	card	or	card,	justifying	the	
inscription	of	sympathizers	in	a	Universal	Repertory	(Schedula	
Mundaneum),	 the	 adhesive	 stamp	 (Sigillum	 Mundaneum);	 it	
represents	 the	 stamp	 issued	 at	 the	 time	 of	 the	 closure	 of	 the	
Palais	Mondial	in	1934	(already	a	rarity).	The	Medal	(Numisma	
Mundaneum).	The	banner	(Signum	Mundaneum).	Finally,	the	
only	name	pronounced,	written	or	simply	thought.

084		 Rete	Mundaneum.
	 The	 Munaneum	 network.	 The	 whole	 organization,	 the	 whole	

institution,	 with	 its	 centre,	 its	 ramifications,	 its	 affiliates,	 its	
branches,	correspondents,	which	realise	in	it	one	of	the	types	
of	the	Mundaneum	described	above.	A	great	sphere,	that	of	the	
World,	brings	to	the	outside	and	in	the	form	of	various	types	of	
the	Mundaneum,	the	points	of	the	Network;	and	in	section,	the	
institutions	at	the	various	stages	of	development	which	strive	
there:	 local,	 regional,	 national,	 continental,	 international	 and	
global	stage.viii
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reVerSe	Of	the	COVer

This	overleaf	itself	offers	a	summary	of	the	Atlas	in	the	form	of	a	coat	
of	arms.	There	the	fundamental	images	of	the	exposition	are	found	
in	miniature.
In	 the	 centre	 of	 the	 sphere	 of	 the	 World	 (Mundus)	 resting	 on	 the	
Mundaneum	Pyramid.
Some	concise	definitions	are	recalled:
I	 World:	 The	universality	of	created	or	imagined	things
	 	 Species	(Nature,	Man,	society,	Divinity);	Space
	 	 Time,	the	Self,	Creations,	Expression,	the	Unknown.
II	Mundaneum:	 Scientific,	Documentary,	Educational,	and		
	 	 Social	Centre	for	the	Study	and	the	Representation		
	 	 of	the	World,	to	aid	Humanity	to	cooperate	in	Universal		
	 	 Civilization.

FIG. 11 Paul Otlet, Reverse of the Cover (1936)
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In	the	octagonal	framework	can	be	read,	 in	eight	groups,	the	words	
which	express	the	very	goals	of	the	Institution:
	 a)	 nota	synthetica	[Synthetic	note]
	 	 Emota	sympathica	[Sympathetic	emotions]
	 	 Acta	synergica	[synergic	acts]
	 b)	 Verum	[the	Truth]
	 	 	Pulchrum	[the	Beautiful]
	 	 	Bonum	[the	Good)]
	 c)	 Fides	[Faith]
	 	 Spes	[Hope]
	 	 Caritas	[Charity]
	 d)	 Libertas	[Freedom]
	 	 Paritas	[Equality]
	 	 Fraternitas	[Brotherhood]
	 e)	 Sanitas	[Health]
	 	 Prosperitas	[Prosperity]
	 	 Justitia	[Justice]
	 f)	 Pax	[Peace]
	 	 Intellectus	[Intelligence]
	 	 Altiora	[Higher	things]

In	 the	 angles	 of	 the	 framework	 the	 symbols	 of	 the	 institutions	 or	
parts	of	the	Mundaeum	as	well	as	the	date	of	foundation	and	that	of	
the	present:	Documentatio	(Tree	of	Knowledge	and	key	of	the	Index;	
Museum	 (Mirror);	 Congressus.	 (Platform);	 Universitas	 (Torch);	 As-
sociatio	(hands	united);	Rete	(Network	in	a	circle);	1895	(Year	of	the	
Foundation);	1936	(Present	Year).ix
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CellUla	mUndaneUm

083.43

This	picture	represents	the	special	arrangement	which	can	be	given	
to	the	series	of	the	preceding	plates	in	a	hall	that	is	specially	appoint-
ed	for	this	effect.
The	hall	is	octagonal,	it	has	eight	faces.	It	is	drawn	in	the	centre	of	the	
drawing	and	each	one	of	the	faces	is	portrayed	with	some	details	by	
the	drawings	which	surround	it.
	 A)		 The	7	first	faces	have	a	similar	composition.	The	drawing	per-

taining	to	the	division	surrounded	by	smaller	drawings;	below	
a	library	building	and	displays	windows	with	books	and	the	ob-
jects	typical	relating	to	the	subject.	In	a	frieze,	the	representa-
tion	of	the	stylized	subject	as	well	as	the	inscriptions	pertaining	
thereto.

FIG. 12 Paul Otlet, Cellula Mundaneum (1936)
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	 B)	 The	 eighth	 face	 is	 occupied	 by	 the	 furniture	 called	 ‘Mundo-
thèque’	or	‘Pantothèque’	and	which	has	been	conceived	to	com-
bine	 in	 a	 single	 ensemble	 the	 different	 forms	 of	 documents	
which	are	all	the	ones	here	relating	to	the	elements	concern-
ing	 the	 World:	 a	 library	 shelf;	 an	 archive	 with	 extracts	 of	 the	
universal	bibliographic	Repertory;	files	of	the	documentary	En-
cyclopaedia;	record	cabinet,	film	cabinet	and	collection	of	mi-
crofilms,	a	display/museum	cabinet,	(display	cabinet	containing	
the	objects	(samples	or	models);	demonstration,	projection	ap-
paratus,	and	gramophone.

	 	 On	 the	 tablet	 of	 the	 Mundothèque	 the	 four	 fundamental	
works	of	the	Mundaneum:	the	Universal	Atlas,	the	book	Monde,		
the	Code	of	the	International	Associations,	the	decimal	Clas-
sifications.

	 	 Above,	two	explanatory	tablets	and	between	them,	on	a	shelf,	
the	Stela	and	medal	Mundaneum.

	 C)	 In	 the	 centre	 of	 the	 hall	 the	 Pyramid	 ‘Mundaneum’	 is	 repre-
sented,	 which	 holds	 up	 the	 sphere	 ‘Mundus’.	 On	 the	 floor,	 a	
drawing	reproducing	 the	 eight	circles	 and	 leading	 up	 to	 their	
respective	faces	in	the	hall.

The	upper	parts	serves	to	make	understandable	the	adopted	arrange-
ment	and	its	particularities.	(Plan,	central	constitution,	frieze,	ground	
and	floor.)

The	hall,	thus	composed,	allows	the	display	of	the	pictures	of	the	se-
ries.	It	is	proposed	to	establish	it	in	all	the	centres	and	establishments	
which	sympathize	with	the	Idea.	 ‘Synthesis	of	the	World	and	of	the	
Mundaneum’,	notably	of	making	of	it	a	central	hall	in	the	museums,	
libraries	and	institutions	of	learning.x
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i.	 0.1	 LES	CHOSES
	 RES	–	THINGS	–	DINGE	–	DINGEN
011	 La	Nature	(Natura)	On	y	trouve	repré-

sentées	les	quatre	grandes	parties	:	le	
Ciel,	la	Terre,	les	Mers,	les	Airs	;	sur	
terre	les	trois	règnes	:	minéral,	végétal,	
animal.	Dans	l’ensemble	:	la	lithos-
phère,	l’aquasphère,	l’atmosphère	et	la	
biosphère.

012	 L’Homme	(Homo).	Les	parties	de	
l’Homme	et	le	Etats	de	l’Homme	:	I	
Physique;	II	Mental;	III	Pensant,	sen-
tant,	agissant;	IV	Normal	et	anormal,	
les	sexes	et	âges	de	l’homme	(l’échelle	
de	la	vie)

013	 La	Société	(Sociétas)	Elle	est	repré-
sentée	concrètement	par	une	grande	
ronde	d’hommes	et	de	femmes	de	
toutes	conditions	appuyant	chacun	
une	main	sur	leur	voisin	(coopération)	
et	l’autre	main	brandissant	quelque	
menace	(lutte).	Au	centre	de	la	ronde	
le	schéma	hiérarchisé	des	rapports	
sociaux.	Les	neuf	éléments	et	les	
domaines	d’activité	de	la	Société	sont	
indiqués	dans	un	tableau	:	I	Territoire;	
II	Population;	III	Hygiène;	IV	Econo-
mique;	V	Social;	VI	Politique;	VII	Intel-
lectuel;	VIII	Récréatif;	IX	Religieux.

014	 La	Divinité	(Deus)	:	Au	centre	inscrit	
dans	une	sphère	le	triangle	allégo-
rique	:	Dieu,	grand	architecte	du	
Monde,	commandeur	de	la	morale;	
père	universel,	les	lettres	symboliques	
D.O.M.	(Deo	optimo	Maximo).	Tout	
autour	les	symboles	des	grandes	reli-
gions	:	I	Christianisme,	la	Foi,	la	Croix,	
I.H.S.;	l’Esperance,	l’ancre	du	Salut;	
la	Charité,	le	Cœur;	II	Le	Judaïsme	
(le	nom	de	Jéhovah);	III	l’Islamisme	
(croissant);	IV	Le	Bouddhisme	(la	croix	
gammée)	V	le	Shintoïsme,	la	porte);	le	
tétragramme,	l’étoile.

La	composition	dans	le	secteur	du	bas	
présente	la	synthèse	des	choses;	on	y	
trouve	récapitulés	les	éléments	décrits	ci-
dessus.	Mais	les	hommes,	formant	société	
(Humanitas)	sont	disposés	dans	les	carrés	
d’un	damier	formé	par	l’entrecroisement	
de	deux	ordres	de	lignes,	l’un	exprimant	
les	activités	sociales	(013.1;	013.2;	013.3.	etc.)	
les	autres	les	divisions	de	l’espace	(023.1;	
023.2;	023.3	etc.).	L’arbre	dessiné	au	pied	
de	la	composition	est	destiné	à	rappeler	
la	classification	de	tout	le	tableau	en	ses	
différentes	branches	et	rameaux.

Le	Centre	de	ce	tableau	(comme	le	
centre	de	tous	le	tableaux)	est	occupé	par	
un	polygone	où	l’on	trouve	reproduit	la	
sphère	fondamentale;	le	grand	cercle	dont	

le	tableau	expose	le	développement,	y	est	
tracé	en	noir.	Sous	la	sphère,	l’indice	du	
tableau	(01	–	les	choses).
Plus	bas	l’équation	du	Monde	sous	la	
forme	:
	 M	 =	 C	 +	 E	 +	 T	 +	 MO	 +	 Cr	 +	
	Monde	 	 Choses		Espace		 Temps	 	 Moi	 	Créations	
	 Ex	 +	 I
	Expression	 	Inconnu

L’équation	n’est	pas	quantitative,	mais	elle	
exprime	la	composition.

Les	lettres	employées	à	cet	effet	sont	
les	initiales	des	termes	(on	les	a	traduit	
ci-dessus	en	mots	entiers).	L’équation	ainsi	
disposée	est	une	formule	condensée,	qui	
permet	de	voir,	de	considérer,	de	rappeler	
les	grandes	classes	contenues	dans	le	
Monde.

Dans	l’équation	la	lettre	afférente	à	
l’élément	considéré	dans	le	Tableau	est	
indiquée	en	grasse.

Sous	l’équation,	une	deuxième	ou	plus	
exactement	une	transformation	de	la	pre-
mière.	Du	total	explicite	de	M,	le	monde,	
on	déduit	la	réalité	de	l’élément	considéré	
–	Ainsi	:

	C	 =	 M	 (E	 +	 T	 +	 Mo	 +	 Cr	 +	 Ex	 +	 I	)

En	résumé,	et	au	point	de	vue	de	la	
méthode	que	l’on	trouvera	similairement	
développée	dans	tous	les	autres	tableaux,	
on	a	combiné	quatre	moyens	de	représen-
tation	:

1°)	L’image	concrète	ou	abstraite,	réelle	
ou	symbolique,	traditionnelle	ou	spécia-
lement	crée
2°)	Les	chiffres,	formant	l’indice	numé-
rique	de	la	classification
3°)	L’équation	se	référant	à	la	compo-
sition	du	contenu	des	éléments	reliés	
entr’eux.

Paul	Otlet,	Les Choses (0.1)	(n.d.)
MDN,	AFF,	Atlas	Monde,	doc	n°	VMT	7100

ii.	 0.2	 L’ESPACE

Ce	tableau	traite	de	l’espace	en	soi	et	de	la	
répartition	de	l’espace	entre	les	Nations.	
La	Géographie	(Spatium,	Space,	der	Ruim,	
de	Ruimte).	L’espace	est	divisé	en	(021)	
Espace	sidéral;	(022)	Espace	planétaire,	
(023)	Espace	terrestre	avec	les	subdivisions	:	
(023.1)	Europe;	(023.2)	Asie;	(023.3)	Afrique;	
(023.4)	Amérique;	(023.5)	Océanie;	(023.6)	
Les	Pôles.

La	moitié	inférieure	du	tableau	est	
consacré	à	l’espace	en	soi	:	les	formes	géo-
métriques	du	point	à	la	surface,	au	volume,	
à	la	pluralité	des	dimensions.	Pour	évoquer	
la	géométrie	ou	science	de	l’espace	on	a	
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rappelé	les	deux	plus	célèbres	théorèmes,	
celui	de	Pythagore	(le	carré	de	l’hypoté-
nuse)	et	celui	d’Archimède	(le	rapport	de	
diamètre	et	de	la	circonférence);	la	nota-
tion	sous	cette	lettre	:	est	la	notation	des	an-
ciens.	Sur	la	gauche	du	tableau,	la	conquête	
de	l’espace	:	la	vitesse	de	l’homme,	à	pied,	
à	cheval,	de	la	locomotive,	de	l’avion,	du	
télégraphe,	de	la	T.S.F..	Quatre	cercles	
inscrits	de	grandeurs	différentes	indiquent	
la	division	fondamentale	selon	ce	qui	est	
local,	régional,	national	et	mondial.

A	chaque	degré	de	développement	le	
cercle	suivant	contient	le	ou	les	cercles	pré-
cédents.	Sur	la	droite	du	tableau,	la	mesure	
de	l’espace	:	C’est	le	système	basé	sur	le	
mètre,	dont	dérive	le	système	métrique	
tout	entier,	d’ou	dérive	à	son	tour	le	sys-
tème	plus	général	M.G.S.	(mètre,	gramme,	
seconde)	qui	comprend	notamment	
l’heure.	Il	y	a	la	mesure	sidérale	(les	astres)	
et	les	lieux	d’observation	qui	y	sont	consa-
crés,	autrefois	la	ziggurat,	ou	haute	tour	
des	assyriens,	aujourd’hui	les	modernes	
observatoires.	Pour	l’observation	il	y	a	les	
divisions	fondamentales	N.S.E.O,	divisions	
de	la	rose	des	vents,	aussi	la	boussole.

La	partie	supérieure	du	tableau	est	
consacrée	à	l’Espace	Terrestre	(Mappe-
monde),	et	aux	nations	qui	l’occupent.	
Les	nations	sont	symbolisées	par	leurs	
drapeaux	et	leurs	écussons.	Elles	forment	
la	communauté	universelle	dont	la	Société	
des	Nations	s’efforce	de	devenir	la	repré-
sentation	officielle.

La	S.d.N	est	représentée	par	la	cercle	de	
sièges.	Dans	un	cartouche,	les	étoiles	res-
pectives	des	Etats	qui	font	partie	ou	non	de	
l’organisme	de	Genève	(en	plein	ou	en	vide.)

Sur	les	côtés	emblèmes	des	deux	buts	
principaux	de	la	Société	:
	 le	désarmement	avec	la	paix	(la	colombe		
	 sur	la	glaive).
	 le	coopération	(les	mains	qui	s’unissent.)

Paul	Otlet,	L’Espace (0.2)	(n.d.)
MDN,	AFF,	Atlas	Monde,	doc	n°	VMT	7101

iii.	 0.3	 LE	TEMPS

030	 Il	y	a	d’	abord	le	temps	en	soi	(secteur	
supérieur	du	tableau.	Une	ligne	
indéfinie	marque	le	temps	dans	les	
deux	directions	(le	passé	(-	∞)	et	l’avenir	
(+∞)).	Un	point	conventionnel	O	pris	au	
Centre	pour	commencer	le	calcul	des	
ères.	Au-dessous	le	rappel	de	l’indice	
temps	dans	la	classification	décimale.

	 Puis	la	mesure	du	temps	:	la	chronolo-
gie,	calendrier,	horloge.	Se	référant	res-

pectivement	au	cycle	de	la	précession	
des	équinoxes	(26.000	ans),	à	la	rotation	
de	la	terre	autour	du	soleil	(un	an),	à	la	
rotation	de	la	terre	sur	elle-même	(un	
jour).	Au-dessous	l’instrumentation	de	
la	mesure	du	temps,	anciennement	le	
sablier	et	le	cadran	solaire,	aujourd’hui	
les	horloges	combinées	en	de	grands	
ensembles	–	(Horloge	de	Lière	–	Zim-
mer).	Au-dessous	encore	les	symboles	
du	temps	:	le	serpent	enroulé	qui	se	
mord	la	queue,	symbole	de	l’infini,	la	
serpe,	la	mort	et	la	faulx.

031
031.1	Le	temps	réellement	écoulé	se	

divise	en	temps	cosmique	et	temps	
historique.

031.2	Le	temps	cosmique	lui-même	divisé	
en	:

	 0312.1	Le	temps	sidéral	:	le	proton	
d’origine;	la	nébuleuse	primitive,	la	
formation	du	système	solaire.	La	nais-
sance	de	la	Terre	et	de	la	Lune.

	 0312.2	Les	temps	Géologiques.	Les	
éléments	se	forment	ou	se	distinguent	
les	plantes	apparaissent,	les	animaux	
surgissent.

	 0312.3	Les	temps	historiques	:	les	
grandes	périodes	:

	 –	0312.31	 Préhistoire
	 –	03123.2	 Antiquité
	 –	0312.33	 Moyen-Age
	 –	0312.34	 Temps	modernes
	 –	0312.35	 Temps	Contemporains
	 –	0312.36	 L’Avenir
La	représentation	est	faite	par	des	hommes	
en	costumes	de	l’époque,	avec	les	habita-
tions	du	temps.	Indices	correspondants	de	
la	Classification	décimale.

L’Edifice	de	l’Avenir	est	figuré	par	la	Cité	
Mondiale	en	laquelle	doit	prendre	place	le	
Mundaneum.

L’Histoire	Universelle	est	synthétisée	
par	un	diagramme	dont	la	courbe	figure	
l’avance	et	le	recul.	Une	composition	
représente	le	cortège	de	l’Humanité,	à	la	fin	
duquel	ont	à	prendre	place	les	Hommes	de	
ce	temps.	On	y	a	reproduit	ces	mots	extraits	
de	la	fresque	du	Mundaneum	«	s’avancent	
alors	les	hommes	vers	leur	destin…	Pro-
duisent	alors	les	Hommes,	les	horreurs	et	
les	merveilles	de	leurs	civilisations	».

Paul	Otlet,	Le Temps (0.3) (n.d.)
MDN,	AFF,	Atlas	Monde,	doc	n°	VMT	7102
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iv.	 0.4	 LE	MOI
	 EGO	–	THE	I	–	DAS	ICH	–	HET	IK.

Le	Moi	(le	sujet,	la	personne,	l’âme)	est	
au	centre	de	l’Univers	de	chacun.	C’est	
la	conscience;	c’est	le	point	auquel	elle	
ramène	toutes	choses	ayant	des	relations	
avec	elle.	La	composition	ou	parties	du	
Moi	est	exprimée	par	les	trois	termes	:	
La	Conscience	(041),	le	Sentiment	(042),	
l’Action	(043)
Pour	les	figures,	représentation	de	
l’Homme	ayant	le	Monde,	l’Univers,	dans	sa	
tête,	dans	son	coeur	et	dans	ses	mains.
Dans	le	tableau	cinq	parties,	disposées	de	
droite	à	gauche,	expliquent	l’idée.

Intra	et	Extra-Spection.	Le	Moi	s’oppose	
au	non-moi	(L’Univers,	Objet.)	Il	y	a	deux	
manières	d’observer	l’Univers	:	l’Obser-
vation	par	l’intérieur	(Intraspection).	
l’Observation	par	dehors	(extraspection),	
représenté	par	l’observateur	théorique	
placé	en	quelque	planète	éloignée	(Sirius)

Etats	divers	de	la	Conscience.	Inconscience,	
conscience	pathologique,	conscience	nor-
male,	subconscience	(instinct),	conscience	
narcotique,	Super-conscience	(intuition),	
Mystique.	L’affirmation	«	je	pense	donc	je	
suis	»	(Cogito	ergo	sum).	Le	précepte	«	Fais	
passer	de	l’inconscient	dans	le	conscient.	»

Les	sens	de	l’	Homme.	Ce	sont	les	cinq	
sens	fondamentaux	:	vision,	audition,	
tact,	gout,	odorat,	(visio,	auditus,	tactus,	
gustus,	odoratus.)	Cependant	l’Homme	a	
poursuivi	un	processus	pour	amplifier	de	
toute	manière	la	portée	de	ses	sens	et	de	
son	moi,	pour	y	suppléer	en	cas	d’insuffi-
sance	(lunette,	jumelle,	loupe,	microscope,	
télescope,	appareil	photographique	et	
cinématographique;	téléphone,	micro,	
radio,	phonographe	et	disques.)	En	ampli-
fiant	ses	sens,	ces	instruments	ont	amplifié	
ces	connaissances;	son	coeur	s’émeut	sous	
l’empire	des	ondes	et	à	sa	main	deve-
nue	gigantesque	il	suffit	de	presser	un	
bouton	électrique	pour	obtenir	à	distance	
d’immenses	résultats	(Instrumentis-sen-
sus	inscrescentes	:	les	sens	accrus	par	les	
instruments).	C’est	l’image	partiellement	
réalisée,	partiellement	anticipée	de	
l’homme	futur…

La	formation	du	Moi.	D’abord	«	connais-toi,	
toi-même	»	(le	miroir	où	se	reflète	le	moi	–	
gnoti	seauton.)
Puis	«	forme-toi,	toi-même	».	La	formation	
et	l’accroissement	des	parties	du	moi	du	

moi	et	c’est	l’expansion	des	cerveaux,	des	
mains	et	des	cœurs	qui	la	symbolise.

La	perception	par	le	Moi.	Toutes	les	sensa-
tions	reposent	finalement	sur	la	perception	
des	ondes.
Celle-ci	constituent	toute	une	échelle	de	
vibrations.	L’oreille	perçoit	les	ondes	dites	
sonores	en	sons,	les	yeux	les	ondes	de	la	
couleur.	Mais	il	y	a	l’apparence,	la	réalité	
et	la	relativité.	Le	grand	problème	de	l’égo-
centrisme	et	du	géo-centrisme,	rien	ne	le	
met	mieux	en	lumière	que	la	conception	
des	anciens	et	des	modernes	au	sujet	du	
jour	et	de	la	nuit,	le	soleil	tournant	autour	
de	la	terre	ou	la	terre	tournant	autour	du	
soleil.

Paul	Otlet,	Le Moi. Ego – The I – Das Ich – 
Het Ik (0.4) (n.d.)
MDN,	AFF,	Atlas	Monde,	doc	n°	VMT	7102

v.	 0.5	 LES	CREATIONS	DE	L’HOMME
051	 Les	connaissances,	Les	sciences,	la	

Synthèse,	la	philosophie.	L’idéal	est	le	
Vrai,	l’ensemble	des	choses	est	étudié.

	 Donc	tout	ce	qui	énoncé	sous	les	autres	
divisions.	Au	cours	des	âges	l’échelle	
ou	classifications	des	sciences,	c’est	
constituée,	toujours	perfectionnée.	Les	
cadres	sont	généraux	et	ne	préjugent	
pas	l’existence	des	entités	:	ontologie	
(l’être);	Mathématiques	(le	nombre	et	
l’étendue);	Physicochimie	(la	matière	
et	l’énergie;	la	Biologie	(la	vie);	la	Psy-
chologie	(l’intelligence);	la	Sociologie	(la	
société);	la	Pneumatologie	(les	esprits	
au-delà	de	l’homme);	la	théologie	
(divinité).	Parallèlement	aux	Sciences	
se	développe	la	méthode	qui	est	néces-
saire	à	toutes	les	démarches	des	esprits	
et	tend	à	devenir	universelle.

	 Il	y	a	toute	une	instrumentation	de	la	
Science.	Le	passé	avait	son	astrologie,	
ses	pilons,	ses	alambics.

	 Le	présent	a	ses	cornues,	ses	micros-
copes,	les	télescopes,	ses	instruments	
de	calcul.

052	 Le	sentiment.	Les	arts,	harmonie,	
esthétique.

	 L’idéal	est	le	beau.	Il	est	une	échelle	
d’art	:	le	dessin	et	la	gravure,	la	pein-
ture,	la	sculpture,	l’architecture	et	
l’urbanisme,	la	littérature	et	la	poésie,	
le	film	et	le	cinéma,	le	théâtre	et	la	
danse.

	 Des	symboles	les	évoquent,	y	repré-
sentant	à	la	fois	les	œuvres	d’art	et	
les	instruments	de	réalisation.	Les	
arts	exigent	cette	gradation	:	habilité,	



385The Seven Circles of the Atlas Monde

sensibilité,	gout,	inspiration,	génie;	
L’antiquité	les	a	représentés	par	les	
neuf	muses.

053		L’Action.	La	Technique,	l’organisation,	
la	normalisation.	L’idéal	est	le	Bien	(le	
bien	individuel	et	le	bien	commun.)	
Toutes	les	activités	de	la	Société	sont	
organisées.	Celles	qui	ont	été	énoncées	
déjà	au	tableau	des	choses	:	la	Société	
(13)	(Hygiène	et	vie	physique,	vie	éco-
nomique,	vie	sociale,	vie	politique,	vie	
intellectuelle,	vie	religieuse,	vie	récréa-
tive.)	Les	images	sont	données	de	la	Vie	
Economique,	distribuée	selon	cette	
échelle	:	cueillette,	chasse	et	pêche,	
mine,	agriculture,	industries,	trans-
ports,	commerces,	finances.	L’organi-
sation	est	capitale;	on	reconnait	ces	
quatre	formations	:	1°	L’inorganisations	
;-	tous	les	éléments	s’opposent	les	uns	
aux	autres.	2°	Les	rapports	établis,	mais	
d’élément	à	élément	constituant	un	
réseau	dense.	3°	les	rapports	ordinaires	
aux	divers	dégrées	:	local,	régional,	
national,	international,	mondial,	avec	
un	centre	auquel	chaque	élément	est	
relié	et	qui	fait	l’économie	du	réseau	
car	il	opère	lui-même	les	connexions	
entre	ces	éléments.	4°	L’élaboration	
successive	et	coopérative,	représentée	
par	des	lentilles	recevant	les	rayons.

	 Les	phénomènes	épars	dans	le	monde	
sont	concentrés	au	premier	degré	et	s’y	
élaborent	en	synthèse,	de	là,	ils	passent	
à	un	(entre	plus	large	d’élaboration	
et	de	synthèse	qui	opère	la	diffusion	
de	par	le	monde	:	c’est	l’image	par	
exemple	d’un	Centre	mondial	des	
Associations	Internationales	à	l’égard	
de	Centres	internationaux	spécialisés.

054	 La	Civilisation.	Cependant	la	Civi-
lisation	est	le	résultat	total	de	trois	
ordres	de	créations.	Elle	les	coordonne	
entr’eux.

	 A	notre	temps	échoit	une	grande	
tache	:	réaliser	une	Civilisation	mon-
diale,	universelle,	consciente,	dirigée,	
élevée	vers	le	plus	haut	idéal.	Une	
composition	en	donne	l’image.

	 Cette	civilisation	c’est	une	construc-
tion,	figurée	par	un	globe,	le	monde	
nouveau,	auquel	œuvrent	des	hommes	
avec	leurs	machines.	Il	doit	être	le	
résultat	de	la	Coopération.

	 Mais	quatre	instruments	sont	néces-
saires	et	ils	sont	représentés	sous	la	
forme	d’abord	de	trois	piliers	:	celui	
des	choses	reproduisant	les	divisions	
du	tableau	n°01;	–	celui	de	l’espace	
comme	les	pays	(Europe,	Asie,	Afrique,	

Amérique,	Océanie,	les	Pôles)	repro-
duisant	le	tableau	n˚02;	–	celui	du	
Temps	(passé,	présent,	avenir)	repro-
duisant	les…	du	tableau	n°	03.

	 Les	piliers	reposent	respectivement	
sur	trois	bases,	les	Créations	nouvelles	
dont	il	faut	attendre	une	construction	
rationnelle.	Ce	sont	:	1°	la	Constitution	
mondiale,	2°	le	Plan	mondial,	3°	le	
Bilan	mondial.	Et	ces	trois	bases	elles-
mêmes,	portant	les	piliers,	sont	idéo-
logiquement	dressées	sur	le	sol	solide	
qu’offre	une	quatrième	base	:	La	Cité	
mondiale.	A	l’arrière-plan	les	Heurs	et	
les	Malheurs,	les	Bienfaits	et	les	Maux.	
Les	premiers	(à	gauche)	accourent	:	
Santé,	prospérité,	justice,	paix,	savoir,	
joie,	spiritualité,	–	les	seconds	(à	droite)	
sont	en	fuite	:	La	maladie,	la	crise,	
l’injustice,	la	guerre,	l’ignorance,	la	
matérialité.

Paul	Otlet,	Les Créations de l’Homme (0.5) (n.d.)
MDN,	AFF,	Atlas	Monde,	doc	n°	VMT	7104

vi.	 0.6	 L’EXPRESSION

06.0	L’Expression	est	l’ensemble	des	
moyens	par	lesquels,	une	fois	que	sont	
acquises	par	le	moi,	les	connaissances	
du	monde,	la	volonté	d’agir	sur	le	
monde,	l’esprit,	à	tout	traits,	donne	
expression.

	 D’où	les	trois	grandes	questions	:	le	
langage,	la	documentation,	l’éducation.	
Le	Tableau	Centrale	montre	le	cycle,	
ou	chaine	des	opérations.

	 Le	monde	dans	la	pensée;	la	pensée	
exprimée	par	la	parole;	les	pen-
sées	constituent	la	science,	celle-ci	
exprimée	dans	le	livre;	le	livre	servant	
à	l’enseignement	à	la	technique;	la	
technique	préparant	les	projets	de	
l’industrie	et	de	la	vie	publique,	l’indus-
trie	humaine	et	les	activités	publiques	
transformant	le	monde.

06.1	Le	langage	.	Parler	:	«	je	parle,	donc	je	
suis	»;	ceux	qui	ne	peuvent	pas	pro-
noncer	des	paroles	articulées,	parlent	
par	gestes.	Les	traditions	:	la	Tour	de	
Babel	–	de	la	confusion	des	langues;	
la	Pente	cote	ou	le	don	des	langues	
par	le	Saint	Esprit;	descendant	sur	
les	apôtres.	Les	langues	qui	furent	ou	
qui	sont,	avec	leurs	indices	décimaux	
(sanscrit)	hébreux,	latin,	grec,	arabe,	
anglais,	allemand,	hollandais,	espagnol,	
russe,	flamand,	français,	italien;	les	
efforts	pour	la	langue	internationale	:	
l’Esperanto.
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	 L’histoire	d’un	mot	(mater,	moder,	
moeder;	etc.)

	 La	parole	publique;	les	assemblées	aux	
libres	discussions;	Plus	de	tribunes;	la	
tribune,	où	parle	un	seul.

06.2	La	Documentation.	Les	œuvres;	
manuscrit,	imprimerie;	livre,	journal	
périodique,	photographie,	film,	disque,	
radio,	télévision.

	 Les	instruments	à	l’aide	desquels		
sont	établies	les	œuvres;	les		
personnes	engagées	dans	la	docu-
mentations;	les	établissements	où	
réunies	les	œuvres;	les	bibliothèques,	
les	archives,	les	offices	de	documenta-
tion	:	Pantothèque,	radiothèque,		
cinémathèque.	Au	centre	les		
éléments	de	documentation;		
alphabet,	notation,	symbole,		
dessin,	enluminure,	photo,	schéma.

	 Le	symbole	de	l’Institut	Internationale	
de	Documentation	et	de	la	classifica-
tion	décimale.

06.3	L’Education.	L’instruction,	la	forma-
tion	du	moi	:	connaissance,	sentiment,	
action,	la	culture	physique.	La	troche	à	
se	passer	de	main	en	main.

	 La	formation	intellectuelle	:	l’échelle,	
langue,	vocabulaire,	grammaire,	rhéto-
rique,	logique,	science,	philosophie.

	 L’intelligence	et	sa	diffusion	:	Aux	trois	
moments	de	la	science	:	recherche	
scientifique,	constitution	de	la	science,	
application	de	la	science.

	 Mise	en	œuvre	de	tous	les	moyens	
d’instruction	énumérés	sous	061	et	062.

	 Les	trois	organisations	:	A)	Ensei-
gnement	de	la	jeunesse	(crèches,	
pouponnières,	jardins	d’enfants,	
enseignement	préparatoire,	primaire,	
secondaire,	humanités,	enseignement	
universitaire.)	Education	des	adultes,	
formation	de	l’opinion	publique.

	 Les	quatre	grands	types	d’institutions	
intellectuelles	:	l’Ecole,	l’Université,	la	
Bibliothèque,	le	Musée,	le	Théâtre	–	
Cinéma.

Paul	Otlet,	L’Expression (0.6) (n.d.)
MDN,	AFF,	Atlas	Monde,	doc	n°	VMT	7106

vii.	 0.7	 L’INCONNU
Incognita	–	the	unknown	–	das	unbe-
kannte	–	het	onbekende

Il	prend	des	formes	divers	:
071.	l’Ignorance;	elle	est	représentée	par	

un	personnage	entouré	de	nuages	et	
portant	un	bandeau	sur	les	yeux.

	 C’est	l’inconnu	relatif	eu	égard	à	qui	
ignore.

072.	Le	Hasard.	Le	Risque.	Devant	l’inconnu	
l’homme	accepte	sa	situation	(Ananké),	
la	Fatalité.

	 Ou	il	accepte	l’aventure;	la	fortune	
avec	ses	risques	ou	il	demande	des	
solutions	à	des	pratiques	supersti-
tieuses	(le	fer	à	cheval,	le	trèfle	à	quatre	
feuilles,	la	patte	de	lapin,	le	vendredi	
13)	ou	il	charge	le	hasard	d’en	décider	
(les	dés)

	 Pour	lutter	contre	le	hasard	l’homme	
créera	le	calcul	des	probabilités,	fonde-
ment	de	toute	les	assurances.

073.	Le	Mystère.	Il	est	représenté	par	une	
large	voie	faite	de	marches	successives	
à	l’extrémité	de	laquelle	s’aperçoit	le	
globe	des	choses,	le	monde	entouré	
partiellement	de	nuages,	de	régions	
obscures.

	 Devant	ce	globe	le	sphyncx;	sur	
l’arrière-plan	les	points	d’interrogation.

	 Cette	inscription	explicative	:	«	Les	
hommes	progressent	sur	la	voie	de	
leurs	destinées	à	travers	les	mystères	
douloureux	et	les	mystères	joyeux.	»

	 A	chaque	degré	du	grand	escalier,	à	
gauche	et	à	droite	les	blocs	alternatifs	
et	antinomiques	de	ces	mystères	:	corps	
–	esprit;	mort	–	vie;	douleur	–	joie;	
haine	–	amour;	but	immédiat	–	fin	
dernière;	néant	–	Dieu.

074.	L’Inconnaissable.	Recherches	inces-
santes	pour	résoudre	les	problèmes	
(?.X.Y.)

	 Les	trois	cercles	du	réel,	du	connu	et	
de	l’exprimé	qui	ne	se	recouvrent	que	
partiellement;	les	énigmes;	les	antino-
mies.

075.	Le	secret.	C’est	l’inconnu	relatif	eu	
égard	à	qui	maintient	le	secret.	Corré-
lation	avec	l’ignorance.

	 Ici	également	c’est	un	personnage	
entouré	de	nuages	avec	un	bandeau,	
mais	sur	la	bouche.

	 Au	bas	du	tableau	une	synthèse.	Les	
Sphynx	sont	au	pied	de	l’arbre	de	vie	
qui	plonge	ses	racines	au	plus	profond	
du	sol	et	s’élève	avec	des	rameaux	
perpendiculaires	au	tronc,	symbole	
des	étapes	de	l’Histoire.	Au	sommet,	le	
fruit,	l’ananas.	La	vie	s’enroule	autour	
de	l’arbre;	à	son	extrémité	le	phénix	et	
le	papillon,	symboles	de	la	renaissance	
et	de	la	liberté.

	 (Reproduction	de	la	grande	composi-
tion	de	P.	Geddes	au	Palais	Mondial)	
Devant	l’inconnu,	le	mystère,	les	
hommes	peuvent	prendre	l’une	de	ces	
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deux	attitudes	:	ou	bien	le	pessimisme	
et	la	destruction	qui	engendrera	la	
douleur,	ou	bien	l’optimisme	et	l’édi-
fication	qui	produit	la	joie	et	l’action.
(Les	mains	tendues).

Ici	se	termine	la	série	des	Tableaux	relatifs	
au	Monde.	Comme	résumé,	il	sera	utile	
de	revoir	le	tableau	(1°)	présenté	au	début	
et	montrant	en	une	vie	synoptique	tout	
l’ensemble	des	Tableaux.
La	figure	centrale	y	indique	bien	les	
rapports	du	Monde	et	du	Mundaneum,	
l’un	objet	d’études,	d’émotions	et	d’action,	
l’autre	instrument	aux	mêmes	fins.
On	reverra	aussi	le	Tableau	(n°Ib)	qui	
rappellera	ce	qu’est	l’univers	non	classé	en	
contraste	avec	l’Univers	qui	vient	d’être	
classé.	Ce	tableau	marquera	aussi	la	
transition	entre	une	telle	accumulation	de	
choses	désordonnées	et	le	Mundaneum	
qui	doit	aider	à	le	faire	voir,	mais	déployé,	
classé,	expliqué.

Paul	Otlet,	L’Inconnu. Icognita – The 
Unknown – Das Unbekannte – Het Onbe-
kende (0.7) (n.d.)
MDN,	AFF,	Atlas	Monde,	doc	n°	VMT	7106

viii.	 0.8	 LE	MUNDANEUM
08		 Mundaneum
	 Au-dessus	le	rappel	de	la	figure	fon-

damentale	(	le	Livre,	l’Arbre	et	la	Clef)	
avec	ces	mots	«	Mundus	per	Munda-
neum	»	(le	monde	par	le	mundaneum)	
et	le	nom	de	l’Union	des	Associations	
Internationales,	organisatrice	de	
l’Institution.	Au-dessous,	l’emblème	de	
la	documentation	avec	les	mots	«	Scien-
tiae	per	documente	»	(la	Science	par	
les	Documents,	et	le	nom	de	l’Institut	
International	de	Bibliographie	et	de	
documentation.

	 La	colonne	central	porte	des	défini-
tions	abrégées	du	Monde	que	l’on	
trouvera	exposées	dans	le	Mundaneum	
et	la	définition	de	celui-ci.

	 Les	Notions	:	Nature,	Homme,	Société,	
Divinité	(les	choses,	la	science	univer-
selle.)

	 Les	Notions	:	Population,	Territoire,	
Vie	économique,	sociale,	politique,	
culturelle	(l’espace,	la	géographie	uni-
verselle.)

	 Les	Générations	:	Suite	des	civilisations	
(le	temps,	l’histoire	universelle)

	 Les	Organisations	:	Locales,	régionales,	
Nationales,	Mondiales	(	la	Coopération,	
la	coordination	Universelle)

	 Centre	scientifique,	documentaire,	

éducatif	et	social	–	Pour	l’étude	et	la	
représentation	du	Monde.	Pour	aider	
l’Humanité	à	coopérer	à	la	Civilisation	
Universelle.

	 Quelques	aphorismes	traditionnels	
commentent	cet	objet	:	«	Civis	sum	
Mundi	–	je	suis	citoyen	de	l’Univers	»	
«	Homo	sum	atque	nihil	humani	a	me	
alienum	puto	–	je	suis	homme	et	rien	
d’Humain	ne	m’est	étranger	».	«	Ut	
omnes	uniti	sint	orbem	rerum	cognos-
centes	–	Pour	que	tous	soient	unis	en	
connaissant	–	le	Monde.	»

	 Au	centre	du	Tableau,	en	grand,	la	
Pyramide	du	Mundaneum	vue	de	haut	
avec	le	globe	de	l’Univers	à	son	som-
met	et,	sur	ses	quatre	faces	le	résumé	
de	ce	que	développent	en	regard	de	
chacune	d’elle,	les	quatre	parties	sui-
vantes.

081		Aedes	Mundaneum.	L’Edifice	Munda-
neum,	représentation	schématique	en	
deux	figures	:	l’une,	la	vue	cavalière	(vue	
plongeante),	l’autre	le	plan.	Sur	celui-ci	
sont	portées	les	grandes	divisions	de	
l’édifice	:	le	Musée,	dont	les	quatre	
suites	de	galéries	vers	l’extérieur	sont	
consacrées	aux	notions,	aux	nations,	
aux	générations,	aux	organisations.	Au	
centre	des	galéries	se	coupent	à	angle	
droit	avec	au	milieu,	au	point	central,	
la	pyramide	même	du	Mundaneum	
surmonté	du	Monde.	On	y	accède	par	
ascenseur	et	escalier	jusqu’au	cente	
même	de	la	sphère	d’ou	la	vue	plonge	
sur	tout	l’édifice	divisé	conformément	
à	l’Idée	et	non	selon	les	fantaisies	d’une	
vaine	destination.

	 Sous	la	pyramide	est	réalisée	une	
sorte	de	Sacrarium,	représenté	sur	le	
tableau	ci-après	(Cellula	Mundaneum	
0.83.43).	On	y	trouvera	en	fresque	
sous	les	tableaux	fondamentaux	de	
la	présente	suite	de	l’Atlas	Munda-
neum	et	au	Centre	la	fontaine	de	vie.	
L’allée	centrale	en	sorte	de	nef	est	
consacrée	à	l’évolution	de	la	synthèse	
des	sciences,	homme,	nature,	société,	
divinité,	–	l’allée	transversale	sorte	de	
transept	est	consacrées	à	l’évolution	et	
la	synthèse	de	l’art	et	des	lettres.	Dans	
les	parties	de	l’édifice	en-closes	par	ces	
allées	sont	placées	les	installations	des	
départements	de	l’enseignement,	de	
la	Documentation,	des	Associations	et	
des	Laboratoires	ainsi	que	l’Admi-
nistration	de	toute	l’Institution.	Les	
quatre	tours	de	l’édifice	sont	respecti-
vement	celle	de	l’entrée	(aula)	et	celles	
des	deux	amphithéâtres	où	sont	mis	en	
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mouvement	les	modèles	et	représen-
tations	animées	l’un	quant	à	la	Nature	
(Naturarium	:	planétarium,	géologi-
cum,	biologicum)	et	l’autre	quant	à	
l’Homme	et	à	la	Société	(Sociétarium).	
La	quatrième	tour	abrite	les	Instituts,	
modèles	relatifs	au	Directorium	(agen-
cement	en	un	seul	ensemble	continu	
des	appareils	à	diriger	les	organismes)	
et	l’Esthaeseum	(centre	des	impres-
sions,	des	émotions,	des	spectacles	et	
auditions	comprenant	un	plateau	de	
théâtre,	un	plateau	d’instrumentation	
mécanique	et	un	ciné	–	panorama.

082		Partes	Mundaneum.Parties	du	Mun-
daneum.	Ses	divers	services,	fonctions	
et	institutions	:	Documentation	(Termi-
nologie	et	Nomenclature;	Classifica-
tion,	Bibliographie	et	Catalographie;	
Bibliothèque,	Archives,	Encyclopédies	
et	Livres	fondamentals,	Code,	Atlas,	
Constructions	et	modèles),	Musée,	
Laboratoires,	Congrès,	Université	
(Enseignement),	Spectacles,	Auditions,	
Elaboration	de	la	Doctrine	de	la	Syn-
thèse	des	systèmes	et	méthodes.

	 Toutes	ces	parties	,	distinctes	quant	
à	la	forme	et	aux	méthodes	mises	en	
œuvre,	traitent	également	du	Monde	
de	ses	divisions	et	de	ses	divers	aspects	
(les	7	grands	cercles	du	Globe).	Elle	
constituent	ainsi,	par	leur	liaisons	une	
instrumentation	unique	(novissimum	
organum).

083	 Species	Mundaneum	Les	types	divers	
ou	espèces	du	Mundaneum	qui	
s’échelonnent	en	série,	allant	de	la	
forme	la	plus	complète	à	la	forme	la	
plus	réduite,	ainsi	qu’il	convient	pour	
que	partout,	et	d’une	certaine	manière	
adéquate,	puisse	s’élever	en	forme	
matérielle	une	représentation	des	
Idées	du	Mundaneum.	Ces	types	sont,	
dans	l’ordre	décroissant	de	grandeur	
et	de	complexité	:	le	Mundaneum	
princeps	dont	le	siège	définitif	devra	
être	un	jour	au	Centre	de	la	Cité	
Mondiale,	elle-même	son	expres-
sion	très	développée.	Puis	les	quatre	
institutions	consacrées	à	des	parties	:	
une	science	(Internationeum);	un	pays	
(nationeum);	une	région	(régioneum);	
une	cité	(urbaneum).	Ensuite	toute	
une	maison	consacrée	à	l’Idée	(Domus	
Mundaneum)	ou	une	collaboration	
chez	autrui	(Mundaneum	Apudalia),	
ou	une	cellule	réduite,	mais	offrant	
une	représentation	complète	de	l’Idee	
(Cellula	Mundaneum);	une	installation	
dans	le	studio	(studium	Mundaneum).	

Ensuite	ces	trois	formes	de	caractère	
extéieur	:	un	jardin	consacré	à	l’Idee	et	
où	soient	placés	de	petits	Mundaneum	
représentatifs	(Hortus	Mundaneum);	
une	tour,	avec	tout	un	agencement	
utilitaire	pouvant	être	installé	sur	
une	place	ou	dans	un	square	(Tur-
ris	Mundaneum);	un	mur,	portant	
dans	un	grand	cercle	les	neuf	cercles	
composant	la	sphère	totale	(Muris	
Mundaneum	où	Mundiacum).	Puis	
toujours	en	réduisant	d’avantage	les	
dimensions	de	la	forme	d’expression	la	
mundathèque	où	meuble	synthétique	
combinant	toute	la	documentation	
Mundaneum	(Panthothéca	Munda-
neum	–	Mundothéca);	le	matériel	
didactique,	synthétique	afférant	à	la	
démonstration	du	Monde	(apparatus	
Mundaneum),	L’Atlas	Mundaneum;	
le	Livre	fondamental	sur	le	Monde	(	
Liber	Mundaneum),	la	Stèla	Mun-
daneum,	la	simple	fiche	ou	carte,	
justifiant	de	l’inscription	des	sympa-
thisants	dans	un	Répertoire	Universel	
(Schedula	Mundaneum),	le	Timbre	
adhésif	(Sigillum	Hundaneum);	il	
représente	le	timbre	édité	au	moment	
de	la	fermeture	du	Palais	Mondial	en	
1934	(Déjà	tare.)	La	médaille	(Numisma	
Mundaneum).	La	bannière	(Signum	
Mundaneum).	Enfin	le	seul	nom	pro-
noncé	écrit	ou	simplement	pensé.

084		Rete	Mundaneum	Le	réseau	Mun-
daneum.	Toute	l’organisation,	toute	
l’institution,	avec	son	centre,	ses	
ramifications,	les	filiales,	succursales,	
correspondantes,	qui	réalisent	chez	
elle	l’un	des	types	du	Mundaneum	
décrits	ci-dessus.	Un	grand	Globe,	celui	
du	Monde,	porte	à	l’extérieur	et	sous	
forme	de	divers	types	de	Mundaneum,	
les	points	du	Réseau;	et	en	coupe,	
les	institutions	au	divers	degrés	de	
développement	qui	y	œuvrent	:	degré	
local,	régional,	national,	continental,	
international	et	mondial.

Paul	Otlet,	Le Mundaneum (n.d.)
MDN,	AFF,	Atlas	Monde,	doc	n°	7093

ix.	 VERSO	DE	LA	COUVERTURE

Ce	verso	offre	lui-même	un	résumé	de	
l’Atlas	en	forme	de	blason.	On	y	retrouve	
en	miniature	les	images	fondamentales	de	
l’exposé
Au	centre	la	sphère	du	Monde	(Mundus)	
reposant	sur	la	Pyramide	Mundaneum.
Des	définitions	concises	rappelant	:
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I.	Monde	:	L’universalité	des	choses	réali-
sées	ou	pensées
Les	espèces	(Nature,	Homme,	Sociéte,	
Divinité);	L’Espace
Le	temps,	le	Moi,	les	Créations,	l’Expres-
sion,	l’Inconnu.
II.	Mundaneum	:	Centre	scientifique,	docu-
mentaire,	éducatif	et	social	pour	l’Etude	
et	la	Représentation	du	Monde,	pour	aider	
l’Humanité	à	coopérer	à	la	Civilisation	
Universelle.
Dans	l’encadrement	octogonal	on	lit,	en	
huit	groupes,	les	mots	qui	expriment	les	
buts	mêmes	de	l’Institution	:
a)	 Nota	synthetica
	 Emota	sympathica
	 Acta	synergica
b)	 Verum
	 Pulchrum
	 Bonum
c)	 Fides
	 Spes
	 	Caritas
d)	 Libertas
	 Paritas
	 Fraternitas
e)	 Sanitas
	 Prosperitas
	 Justitia
f)	 Pax
	 Intellectus
	 Altiora.
Dans	les	angles	de	l’encadrement	les	
symboles	des	Institutions	ou	parties	du	
Mundaneum	ainsi	que	la	date	de	fonda-
tion	et	celle	d’aujourd’hui	:	Documentatio	
(Arbre	de	la	Science	et	clef	des	index);	
Museum	(Miroir);	Congressus	(Tribune);	
Universitas	(Flambeau)	Associatio	(mains	
unies);	Rete	(Réseau	dans	un	cercle);	Anno	
1895	(Année	de	la	Fondation);	Anno	1936	
(Année	actuelle.)

Paul	Otlet,	Verso de la couverture (n.d.)
MDN,	AFF,	Atlas	Monde,	doc	n°	7095

x.	 CELLULA	MUNDANEUM	083.43

Ce	tableau	représente	la	disposition	
spéciale	qui	peut	être	donnée	à	la	suite	des	
planches	précédents	dans	une	salle	qui	est	
spécialement	affectée	à	cet	effet.
La	Salle	est	octogonale,	elle	a	huit	faces.	
Elle	est	dessinée	au	centre	du	tableau	et	
chacune	des	faces	est	figurée	avec	quelques	
détails	par	les	dessins	qui	l’entourent.
A)	 Les	7	premières	faces	ont	une	compo-

sition	semblable.	Le	tableau	afférent	
à	la	division	entouré	de	tableaux	
plus	petits;	au-dessous	un	corps	de	

bibliothèque	et	des	vitrines	avec	des	
livres	et	les	objets	types	se	rapportant	
au	sujet.	En	frise	la	représentation	du	
sujet	stylisée,	ainsi	que	les	inscriptions	
y	afférentes.

B)	 La	huitième	face	est	occupée	par	
le	meuble	dit	«	Mundothèque	»	ou	
«	Pantothèque	»	et	qui	a	été	conçu	pour	
combiner	en	un	seul	ensemble	les	dif-
férentes	formes	de	documents	qui	tous	
ici,	se	rapportent	aux	éléments	concer-
nant	le	Monde	:	rayon	de	Bibliothèque;	
fichier	avec	extraits	du	Répertoire	
bibliographique	universel;	dossiers	de	
l’Encyclopédie	documentaire;	disco-
thèque,	cinémathèque	et	collection	
de	microfilms,	muséothèque,	(vitrine	
contenant	les	objets	(-échantillons	ou	
modèles);	appareils	de	démonstration,	
de	projection	et	gramophone.

	 Sur	la	tablette	de	la	Mundothèque	les	
quatre	ouvrages	fondamentaux	du	
Mundaneum	:		l’Atlas	Universel,	le	livre	
«	Monde	»,	le	Code	des	Associations	
internationales,	la	Classifications	déci-
male.

	 Au-dessus	deux	tableaux	explicatifs	et,	
entre	eux,	sur	une	étagère,	la	stèle	et	la	
médaille	Mundaneum.

C)	 Au	centre	de	la	Salle	est	représentée	la	
Pyramide	«	Mundaneum	»	qui	soutient	
la	sphère		«	Mundus	».	Sur	le	parquet,	
un	dessin	reproduisant	les	huit	cercles	
et	conduisant	jusqu’à		leurs	faces	res-
pectives	dans	la	salle.

La	partie	supérieure	sert	à	faire	com-
prendre	la	disposition	adoptée	et	ses	
particularités.	(plan,	constitution	centrale,	
frise,	sol	et	plafond.)

La	salle,	ainsi	composée,	permet	de	
déployer	les	tableaux	de	la	série.	Il	est	
proposé	de	l’établir	dans	tous	les	centres	
et	établissements	qui	sympathisent	avec	
l’Idée	«	synthèse	du	Monde	et	du	Munda-
neum	»,	d’en	faire	notamment	une	salle	
centrale	dans	les	musées,	bibliothèques	et	
institutions	d’enseignement.

Paul	Otlet,	Cellula Mundaneum 083.43 (n.d.)
MDN,	AFF,	Atlas	Monde,	doc	n°	7094



FIG. 1 Image by or used by Otlet to illustrate that ‘The Earth is such a tiny place!’
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The	Unity	of	the	Earth
	
	

While	 the	 term	 ‘globalization’	 has	 become	 the	 buzzword	 since	 the	
1990s	for	explaining	the	state	of	affairs	in	the	world,	historians	have	
shown	that	the	emergence	of	the	phenomenon	of	globalization	can	
be	traced	back	at	least	seven	or	eight	centuries.1	In	this	long-running	
globalization	process,	as	Jürgen	Osterhammel	and	Niels	Petersson	ar-
gue,	 the	 period	 from	 1750	 to	 1880	 represented	 an	 important	 phase	
because	of	the	development	of	free	trade	and	the	long-distance	im-
pact	of	the	industrial	revolution.2	This	wave	of	globalization	contin-
ued	after	the	1880s	into	the	early	twentieth	century,	but	slowed	down	
in	the	interwar	years	because	of	the	economic	crisis	and	the	revival	
of	protectionist	policies.3	By	the	1880s,	 the	way	of	 life	had	radically	
changed,	due	to	a	variety	of	factors:	1)	means	of	communication	(the	
postal	 system,	 radio,	 and	 the	 telegraph)	 multiplied	 and	 were	 used	
ever	more	widely;	2)	the	international	development	of	transport	(rail-
way	tracks,	tram	lines,	routes	of	ocean	steamers)	enabled	travel	over	
longer	distances	in	shorter	periods	of	time;3)	and	the	integration	of	
the	world	market	sent	both	goods	and	workers	travelling	around	the	
globe.	 In	response	to	this	growing	global	 interconnectedness	 in	the	
fields	 of	 transport,	 communication,	 and	 economic	 affairs,	 different	
international	organisations—in	particular,	 so-called	 ‘public	 interna-
tional	 unions’—were	 founded	 before	 World	 War	 I,	 such	 as,	 for	 ex-
ample,	the	International	Telegraphic	Bureau	in	Bern	(1868/1868),	the	
International	Postal	Union	in	Basel	(1874),	the	International	Bureau	
of	 Weights	 and	 Measures	 (1875/1876),	 and	 the	 Union	 for	 the	 Publi-
cation	of	Customs	Tariffs	(1890)	which	was	founded	to	facilitate	the	
exchange	of	economic	information	between	forty-one	states.4

This	sentiment	of	deepening	global	integration	is	captured,	for	ex-
ample,	in	the	illustration	showing	a	bourgeois	citizen	FIG. 1	who	fur-
rows	his	brow	when	he	asks	himself	how	big	he	thinks	the	Earth	is	
in	proportion	to	 the	 life	he	 lives.	After	careful	reflection	upon	this	
question,	 he	 concludes	 that	 the	 World	 in	 which	 he	 lives	 is	 actually	

1	 Anthony	G.	Hopkins,	Globalization in World History	(London:	Pimlico,	2002).
2	 Jürgen	Osterhammel	and	Niels	Petersson,	Geschichte der Globalisierung.	Dimensionen, 

Prozesse, Epochen	(München:	Verlag	C.H.	Beck	oHG,	2004),	27–61.
3	 Ibid.,	63–84;	and	Patricia	Clavin,	The Failure of Economic Diplomacy: Britain, Germany, 

France and the United States, 1931–36	(Hampshire:	Macmillan	Press,	1996).
4	 Paul	Samuel	Reinsch,	Public International Unions: Their Work and Organization: A 

Study in International Administrative Law	(Boston:	World	Peace	Foundation,	1911).
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quite	small.	The	French	geographer	Elisée	Reclus	had	a	similar	 im-
pression	when	he	wrote	in	the	1870s	about	‘our	little	globe’	as	‘an	al-
most	 impalpable	 grain	 of	 dust’,	 which	 he	 thought	 was	 nonetheless,	
from	a	geographical	point	of	view,	an	‘inexhaustible	field	of	inquiry’.5	

The	world	had	become	to	be	perceived	as	small,	Reclus	remarked	in	
his	 Nouvelle Géographie Universelle	 (1875),	 because	 the	 entire	 Earth	
had	been	explored	except	for	the	centre	of	Africa,	a	part	of	Australia,	
a	part	of	New	Guinea,	and	the	plateaux	of	central	Asia.6	Otlet,	writing	
forty	years	 later,	was	astonished	that	Reclus	could	 in	 the	1870s	still	
claim	that	a	part	of	the	earth	had	not	yet	been	mapped.7	He	observed	
that	today,	‘The	entire	Earth	has	become	the	territory	where	human	
activity	manifests	itself	and	that	activity	is	no	longer	enclosed	by	or	
restricted	to	the	arbitrary	limits	of	the	borders	of	each	country’.	And	
he	 continued,	 ‘Thus,	 persons,	 products,	 ideas	 have	 arrived	 at	 an	 ex-
traordinary	degree	of	universal	civilisation.	The	entire	Earth	has	been	
discovered	and	occupied;	all	men	are	 in	relation,	direct	or	 indirect,	
with	one	another.i

Referring	to	the	global	circulation	of	persons,	products,	and	ideas,	
and	the	intergovernmental	and	non-governmental	international	or-
ganisations	that	had	been	founded	in	response	to	this,	Otlet	conclud-
ed	that	life	increasingly	became	international	and	global	and	that	it	
therefore	increasingly	transcended	national	boundaries:

[…]	Men	no	longer	live,	do	not	want	to	live,	as	if	only	national	structure	
had	to	be	the	highest	and	most	complete	for	their	activity	and	organiza-
tion	in	the	civilized	countries.	In	reality,	they	live	an	international	life,	
because	their	life,	we	could	say,	is	so	impregnated	with	internationalism	
that	this	is	the	case	of	ideas	to	which	they	owe	their	intellectual	devel-
opment,	of	the	products	that	they	consume,	or	of	the	markets	to	which	
they	devote	the	fruit	of	their	labors.ii

The	State	was	not	capable	of	controlling	the	transnational	processes,	
but	new	international	organisations,	he	assumed,	were.	And	therefore,	
while	traditional	politics	reinforced	the	power	of	the	State,	transna-
tional	 political	 organisms	 were	 gathering	 strength	 and,	 he	 thought,	
should	be	made	stronger:

We	witness	two	opposing	tendencies:	One	consists	of	concentrating	in	
the	State	all	the	political	forces	of	the	people,	all	power,	of	which	law,	

5	 Elisée	Reclus,	B.B.Woodward	(trans.),	and	Henry	Woodward	(ed.),	The Earth: A De-
scriptive History of the Phenomena of the Life of the Globe	(New	York:	Harper	&	Broth-
ers,	1871),	13.

6	 Elisée	Reclus,	Nouvelle Géographie Universelle. La Terre et les Hommes. L’Europe Méri-
dionale	(Paris:	Librairie	Hachette	et	Cie,	1875),	2.

7	 Paul	Otlet,	Les Problèmes Internationaux et la Guerre. Tableau des conditions et solutions 
nouvelles de l’économie, du droit et de la politique	(Genève/Paris:	Librairie	Kundig/	
Rousseau	&	Cie,	1916),	76.
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justice	rendered,	and	administration	are	the	expression.	The	other	ten-
dency	 leads	 to	 the	 attribution	 of	 power	 to	 other	 organisms	 than	 the	
State	 itself.	 This	 sort	 of	 sovereignty	 takes	 several	 forms:	 a)	 Below	 the	
State,	and	subordinated	to	it,	is	the	growing	significance	of	great	cities,	
of	local	autonomy	and	the	regionalization	which	involves	the	applica-
tion	of	the	federative	principle	at	all	the	levels.	b)	Next	to	the	State,	and	
on	the	same	level	as	it,	 independent	organizations	develop	and	incor-
porate	great	social,	ethnic,	economic	and	intellectual	forces	which	are	
detached	from	the	cluster	of	state	organisation.	The	ultimate	end	of	this	
evolution	appears	to	be	the	constitution	of	great	federative	entities,	in-
corporated	by	international	law	c)	Finally,	above	the	State	and	on	a	su-
perior	level,	the	agreements	between	nations	multiply	and	the	coalition	
and	alliance	between	States	become	more	firm.	At	the	highest	degree	
of	development,	there	is	the	League	of	Nations	and	the	formation	of	a	
supranational	authority.iii

The	 great	 challenge	 of	 international	 organisation	 was,	 according	 to	
Otlet,	to	establish	coordination	and	cooperation	between	the	differ-
ent	national	and	transnational	institutions.

FIG. 2 Paul Otlet, The Confederation of States
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In	 the	 schema	 The Confederation of States	 FIG. 2,	 Otlet	 gives	 an	 ex-
ample	of	how	he	thought	new	international	political	structures	were	
necessary,	in	a	world	that	had	become	increasingly	globalized,	in	or-
der	to	reconcile	and	coordinate	national	and	transnational	interests.	
In	the	‘general	view’	and	‘summary’	of	the	schema	(part	1	and	3),	he	
envisions	a	world	system	which	he	compares	to	a	house	built	 from	
three	 fundamental	 components:	 firstly	 a	 ‘territory’	 or,	 on	 a	 global	
level,	the	Earth;	secondly	walls,	which	symbolize	the	‘population’	or,	
on	a	global	level,	Humanity;	and	thirdly	a	roof	structure,	which	repre-
sents	the	coordinating	structure,	the	world	‘government’.	In	the	sec-
ond	part	of	the	schema,	Otlet	zooms	in	on	these	three	components.	
The	Earth	is	the	‘territory’	of	Humanity	and	consists	of	‘air,	water,	sub-
soil,	 international	and	national	territories’.	This	territory	supports	a	
population	of	living	individuals	who	are	members	of	different	groups	
and	associations.	They	share	at	the	same	time	a	particular	nationality,	
adhere	to	a	certain	church,	fit	particular	social	categories,	and	have	
interests	in	certain	associations.	The	relationship	between	the	world	
population	and	its	territory,	between	Humanity	and	the	Earth,	is	de-
veloping,	according	to	national	and	transnational	interests,	towards	a	
world	‘government’.	That	world	government,	represented	by	a	roof,	is	
composed	in	its	legislative,	executive,	and	juridical	segments	of	 ‘As-
sociations’	and	‘States’.

Similar	 to	 the	 Confederation	 of	 States	 envisioned	 in	 the	 schema	
above,	part	three	of	this	thesis	studies	three	schemes	for	new	inter-
national	organisms	which	he	believed	would	support	or	 lead	in	the	
future	to	a	more	stable	political	world	order	FIG. 3.	In	our	exploration	
of	 these	 schemes	 and	 Otlet’s	 campaigns	 for	 promoting	 them,	 spe-
cial	attention	will	be	given	to	the	way	they	deal	with	the	relation	be-
tween	power	and	knowledge,	and	the	relation	between	the	national	
and	transnational	level	of	politics	(or	between	the	interests	of	cities,	
States,	 intergovernmental,	 and	 non-governmental	 international	 or-
ganisations).

Chapter	 6	 studies	 Otlet’s	 involvement	 in	 the	 development	 of	 the	
Union	Internationale	des	Villes	 (UIV),	 the	main	 international	orga-
nization	in	the	early	twentieth	century	in	Central	Europe	which	had	
local	government	as	its	core	business.	In	particular,	the	chapter	looks	
at	how	his	conception	of	a	Documentation	Office	for	the	UIV	incor-
porated	the	ambition	of	the	UIV	to	inform	on	municipal	questions	
and	to	make	cities	the	basic	cells	of	a	new	democratic	world	order.

Chapter	7	follows	Chapter	6	chronologically.	It	clarifies	Otlet’s	role	
in	the	development	of	the	planning	profession	in	Belgium	and	stud-
ies	how	he	arrived	at	the	idea	of	a	chain	of	planning	institutions	op-
erating	on	different	scales:	the	Urbaneum	on	the	local	and	regional	
scale,	the	Nationeum	on	the	national	scale,	and	the	Mundaneum	on	



a	global	scale.	Each	of	 these	 institutions	was	conceived	to	be	at	 the	
same	time	a	civic	institution,	a	planning	bureau,	and	a	social	observa-
tory,	assisting	and	preparing	in	a	scientific	manner	the	political	deci-
sion-making	processes.

Chapter	8	retraces	the	development	of	Otlet’s	conception	of	what	
he	 referred	 to	 as	 the	 ‘Cité	 Mondiale’;	 a	 district	 in	 which	 the	 major	
intellectual,	social	and	economic	international	organisations	were	to	
be	concentrated.	Special	attention	will	be	given	to	his	collaboration	
with	 the	 architects	 who	 visualized	 his	 abstract	 programme	 for	 the	
Cité	Mondiale	by	means	of	architectural	plans,	which	Otlet	 in	turn	
used	for	the	propaganda	of	his	ideas.

FIG. 3 Image questioning the future of the World, as used by 
Paul Otlet (1930.05.18)
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i.	 ‘La	Terre	entière	est	devenue	le	ter-
ritoire	où	s’exerce	l’activité	humaine	
et	celle-ci	ne	se	laisse	plus	enserrer	ni	
comprimer	dans	les	limites	arbitraires	
des	frontières	de	chaque	pays.	[…]	
Ainsi,	personnes,	produits,	idées	en	
sont	arrivés	à	un	extraordinaire	degré	
de	civilisation	universelle.	Toute	la	
terre	est	découverte	et	occupée;	tous	
les	hommes	sont	en	relations,	directe	
ou	indirecte,	les	uns	avec	les	autres’.	
Henri	La	Fontaine	and	Paul	Otlet,	‘La	
Vie	Internationale	et	l’effort	pour	son	
organisation’,	in:	La Vie Internationale,	
1.1	(1912),	9–34	(12).	Otlet,	Les Pro-
blèmes Internationaux et la Guerre,	76.

ii.	 ‘[…]	les	Hommes	ne	vivent	plus,	ils	ne	
veulent	vivre,	comme	si	la	structure	
nationale	devait	être	uniquement	la	
plus	haute	et	la	plus	complète	pour	
leur	activité	et	leur	organisation	dans	
les	pays	civilisés.	Ils	mènent,	en	réa-
lité,	une	existence	internationale,	tant	
leur	vie,	peut-on	dire,	est	imprégnée	
d’internationalisme,	qu’il	s’agisse	
des	idées	auxquelles	ils	doivent	leur	
formation	intellectuelle,	des	produits	
qu’ils	consomment,	des	marchés	
auxquels	ils	destinent	le	fuit	de	leurs	
travaux’.	Henri	La	Fontaine	and	Paul	
Otlet,	‘La	Vie	Internationale	et	l’effort	
pour	son	organisation’,	in:	La Vie Inter-
nationale,	1.1	(1912),	9–34	(10).

iii.	 ‘Nous	assistons	à	deux	tendances	

opposes.	‘L’une	consiste	à	concentrer	
dans	l’Etat	toutes	les	forces	politiques	
des	peoples,	tous	les	pouvoirs,	dont	
l’expression	est	la	loi,	la	justice	rendue	
et	l’administration.	L’autre	tendance	
aboutit	à	l’attribution	de	pouvoirs	à	
d’autres	organismes	que	lui-même.	
Ce	partage	de	la	souveraineté	prend	
plusieurs	formes	a)	Au-dessous	de	
l’Etat,	et	subordonné	à	lui,	c’est	l’impor-
tance	croissante	des	grandes	villes,	de	
l’autonomie	locale	et	régionale	mou-
vement	qui	trouve	son	achèvement	
dans	l’application	à	tous	les	degrés	du	
principe	fédératif.	b)	A	côté	de	l’Etat,	
et	sur	le	même	plan	que	lui,	c’est	le	
développement	et	l’incorporation	dans	
des	organisations	indépendantes	de	
grandes	forces	sociales	se	détachant	du	
faisceau	de	celles	de	l’Etat,	forces	eth-
niques,	économiques,	intellectuelles.	
Le	terme	ultime	de	cette	évolution	
apparaît	la	constitution	de	vastes	enti-
tés	fédératives	érigées	en	personnes	
de	droit	international	et	douées	même	
de	certains	droits	politiques.	c)	Enfin	
au-dessus	de	l’Etat	et	sur	un	plan	supé-
rieur,	se	multipliant	et	s’élargissant,	les	
associations	entre	Etats,	les	coalitions	
et	les	alliances.	Au	bout	de	son	déve-
loppement	est	la	société	des	nations,	
avec	la	formation	d’une	autorité	
supernationale’.	Otlet,	Les Problèmes 
Internationaux et la Guerre,	416.
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Schema of the municipal services and administrative functions, as part of Otlet’s Atlas Administrative (1926) 
(see FIG. 22)



Chapter	6

The	Documentation	Office	of	
the	Union	Internationale	des	Villes

The	Union	Internationale	des	Villes	(UIV),	known	in	English	as	the	
International	Union	of	Local	Authorities	(IULA),	which	is	still	active	
today,	was	founded	in	1913	in	Ghent	and	became,	during	the	interwar	
period	in	Central	Europe,	the	main	international	organization	which	
had	 local	 government	 as	 its	 core	 business.	 The	 UIV	 spearheaded	 a	
movement	that	had	gathered	pace	by	the	1900s,	characterized	by	an	
expansion	of	municipal	services	and	a	professionalization	of	munici-
pal	employees.1	This	municipal	movement	had	its	roots	in	the	social	
problems	that	had	arisen	at	least	since	the	mid-nineteenth	century,	
prompted	by	various	economic	and	industrial	developments,	which	
urgently	asked	for	reform	of	municipal	institutional	bodies	and	the	
issuing	 of	 more	 appropriate	 measures	 and	 decisive	 interventions.	
This	led	to	an	increasing	interventionism	and	expansion	of	the	pub-
lic	administrations.	Local	authorities	took	over	the	coordination	of	a	
whole	range	of	municipal	services	and	functions	such	as	gas	and	elec-
tricity	 supply,	 sewers,	 water	 supply,	 public	 health,	 public	 transport,	
and	street	lighting.	Municipal	interventions	in	these	different	fields	
were	carried	out	by	a	growing	number	of	skilled	white-	and	blue-col-
lar	employees	working	in	or	for	various	departments	of	the	admin-
istration.	 Senior	 officials	 and	 local	 managers	 coordinated	 different	
projects	and	initiatives	and	developed	new	knowledge	and	expertise	
about	particular	facets	of	the	city	and	its	inhabitants.	They	ordered	
surveys	and	studies	which	enabled	them	to	evaluate	and	measure	the	
condition	 of	 particular	 social	 phenomena—such	 as	 housing	 condi-
tions,	hygiene,	poverty,	or	unemployment—and,	moreover,	to	justify	
the	interventions	which	they	planned	to	make	in	the	urban	domain.	
The	major	goal	of	the	UIV	was	to	assemble	this	municipal	knowledge,	
organize	it,	and	disseminate	it	to	its	members.

Several	 other	 international	 organisations	 also	 concerned	 them-
selves	 with	 issues	 relating	 to	 urban	 housing,	 urban	 development,	
or	urban	government,2	yet	they	did	not	have	the	UIV’s	ambition	to	

1	 Michèle	Dagenais	and	Pierre-Yves	Saunier,	‘Tales	of	the	Periphery:	An	Outline	Survey	
of	Municipal	Employees	and	Services	in	the	Nineteenth	and	Twentieth	Centuries’,	in:	
Michèle	Dagenais,	Irene	Maver,	and	Pierre-Yves	Saunier	(eds.),	Municipal Services and 
Employees in the Modern City: New Historic Approaches	(Aldershot:	Ashgate	2002),	1–30.

2	 Pierre-Yves	Saunier,	‘La	toile	municipale	aux	xixe	et	xxe	siècles:	un	panorama	
transnational	vu	d’Europe’,	in:	Urban History Review/Revue d’Histoire Urbaine,	34.2	
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spearhead	a	movement	of	municipal	reform.	The	Standing	Commit-
tee	of	International	Housing	Congresses	organized	congresses	from	
1889	 onwards;3	 beginning	 in	 1910	 the	 International	 Congresses	 of	
Administrative	Sciences	held	congresses	about	theoretical	and	tech-
nical	issues	concerning	local	and	national	administrations;4	the	Con-
grès	 International	 de	 l’Organisation	 Scientifique,	 founded	 in	 1925,	
promoted	the	application	of	the	methods	of	‘scientific	management’	
within	private	and	public	institutions;	and	the	International	Garden	
Cities	and	Town	Planning	Association	(later	the	International	Federa-
tion	for	Housing	and	Town	Planning	(IF)),	was	founded	at	a	meeting	
in	London	in	1913	and	held	congresses	on	town	planning.5

Two	motives,	as	Oscar	Gaspari	has	observed	and	as	has	been	con-
firmed	 in	 later	 studies,	 characterized	 the	 life	 and	 work	 of	 the	 UIV	
until	 the	Second	World	War:	a	 technical/scientific	and	professional	
motive	on	the	one	hand,	and	a	political/utopian	motive	on	the	other	
hand.6	The	primary,	explicit	objective	of	the	UIV	was	to	formalize	the	
exchange	of	information	among	the	activists	in	the	municipal	move-
ment;	to	gather	and	disseminate—through	the	organization	of	con-
gresses,	journals,	and	exhibitions—information	about	various	ways	in	
which	urban	utilities	and	welfare	provisions	could	be	municipalized;	
and	 to	 build	 a	 new	 science	 of	 urban	 government,	 gathering	 knowl-
edge	about	new	tools	and	routines	for	municipal	 intervention.	The	
second,	more	implicit	goal	which	can	be	discerned	was	to	cooperate	
universally	in	the	search	for	what	constitutes	the	ideal	city;	to	appeal	
to	the	idea	that	cities	should	be	the	basic	cells	of	a	new	democratic	
world	order;	and	to	defend	the	financial	and	administrative	autono-

(2006),	163–176.
3	 Pierre-Yves	Saunier,	‘Sketches	from	the	Urban	Internationale,	1910–1950:	Volun-

tary	Associations,	International	Institutions	and	US	Philanthropic	Foundations’,	in:	
International Journal of Urban and Regional Research,	25.2	(2001),	380–403	(383).

4	 Renaud	Payre,	‘L’Etat	vu	d’en	haut:	la	réforme	de	l’Etat	au	sein	des	espaces	interna-
tionaux	de	la	science	administrative	dans	l’entre-deux-guerres’,	in:	Revue française 
d’administration publique,	4.120	(2006),	651–666.

5	 Michel	Geertse,	‘Garden	Cities	to	the	World!	The	International	Propagation	of	the	
Garden	City	Idea	1913–1926	‘,	paper	presented	at	the	conference	European	Social	
Science	History	Conference,	Lisbon	(2008).

6	 Oscar	Gaspari,	‘Cities	Against	States?	Hopes,	Dreams	and	Shortcomings	of	the	
European	Municipal	Movement,	1900–1960’,	in:	Contemporary European History,	2.4	
(2002),	597–621	(598).	These	two	motives	have	been	confirmed,	for	example,	in	the	
following	studies:	Renaud	Payre	and	Pierre-Yves	Saunier,	‘A	City	in	the	World	of	
Cities.	Lyon;	France;	Municipal	Associations	as	Political	Resources	in	the	Twentieth	
Century’,	in:	Pierre-Yves	Saunier	and	Ewen	(eds.),	Another Global City: Historical Ex-
plorations into the Transnational Municipal Moment, 1850–2000	(New	York:	Palgrave	
Macmillan,	2008),	69–85	(78);	and	Stefan	Couperus,	‘In	between	“Vague	Theory”	and	
“Sound	Practical	Lines”:	Transnational	Municipalism	in	Interwar	Europe’,	in:	Daniel	
Laqua	(ed.),	Internationalism Reconfigured: Transnational Ideas and Movements between 
the World Wars	(London:	I.B.	Tauris,	2011),	67–89.
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my	of	municipalities	in	the	face	of	a	growing	interventionism	from	
the	state	and	to	carry	this	struggle	further	on	an	international	level.

A	rather	extensive	list	of	recent	scholarly	publications	has	focused	
on	one	or	both	trajectories	of	the	UIV’s	history	and	therefore	allows	
insight	into	the	history	of	interwar	transnational	municipalism.	The	
first	group	of	studies	has	explored	how	the	UIV	facilitated	transna-
tional	 inter-municipal	 exchange	 between	 its	 members	 of	 informa-
tion,	procedures,	personal	experiences,	principles	and	ideas	relating	
to	 municipal	 government	 and	 administration.7	 Pierre-Yves	 Saunier	
and	Renaud	Payre,	for	example,	have	approached	the	UIV	as	‘a	place	
of	exchange	of	models	and	methods	of	municipal	government’	and	
have	tried	to	map	the	complex	web	of	social	relations	that	emerged	
within	this	particular	‘place’	that	they	considered	the	UIV	to	be.8	The	
UIV	was,	according	to	Saunier,	at	the	heart	of	what	he	calls	 ‘the	Ur-
ban	Internationale’	or	 the	 ‘environment	where	ways	of	 judging,	ap-
prehending	and	acting	on	the	city	were	defined,	where	expertise	and	
professional	 legitimacies	 were	 created,	 where	 knowledge	 and	 disci-
plines	were	constructed,	and	where	profiles	of	politicians	responsible	
for	urban	issues	were	modified’.9	The	series	of	congresses	of	the	UIV	
that	were	held	between	1913	and	1949	formed,	as	Payre	has	argued,	‘a	
real	“intermunicipal”	market	of	reform’	of	municipal	government.10	
These	congresses	formalized	intellectual	exchange	and	therefore,	as	
Payre	has	shown,	made	visible	and	claimed	to	preside	over	the	estab-
lishment	of	new	science	of	the	city,	a	‘municipal	science’,	the	content	
of	which	would	provide	a	handbook	for	civil	servants	and	officials.11

A	second	group	of	studies	has	focused	on	the	political	project	of	the	
UIV.	Patrizia	Dogliani	has	analysed	how	the	social	network	and	the	
political	program	of	the	UIV	was	closely	related	to	that	of	left-wing	
European	socialists.12	She	sees	the	UIV’s	inception	partly	as	the	result	
of	the	impulse	towards	an	autonomous	municipal	movement	which	
arose	at	the	Second	International	at	its	1900	Paris	Congress.	Discus-

7	 Saunier,	‘La	toile	municipale	aux	xixe	et	xxe	siècles:	un	panorama	transnational	vu	
d’Europe’.

8	 Renaud	Payre	and	Pierre-Yves	Saunier,	‘Municipalités	de	tous	pays,	unissez	vous!	
L’Union	Internationale	des	Villes	ou	l’	Internationale	municipale	(1913–1940)’,	in:	
Amministrare,	30.1–2	(2000),	217–239.

9	 Saunier,	‘Sketches	from	the	Urban	Internationale,	1910–1950:	Voluntary	Associa-
tions,	International	Institutions	and	US	Philanthropic	Foundations’.

10	 Renaud	Payre,	‘A	l’école	du	gouvernement	municipal.	Les	congrès	de	l’Union	Inter-
nationale	des	Villes	de	Gand	(1913)	à	Genève	(1949)’,	in:	Bruno	Dumons	and	Gilles	
Pollet	(eds.),	Administrer la ville en Europe	(xixe–xxe siècles)	(Paris:	L’Harmattan,	2003),	
109–141	(112).

11	 Renaud	Payre,	‘The	Science	that	Never	Was:	“Communal	Science”	in	France,	
1913–1949’,	in:	Contemporary European History,	11	(2002),	529–548.

12	 Patrizia	Dogliani,	‘European	Municipalism	in	the	First	Half	of	the	Twentieth		
Century:	The	Socialist	Network’,	Contemporary European History,	2.4	(2002),	573–596.
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sions	of	municipal	action	at	the	Paris	Congress,	urged	by	members	of	
the	Belgian	Labor	Party	such	as	Jules	Destrée,	Emile	Vandervelde,	and	
Emile	 Vinck,	 led	 to	 a	 resolution	 that	 municipal	 services	 should	 be	
seen	as	‘embryos	of	a	collectivist	society’	and	that	a	congress	of	social-
ist	 town	 councilors	 and	 an	 international	 information	 and	 research	
office	 on	 municipal	 politics	 should	 be	 organized.	 No	 such	 congress	
or	documentation	office	was	established,	however.	Dogliani	further	
shows	how	the	influence	of	socialist	reformers	during	the	UIV’s	early	
years	was	decisive	but	diluted	in	practice.	One	of	the	reasons	she	gives	
for	this	is	that	the	UIV	increasingly	became	‘an	association	of	national	
and	local	institutions	rather	than	a	movement	of	opinions,	individu-
als	and	professions’,	and	that	 in	these	allegedly	neutral	national	as-
sociations	 of	 municipalities,	 socialist	 municipalists	 were	 not	 always	
in	the	majority.13

Another	study	focusing	on	the	political	aspect	of	the	UIV,	by	Oscar	
Gaspari,	has	discussed	the	hopes	and	actions	of	activists	within	 the	
UIV	to	procure	international	recognition	for	the	political	and	insti-
tutional	role	of	towns	on	the	international	stage.14	Gaspari	has	shown	
that	during	the	interwar	period	the	utopian	political	perspective	of	
the	UIV	receded	to	the	background	and	that	the	UIV	started	to	focus	
more	on	technical	and	scientific	issues	in	a	time	when	nation	states	
were	assumed	to	encompass	the	whole	range	of	national	and	interna-
tional	political	relationships.	Stefan	Couperus	has	further	extended	
Gaspari’s	 conclusions	 and	 has	 claimed	 that	 two	 competing	 concep-
tions	 of	 transnational	 cooperation	 between	 cities	 and	 their	 admin-
istrations	 existed	 within	 the	 UIV:	 the	 first	 publicized	 the	 idea	 of	 a	
‘World	League	of	Cities’	as	opposed	to	or	as	a	substitute	for	the	League	
of	Nations;	while	the	second	promoted	transnational	municipalism	
as	means	of	elevating	the	level	of	municipal	services	and	administra-
tive	routines.	Couperus	discusses	internal	rivalries	and	rifts	between	
different	members	and	national	groupings,	as	well	as	unfavorable	ex-
ternal	relations	with	the	League	of	Nations,	to	show	why	the	second	
more	 technical	 motive	 was	 favored	 over	 the	 first	 utopian-political	
motive	in	the	UIV’s	agenda.15

In	this	chapter,	I	will	further	extend	the	first	line	of	research	and	
will	 approach	 the	 UIV	 as	 socio-technological	 information	 network,	
while	equally	paying	attention	to	the	extent	to	which	its	informative	
aspirations	 supported	 the	 political	 ideals	 of	 universal	 brotherhood	
which	have	been	studied	by	the	second	line	of	research.	My	focus	will	
be	on	the	changing	conception	and	functioning	of	the	documenta-

13	 Ibid.,	586.
14	 Gaspari,	‘Cities	Against	States?’
15	 Couperus,	‘In	between	“Vague	Theory”	and	“Sound	Practical	Lines”’,	69.
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tion	office	of	the	UIV	between	1913	and	the	outbreak	of	the	Second	
World	 War,	 which	 was	 the	 materialization	 of	 the	 main	 outspoken	
goal	of	the	UIV	before,	during,	and	after	the	Great	War;	the	goal	to	
be	an	intermunicipal	clearing	house,	gathering	and	disseminating	in-
formation	about	municipal	government	and	policies	to	its	members.	
Special	attention	will	be	given	to	how	the	Belgian	group	of	the	UIV,	
in	particular	Paul	Otlet,	conceived	the	structure	and	operation	of	the	
documentation	office.	I	will	argue	that	the	allegedly	apolitical,	scien-
tific,	and	universalistic	ambition	to	inform	and	found	a	comprehen-
sive	science	of	the	city	was	legitimized,	supported,	or	reinforced	by	a	
deliberate	political	and	particularistic	agenda	of	actors	who	were	part	
of	the	UIV’s	executive	committee,	that	is,	first	mainly	actors	within	
the	internationalist	milieu	of	Brussels,	and	later	more	Dutch,	French,	
and	English	groups.

In	 order	 to	 do	 so,	 the	 history	 and	 development	 of	 the	 documen-
tation	office	will	be	discussed	in	three	parts,	 following	the	series	of	
meetings,	 conferences,	 and	 exhibitions	 of	 the	 UIV	 that	 took	 place,	
respectively,	before,	during,	and	after	World	War	I.	The	first	part	of	
this	chapter	discusses	Otlet’s	interest	in	urban	planning	and	adminis-
tration	issues,	and	how	at	the	moment	of	the	foundation	of	the	UIV,	
at	the	1913	International	Congress	of	Cities	in	Ghent,	he	outlined	a	
universalistic	and	encyclopaedic	model	for	the	UIV’s	documentation	
office.	The	second	part	focuses	on	how	the	documentation	office	was	
developed	during	the	Great	War	as	an	‘Encyclopaedia	of	Cities’,	along	
the	 lines	 of	 Van	 der	 Swaelmen	 and	 the	 survey	 approach	 of	 Patrick	
Geddes,	and	how	this	Encyclopaedia	was	to	be	used	as	a	handbook	for	
town	planners	and	officials,	and	as	a	guideline	for	the	Belgian	recon-
struction.	In	the	third	and	last	part,	the	collaboration	of	the	UIV	with	
the	International	Institute	of	Administrative	Sciences	and	its	produc-
tion	of	a	bibliographic	bulletin,	the	Tablettes Documentaires,	which	ab-
stracted	about	200	periodicals	related	to	municipal	government	and	
administration	issues,	will	be	addressed.

6.1. The First International Congress and Exhibition of Cities 
and the conceptualisation of the UIV’s documentation office

6.1.1.	 Otlet’s interest in town planning. The planning of Westend by Otlet 
and Van Rysselberghe

Otlet’s	initial	interest	in	town	planning	may	well	have	derived	from	
his	role	as	one	of	the	driving	forces	behind	the	construction	of	the	
bathing	resort	of	Westend.	His	father,	Edouard	Otlet,	had	purchased	
the	piece	of	land	involved	in	1888	and	had	used	it	as	a	hunting	ground.	
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According	to	the	Belgian	town	planner	Louis	van	der	Swaelmen,	Paul	
Otlet	probably	had	the	idea	of	transforming	the	grounds	into	a	mod-
ern	 bathing	 resort	 during	 a	 hunting	 party	 without	 a	 catch.16At	 that	
time,	costal	tourism	in	Belgium	was	quickly	growing.	As	Otlet	wrote	in	
an	article	in	1904	for	the	journal	Le Cottage:	‘Since	the	foundation	of	
the	Kingdom	of	Belgium,	74	years	ago,	only	Ostend	and	Nieuwpoort	
existed	at	the	coast	[…]	Three	quarters	of	a	century	later—today—the	
coastal	belt	has	been	entirely	populated’.i	King	Léopold	II	and	Count	
de	Smet	de	Naeyer	(1854–1913),	member	of	the	catholic	party,	Min-
ister	 of	 Finance	 and	 Public	 works,	 and	 Prime	 Minister	 of	 Belgium	
(1896–1907),	 were	 the	 driving	 forces	 behind	 this	 rapid	 urbanisation	
of	the	Belgian	coast.	They	spent	public	funds	on	huge	infrastructural	
works,	and	relied	on	private	capital	investments	for	the	development	
of	new	seaside	resorts.

The	Otlet	family’s	plan	to	invest	in	the	exploitation	of	Westend	fell	
on	 fertile	 ground.	 In	 1895,	 Edouard	 Otlet	 called	 upon	 the	 architect	
Alban	Chambon	 (1847–1928),	with	whom	he	had	worked	earlier,	 to	
draw	a	plan	for	the	construction	of	Westend.17	Edouard	Otlet	had	an	
audience	 with	 King	 Leopold	 II	 and	 discussed	 with	 him	 Chambon’s	
plans.18	One	assumes	that	the	fact	that	Chambon	was	already	work-
ing	for	the	king	would	have	furthered	the	king’s	support	for	Edouard	
Otlet’s	plans.	In	1898,	the	family	Otlet	founded	a	company,	La	West-
endaise,	whose	purpose	was	to	develop	the	land	into	a	complete	sea-
side	resort.19	Before	Westende	as	a	resort	could	rise	from	the	ground,	
provisions	had	to	be	made	for	 infrastructure	such	as	roads,	a	sewer	
system,	an	electricity	grid,	and	a	water-supply	system.	Several	struc-
tures,	such	as	a	triumphal	arch	to	welcome	tourists,	were	purchased	
from	the	1897	World	Exhibition	in	Brussels,	in	which	Paul	Otlet	had	
played	a	minor	organizing	role	and	which	was	being	dismantled.	Sub-
sequently,	La	Westendaise	began	to	construct	the	first	villas,	but	also	
tennis	courts,	a	chapel,	a	post-office	building,	a	spa,	a	power	station,	
and	shops.	In	1903,	Otlet	reached	an	agreement	with	several	compa-
nies	 and	 the	 authorities	 to	 extend	 the	 tramline	 from	 Middelkerke	
to	Westend.20	In	1905,	Paul	and	his	brother	Maurice	Otlet,	on	behalf	
of	La	Westendaise,	entered	into	an	agreement	with	the	Minister	of	

16	 Jacques	Stevens	and	Emile	Henvaux,	‘Octave	Van	Rysselberghe	(1855–1929)’,	in:	
Aplus,	maart.16	(1975),	16–51	(38).

17	 In	1889,	Chambon	had	decorated	the	private	home	of	Edouard	Otlet,	and	in	1890	
had	built	a	villa	in	Nice	for	him.	Jean	Delmee,	‘La	S.A.	“La	Westendaise”	1898–1906,	
Naissance	de	la	plage	de	Westende,	la	reve	urbanistique	de	la	famille	Otlet’,	in:	
Belgisch Tijdschrift voor Nieuwste Geschiedenis,	16.3–4	(1985),	447–472	(458).

18	 Marc	Constandt,	Westende in de Belle Époque.	Van exclusieve badplaats tot spookstad	
(Brugge:	De	Klaproos,	2007),	13.

19	 Ibid.,	30–34.
20	 Ibid.,	61–62.
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Public	Works,	Paul	de	Smet	de	Naeyer,	to	extend	the	so-called	Royal	
Road,	 which	 runs	 parallel	 to	 the	 Belgian	 coast,	 further	 to	 Westend.	
These	two	agreements	meant	the	opening	up	of	the	area	and	the	be-
ginning	of	a	greater	tourism	success.21

The	first	version	of	the	Master	Plan	for	Westend	was	designed	by	
Alban	 Chambon	 in	 1895.	 He	 designed	 several	 villas,	 a	 group	 of	 five	
cottages,	 the	 Café-Restaurant	 ‘La	 Terrasse’,	 the	 Hotel	 Westend,	 and	
several	buildings	for	technical	use.	In	1901,	the	collaboration	between	
Edouard	Otlet	and	Chambon	was	severed.	Edouard	Otlet	attempted	
to	delay	payment	for	plans	Chambon	had	drawn	up	for	the	transfor-
mations	 of	 a	 huge	 castle	 in	 Paris	 that	 Edouard	 Otlet	 had	 bought.22	
This	is	the	moment	when	Paul	Otlet	takes	over	the	role	of	director	
of	La	Westendaise	from	his	father.	Paul	Otlet	chose	Octave	Van	Rys-
selberghe	(1855–1929)	to	replace	Chambon.	According	to	Henry	van	
de	Velde	(1863–1957)—who	was,	together	with	his	rival	Victor	Horta	
(1861–1947),	the	leading	Art	Nouveau	architect	in	Belgium—Van	Rys-
selberghe	was	a	talented	Art	Nouveau	architect	who	could	have	be-
come	‘the	most	serious	rival’	of	Victor	Horta.23	Van	Rysselberghe	had	
already	built	a	house	for	Paul	Otlet	in	Brussels,	the	Hôtel	Otlet	(1894–
1898),	whose	interior	had	been	designed	by	Henry	van	de	Velde.24	The	
art	critic	Octave	Maus	had	praised	the	town	house	for	its	‘novelty,	its	
architectural	 interest	 and	 its	 practical	 character’.25	 In	 particular,	 he	
had	applauded	the	‘ingenious	arrangement’	of	the	staircase,	and	the	
façades	which,	according	to	Maus,	give	‘at	the	same	time	a	severe	and	
happy	 appearance	 which	 goes	 well	 with	 the	 personality	 of	 he	 who	
lives	 in	 it:	a	man	of	 the	office	and	study	but	also	 involved,	 in	some	
respects,	in	fashionable	life’.ii	Van	Rysselberghe	dramatically	revised	
Chambon’s	Master	Plan	for	Westend.	He	adapted	it	to	the	Royal	Road	
which	would	transverse	Westend,	and	to	the	electric	tramline	coming	
from	Ostend	FIG.1.	The	Master	Plan	that	he	published	in	1903	shows	an	
Art	Nouveau	sensibility	in	the	way	he	arranges	groups	of	villas	at	the	
sea	front	in	triangular	blocks	in	order	to	provide	a	view	of	the	sea	to	
as	many	as	possible.	Van	Rysselberghe	also	constructed	several	groups	
of	villas	in	Westend,	as	well	as	his	chef-d’oeuvre:	the	impressive	Hôtel	
Bellevue	(1909).

21	 Ibid.,	78.
22	 Delmee,	‘La	S.A.	“La	Westendaise”	1898–1906,	Naissance	de	la	plage	de	Westende,	la	

reve	urbanistique	de	la	famille	Otlet’,	459.
23	 Louis	Meers,	Art nouveau: wandelingen in Brussel	(Tielt:	Lannoo,	1996),	52–57	(53).
24	 Brussels	Hoofdstedelijk	Gewest,	Inventaris van het bouwkunding erfgoed. Huis 

Otlet. Florencestraat 13. Livornostraat 48.	(2010),	from	http://www.irismonument.be/
nl.Brussel_Uitbreiding_Zuid.Florencestraat.13.html.

25	 Octave	Maus,	‘Architecture	Moderne’,	in:	L’Art Moderne,	20.12	(1900.03.25),	93–95	
(95).



Strict	architectural	regulations	imposed	by	La	Westendaise	aimed	
to	make	Westend	not	just	a	financially	profitable	operation	but	also	
an	architectural	and	urbanistic	model	for	a	bathing	resort.	Since	1895,	
Edouard	Otlet	had	sold	a	plot	to	a	client	only	if	he	had	himself	first	
seen	and	approved	the	plans	of	the	façades	of	the	house	that	the	cli-
ent	wanted	to	construct.26	Furthermore,	La	Westendaise	organized	an	
architectural	 competition	 in	 1902	 for	 the	 construction	 of	 the	 ideal	
cottage	 in	 the	 centre	 of	 Westend.	 A	 note	 by	 Paul	 Otlet	 was	 distrib-
uted	 to	 the	 participants,	 describing	 the	 essential	 principles	 which	
were	to	be	respected	when	building	a	cottage	at	 the	seaside;	a	note	
which	he	later	turned	into	an	article	for	the	journal	Le Cottage.27	The	
competition	 was	 won	 by	 the	 Ghent	 Art	 Nouveau	 architect	 Achilles	
Van	 Hoecke-Dessel	 (1871–1918)	 and	 was	 later	 built	 in	 Westend.28	
Other	 important	 Belgian	 architects	 responsible	 for	 original	 designs	
for	 Westend	 buildings	 were,	 in	 addition	 to	 Van	 Rysselberghe	 and	
Chambon,	Georges	Hobé	(1854–1936),	one	of	the	major	advocates	of	
the	English	cottage	in	Belgium;	the	regionalist	architect	and	expert	in	
Flemish	traditional	building	styles,	Jozef	Viérin	(1872–1949);	Ernest	

26	 Delmee,	‘La	S.A.	“La	Westendaise”	1898–1906,	Naissance	de	la	plage	de	Westende,	la	
reve	urbanistique	de	la	famille	Otlet’,	455.

27	 Paul	Otlet,	‘Comment	je	voudrais	construire	mon	cottage	au	bord	de	la	mer’,	in:	Le 
Cottage,	1.4	(1903),	163–164.

28	 Constandt,	Westende in de Belle Époque,	41.

FIG. 1 Octave Van Rysselberghe, Master Plan for Westend (1903)



Jaspar	 (1876–1940),	 who	 later	 became	 the	 leading	 urban	 planner	 of	
the	new	city	Heliopolis	near	Cairo	for	Edouard	Empain;	and	Maurice	
van	Ysendyck	(1868–1941),	son	and	continuer	of	the	work	of	the	ma-
jor	representative	of	historicist	architecture	in	Belgium,	Jules	Jacques	
Van	 Ysendyck	 (1836–1901).	 The	 resulting	 variety	 gave	 Westend	 the	
appearance	 of	 an	 eclectic	 mix	 of	 Art	 Nouveau,	 Flemish	 regional-
ism,	and	Arts	and	Crafts	styles.	A	brochure	aimed	at	potential	tour-
ists	 mentioned	 ‘the	 innovative	 forms	 of	 the	 villas	 with	 picturesque	
façades,	with	attractive	colours	and	varied	styles’.iii	The	brochure	also	
emphasized	the	wide	spectrum	of	tourist	attractions	and	provisions,	
such	 as	 the	 Café-Restaurant,	 Westend’s	 market	 hall—described	 as	
‘the	joy	of	feminine	“shopping”’—and	the	beach	with	‘its	boats,	tents,	
and	the	small	world	of	children	enjoying	the	sand	and	the	bathing’.

However,	 various	 financial	 problems	 caused	 La	 Westendaise	 to	
cease	 all	 activity	 in	 1906.	 A	 new	 public	 company,	 Westende	 Plage,	
was	created	in	which	none	of	the	members	of	the	Otlet	family	were	
shareholders.	 A	 decade	 later,	 during	 the	 First	 World	 War,	 Westend	
was	almost	completely	wiped	off	the	map.	It	was	occupied	by	German	
troops,	 and	 the	 British	 Air	 Force	 repeatedly	 bombed	 it.	 During	 the	
Second	World	War,	Westend	was	ruined	a	second	time.

The	town	planning	adventure	of	Westend	not	only	made	Otlet	well	
aware	of	the	concerns	of	town	planning	around	the	turn	of	the	cen-
tury	but	also	it	made	him	recognize	the	professionalization	of	town	
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planning	as	a	discipline,	and	he	would	cherish	a	passion	for	it	until	
the	end	of	his	life.	In	his	autobiographical	notes,	Otlet	tells	us	how,	
after	the	planning	of	Westend,	he	became	involved	in	the	association	
Le plus grand Bruxelles	and	the	Union Internationale des Villes:

I	 created	 Westend,	 the	 modern	 Belgian	 seaside	 resort	 in	 the	 dunes	
which	 for	 a	 long	 time	had	been	one	of	our	 hunting	grounds.	There,	 I	
was	able	to	realize	my	architectural	dreams	on	a	large	scale,	and	to	make	
what	was	new	and	original,	always	with	Van	Rysselberghe	and	in	associa-
tion	with	Minister	de	Smet	de	Naeyer,	the	executive	arm	of	the	great	
builder	Léopold	II.	I	was	responsible	for	presenting	him	with	all	sorts	
of	ideas	for	our	coast	and	for	our	cities,	in	particular	Namur	and	Brus-
sels.	Thus	I	studied	a	range	of	both	practical	and	theoretical.	In	Brussels,	
I	undertook	to	coordinate	the	practical	work	of	and	be	the	mentor	of	
the	Association du plus grand Bruxelles	of	which	I	still	am	president	of	the	
section	of	intellectual	relations.	This	was	the	point	of	departure	of	an	
interesting	undertaking.	With	my	friends	Vinck	and	Saintenoy,	we	de-
veloped	a	programme	combining	ideas	of	urbanism	with	those	of	social	
life,	documentation	and	internationalism.	We	organized	the	first	Inter-
national	Congress	of	cities	on	the	occasion	of	the	Exhibition	in	Ghent	in	
1913.	The	mayor,	Braun,	and	the	Director	of	the	exposition,	Coppieters,	
adopted	all	of	our	ideas	and	helped	us	to	realize	them.	It	was	a	very	large	
congress	 with	 representation	 from	 132	 cities	 from	 all	 over	 the	 world.	
I	appealed	to	my	friend	Patrick	Geddes,	one	of	the	most	original	and	
sympathetic	minds	that	I	know,	and	with	him,	his	important	collection,	
and	his	even	more	important	ideas,	we	will	organize	the	International	
Exhibition	of	Cities	in	conjunction	with	the	Congress.	At	the	same	time,	
what	had	been	created	was	to	be	integrated:	we	created	the	Union	des	
Villes	belges	 [Belgian	Union	of	Townships].	Represented	among	us	all	
was	the	whole	hierarchy	of	organization:	the	level	of	the	city,	cities	at	
the	national	level	and	cities	at	the	international	level,	and	these	affiliat-
ed	to	the	Union	des	Associations	Internationales,	in	the	offices	of	which	
the	representatives	of	these	cities	worked.iv

This	quote	captures	well	the	role	that	Otlet	played	in	the	initial	phase	
of	the	development	of	the	UIV,	and	it	is	this	involvement	that	will	be	
investigated	in	the	next	section.

6.1.2. Emile Vinck’s concept for an International Congress of Cities

Emile	Vinck	(1870–1950),	senator	for	the	Belgian	Labour	Party,	had	
the	idea	to	organize	an	International	Congress	of	Cities	in	Ghent	in	
1913	to	formalize	the	study	of	questions	concerning	municipal	gov-
ernance,	to	assemble	the	community	of	experts	in	the	study	of	these	
questions,	and	to	make	public	the	exchange	of	information	on	these	
questions.	In	this	he	was	supported	by	the	Belgian	architect	Paul	Sain-
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tenoy	(1862–1952)	and	Paul	Otlet,	who	were,	in	addition	to	Vinck,	ap-
pointed	Secretaries-General	of	the	congress;	he	was	also	supported	by	
the	Ghent	mayor,	Emile	Braun	(1849–1927),	and	the	Minister	of	State	
and	President	of	the	Chamber	of	Representatives,	Gérard	Cooreman	
(1852–1926),	who	were	both	appointed	President	of	the	Congress.

Firstly,	 the	 congress	 that	 Vinck	 set	 out	 to	 organize	 aimed	 to	 for-
malize	the	body	of	knowledge	that	was	being	developed	by	experts	
in	their	study	of	different	municipal	problems	and	systematize	their	
main	conclusions	and	principles	into	a	comprehensive	science	of	the	
city.	Beyond	this	scientific	goal,	Vinck	also	hoped	that	such	a	congress	
would	bring	together	an	international	group	of	representatives	from	
different	governmental	administrations,	municipalities,	and	associa-
tions.	In	particular,	he	hoped	to	formalize	in	one	social	network	the	
national	associations	 in	which	cities	and	municipalities	had	started	
to	group	themselves,	in	order	to	systematize	the	exchange	of	infor-
mation	on	urban	governance.	In	various	member	states	of	the	Ger-
man	Empire,	such	associations	existed	as	early	as	1860,	and	in	1905,	
an	umbrella	organization,	 the	Deutscher	Städtetag,	was	founded.	In	
Great	 Britain	 there	 was	 the	 Association	 of	 Municipal	 Corporations	
(1872);	in	Switzerland	the	Union	des	villes	Suisses	(1897);	in	Italy	the	
Associazione	dei	Comuni	italiani	(1901);	and	in	the	Netherlands	the	
Vereeniging	van	Nederlandsche	Gemeenten	(1912).29	As	a	peripheral	
event	to	the	congress,	Vinck	also	made	the	necessary	preparations	to	
establish	a	Union	des	villes	et	des	communes	Belges	to	join	the	other	
national	organizations	of	cities.	Furthermore,	he	desired	to	make	the	
central	bureau	of	the	Belgian	Union	of	Cities,	analogous	to	the	central	
bureau	of	municipal	information	in	Berlin	and	Zürich,	function	as	an	
international	bureau	of	municipal	information:

All	 administrations,	 all	 representatives,	 even	 all	 citizens	 will	 be	 able	
to	 find	 the	 necessary	 information.	 Today,	 because	 of	 the	 complexity	
of	what	they	have	to	do,	administrations	and	officials	find	themselves	
faced	every	day	with	new	problems.	What	easiness,	what	a	cutback	of	
time	and	effort,	and	what	economy	of	effort	if,	after	contacting	a	central	
bureau,	the	necessary	information	could	be	obtained	immediately.	Of	
course,	solutions	will	always	have	to	be	adapted	to	the	local	needs,	but	
once	the	most	arduous	part	of	the	research	is	undertaken	for	one,	it	will	
be	undertaken	for	all.v

From	 the	 start,	 Vinck	 wanted	 to	 create	 a	 ‘permanent	 International	
Municipal	 Office’	 that	 would	 formalize	 and	 facilitate	 transnational	
inter-municipal	circulation	among	the	members	who	had	attended	

29	 Jean-Luc	Pinol,	Guy	Burgel,	Odile	Goerg,	Xavier	Huetz	de	Lemps,	and	Marc	Boone,	
Histoire de l’Europe urbaine. 2: De l’Acien Régime a nos jours: expansion et limite d’un 
modèle	(Paris:	Seuil,	2003),	152–159.
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the	congress	of	information	about	urban	reform	as	well	as	establish	a	
rationalization	for	public	administration	routines	and	the	extension	
of	urban	provisions.

As	 a	 complement	 to	 the	 Congress,	 Emile	 Vinck	 planned	 to	 orga-
nize	 an	 exhibition	 that	 continued	 a	 tradition	 of	 recent	 exhibitions	
on	town	planning,	such	as	the	Town	Planning	Exhibition	of	the	Royal	
Institute	of	British	Architects	in	1910,	the	Allgemeine	Städtebau	Aus-
stellung	in	Berlin	of	1910,	the	Health	Exhibition	and	Congress	of	the	
Royal	Sanitary	Institute	in	1911	in	Belfast,	and	the	Städte	Ausstellung	
in	Düsseldorf	in	1912.30	The	exhibition	eventually	took	place	in	the	
Palace	of	Flowers	in	Ghent	and	was	embedded	in	the	structure	of	the	
Ghent	Universal	Exhibition	of	1913.31	As	Patrick	Geddes,	who	played	
a	 major	 role	 in	 its	 organization,	 observed,	 the	 Exhibition	 of	 Cities	
was	situated	in	a	Flemish	provincial	capital	 ‘anxious	to	express	and	
reaffirm	 itself’	 as	 a	 city	 of	 international	 reputation.	 But	 the	 exhibi-
tion	 was	 not	 only	 situated	 in	 a	 sphere	 of	 ‘civic	 and	 regional	 patrio-
tism’.	It	also	found	itself	in	a	sphere	of	‘the	post-Leopoldian	regime,	
determined	to	purify	the	national	and	civic	life	from	the	defects	and	
vices	of	the	past	reign;	and	internationally,	it	is	keenly	conscious	of	
the	 immense	 importance	 and	 growing	 significance	 of	 Belgium	 as	 a	
“Key-stone State,”	whose	very	material	and	military	weakness,	 in	the	
midst	of	great	armed	Powers,	gives	her	an	advantage	of	common	ap-
peal	to	them	all’.32

6.1.3. The Comparative Exhibition of Cities curated by Otlet, and the  
Cities and Town Planning Exhibition of Geddes

Like	 Geddes,	 Otlet	 was	 well	 aware	 of	 the	 different	 levels	 of	 power	
which	permeate	a	Universal	Exhibition	and	how	to	exploit	them	for	
his	 own	 purpose.	 In	 November	 1912,	 the	 week	 after	 he	 had	 visited	
the	town	planning	exhibition	in	Düsseldorf,	Paul	Otlet	wrote	to	his	
friend	Vinck	that	he	had	heard	about	the	latter’s	plan	to	hold	a	‘mu-
nicipal	exhibition	in	Ghent’.33	‘Would	it	be	possible	to	transform	this	
Exhibition	 into	 a	 permanent	 museum	 after	 the	 Exhibition?’	 Otlet	
asked.	‘We	should	try	to	join	all	forces	and	if	a	comparative	Municipal	
Museum	were	to	be	formed’,	he	went	on,	‘it	could	be	combined	with	

30	 Jean-Luc	Pinol,	Guy	Burgel,	Odile	Goerg,	Xavier	Huetz	de	Lemps,	and	Marc	Boone,	
Histoire de l’Europe urbaine. 2: De l’Acien Régime a nos jours: expansion et limite d’un 
modèle	(Paris:	Seuil,	2003),	152–159.

31	 Geddes	had	put	together	this	exhibition	in	London	in	1910,	at	the	request	of	the	
RIBA.

32	 Patrick	Geddes,	Two Steps in Civics: “Cities & Town Planning Exhibition” and the 
“International Congress of Cities”	(Liverpool:	The	University	Press,	1913),	1.

33	 Paul	Otlet, Letter to Emile Vinck	(1912.11.06).	MDN,	UIV	PO	31.
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our	programme’.vi	He	attached	a	brochure	on	the	current	state	of	the	
International	Museum	and	the	programme	of	the	1912	exhibition	or-
ganized	by	Le	plus	grand	Bruxelles.34	Otlet	was	a	founding	member	of	
this	study	group—similar	to	Le	Plus	Grand	Paris	in	Paris	and	inspired	
by	the	Gross-Berlin	town	planning	competition	of	1910.	It	aimed	to	
study	and	promote	the	official	recognition	of	Brussels	as	a	metropoli-
tan	region.35	Its	goals	were	the	annexation	of	the	suburbs	of	Brussels	
and	the	surrounding	municipalities,	the	foundation	of	an	metropoli-
tan	civic	centre,	and	the	improvement	of	railway	infrastructure	and	
public	spaces.36	Otlet	hoped	to	integrate	the	collection	of	his	own	In-
ternational	Museum,	the	exhibition	of	Le	Plus	Grand	Bruxelles,	and	
the	 exhibition	 that	 Vinck	 planned	 to	 organize	 afterwards	 into	 one	
great	exhibition	on	international	and	municipal	life.37

With	 Vinck’s	approval,	Paul	Otlet	became	 responsible	 for	 the	 cu-
ration	 of	 the	 Comparative	 Exhibition	 of	 Cities.	 Otlet’s	 idea	 was	 to	
make	 Geddes’s	 Cities	 and	 Town	 Planning	 Exhibition	 the	 principal	
part	of	the	Exhibition.	The	latter	exhibition	had	been	created	in	1910	
at	the	request	of	the	Royal	Institute	of	British	Architects	(RIBA)	for	
the	Town	Planning	conference	that	the	RIBA	organized	in	October	
1910	in	London.	Its	construction	had	been	supervised	by	an	executive	
board,	 led	by	Geddes,	which	comprised	the	President	of	the	British	
Local	Government	Board,	John	Burns	(1858–1943),	and	the	prominent	
British	town	planners	Raymond	Unwin	(1863–1940),	Thomas	Adams	
(1871–1940),	Henry	R.	Aldridge,	and	Ewart	Culpin	(1877–1946).38	The	
Cities	and	Town	Planning	Exhibition	was	mounted	for	the	first	time	
in	Chelsea	in	February	1911	and	was	subsequently	displayed	in	1911	

34	 Anonymous,	Projet d’exposition du “Plus Grand Bruxelles”	(1912).	MDN,	Papiers	per-
sonnels	Paul	Otlet,	UIV	PO	31.

35	 Its	members	were	V.	Tahon	(President),	J.	Brunfaut	(Vice-President),	E.	Gilmont	
(Secretary-General),	A.	Van	der	Linden	(Treasurer),	R.	Patou	(Secretary),	and	J.	
Lefebvre-Peeters,	R.	Stevens,	L.	Van	der	Swaelmen,	P.	Wielemans,	E.	Zorn,	and	Otlet	
(permanent	advisers).	Herman	Stynen,	Stedebouw en Gemeenschap: Louis Van der Swael-
men (1883–1929), Bezieler van de Moderne Beweging in België	(Bruxelles:	Mardaga,	1979),	
17.

36	 Ibid.,	16.
37	 The	exhibition	would	then	have	consisted	of	three	parts:	1.	public	international	life	

or	the	work	realized	by	the	common	effort	of	nations;	2.	private	international	life	
or	the	work	of	international	associations;	and	3.	international	municipal	life	or	the	
work	realized	by	the	great	cities	concerning	their	constitution	and	municipal	ser-
vices.	Paul	Otlet,	Project d’une exposition de la vie internationale et de la vie municipale 
comparées à l’exposition universelle et internationale de Gand en 1913,	Note,	(1912.11.12).	
MDN,	Papiers	personnels	Paul	Otlet,	UIV	PO	31.

38	 Pierre	Chabard,	Exposer la ville. Patrick Geddes (1854–1932) et le Town planning move-
ment. Volume 1,	PhD	diss.,	École	Doctorale	Ville	et	Environnement	(Paris	Université	
de	Paris	8	Vincennes-Saint-Denis,	2008),	14.
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in	Edinburgh,	Dublin,	and	Belfast.39	In	January	1913,	Otlet	contacted	
Geddes,	whom	he	knew	from	the	1900	World	Exhibition	in	Paris,	to	
ask	if	his	exhibition	were	available	and	on	what	conditions	it	could	be	
brought	to	Ghent.40	Geddes	replied	that	the	exhibition	was	available	
but	that	one	part	of	the	exhibition	was	situated	in	the	Outlook	Tower,	
while	the	biggest	part	was	stored	in	cases	in	a	warehouse	in	Ireland.	
He	informed	Otlet	that	the	exhibition	consisted	of	galleries	of	about	
300	to	400	metres	in	length,	and	he	proposed	to	send	a	museum	cura-
tor	to	Ghent	who	knew	his	collection	well,	a	certain	Alfred	Longden,	
who	would	be	able	to	answer	all	Otlet’s	questions	about	the	mount-
ing	and	installation	of	the	exhibition.41	In	the	months	preceding	the	
exhibition,	Otlet,	Vinck,	and	Geddes	worked	hard	to	get	everything	
ready.42	During	the	preparations,	Geddes	came	over	a	couple	of	times	
from	Scotland	to	discuss	the	course	of	things	with	Otlet;	and	Vinck	
went	to	London	to	meet	Geddes	and	several	others	who	could	pos-
sibly	contribute	to	the	congress	and	the	exhibition.43

Otlet	arranged	that	the	Exhibition	of	Cities	would	also	incorporate	
contributions	 from	 a	 range	 of	 city	 councils,	 associations,	 museums,	
and	individual	authors	of	city	plans,	and	that	these	materials	would	
be	integrated	in	Geddes’s	exhibit.44	The	most	important	of	these	con-
tributions	were	those	from	the	Chicago	Welfare	Association,	the	as-
sociation	Le	Plus	Grand	Bruxelles,	the	Deutsches	Museum	für	Gewer-
be	und	Industrie	of	the	Westphalian	city	Hagen,	and	the	city	councils	
of	Ghent,	Antwerp,	Liège,	Lierre,	and	Ypres.	Furthermore,	the	secre-
tariat	of	the	Congress	of	Cities	prepared	a	section	of	the	exhibition	
that	 showed	 ‘graphical	 documents	 on	 the	 issue	 of	 the	 organization	
of	municipal	life	and	municipal	services’.	And	the	International	Mu-
seum	prepared	various	statistical	charts	on,	among	other	topics,	the	
evolution	of	the	number	of	official	municipal	companies	in	different	
countries	FIG.2–6.	Furthermore,	a	library	with	a	reading	room	was	set	
up	as	part	of	the	exhibition	where	a	selection	of	fundamental	works	
and	journals	on	town	planning	would	be	at	the	disposal	of	the	visitors.

Despite	these	additional	sources	of	exhibition	materials,	Geddes’s	exhibit	
remained	the	nucleus	of	the	whole	exhibition.	Alisdair	Geddes,	Geddes’s	
son,	then	21	years	old,	was	‘working	like	a	Trojan	horse’	in	Ghent	to	mount	

39	 Ibid.,	26.	Volker	M.	Welter,	‘Stages	of	an	Exhibition,	the	Cities	and	Town	Planning	
Exhibition	of	Patrick	Geddes’,	in:	Planning History,	20.1	(1998),	25–35.

40	 Patrick	Geddes,	Letter to Paul Otlet	(1913.01.20).	MDN,	Papiers	Personnel	Paul	Otlet.
41	 Patrick	Geddes,	Letter to Paul Otlet	(1913.01.25).	MDN,	Papiers	Personnel	Paul	Otlet.
42	 Emile	Vinck,	Correspondant unknown	[H.	La	Fontaine]	(1913.08.31).	MDN,	UIV	PO31.
43	 Paul	Otlet,	Letter to Emile Vinck	(1913.02.08).	MDN,	UIV	PO	31.
44	 Anonymous,	Congrès International de l’art de bâtir des villes. Gand 1913. Premier Congrès 

International et Exposition Comparée des Villes. 1.—Construction des Villes 2.—Organisa-
tion de la Vie communale	(Bruxelles:	Union	Internationale	des	Villes,	1913),	xviii–xx.



FIG. 2 Chart showing the local government control 
of gas in Brussels, made by the Office Central des 
Associations Internationales (1913)

FIG. 3 Graphic showing the consumption of gas in 
Paris and its suburbs from 1895 to 1912, made 
by the Office Central des Associations Internatio-
nales (1913)

FIG. 4 Illustration of the number of municipal   
water, gas, and electricity companies in Germany, 
made by the Office Central des Associations  
Internationales (1913)

FIG. 5 Comparison between municipal and private 
tram companies in England, Ireland, and Scotland, 
made by the Office Central des  
Associations Internationales (1913)

FIG. 6 Illustration of the problem of the develop-
ment of the area around the stations to be treated 
at the International Congress of Cities in Ghent 
(1913)
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all	the	materials,	and	he	seems	to	have	been	‘absolutely	engrossed’	by	the	
work.45	 In	her	amusing	account,	Amelia	Defries	describes	how	Alisdair	
Geddes	worked	seven	days	a	week	to	cover	all	the	wall-spaces	with	vari-
ous	sorts	of	graphical	material	to	tell	their	story.	She	remembers	how	on	
the	third	day	before	the	International	Congress	of	Cities	opened,	agitated	
visitors	 were	 wandering	 about	 looking	 for	 an	 interpreter.	 Her	 general	
impression	was	that	of	‘frock-coated	gentlemen,	top-hats	in	hand,	deco-
rations	in	button-holes,	rather	excitedly	exclaiming:	 ‘Mais M. Geddes, où 
est-il donc?’46	One	of	those	men	looking	for	an	interpreter	was	Paul	Otlet,	
a	white-bearded,	exquisitely-groomed	and	top-hatted	Belgian	gentleman,	
with	a	decoration	in	his	buttonhole.	Grimy	as	we	were,	Mr.	Otlet	took	us	
both	out	for	coffee;	and	even	at	such	a	hasty	meeting	the	purity	of	diction	
and	fluency	of	phraseology,	which	marked	our	host	an	orator,	made	no	
small	 impression	upon	us.	He	had	brought	with	him	the	papers	of	this	
Premier Congrès des Villes,	and	he	laughed	heartily	at	my	dismay	over	the	
appearance	of	our	 ill-conditioned	exhibition,	and	the	non-existence	of	
the	catalogue.	He	said	something	in	fun	about	‘the	tyrannic	Geddes,	who	
would	have	things	his	own	way’,	and,	 turning	to	Alasdair,	he	cried	with	
some	excitement:	‘Mais où est-il, ce bon Geddes, hein?’47

Geddes	appeared	just	in	time	for	the	meeting	with	Otlet	and	would	
work	at	white	heat	to	make	the	final	changes	to	the	galleries	before	
the	opening	of	the	congress.

Geddes’s	 exhibition	 was,	 as	 the	 programme	 of	 the	 UIV	 Congress	
mentions:	‘Above	all	an	exhibition	of	ideas,	the	exhibited	documents	
of	which	have	mostly	an	evocative	value.	They	are	not	exhibited	for	
the	intrinsic	quality	of	their	execution’.48	The	exhibition	lacked	beau-
tifully	framed	and	labelled	exhibits,	but	it	was	all	the	more	valuable	
as	a	rational	‘order	of	ideas’	FIG.7.	The	value	of	ideas,	rather	than	their	
realization,	was	recognized	by	the	jury.	The	Comparative	Exhibition	
of	 Cities	 was	 awarded	 the	 Gold	 Medal,	 distinguishing	 it	 as	 the	 best	
municipal	exhibition	on	show	in	Ghent.49

The	exhibition	was	intended	to	be	a	comparative	study	of	cities,	‘each	
shown	 like	 a	 living	 being,	 in	 constant	 relation	 to	 its	 environment’.50	

45	 Mr.	Watson,	Letter to Patrick Geddes (1913.06.22).	University	of	Strathclyde,	T_GED	
9/1217.

46	 Amelia	Dorothy	Defries,	The Interpreter Geddes: The Man and his Gospel	([S.l.]:		
Routledge,	1927),	68.

47	 Ibid.,	67.	Compare	with:	Philip	Boardman,	The Worlds of Patrick Geddes: Biologist, Town 
Planner, Re-educator, Peace-warrior	(London:	Routledge	and	Kegan	Paul,	1978),	241.

48	 Premier congrès international et exposition comparée des villes: documents préliminaires	
(Bruxelles:	Union	Internationale	des	Villes,	1913),	xviii.

49	 Boardman,	The Worlds of Patrick Geddes: Biologist, Town Planner, Re-educator, Peace-
warrior,	240.

50	 Patrick	Geddes,	Cities in Evolution. An Introduction to the Town Planning Movement 
and to the Study of Civics	(London:	Williams	&	Norgate,	1914),	264.



Yet,	no	labels	or	catalogue	were	provided	for	the	visitor	to	find	his	way	
through	Geddes’s	idiosyncratic	classification.	The	visitor	was	supposed	
to	 find	 the	 connections	 between	 the	 documents	 in	 the	 same	 way	 as	
one	connects	the	various	phrases	and	clauses	in	a	sentence.	As	Amelia	
Defries	recounts,	 ‘people	were	expected	to	read the Exhibition!’51	For-
tunately,	as	Geddes	mentioned	 in	a	 letter	 to	Otlet,	he	had	a	 team	of	
people	trained	to	read	the	story	of	the	exhibition	to	the	visitors:

During	each	exposition,	I	have	the	habit	to	act	not	only	as	a	teacher	al-
most	all	of	the	time	(my	one	or	two	assistants	also),	but	also	to	prepare	
a	crowd	of	intelligent	people,	who	also	come	morning	and	evening	to	
give	explanations	to	little	groups	of	workers,	schoolchildren,	ladies,	any-
body—in	such	a	way	that	we	are	able	to	have	a	noticeable	effect	on	the	
public	 opinion	 of	 the	 entire	 city.	 I	 believe	 that	 almost	 all	 the	 objects	
of	our	exhibition	are	of	interest	to	you	because	we	treat	each	city	as	a	
geologist	 would	 treat	 a	 geological	 milieu—both	 from	 a	 particular	 and	
general	point	of	view—and	we	have	gathered	a	good	deal	of	interesting	
and	curious	things,	as	well	as	a	mass	of	documents	of	a	civic	and	socio-
logical	order.vii

In	the	paper	‘Two	Steps	in	Civics’,	reprinted	in	Cities in Evolution,	Ged-
des	recorded	the	story	that	was	told	through	the	rooms	of	the	exhi-
bition.52	He	explains	how	the	exhibition	consists	of	a	triple	range	of	
galleries	which	are	arranged	in	such	a	way	as	to	offer	three	different	
perspectives	on	the	city:	‘(a)	that	of	world-centres	and	capitals,	(b)	that	
of	race,	population,	and	childhood,	and	(c)	that	of	geographic	and	his-
toric	surveys	and	developments’53	FIG.8.

51	 Defries,	The Interpreter Geddes: The Man and his Gospel,	67.
52	 Geddes,	Cities in Evolution,	263–294.
53	 Geddes,	Two Steps in Civics: “Cities & Town Planning Exhibition” and the “Internation-

al Congress of Cities”,	16.

FIG. 7 Picture of Geddes’s Cities and Town Planning Exhibition at 
the Royal Science Institute at the University of Bombay (1927)



The	first	section	of	the	exhibition	contained	the	conventional	sto-
ry	of	urban	evolution	in	a	chronological	order,	starting	with	a	Clas-
sic	Gallery	which	illustrated	the	grandeur	and	glory	of	the	Hellenic,	
Roman,	and	Babylonian	cities;	a	gallery	devoted	to	towns	and	cities	
of	the	Renaissance;	and	a	large	gallery	on	the	Great	Capitals	such	as	
Berlin,	Paris,	Rome,	Vienna,	or	Washington.	The	last	room	of	this	sec-
tion	included	studies	on	how	various	problems	common	to	city	life	
were	currently	being	handled	by	architects	and	town	planners,	and	
two	dreams	about	the	future:	plans	for	the	World	Centre	of	Commu-
nication	by	Andersen	and	Hébrard;	and	a	model	of	the	Temple	de	la	
Pensée	of	Garas—both	included	on	the	initiative	of	Otlet.

The	second	section,	in	a	corridor	adjacent	to	the	first	section,	focused	
on	what	the	conventional	story	in	the	first	section	had	neglected:	‘the	
citizen	as	a	personality’	and	‘the	personality	of	the	city’.	A	geographical	
gallery	introduced	the	idea	that	a	settlement	is	determined	by	its	im-
mediate	environment,	and	is	regional	and	occupational	at	bottom;	an	
idea	that	he	illustrated	in	the	schema	‘the	nature	occupations’	FIG. 9.	A	
series	of	galleries	illustrated	this	idea	in	history	and	filled	the	gaps	in	
the	story	told	in	the	first	section:	a	gallery	on	the	history	and	develop-
ment	of	medieval	towns	and	cities;	a	gallery	on	the	wars	of	the	Refor-
mation	and	Renaissance;	a	gallery	informing	on	the	industrial	age	with	
its	various	revolutions;	and	a	larger	gallery	on	garden	suburbs,	villages,	
and	towns	with	their	promise	of	the	healthy	and	bright	garden	city.

FIG. 8 Geddes’s Plan of the Cities and Town Planning Exhibition in Ghent (1913)



The	 third	 section,	 on	 the	 ‘surveys	 of	 towns	 and	 cities’,	 explained	
Geddes’s	famous	concept	of	the	survey.	Through	a	survey,	or	a	series	
of	preliminary	examinations	carried	out	in	the	process	of	town	plan-
ning,	Geddes	believed	that	the	present	condition	and	deficiencies	of	
the	city	could	be	assessed	in	an	accurate	and	scientific	manner.	In	the	
exhibition,	 Geddes	 gave	 some	 successful	 examples,	 such	 as	 Charles	
Booth’s	survey	of	‘Life	and	Labour	in	London’.	A	survey	should	take	
into	account,	 in	Geddes’s	view,	all	 the	aspects:	 ‘geographic	 and	eco-
nomic,	anthropological	and	historical,	demographic	and	eugenic,	and	
so	on;	and	above	all	it	aims	at	the	reunion	of	all	these	studies,	in	terms	
of	social	science,	as	“Civics.”’54	The	largest	part	of	the	gallery	consisted	
of	the	outlines	of	a	survey	which	he	had	produced	himself.	It	was	the	
Survey	of	Edinburgh,	which	he	had	been	developing	in	his	Outlook	
Tower	since	1892	and	elsewhere	previously.	The	Survey	of	Edinburgh,	
as	exhibited	in	the	Outlook	Tower,	described,	analysed	and	observed	
the	city	as	an	object	of	knowledge,	and	compared	the	results	of	this	
research	within	a	larger	spatial	and	temporal	context	FIG.10.

Geddes’s	concept	of	the	survey	gave	a	refreshing	interdisciplinary	
view	on	how	documentation	on	 individual	cities	could	be	gathered	
and	how	a	comparative	analysis	of	that	documentation	would	show	
the	way	to	establish	a	broadly	defined	science	of	the	city	which	the	
Congress	of	Cities	aimed	to	see	formally	created.

6.1.4. The two sections of the International Congress of Cities in 1913

The	scientific	goal	of	the	International	Congress	of	Cities	was	to	study	
systematically	all	the	various	problems	that	municipalities	and	cities	
were	faced	with,	‘learning	how	they	presented	themselves	in	the	dif-

54	 Ibid.,	3–4.

FIG. 9 Patrick Geddes, The Nature Occupations 
(1913)

FIG. 10 Exterior of the Outlook 
Tower, Edinburgh
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ferent	countries,	which	solutions	had	been	found	or	proposed,	and	
which	principles	certified	by	experience	could	claim	to	be	represen-
tative	of	the	architecture	of	cities,	municipal sociology	and	the	adminis-
tration of municipalities’.viii	This	study	was	undertaken	in	two	sections.	
The	first	section	dealt	with	 ‘The	Construction	of	Cities’,	 the	second	
with	the	‘Organization	of	Municipal	Life’.

Paul	Saintenoy	was	in	charge	of	the	first	part	of	the	congress,	which	
focused	on	the	physical	aspects	and	aesthetics	of	the	city	or	on	the	
new	 science	 which	 the	 Austrian	 city-planning	 theoretician	 Camil-
lo	 Sitte	 (1843–1903)	 had	 called	 ‘Städtebau’	 in	 German	 and	 which	 in	
French	was	known	as	‘l’Art	de	bâtir	des	villes’.55	Amongst	the	speak-
ers	 in	 Ghent	 were	 the	 Mayor	 of	 Brussels	 Charles	 Buls	 (1837–1914),	
the	Belgian	town	planner	Louis	Van	der	Swaelmen	(1883–1929),	the	
French	architect	Auguste	Rey	(1864–1934),	the	German	town	planner	
Joseph	Stübben	(1845–1936),	and	the	British	town	planners	Raymond	
Unwin,	 Henry	 Vaughan	 Lanchester	 (1863–1953),	 Patrick	 Abercrom-
bie	(1879–1957),	and	Georges	Pepler	(1882–1959).	This	section	saw	it-
self	as	a	continuation	of	the	various	efforts	to	institutionalize	the	new	
discipline	 of	 town	 planning,	 and	 references	 were	 made	 to	 various	
town-planning	exhibitions,	the	courses	on	town	planning	at	universi-
ties	such	as	in	Liverpool;	and	journals	such	as	Der Städtebau	in	Berlin	
edited	 by	 the	 German	 town	 planner	 Theodor	 Goecke	 (1850–1919)	
and	Camillo	Sitte,	or	the	Town Planning Review	in	Liverpool	edited	by	
Abercrombie.56	In	particular,	it	modelled	itself	on	the	Town	Planning	
Conference	and	Exhibition	in	London	in	1910,	which	had	brought	to-
gether	town	planning	experts	from	all	over	Europe.

The	second	part	of	the	congress,	in	the	hands	of	Emile	Vinck,	dealt	
with	the	 ‘organization	of	municipal	 life’.	 In	it	were	represented	the	
municipal	affairs	which	until	then	had	only	received	attention	in	spe-
cialized	congresses:	the	juridical,	financial,	economic,	hygienic,	intel-
lectual,	social,	and	administrative	concerns	of	the	municipality.	Un-
like	the	first	section	of	the	congress—dominated	by	architects,	town	
planners,	 and	 civil	 engineers—the	 speakers	 in	 this	 part	 of	 the	 con-
gress	 consisted	 of	 an	 extremely	 wide	 variety	 of	 professionals,	 rang-
ing	from	representatives	of	municipal	authorities,	philanthropists,	to	
lawyers,	economists,	and	social	reformers.	In	contrast	to	the	urbanis-
tic	and	architectural	approach	of	the	first	section	of	the	congress,	the	
second	had	a	sociological	and	functional	approach	to	the	city.	Or,	in	

55	 Camillo	Sitte,	L’art de bâtir les villes: notes et re?flexions d’un architecte	(Paris:	Librarie	
Renouard,	1902).	Camillo	Sitte,	Der Städte-Bau nach seinen künstlerischen Grundsätzen: 
Ein Beitrag zur Lösung modernster Fragen der Architektur und monumentalen Plastik 
unter besonderer Beziehung auf Wien:	Wien,	1889).

56	 Premier Congrès International et Exposition Comparée des Villes. 1.—Construction des 
Villes 2.—Organisation de la Vie communale.



the	words	of	Vinck:	‘The	second	part	is	to	the	first	part	what	biology	
is	to	morphology.	The	complete	knowledge	of	an	organism,	which	is	
called	“community”,	requires,	it	must	be	said,	a	collaboration	between	
the	two	sciences,	but	both	of	them	explore	the	same	field	from	two	
entirely	different	points	of	view’.ix

Paul	Otlet,	nominated	the	third	Secretary-General	of	the	First	Con-
gress	of	Cities	(besides	Vinck	and	Saintenoy),	also	shared	the	view	that	
there	were	two	distinct	approaches	to	the	study	of	town	planning.57	Like	
Vinck,	Otlet	thought	that	a	comprehensive	science	of	the	city	should	
go	beyond	what	town	planning	currently	embraced.	He	contrasted	‘ur-
banism’	with	‘municipal	sociology’:	 ‘one	may	compare	urbanism	with	
anatomy,	which	examines	the	body	in	its	materiality	of	the	organs,	the	
system	of	the	bones,	the	muscles	and	the	nerves;	municipal	sociology	
on	 the	 other	 hand	 appears	 as	 physiology	 and	 psychology,	 which	 are	
devoted	to	the	study	of	life’.x	He	believed	that	the	new	science	of	the	
city	should	be	encyclopaedic,	a	disciplinary	hybrid,	combining	exper-
tise	from	the	fields	of	art,	science,	technology,	and	sociology	FIG.11.	The	
organicist	approach	to	the	city	of	Vinck	and	Otlet	was	influenced	by	
the	 sociological	 laboratory	 of	 Ernest	 Solvay	 (1838–1922),	 the	 Institut	
des	Sciences	Sociales,	in	which	they	were	both	previously	involved,	and	
the	Université	Nouvelle	in	Brussels	where	they	both	taught,	but	also	by	
other	laboratories	of	urban	reform	abroad	such	as	the	Fabian	Society,58	
and	the	Musée	Social	in	Paris,	whose	activities	Vinck	reviewed	in	the	
Annales	of	the	Institut	des	Sciences	Sociales.59

57	 Ibid.,	vi.
58	 Dogliani,	‘European	Municipalism	in	the	First	Half	of	the	Twentieth	Century:	The	

Socialist	Network’,	575–581.
59	 J.	R.	Horne,	A Social Laboratory for Modern France: The musée social and the Rise of the 

Welfare State	(Durham:	Duke	university	press,	2002).

FIG. 11 Otlet’s Schema illustrating the constituent 
disciplines of Urbanism 



6.1.5. The creation of the International Office of Municipal Information 
and the founding of the Union Internationale des Villes

During	 the	 second	 part	 of	 the	 congress,	 Paul	 Otlet	 proposed	 an	 or-
ganizational	plan	for	 the	structure	of	what	would	become	the	UIV.	
The	structure	consisted	of	a	congress	that	should	convene	regularly,	
an	‘association’	consisting	of	four	types	of	members	(honorary,	effec-
tive,	corresponding,	and	subscribing),	a	 ‘general	council’	responsible	
for	 making	 the	 key	 decisions,	 and	 a	 ‘permanent	 office’	 responsible	
for	the	documentation,	communication,	and	preparation	of	the	con-
gresses60	FIG.12.	In	the	name	of	the	Secretariat-General,	Paul	Otlet	also	
presented	a	report	entitled	Sources of the Study of and Documentation 
Pertaining to Municipal Architecture, Administration and Sociology: Con-
tribution to the Study of the Creation of a Permanent Office of the Interna-

60	 Premier Congrès International et Exposition Comparée des Villes. 1.—Construction des 
Villes 2.—Organisation de la Vie communale,	51–54.

FIG. 12 Sketch of the organizational structure of the UIV as  
envisioned by Otlet (1913)
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tional Congress.61	The	report	discussed	how	a	permanent	office	might	
gather	and	organize	the	literature	on	municipal	questions.

Under	 the	 pressure	 of	 present	 circumstances,	 an	 abundant	 literature	
on	municipal	affairs	has	been	produced,	which	constitutes	today	a	very	
important	source	for	study	and	documentation.	It	encompasses	all	the	
aspects	of	the	life	of	great	cities:	their	formation,	administration,	activ-
ity,	history,	actual	current	problems	and	their	future.xi

Otlet	emphasized	how	the	permanent	office	should	assemble	a	bibli-
ography	of	the	various	articles	that	appeared	in	journals	on	issues	re-
lated	to	municipal	governance,	and	how	it	should	gather	documenta-
tion	from	the	different	municipalities,	from	the	different	official	and	
private	publications,	and	should	organize	it	in	documentary	files.62

In	the	organizational	scheme	for	the	permanent	office,	Otlet	drew	
on	 the	 ideas	 that	 he	 had	 developed	 for	 the	 International	 Congress	
of	Administrative	Sciences	(CISA)	in	1910	in	Brussels,	which	was	pre-
sided	over	by	Georges	Cooreman	(President	of	the	1913	Congress	of	
Cities).63	The	Congress	was	devoted	to	the	new	discipline	of	‘admin-
istrative	sciences’,	which	was	defined	in	the	circulatory	letter	as	‘the	
unity	of	theoretical	knowledge	on	services,	organs,	persons,	and	the	
action	of	administrations,	and	on	the	most	efficient	methods	to	be	
used	by	them’.xii	Otlet,	who	chaired	the	fourth	section	on	‘administra-
tive	documentation’,	discussed	in	his	contribution	the	need	of	a	cen-
tral	office	annex	documentation	centre	for	the	CISA,	the	realisation	
of	which	had	to	wait	until	1930,	although	a	permanent	secretariat	for	
the	CISA	was	installed	in	offices	linked	to	those	of	the	OIB/IIB	and	the	
UIA	in	Brussels.64

Otlet	hoped	to	incorporate	the	central	office	of	what	would	become	
the	UIV	at	 the	same	 location.	This	would	further	 the	 International	
Centre	that	Otlet	dreamed	of	establishing	in	Brussels,	as	an	extension	
of	the	headquarters	of	the	UIA.	In	the	same	report	that	he	presented	
to	the	1913	Congress	of	Cities,	Otlet	observed	that	the	international	

61	 H.	J.	D.	Revers,	IULA 1913–1963. The Story of Fifty Years of International Munici-
pal Co-operation	(The	Hague:	Martinus	Nijhoff,	1963),	26.	Secrétariat	Général	de	
l’UIV,	Les	Sources	de	l’Etude	et	de	la	Documentation	en	matière	d’Architecture,	
d’Administration	et	de	Sociologie	Municipales.	Contribution	à	l’étude	de	la	Créa-
tion	d’un	Office	permanent	du	Congrès	International,	Premier	Congrès	Interna-
tional	des	Villes,	Ghent	(1913).	MDN,	Papiers	personnels	Paul	Otlet,	UIV	PO	31.

62	 Paul	Otlet	about	the	‘Office	Permanent	International’	in:	Premier Congrès Interna-
tional et Exposition Comparée des Villes. 1.—Construction des Villes 2.—Organisation de 
la Vie communale,	51–54.

63	 Minister	of	Interior	Affairs,	François	Schollaert	(1851–1917),	Minister	of	Science	
and	the	Arts,	Baron	Edouard	Descamps	(1847–1933),	and	Minister	of	State,	Auguste	
Beernaert	(1829–1912),	were	honorary	presidents	of	the	congress.	‘Congrès	inter-
national	des	sciences	administratives’	in:	Revue Générale d’Administration,	2.8	(1908),	
490–495.

64	 Payre,	‘L’Etat	vu	d’en	haut’,	651.
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office	of	municipal	information	‘would	be	much	better	able	to	fulfil	
its	function	if	it	were	developed	at	the	International	Centre	itself	and	
if	in	goals,	its	organization	and	methods	were	closely	tied	to	the	great	
universal	 collections	which	 are	 being	 developed	there’,	 referring	 to	
documentary	archives	and	the	Universal	Bibliographic	Repertory	de-
veloped	by	the	Institut	International	de	Bibliographie	(IIB).xiii

In	the	concluding	session,	Emile	Vinck	proposed	a	resolution	which	
outlined	the	organizational	structure	for	‘the	permanent	Internation-
al	 Congress	 of	 Cities’.65	 The	 resolution	 basically	 repeated	 the	 struc-
ture	 for	 the	permanent	office	presented	 in	 the	report	of	Otlet,	but	
it	also	incorporated	the	comments	on	it	by	the	mayor	of	The	Hague,	
Herman	van	Karnebeek	(1874–1942),	and	Louis	Dausset	(1866–1940)	
who	represented	the	municipal	council	of	Paris.	Furthermore,	Vinck	
emphasized	that,	although	the	majority	of	participants	consisted	of	
representatives	of	individual	cities,

A	special	appeal	will	be	made	to	National	and	Regional	Union	of	Mu-
nicipalities,	 whose	 membership	 would	 constitute	 the	 most	 valuable	
support	for	the	International	Organization;	so	that	the	Congress,	or	In-
ternational Association for Town Development,	 could	 to	 a	 certain	 extent	
be	considered	as	a	 federation	of	 these	Unions	and	 in	some	way	as	an	
International Union of Local Authorities.xiv

On	 31	 July	 1913	 Vinck’s	 resolution	 was	 adopted	 unanimously	 and	
gave	rise	to	creation	of	the	Union	Internationale	des	Villes	(UIV).	By	
coordinating	these	various	national	and	regional	associations	of	mu-
nicipalities	into	one	organization,	the	UIV	would	play	an	important	
role	in	establishing	and	stimulating	the	inter-municipal	interchange	
of	information	on	an	international	level.

As	Revers	concluded	in	his	historiography	of	the	UIV,	the	organiza-
tion’s	primary	objective	in	the	period	before	the	Second	World	War	
was	to	create	a	centre	for	information	and	documentation.66	Imme-
diately	 after	 the	 congress,	 the	 central	 office	 of	 the	 UIV	 was	 estab-
lished	 in	 the	 same	 place	 where	 the	 preparations	 for	 the	 first	 Con-
gress	of	Cities	had	been	made:	 the	headquarters	of	 the	UIA	 in	 the	
Rue de la Régence	in	Brussels.	Otlet	tried	to	make	the	Town	Planning	
Exhibition,	as	it	had	been	shown	in	Ghent,	a	part	of	the	documenta-
tion	 office.	 A	 large	 sum	 was	 offered	 by	 the	 Belgian	 government	 to	
buy	Geddes’s	exhibition,	but	Geddes	refused	to	hand	over	his	work.67	

65	 Premier Congrès International et Exposition Comparée des Villes. 1.—Construction des 
Villes 2.—Organisation de la Vie communale,	70.

66	 Revers,	IULA 1913–1963,	31.
67	 Philip	Mairet,	Pioneer of Sociology: The Life and Letters of Patrick Geddes	(Westport,	

Ct.:	Hyperion	Press,	1979),	147.	Otlet	continued	long	after	to	ask	Geddes	if	he	
wouldn’t	sell	the	exhibition,	but	Geddes	continued	to	refuse	to	sell	or	donate	his	
exhibition	to	Otlet.	In	1927,	Geddes	wanted	to	sell	his	exhibition	to	the	US	as	a	sort	
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However,	the	First	World	War	stopped	all	activity	in	the	headquar-
ters	in	Brussels,	and	the	documentation	office	would	only	be	devel-
oped	 according	 to	 the	 objectives	 formulated	 at	 the	 1913	 Congress	
after	the	First	World	War.

6.2.	 The war efforts of the Belgian section of the UIV and the 
Encyclopedia of Cities

6.2.1. A survey of the ‘clinical problem’ of Belgium

Unlike	many	other	international	organizations,	the	UIV	did	not	stop	
its	activities	because	of	the	outbreak	of	the	First	World	War.	Particu-
larly	important	was	the	fact	that	the	documentation	office	of	the	UIV	
continued	to	be	developed	at	its	temporary	seat	in	The	Hague.	The	
reason	 for	 this	 was	 that	 most	 of	 the	 members	 of	 the	 UIV	 believed	
that	 it	was	 their	 task	to	plan	the	reconstruction	of	war-blighted	ar-
eas	 after	 the	 war,	 and	 they	 were	 convinced	 that	 the	 social	 network	
of	the	UIV	could	contribute	to	this	by	setting	up	an	international	aid	
programme.	 The	 UIV	 thus	 turned	 into	 a	 sort	 of	 relief	 organization	
dedicated	to	study	the	‘extent	of	perpetrated	destruction	in	the	vari-
ous	 theatres	of	war’.68	More	 than	other	countries,	Belgium	suffered	
from	large-scale	destructions	throughout	all	its	regions.69	Around	the	
front,	near	the	‘Ijzer’	river,	three	cities	and	26	villages	were	razed	to	
the	ground.	Inland,	Aarschot,	Dendermonde,	Dinant,	Wezet,	Treme-
lo,	Liezele,	Havay,	and	Spontin	were	almost	completely	demolished.	
The	city	centres	were	destroyed	in	Leuven,	Lier,	Mechelen,	Namur,	
Herve,	 and	 Herbeumont.	 In	 Roeselare	 and	 other	 cities,	 dwellings	
were	largely	stripped.	Furthermore,	during	the	German	retreat,	the	
German	army	destroyed	most	of	Belgium’s	heavy	industry,	except	for	
the	coal	mines,	 in	order	to	wipe	out	Belgium’s	future	economic	po-
tential.	 Factories	 were	 dismantled,	 and	 entire	 industries	 that	 could	
compete	 with	 the	 German	 counterparts	 were	 demolished.	 Roads	
were	 severely	 damaged,	 about	 one-third	 of	 the	 main	 railway	 lines	

of	retirement	pay.	He	wanted	to	loan	his	exhibition	temporarily	for	6000	fr.	for	the	
Quainzaine,	but	he	refused	to	sell	or	donate	his	exhibition	to	the	Palais	Mondial	as	
Otlet	desired.	See	correspondence	between	Otlet	and	Geddes,	Funds	Geddes,	MS	
10564,	nr.	110,	114,	111.	National	Library	of	Scotland,	Edinburgh.

68	 Union	internationale	des	villes	et	Comités	internationaux	d’art	civique	“Pour	La	
Belgique”,	Encyclopédie des villes et de l’art civique	(Bruxelles/Leyde:	Union	Internatio-
nale	des	Villes/Société	d’éditions	A.W.	Sijthoff,	[1916]).

69	 François	Narmon,	‘Woord	Vooraf’,	in:	Marcel	Smets	(ed.),	Resurgam: de Belgische 
wederopbouw na 1914. Tentoonstelling. Brussel, Passage	(Brussel:	Gemeentekrediet	van	
België,	1985),	7.	Sally	Marks,	Innocent Abroad: Belgium at the Paris Peace Conference of 
1919	(Chapel	Hill:	University	of	North	Carolina	Press,	1981),	170–183.
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was	destroyed,	bridges	were	blown	up,	ports	were	wrecked,	and	many	
schools,	churches,	libraries,	town	halls,	and	museums	were	set	on	fire	
or	ruined.	Belgian	forests	were	destroyed	both	for	military	use	and	to	
prevent	any	economic	revival.

This	devastating	‘waterspout’	brought	down	Belgium	and	had	turned	
the	country,	according	to	the	Belgian	group	of	the	UIV,	into	a	‘clinical	
problem’.70	 In	order	to	tackle	the	problem	of	Belgium’s	reconstruc-
tion,	 specialized	 study	 committees	 were	 set	 up	 within	 the	 national	
sections	of	the	UIV.	This	resulted	in	a	transnational	network	of	study	
groups	with	branches	in	England,	the	Netherlands,	France,	and	Swit-
zerland71	FIG.13.	These	study	groups	considered	the	recovery	of	the	de-
stroyed	cities	a	‘problem	of	universal	interest,	also	for	the	field	of	Ur-
banism’,	and	they	considered	the	planning	for	reconstruction	of	the	
destroyed	 or	 damaged	 cities	 a	 giant	 case-study	 for	 town	 planning.72	
They	aimed	to	create	a	survey	of	the	destruction	of	Belgium	and	to	
prepare	guidelines	for	its	reconstruction.	Otlet,	who	resided	after	the	
outbreak	of	the	War	in	The	Hague,	and	in	1916	and	1917	alternately	
in	Switzerland	and	in	Paris,	played	an	important	role	in	the	develop-
ment	of	this	network	and	the	associated	documentation	project.	In	
this	section	we	will	follow	Otlet	throughout	the	establishment	of	this	
social	network	of	study	groups,	and	we	will	discuss	how	he	contrib-
uted	to	the	idea	of	a	universalist,	rather	than	a	regionalist,	approach	
to	their	ambitious	survey-project.

6.2.2. The Town Planning Conference (London, 1915)

A	crucial	event	for	the	preparation	of	the	reconstruction	of	Belgium	
was	the	Town	Planning	Conference	held	in	the	Guildhall	in	London	
from	 11	 to	 15	 February	 1915.	 It	 was	 organized	 by	 the	 International	
Garden	Cities	and	Town	Planning	Association	(IGCTPA)	and	chaired	
by	 the	 Belgian	 Minister	 for	 Agriculture	 and	 Public	 Works,	 Joris	
	Helleputte	(1852–1925).	Helleputte	had	been	trained	as	an	architect	
and	engineer	and	before	the	War	had	initiated	an	adaptation	of	the	
Belgian	town-planning	legislation.	Members	of	the	organizing	com-
mittee	included	Henri	La	Fontaine,	Secretary	to	the	King	and	Minis-
ter	of	Justice,	Count	Carton	de	Wiart	(1869–1951),	M.	Flanneau,	and	
the	architect	Jean	Joseph	Caluwaers	(1863–1948).	Among	the	Belgians	
present	at	the	conference	we	find	Emile	Vinck,	who	represented	the	
UIV	at	the	conference,	and	the	architects	Charles	Patris	and		Georges	

70	 Encyclopédie des villes et de l’art civique.
71	 Louis	Van	der	Swaelmen,	Préliminaires d’art civique mis en relation avec le “cas cli-

nique” de la Belgique	(Brussel:	CIAUD/ICASD,	1980	(1916)),	113.
72	 Encyclopédie des villes et de l’art civique.
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FIG. 13 Louis Van der Swaelmen, Organisation of International Cooperation in the Study of the Reconstruction 
of Cities Destroyed or Dammaged during the World War I in Belgium (1916)
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Hobé.73	 Among	 the	 British	 who	 contributed	 to	 the	 conference	 we	
find	 the	 chairman	 of	 the	 IGCTPA,	 Montagu	 Harris,	 and	 the	 town	
planners	Ewart	Culpin,	Henry	R.	Aldridge,	and	Thomas	Adams.	The	
general	question	was	how	to	avoid	a	chaotic	reconstruction	process	
for	Belgium,	what	kind	of	town	planning	laws	should	be	decreed	to	
give	a	legal	coordinating	framework	to	the	reconstruction,	and	what	
town-planning	 model	 should	 be	 followed	 in	 order	 to	 guarantee	 a	
speedy	construction	and	an	aesthetic	integration	of	a	large	number	
of	inexpensive	dwellings.	As	Ewart	Culpin,	Secretary	of	the	IGCTPA,	
phrased	it	bluntly,	‘it	is	horrifying	to	think	what	would	happen	if	all	
homeowners	 started	 to	 build	 their	 houses	 according	 to	 their	 own	
ideas,	without	worrying	about	the	style	of	the	neighbouring	houses,	
or	about	the	appearance	of	the	street	in	which	they	would	live’.xv	The	
conference	concluded	that	the	reconstruction	of	Belgium	should	be	
the	work	of	the	Belgians	themselves,	but	that	English	town-planning	
examples	could	be	used	as	models.	Culpin	and	his	colleagues	suggest-
ed	that	Howard’s	model	of	the	garden	city	could	be	used	as	the	basis	
for	the	reconstruction	of	Belgium.	The	conference	saw	Belgium	as	a	
‘vast	open	field’	in	which	to	experiment	with	the	garden	city	model,	
although	they	recognized	that	adaptation	to	specific	local	and	nation-
al	conditions	would	be	necessary.74

As	 a	 conclusion	 to	 the	 conference,	 Minister	 Helleputte	 proposed	
a	 series	 of	 explicit	 resolutions,	 which	 were	 approved	 unanimously.	
These	resolutions	declared	that	a	general	plan	for	the	nation	should	
be	 developed	 in	 order	 to	 direct	 the	 reconstruction	 of	 Belgium	 as	 a	
whole,	that	legal	instruments	should	be	revised	in	order	to	permit	au-
thorities	to	impose	a	minimum	of	fundamental	regulations,	that	each	
act	 of	 reconstruction	 should	 be	 preceded	 by	 a	 plan	 for	 restoration,	
extension,	or	improvement,	and	that	the	granting	of	state	subsidies	
would	depend	on	the	approbation	and	execution	of	such	a	plan.75	In	
order	to	assist	him	in	the	elaboration	of	these	resolutions	and	their	
transformation	into	a	bill,	Minister	Helleputte	called	Raphaël	Verwil-
ghen,	who	had	proved	his	competence	in	matters	of	town	planning	by	
articles	and	lectures	before	the	War,	to	Le	Havre	in	January	1915.	Un-
til	June	of	that	year,	Verwilghen	worked	on	adaptations	of	the	resolu-
tions	taken	in	the	London	Guild	Hall	in	order	to	formulate	a	bill	that	
Helleputte	could	propose	to	the	Belgian	Government	in	Le	Havre;	the	
bill	was	eventually	approved	as	the	statutory	law	of	25	August	1915.

73	 Pieter	Uyttenhove,	‘Les	efforts	internationaux	pour	une	Belgique	moderne’,	in:	
Marcel	Smets	(ed.),	Resurgam. La reconstruction en Belgique après 1914	(Bruxelles:	
Gemeentekrediet	van	België,	1985),	33–68	(35).

74	 Culpin,	‘Principes	des	cités-jardins	et	leur	application	à	la	Belgique’,	7.
75	 Marcel	Smets,	‘Belgian	Reconstruction	after	World	War	I:	A	Transition	from	Civic	

Art	to	Urban	Planning’,	in:	Planning Perspectives,	2	(1987),	1–26	(3).
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Despite	the	fact	that,	as	we	will	see	later,	the	statutory	law	of	25	Au-
gust	1915	was	never	put	into	practice	during	the	reconstruction	peri-
od,	it	was	a	milestone	in	the	development	of	the	Belgian	planning	leg-
islation.	The	statutory	law	was,	as	Marcel	Smets	has	noted,	innovative	
in	 several	 respects:	 it	 mandated	 the	 formulation	 of	 a	 development	
plan;	 it	 approved	 several	 regulations	 of	 a	 functional	 and	 aesthetic	
nature	 in	order	 to	manage	the	rapid	expansion	of	 large	agglomera-
tions;	and	gave	the	central	government	the	power	to	overrule	 local	
town	 planning	 decisions	 of	 distinct	 municipalities.76	 It	 would	 allow	
a	spatial	organization	of	the	communal	territory	as	a	whole	and	was	
encouraging	for	modern	town	planners	in	that	it	would	allow	them	to	
play	a	decisive	role	in	defining	urban	policy	for	the	public	authorities.

The	Town	Planning	Conference	in	London	was	the	cradle	not	only	
of	the	innovative	statutory	law	but	also	of	a	transnational	network	of	
town	planners	preparing	the	reconstruction	of	Belgium.	The	Confer-
ence	created	a	British	school	and	study	centre	for	Belgian	town	plan-
ners—the	Belgium	Town	Planning	Committee	(BTPC)—and	thereby	
set	 an	 example	 for	 analogous	 initiatives	 in	 other	 countries.	 In	 the	
BTPC,	 as	 Pieter	 Uyttenhove	 has	 observed,	 a	 select	 group	 of	 Belgian	
architects,	engineers,	surveyors,	lawyers,	and	town	councillors,	resid-
ing	temporarily	in	England,	were	trained	by	prominent	British	town	
planners	and	experts	to	tackle	the	problem	of	the	reconstruction	and	
development	 of	 Belgium’s	 cities,	 villages,	 and	 transport	 infrastruc-
ture.77	The	BTPC	was	set	up	by	the	IGCTP	and	the	Town	Planning	In-
stitute.	It	was	led	by	Raymond	Unwin	(President)	and	Ewart	G.	Culpin	
(Secretary)	and	included	as	members	the	Belgians	who	were	part	of	
the	organizing	committee	of	 the	Town	Planning	Conference.78	The	
BTPC	organized	study	groups,	an	exhibition	(in	April	1915),	and,	most	
importantly,	three	series	of	lectures	(1915–1916)	on	town	planning	at	
University	 College,	 London.	 Lectures	 were	 given	 by	 leading	 British	
town	planners	such	as	Stanley	Adshead	(1868–1946),	Henry	Vaughen	
Lanchester	(1863–1953),	Unwin,	George	Pepler	(1882–1959),	and	Pat-
rick	Abercrombie	(1879–1957).

In	the	second	half	of	1915,	the	BTPC	was	supplemented	by	the	lead-
ing	Belgian	town	planner,	Raphaël	Verwilghen.	Verwilghen	was	sent	
to	London	in	June	1915	by	Helleputte,	in	response	to	a	request	from	
Ewart	G.	Culpin	for	an	official	Belgian	representative	to	assist	him	in	
the	courses	given	by	the	BTPC.	While	working	with	Culpin	in	London,	
Verwilghen	concluded	that	 the	different	study	groups	of	 the	BTPC	

76	 Ibid.
77	 Uyttenhove,	‘Les	efforts	internationaux	pour	une	Belgique	moderne’,	36.
78	 Cercle	d’Etude	pour	l’examen	des	Problèmes	de	Reconstruction	en	Belgique,	Re-

cueil des conférences. Organisées pendant la Saison 1915–1916 Par la Garden Cities and 
Town Planning Association et le Town Planning Institute	(London,	1916).
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lacked	the	documentation	necessary	 to	make	a	survey	or	diagnosis	
of	the	destroyed	cities,	and	he	therefore	took	the	initiative	to	set	up	a	
sort	of	documentation	centre.	In	January	1916,	the	Cercle	d’études	de	
reconstructions	en	Belgique	was	founded	for	this	purpose,	of	which	
Caluwaers	 was	 President	 and	 Verwilghen	 Secretary;	 Ewart	 Culpin	
was	honorary	President,	and	the	lawyer	H.	Volckerick	and	architect	
A.J.V.	Portielje	became	members	of	the	board.79	The	members	of	the	
documentation	centre	assembled	maps,	plans,	and	other	information	
about	Belgian	territory,	which	helped	them	apply	the	British	survey	
method	to	the	afflicted	Belgian	cities.

6.2.3. Le Comité Néerlando-Belge d’Art Civique (The Hague, 1915)

The	Town	Planning	Conference	 in	London	 inspired	a	group	of	 ‘pa-
triots	 and	 Belgian	 technical	 experts’	 residing	 in	 the	 Netherlands	 to	
found	 another	 study	 centre	 on	 the	 reconstruction	 of	 Belgium:	 the	
Comité	 Néerlando-Belge	 d’Art	 Civique	 (CNBAC).80	 On	 11	 February	
1915—the	 first	 day	 of	 the	 Town	 Planning	 conference	 in	 London—
Louis	Van	der	Swaelmen	in	Amsterdam	wrote	a	letter	to	Otlet	in	The	
Hague	to	announce	an	initiative	in	the	Netherlands	similar	to	that	in	
London.	Although	Van	der	Swaelmen	did	not	attend	the	conference	
in	London,	he	had	sent	a	paper	on	the	problem	of	the	reconstruction	
of	Belgian	cities,	to	be	read	at	the	congress.	In	his	letter	to	Otlet,	he	
attached	a	copy	of	his	contribution,	as	he	was	sure	Otlet	would	‘recog-
nize	the	high	importance	of	this	question’.81	‘On	the	other	hand’,	Van	
der	Swaelmen	continued,

I	would	like	to	communicate	to	you	the	initiative	I	have	taken	to	suggest	
to	the	Congress	of	London	for	the	Reconstruction	of	Belgian	Cities,	the	
idea	of	founding	a	section	of	documentation	in	the	Netherlands,	in	con-
nection	with	what	will	be	instituted	in	England.	I	have	approached	our	
great	architect	colleague	Berlage	who	agrees	completely	with	this	idea.xvi

But	in	addition	to	Berlage,	Van	der	Swaelmen	also	needed	Otlet:	‘You,	
who	have	such	a	clear	notion	of	all	these	organizations,	you	could	ef-
fortlessly	work	out	the	essential	categories	of	ideas	in	which	our	ef-
forts	should	be	framed’.xvii	Van	der	Swaelmen	also	asked	Emile	Vinck,	
who	had	attended	the	Town	Planning	Conference	in	London,	to	be-
come	associated	with	the	venture.82	Vinck	in	the	meantime	had	un-
dertaken	 to	 transfer	 the	 headquarters	 of	 the	 UIV	 from	 Brussels	 to	
The	Hague,	where	it	was	set	up	in	offices	provided	by	the	Dutch	sec-

79	 Ibid.
80	 Encyclopédie des villes et de l’art civique.
81	 Louis	Van	der	Swaelmen,	Letter to Paul Otlet	(1915.02.11).	MDN,	CDU	dans	les	

langues.
82	 Uyttenhove,	‘Les	efforts	internationaux	pour	une	Belgique	moderne’,	50.
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tion	of	the	UIV,	the	Vereening	van	Nederlandsche	Gemeenten.83

With	Vinck	a	member,	Van	der	Swaelmen’s	project	could	be	con-
sidered	officially	linked	to	the	UIV.	Vinck,	Otlet,	and	Van	der	Swael-
men	jointly	founded	the	CNBAC	in	The	Hague	in	March	1915,	under	
the	protection	of	Minister	Helleputte	and	Baron	Fallon,	special	cor-
respondent	and	plenipotentiary	Minister	of	the	Belgian	king	in	The	
Hague.	Van	der	Swaelmen	directed	the	CNBAC;	Paul	Otlet,	Hendrik	
Petrus	Berlage	(1856–1934),	the	Amsterdam	architect	Jos.	Th.	Cuypers,	
and	the	Professor	in	architecture	at	the	University	of	Delft	and	del-
egate	for	the	Dutch	section	of	the	UIV,	Henri	Evers	(1855–1929),	be-
came	 members	 of	 the	 board;	 the	 architect	 Huib	 Hoste	 (1881–1957)	
from	Bruges	and	the	Amsterdam	architect	Jan	Pauw	were	appointed	
secretaries.84	In	contrast	to	the	educational	programme	of	the	Belgian	
Town	 Planning	 Committee	 in	 London,	 the	 CNBAC	 focused	 on	 col-
lecting	 and	 organizing	 information	 that	 would	 be	 instrumental	 for	
the	planning	of	the	reconstruction	of	Belgian	cities	and	on	develop-
ing	the	assembled	documentation	in	an	organized	collection	publicly	
available	 for	 consultation.	 This	 archive	 of	 documentation	 was	 re-
ferred	to	as	the	Encyclopédie des villes et de l’art civique	[Encyclopaedia	
of	Cities	and	Civic	Art].

6.2.4. The Encyclopaedia of Cities as defined in Louis Van der Swaelmen’s 
Préliminaires d’Art civique (1916) and the influence of the survey 
philosophy of Patrick Geddes

The	development	and	conception	of	the	Encyclopaedia	of	Cities	was	
closely	related	to	the	extent	of	being	almost	reciprocal	to	Van	der	Sw-
aelmen’s	Préliminaires d’Art civique,	published	in	June	1916	in	Leiden	
FIG.14.	The	Préliminaires d’Art civique	was	a	mixture	of	a	practical	guide-
line	for	the	reconstruction	of	Belgian	cities	and	a	theoretical	treatise	on	
town	planning.	In	this	sense,	it	was	similar	to	books	of	other	town	plan-
ners	who	reflected	on	the	problem	of	reconstruction,	such	as	Comment 
reconstruire nos cités détruites	 (1915)	by	Agache,	Auburtin,	and	Redont.	
In	the	introductory	part	of	the	book,	Van	der	Swaelmen	outlined	his	
organicist	understanding	of	town	planning	or	of	what	he	called	‘civic	
art’.	 Inspired	by	the	theories	of	the	French	biologist	Felix	Le	Dantec	
and	by	Patrick	Geddes,	Van	der	Swaelmen	defined	the	city	as	‘a	living,	
collective	Organism’	which	emerges	in	a	place	that	is	geographically	fa-
vourable	to	its	existence	and	development,	which	adapts	itself	to	the	
needs	of	its	time,	and	which	in	each	phase	of	its	history	develops	new	

83	 Encyclopédie des villes et de l’art civique.	MDN,	UIV_PO	UAI	2006/2.
84	 Uyttenhove,	‘Les	efforts	internationaux	pour	une	Belgique	moderne’,	33–68.
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aesthetic	and	utilitarian	orders.85	During	this	historical	process	of	ag-
gregation,	Van	der	Swaelmen	believed,	the	monumental	and	historical	
character	of	a	city	necessarily	comes	into	conflict	with	new	functional	
demands.	It	is	thus	the	task	of	civic	art,	he	argued,	to	find	solutions	in	
the	present	times	for	the	conflict	between	the	inheritance	of	the	past	
and	the	exigencies	of	contemporary	urban	life	in	a	way	that	old	and	
new	are	resolved	 in	a	harmonic	manner.	The	main	part	of	 the	book	
analyses	this	conflict	in	two	parts,	on	three	scales,	as	being	‘the	urban	
problem’	(part	one	of	the	book),	and	the	‘rural	and	national	problem’	
(part	two	of	the	book),	and	proposes	for	each	scale	the	principles	of	a	
survey	method	that	will	help	to	solve	these	problems.

In	his	Préliminaires,	Van	der	Swaelmen	presents	the	survey	method	
as	a	scientific	instrument	that	would	help	to	reveal	after	careful	and	
close	reading	which	‘organs’	of	the	city	had	to	be	re-adapted	to	new	
functions,	 and	 to	 gain	 insight	 into	 the	 socio-biological	 laws	 of	 the	
city	or	the	region.86	A	detailed	analysis	of	the	historical	form	and	the	
contemporary	 functioning	 of	 each	 region	 or	 locality	 were	 assumed	
to	reveal	the	imperfections	and	to	make	evident	the	disorder	which	
town	 planning	 interventions	 then	 needed	 to	 cure.	 Each	 chapter	 of	
the	book,	as	Van	der	Swaelmen	noted,	concludes:

before	any	planning	of	the	overall	or	parts	of	a	city,	it	is	indispensable	
to	collect	and	present	as	much	as	possible	in	the	graphic	form	of	Maps	
and	Diagrams	illustrating	the	statistics,	and	accompanied	with	memo-
randa,	bundling all the constituent elements of the city, to provide a picture of 
the Status of Civic Development, to form the file, so to speak, of the locality in 
question.xviii

Through	visual	material	such	as	maps,	diagrams,	(aerial)	photography	
and	movies,	the	‘physiognomy’	of	the	locality	had	to	be	made	under-
standable	or	readable.	With	the	term	‘physiognomy’,	Van	der	Swael-
men	emphasized	the	relation	between	the	image	and	the	underlying	
geographical	and	social	structure	of	the	city.

Van	der	Swaelmen’s	call	for	rigorous	preparatory	survey	work	was	
directly	based	on	the	survey	concept	that	Patrick	Geddes	had	been	
developing	and	propagating	since	the	1890s	and	which,	in	its	turn,	was	
a	critique	on	and	variation	of	the	nineteenth-century	social	survey,	
such	as	those	undertaken	by	Joseph	Rowntree	and	Charles	Booth.	In	
the	late	nineteenth	century,	 the	survey	had	become	an	instrument	
that	was	central	to	the	ways	in	which	urban	reformers	attempted	to	
assess,	control,	and	reform	the	nineteenth-century	city.	Research	bu-

85	 Van	der	Swaelmen,	Préliminaires d’art civique,	30.
86	 On	the	survey	method	as	interpreted	by	Van	der	Swaelmen,	see:	Bruno	Notteboom,	

“Ouvrons les yeux!”,	PhD	diss.,	Department	of	Architecture	and	Urban	Planning,	(Ghent	
Ghent	University,	2009),	547;	and	Stynen,	Stedebouw en Gemeenschap: Louis Van der Swael-
men (1883–1929),	24–	27.



reaus,	 planning	 commissions,	 or	 other	 groups	 of	 experts	 presented	
to	the	administration	and	the	public	city	plans	and	detailed	studies	
which	relied	on	the	acquisition	of	a	large	number	of	facts	about	the	
conditions	of	housing,	industry,	transportation,	energy	supply,	waste	
disposal,	recreation,	food	supply,	etc.87	All	these	data	about	the	urban	
conditions	were	the	foundation	upon	which	concrete	plans	for	urban	
improvement	could	be	formed.	That	mass	of	information	was	repre-
sented	not	only	in	a	bulk	of	reports	and	statistics	but	as	well	in	dia-
grams	and	thematic	city	maps	that	could	be	exhibited	to	the	authori-
ties	as	well	as	to	the	citizens.

The	 Geddesian	 survey	 was	 based	 on,	 but	 different	 from,	 these	
nineteenth-century	 social	 surveys	 in	 that,	 for	 Geddes,	 the	 survey	
went	beyond	the	level	of	mere	description;	it	had	to	enable	the	ur-
ban	reformer	or	town	planner	to	measure	and	criticize	the	city	of	the	
present	and	make	provisions	for	its	betterment	and	renewal.88	In	its	
description	of	the	city,	the	survey,	according	to	Geddes,	senses	oppor-
tunities,	necessities,	and	urgencies	of	renewal	or	reconstruction.	The	
survey	is	thus	at	once	an	instrument	that	describes	and	detects	prob-
lems	and	defects	and	also	one	that	ushers	in	a	process	of	renewal	and	
revitalization.	 Geddes	 described	 the	 survey	 as	 a	 mediator	 between	
past	and	present,	between	old	and	new	and,	as	Michiel	Dehaene	has	

87	 M.	Christine	Boyer,	Dreaming the Rational City: The Myth of American City Planning	
(Cambridge,	Mass./London:	MIT	Press,	1983),	70–71.

88	 Michiel	Dehaene,	A Descriptive Tradition in Urbanism. Patrick Abercrombie and the 
Legacy of Geddesian Survey,	PhD	diss.,	Architectuur,	Stedenbouw	en	Ruimtelijke	
Ordening	(Leuven:	KULeuven,	2002),	80–83.
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argued,	between	a	sense	of	loss	and	hope.	Geddes’s	survey	philosophy	
pays	special	attention	to	the	city’s	past,	to	its	historical	heritage	and	
burdens,	in	order	to	create	opportunities	for	liberation	of	the	city’s	
historical	burdens	and	fulfilment	of	the	potentials	that	lay	dormant	
in	 the	 city’s	 past.	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 Geddes	 considered	 the	 survey	
more	than	just	a	historical	way	to	understand	the	city’s	physiognomy.	
Rather,	he	saw	it	as	a	geographical	way	to	study	the	city	through	histo-
ry,	in	the	present,	for	the	future.	The	survey	analyses	different	layers	
and	features	of	the	urban	environment	in	their	evolution	from	the	
present	state	in	correlation	to	historical	factors	and	with	an	outlook	
into	the	future.

Geddes’s	call	for	the	preparation	of	surveys	had	an	immediate	im-
pact	on	the	British	town	planning	movement.89	At	a	moment	when	
town	 planning	 began	 to	 be	 organized	 as	 a	 separate	 discipline,	 Ged-
des’s	survey	method	appealed	to	the	diverse	group	of	architects,	land-
scape	architects,	engineers,	and	surveyors	who	were	engaged	in	the	
young	planning	profession,	because	the	scientific	models	on	which	it	
relied	were	believed	to	grant	the	profession	greater	scientific	author-
ity.	Furthermore,	they	found	in	Geddes’s	survey	method	a	way	to	see	
their	professional	expertise	confirmed	in	that	the	presentation	of	a	
well-organized	collection	of	factual	data	would	give	a	solid	basis	for	
the	motivation	of	planning	decisions	to	clients	and	the	wider	public.	
Without	 necessarily	 adopting	 or	 looking	 into	 the	 whole	 Geddesian	
survey	philosophy,	the	British	town	planning	literature	of	the	1900s	
assented	the	common	sense	idea	that	all	development	plans	should	
be	preceded	by	a	survey	or	preliminary	study.

A	sort	of	‘survey	movement’	emerged	in	Great	Britain	in	the	1910s	
and	continued	well	 into	the	1920s.90	This	movement	was	mobilized	
by	 publications	 and	 lectures	 by	 Geddes	 and	 the	 propaganda	 of	 the	
Regional	Survey	Association	which	Geddes	founded	in	1913	to	pro-
mote	 popular	 participation	 in	 survey	 work.91	 The	 Regional	 Survey	
Association	first	depended	on	support	from	a	limited	group	of	Ged-
des’s	supporters,	especially	regional	geographers,	but	during	the	1920s	
could	count	leading	town	planners	such	as	George	Pepler	and	Patrick	
Abercrombie	among	its	active	supporters.	Especially	during	the	First	
World	War,	several	survey	initiatives	were	taken	in	Great	Britain	that	

89	 Ibid.,	42–43.
90	 Ibid.,	119–120.
91	 Patrick	Geddes’s	publications	about	his	survey	concept	that	had	an	important	influ-

ence	on	the	British	town	planning	movement,	were:	Civics: As Applied Sociology, Part 
1,	in:	Helen	E.	Meller	(ed.),	The Ideal City	(Surrey:	Leicester	University	Press,	1979),	
75–90,	90;	‘The	Need	of	Civic	Survey	Preparatory	to	Town	Planning’,	in:	Journal of the 
Royal Institute of British Architects,	18	(1910–11);	and	‘The	City	Survey:	A	First	Step	I,	
II,	III’,	in:	Garden Cities and Town Planning,	1,	2,	and	3	(1911),	18–19,	31–32,	and	56–58.
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served	as	an	example	to	others.	In	1914,	Henry	Vaughan	Lanchester,	
Vice-President	of	the	Royal	Institute	of	British	Architects	(RIBA),	and	
the	RIBA’s	Architects’	War	Committee	set	up	a	programme	which	de-
ployed	unemployed	architects	in	Great	Britain	to	make	a	survey	for	
each	city	of	the	country	in	preparation	for	post-war	reconstruction.92	
The	 initiative	 was	 well	 received	 by	 the	 government,	 which	 ordered	
a	civic	survey	for	Greater	London,	South	East	Lancashire,	and	South	
Yorkshire.	Lanchester	was	in	charge	of	the	Greater	London	Survey;	
Abercrombie	directed	the	survey	of	South	East	Lancashire;	and	H.W.	
Chorley	and	W.H.	Thorp	conducted	the	survey	of	South	Yorkshire.	
These	wartime	surveys	were	made	on	the	basis	of	the	example	sheets	
and	methodical	instructions	provided	by	Lanchester,	which	he	previ-
ously	 had	 tested	 on	 pre-industrial	 cities	 in	 India.	 The	 primary	 pur-
pose	of	Lanchester’s	templates	was	to	synthesize	in	a	graphic	form	a	
mass	of	factual	documentation	on	the	present	state	of	the	city,	leav-
ing	 little	or	no	room	for	the	planning	of	future	developments.	The	
results	of	these	surveys	were	exhibited	at	the	Civic	Survey	Exhibition	
at	the	RIBA	and	discussed	in	a	conference	organized	by	the	GCTPA	
and	the	RIBA	in	1920.

The	two	manuals	that	had	been	created	and	published	by	the	CN-
BAC	under	the	direction	of	Louis	Van	der	Swaelmen,	and	which	were	
annexed	to	the	Préliminaires d’Art civique,	were	directly	based	on	the	
survey	initiatives	of	the	RIBA’s	Architects’	War	Committee.	Like	the	
RIBA’s	 Architects’	 War	 Committee,	 the	 CNBAC	 aimed	 to	 mobilize	
unemployed	 architects	 to	 make	 surveys	 of	 Belgian	 cities	 in	 order	
to	 prepare	 for	 reconstruction.	 The	 CNBAC’s	 two	 publications	 cor-
responded	to	two	phases	in	which	they	thought	the	planning	of	the	
reconstruction	of	Belgian	cities	should	occur:	1)	conduct	a	survey	of	
the	cities;	2)	make	development	plans,	bearing	in	mind	the	universal	
principles	 of	 town	 planning.93	 The	 first	 publication	 was	 a	 guideline	
for	 the	 preparatory	 work	 or,	 as	 Van	 der	 Swaelmen	 stated,	 for	 ‘what	
the	English	call:	the	Civic	Development	Survey’,	and	which	he	trans-
lated	 in	 French	 as	 ‘Vue	 d’ensemble	 sur	 le	 développement	 civique	
(des	agglomerations	habitées)’.94	A	translation	of	Lanchester’s	survey	

92	 Louis	Van	der	Swaelmen	and	Union	Internationale	des	Villes	et	Comités	Internation-
aux	d’Art	Civique	“Pour	la	Belgique”,	Encyclopédie des villes et de l’art civique. L’inspection 
de l’état de développement civique d’après H.V. Lanchester: Civic Development Survey	(Brux-
elles/Leyde:	Union	Internationale	des	Villes/Société	d’éditions	A.W.	Sijthoff,	[n.d.]).

93	 Paul	Otlet,	L.	Van	der	Swaelmen,	H.P.	Berlage,	Th.	J.	Cuypers,	and	Henri	Evers,	Ency-
clopédie des villes et de l’art civique. Rapport introductif au gouvernement belge	(Brux-
elles/Leyde:	Union	Internationale	des	Villes/Société	d’éditions	A.W.	Sijthoff,	[1917]),	
8–9.

94	 Louis	Van	der	Swaelmen,	Encyclopédie des villes et de l’art civique. L’inspection de l’état 
de développement civique d’après H.V. Lanchester: Civic Development Survey.	(Deuxième 
édition)	(Bruxelles/Leyde:	Union	Internationale	des	Villes/Société	d’éditions	A.W.	
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method	 was	 proposed	 by	 Van	 der	 Swaelmen	 as	 a	 guideline	 for	 Bel-
gian	municipalities	to	develop	such	a	‘civic	development	survey’.	Van	
der	Swaelmen’s	idea	was	that	all	municipalities	or	agglomerations	in	
Belgium	should	be	legally	bound	to	set	up	an	administrative	depart-
ment,	a	service	or	a	simple	bureau,	dependent	on	the	size	of	the	mu-
nicipality,	responsible	for	the	drawing	up	of	such	a	survey,	and	that	a	
special	department	in	the	Ministry	of	Agriculture	and	Public	Works	
in	accordance	with	the	UIV	should	watch	over	the	uniformity	of	the	
methods	applied	in	each	municipality.	In	concrete	terms,	the	prepa-
ratory	work	to	be	undertaken	amounted	to	the	development	of	a	‘file	
of	districts’	[‘dossier	des	cités’],	in	which	would	be	gathered	not	only	
excerpts	from	cadastral	maps	but	also	information	on	all	aspects	of	a	
particular	district	(physiognomy,	archaeology,	evaluation	of	the	pro-
cess	 of	 ‘city	 formation’,	 commerce,	 circulation,	 recreation,	 hygiene,	
education,	 administration,	 and	 philanthropy).	 The	 data	 to	 be	 gath-
ered	should	be	presented	as	much	as	possible	in	a	graphical	form	and,	
if	possible,	be	available	in	the	form	of	a	permanent	exposition	always	
accessible	to	the	public.95

After	this	first	preparatory	phase,	the	CNBAC	plan	recommended	
a	second	creative	phase,	which	would	see	the	elaboration	of	plans	as	
mandated	by	the	statutory	law	of	25	August	1915.	However,	for	this	
phase	as	well,	the	members	of	the	CNBAC	concluded,	town	planners	
would	need	a	guideline	containing	the	standards	and	universal	prin-
ciples	of	town	planning:

It	is	not	underrating	anyone’s	ability	to	claim	that	before	the	War	Bel-
gium	had	scarcely	started	to	worry	seriously	about	the	modern	science	
of	Urbanism,	whereas	other	nations	had	already	long	pursued	an	explo-
ration	of	this	field,	a	science	of	observation	rather	than	a	dogmatic	doc-
trine.	 The	 experience	 of	 all	 nations	 speaks	 in	 the	 constitution	 of	 this	
science,	in	the	same	way	as	in	every	other	science;	and	from	this	com-
parative	 study	 emerge	 the	 GENERAL	 UNIVERSAL	 PRINCIPLES	 OF	
CIVIC	ART	[‘art	civique’],	 the	FUNDAMENTAL	 ‘STANDARDS’	OF	UR-
BANISM,	which	should	be	known	absolutely	in	their	spirit	and	how	they	
have	been	applied	elsewhere,	so	as	to	be	able	to	apply	them	judiciously	
according	to	specific	circumstances,	conferring	on	them	the	appropri-
ate	national,	regional	and	even	local	character,	which	should	individual-
ize	them	for	each	country.xix

What	was	needed	for	the	elaboration	of	city	plans	was	a	sort	of	 ‘an-
notated	code	of	the	general	universal	principles’	as	well	as	a	‘manual	
of	 notions	 and	 practical	 guidelines	 on	 the	 development,	 extension	

Sijthoff,	[1917]),	1.
95	 Otlet,	Swaelmen,	Berlage,	Cuypers,	and	Evers,	Encyclopédie des villes et de l’art civique. 

Rapport introductif au gouvernement belge.,	8.
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and	the	construction	of	cities	and	villages’.96	Therefore,	the	CNBAC	
members	formulated	the	objective,	which	would	form	the	main	part	
of	the	Encyclopédie des Villes et de l’Art civique:	to	‘assemble,	condense	
the	documentary	materials,	formulate	the	great	universal	principles	
of	civic	art	and	illustrate	them	with	a	comparison	of	critical	examples,	
borrowed	from	all	nations’.xx

The	plan	for	 the	development	of	 such	a	code	of	universal	princi-
ples	 through	 international	 collaboration	 was	 articulated	 in	 the	 sec-
ond	publication	of	the	CNBAC	that	was	annexed	to	the	Préliminaires: 
The Encyclopédie des Villes et de l’Art Civique. Programme—Table des 
Matières.	Van	der	Swaelmen	elaborated	the	 ‘Plan-Table	of	Contents’	
for	such	‘a	Manual	of	notions	and	practical	information	on	the	devel-
opment,	extension,	construction	and	organization	of	cities	and	villag-
es’	in	collaboration	with	Otlet.97	‘Here	is	the	Table	of	Contents	which	
I	have	endeavored	to	put	in	conformity	with	the	principles	which	you	
have	explained	me’,	Van	der	Swaelmen	wrote	to	Otlet	in	March	1915.xxi	
The	table	of	contents	outlined	the	development	of	the	Encyclopae-
dia	of	Cities	in	two	parts:	one	analytic	and	the	other	synthetic.	The	
analytic	part	was	devoted	to	the	study	of	the	spatial	development	of	a	
specific	country	in	its	different	parts	and	was	subdivided	according	to	
the	different	‘objects’	(1.	country,	2.	cities,	and	3.	villages),	the	differ-
ent	points	of	view	from	which	the	objects	were	to	be	studied,	the	in-
tellectual	form	of	the	report	that	would	be	generated,	and	the	graphi-
cal	form	it	would	take.	The	synthetic	part	of	the	Encyclopaedia	was	
devoted	to	essential	issues	on	which	each	group	of	national	experts	
was	 asked	 to	 report:	 archaeology	 and	 history,	 communication	 and	
transport,	 public	 space,	 garden	 cities,	 housing,	 land	 use,	 economics,	
hygiene,	technology	and	materials,	education,	administration,	and	le-
gal	aspects.	In	a	reaction	to	Van	der	Swaelmen,	Lanchester	criticized	
the	complexity	of	this	classification	scheme.98	He	asked	Van	der	Sw-
aelmen	whether	the	complexity	of	the	system	would	not	obstruct	the	
work	itself.	Notwithstanding,	Lanchester	seemed	to	have	proposed	at	
some	point	to	use	the	same	scheme	as	a	basis	for	future	surveys	to	be	
undertaken	in	England.99

96	 Union	internationale	des	villes	et	Comités	internationaux	d’art	civique	“Pour	La	
Belgique”,	Encyclopédie des villes et de l’art civique. Programme-Tables des matières. 2e 
Edition. Commentaire des principes fondamentaux d’urbanisation et guide analytique 
pour l’étude comparée des “standards” expérimentaux universels réalisés en application 
du dernier état des connaissances internationales relatives à l’urbanisme—aménagement, 
extension, construction et organisation des cités	(Bruxelles/Leyde:	Union	Internationale	
des	Villes/Société	d’éditions	A.W.	Sijthoff,	[1917]),	10.

97	 Van	der	Swaelmen,	Préliminaires d’art civique,	XIV.
98	 H.	Stynen,	Stedebouw en gemeenschap: Louis Van der Swaelmen (1883–1929), bezieler 

van de moderne beweging in België	(Brussels,	1979),	23.
99	 Uyttenhove,	‘Les	efforts	internationaux	pour	une	Belgique	moderne’,	52.
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As	Van	der	Swaelmen	outlined	in	a	schema	 FIG.15, 16,	 the	work	for	
the	Encyclopaedia	of	Cities	was	to	be	divided	among	the	nations	and	
carried	out	by	a	group	of	experts	appointed	by	the	scientific	or	artis-
tic	authorities	of	each	nation.	Furthermore,	the	aim	was	to	consoli-
date	after	the	War	the	collection	of	documentation	gathered	by	the	
different	‘specialized	international	commissions’	of	the	UIV	(among	
others	the	Commission	spéciale	des	abris	provisoires	in	Belgium,	the	
BTPC	in	England,	the	CNBAC	in	the	Netherlands,	and	committees	in	
France	and	Switzerland	yet	to	be	founded).	After	the	War,	the	CNBAC	
in	The	Hague	would	hand	over	its	collection	of	documentation	to	the	
headquarters	of	the	UIV	in	Brussels,	constituting	the	first	step	in	the	
execution	of	the	UIV’s	ambition	to	provide	a	publicly	consultable	‘de-
pot	of	documentation’	on	municipal	affairs.100

The	 preliminary	 matter	 of	 the	 Encyclopaedia	 of	 Cities	 described	
how	the	information	in	the	encyclopaedia	would	be	noted	on	paper	
of	the	two	standard	formats	introduced	by	the	IIB—paper	of	the	for-
mat	27.5	on	21.5	cm	or	index	cards	of	12.5	on	7.5	cm.	These	loose	sheets	
of	paper	would	make	it	possible	for	the	Encyclopaedia	to	be	infinitely	
expandable	and	continually	updated	with	new	elements.	As	Van	der	
Swaelmen	observed	in	what	could	have	been	a	paraphrase	of	Otlet:

The	form	of	publication	of	this	encyclopaedia,	adopted	by	applying	the	
most	modern	methods	of	universal	documentation,	will	be	character-
ized	as	being	indefinitely	extensible	to	the	extent	that	it	will	no	longer	
be,	strictly	speaking,	a	book,	a	polygraphic	collection,	or	a	finished	work	
already	obsolete	almost	before	it	has	been	published;	it	will	be	even	less	
a	periodical	publication	of	which	the	fragmentary	and	occasional	char-
acter	excludes	the	possibility	of	a	rigorous	methodology,	but	a	succes-
sion	of	Monographs,	that	is	to	say	of	separate	intellectual	elements,	con-
tinuously	being	augmented	by	the	addition	of	complementary	inserts,	
additions	which	are	always	possible	because	of	the	decimal	indexing	of	
the	classification	used	for	the	matter	being	studied.xxii

These	 continuously	 updated	 Monographs	 aimed	 to	 provide	 ‘the	 ar-
chetypal	Tool,	the	Guide,	the	Instrument	of	work,	the	Universal	Ref-
erence	 to	 a	 great	 degree’	 for	 all	 municipal	 administrations	 and	 ex-
perts	on	questions	of	a	civic	order.xxiii

Van	der	Swaelmen	mentioned	in	the	Préliminaires	that	the	idea	of	
an	encyclopaedia	like	the	Encyclopédie des Villes et de l’Art civique	had	
already	been	proposed	by	Benoît-Lévy—the	promoter	of	the	Associa-
tion	des	Cités-Jardins	de	France—in	the	introduction	of	his	book	La 

100	 ‘Le	CNBAC	s’est	donc	propose	comme	but	de	rassembler	la	documentation	inter-
nationale	relative	à	l’Urbanisme	et	d’en	faire	la	dévolution	à	l’UIV,	toute	désignée	
pour	cela,	afin	de	constituer	un	dépôt	documentaire	immédiatement	consultable	
au	siège	de	l’Union,	à	Bruxelles,	après	la	guerre’.	As	quoted	in:	Encyclopédie des villes 
et de l’art civique.



FIG. 15 Schema by Van der Swaelmen illustrating the structure of the UIV during the War, and how different 
teams in Belgium, England, and the Netherlands are contributing to the Encyclopaedia of Cities (1916)

FIG. 16 Cooperation between associations and of-
ficial organisms on a national level as envisioned by 
Van der Swaelmen (1916)
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Ville et son Image	 (1910).101	More	plainly,	however,	the	survey-philos-
ophy	of	Geddes	and	his	British	colleagues	lay	at	the	basis	of	the	ini-
tiative.	 It	 elaborated	 the	 idea	 that	 all	 town	 planning	 acts	 should	 be	
founded	on	a	well-documented	analysis	of	the	urban	fabric,	and	that	
a	science	of	the	city	would	emerge	from	a	comparative	analysis	of	cit-
ies.	In	Civics:	As	Applied	Sociology	(1904),	Geddes	had	presented	the	
civic	survey	as	part	of	a	continuous	whole	of	analyses	of	cities	world-
wide,	of	an	 ‘Encylopaedia	Civica,	to	which	each	city	should	contrib-
ute	the	Trilogy	of	 its	Past,	 its	Present,	and	its	Future’.102	The	survey	
approach	 as	 theorized	 in	 the	 Préliminaires	 and	 translated	 in	 the	
practical	guideline	which	is	the	Encyclopaedia	of	Cities,	takes	up	the	
legacy	of	Geddes’s	descriptive	approach	to	town	planning.	However,	
the	extreme	systematization	and	rationalization	within	the	Encyclo-
paedia	of	Cities	is	at	odds	with	Geddes’s	regionalist	and	inductive	ap-
proach.	 In	 the	 Encyclopaedia	 of	 Cities,	 the	 regional	 lens	 which	 the	
‘Geddesian’	survey	used	to	look	at	the	city	is	exchanged	for	a	univer-
sal	system	of	documentation	that	could	be	applied	to	any	city.	While	
Geddes	worked	towards	a	better	understanding	of	the	specificity	of	
a	city,	Van	der	Swaelmen,	in	contrast,	wanted	to	record	the	universal	
laws	that	determined	the	city.	The	orientation	of	Geddes’s	 thought	
was	regional,	that	of	the	Encyclopaedia	of	Cities	was	universal.	During	
the	transition	from	a	regional	survey	to	a	universal	encyclopaedia,	the	
city	had	been	transformed	from	a	specific	object	of	knowledge	into	
a	universal	one.	The	ambition	to	arrive	at	the	universal	principles	of	
town	planning	and	the	rigidity	of	its	classification	system	had	turned	
the	Encyclopaedia	of	Cities	into	a	work	of	mere	documentation,	dis-
connected	from	the	actual	town	planning	practice.	It	was	a	survey	be-
fore	plan;	a	survey	that	continuously	updated	its	documentation	in	
the	present,	yet	postponed	planning	to	a	distant	future.

6.2.5. L’Exposition de la Cité Reconstituée (Paris, 1916)

The	question	of	the	reconstruction	of	Belgium	was	debated	not	only	
in	Great	Britain	and	the	Netherlands	but	also	in	France.	As	was	the	
case	in	London	and	in	The	Hague,	a	transnational	collaboration	was	
set	up	in	Paris	for	planning	the	reconstruction	of	afflicted	cities	or	
regions.	Raphaël	Verwilghen	was	the	key	figure	behind	the	differ-
ent	forms	of	collaboration	set	up	in	Paris	between	groups	of	Belgian	
and	French	architects	and	town	planners.	For	these	initiatives,	Ver-
wilghen	 received	 the	 support	 of	 Minister	 Helleputte.	 In	 February	
1916,	Minister	Helleputte	called	Verwilghen	back	from	England	to	

101	 Van	der	Swaelmen,	Préliminaires d’art civique,	xiv.
102	 Geddes,	Civics: As Applied Sociology, Part 1,	90.
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France	to	prepare	the	Belgian	contribution	to	the	Exposition	de	la	
Cité	Reconstituée	that	was	to	be	held	in	the	Jardin	des	Tuileries	in	
Paris	from	May	to	August	1916.103	The	exhibition	was	officially	pro-
moted	by	the	Association	Générale	des	Hygiénistes	et	techniciens	
municipaux	de	France	et	des	Pays	de	langue	française,	and	was	sup-
ported	 by	 leading	 members	 of	 the	 section	 of	 urban	 and	 rural	 hy-
giene	of	the	Musée	Social	such	as	Alfred	Agache	(1875–1959),	Marcel	
Auburtin	(1872–1926),	and	Louis	Bonnier	(1856–1946).104	In	order	to	
prepare	the	Exposition	de	la	Cité	Reconstituée,	which	Minister	Hel-
leputte	had	pressed	for	in	order	to	compare	the	French	and	Belgian	
solutions	to	the	shared	problem	of	the	reconstruction	of	destroyed	
cities	 and	 villages,	 an	 Executive	 Commission	 for	 the	 Organization	
of	 the	 Belgian	 Contribution	 was	 set	 up,	 chaired	 by	 the	 civil	 engi-
neer	and	Belgian	senator,	Baron	Alfred	Ancion	(1839–1923),	and	the	
President	 of	 the	 section	 of	 hygiene	 at	 the	 Musée	 Social,	 Georges	
Risler	(1853–1941).105	Raphael	Verwilghen,	as	Secretary	of	the	com-
mission,	had	been	charged	with	the	difficult	task	of	assembling	for	
the	 exhibition	 the	 materials	 produced	 or	 gathered	 by	 the	 various	
study	 groups	 that	 had	 been	 working	 in	 France,	 England,	 and	 the	
Netherlands	on	the	reconstruction	of	Belgium.	The	Belgian	contri-
bution	consisted,	as	Pieter	Uyttenhove	described,	of	three	parts:	1.	
an	official	part,	with	plans	mapping	the	war	damage	and	including	
development	 plans	 for	 the	 Belgian	 coast	 and	 the	 Kempen,	 as	 well	
as	 publications	 on	 the	 town	 planning	 and	 housing	 legislation;	 2.	 a	
private	part,	with	designs	by	several	Belgian	architects	for	structures	
such	as	workers’	dwellings	and	temporary	housing;	and	3.	a	part	that	
was	prepared	by	the	CNBAC.106	This	third	part	included	Dutch	plans	
for	the	extension	of	Amsterdam,	an	account	of	the	work	of	the	En-
cyclopédie des Villes,	a	description	of	the	method	of	the	‘Civic	Survey’,	
and	an	announcement	of	the	idea	to	found	in	Brussels	an	‘Institut	
d’Urbanisme	 et	 des	 Hautes	 Etudes	 Civiques’.107	 The	 CNBAC’s	 sub-
mission	received	an	award	‘reserved	for	the	most	interesting	contri-
butions’.108

103	 Document	received	by	Verwilghen	on	1	May	1916,	entitled	‘Exposition	de	la	Cité	
Reconstituée.	Participation	Belge’.	VRWL,	Doss.	2.2.3.1.

104	 Jean-Pierre	Gaudin,	‘Savoirs	et	savoir-faire	dans	l’urbanisme	en	France	au	début	du	
siècle’,	in:	In Extenso,	11	(1987),	50.	Jean-Pierre	Gaudin,	‘Les	premiers	urbanistes	et	
l’’art	urbain’	Introduction’,	in:	In Extenso,	11	(1987),	13.

105	 Frederica	Zampa,	La Continuité d’une Illusion. L’urbanisme de Raphaël Verwilghen en-
tre Valeurs Éthiques et Pratiques Professionnelles,	PhD	diss.	(Leuven:	KULeuven,	1999),	
93.

106	 Uyttenhove,	‘Les	efforts	internationaux	pour	une	Belgique	moderne’,	55.
107	 Ibid.,	55.
108	 Anonymous,	La Reconstruction de la Belgique. Ephémerités communiqués par la CNBAC 

Amsterdam. [1917].	MDN,	Papiers	personnels	Paul	Otlet,	UIV	PO	31.
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Beyond	preparing	for	the	Exposition	de	la	Cité	Reconstituée,	Ver-
wilghen	set	up	a	study	group	and	documentation	centre	in	Paris	simi-
lar	to	branches	in	London	and	The	Hague.	With	approval	from	Hel-
leputte,	a	Commission	of	French-Belgian	Studies	was	founded	at	the	
Musée	Social	in	Paris,	in	response	to	the	CNBAC’s	request	to	establish	
in	each	country	a	survey	institute/documentation	centre.109	In	order	
to	create	the	study	centre	in	the	rooms	of	the	Musée	Social,	Verwil-
ghen	placed	at	the	disposal	of	the	Belgian	group	in	Paris	his	personal	
documentation	that	he	had	gathered	in	England.	In	developing	this	
study	 group,	 Verwilghen	 put	 into	 practice	 the	 organizational	 ideas	
that	Van	der	Swaelmen	had	described	in	the	Préliminaires	and	which	
he	had	read	with	such	admiration.	Like	Van	der	Swaelmen,	with	whom	
he	 had	 kept	 in	 close	 touch	 during	 the	 War,	 Verwilghen	 recognized	
the	importance	of	gathering	documentary	materials	as	a	preliminary	
requirement	for	a	scientific	study	of	the	city,	and	he	believed	that	a	
comparative	 study	 of	 cities	 was	 necessary	 in	 order	 to	 qualify	 town	
planning	as	a	universal	and	comprehensive	science.	Verwilghen’s	ini-
tiative	to	develop	a	documentation	centre	in	Paris	supported	Van	der	
Swaelmen’s	scheme	to	develop	documentation	centres	abroad	which	
would	eventually	be	transferred	and	merged	in	the	international	doc-
umentation	office	of	the	UIV	in	Brussels	after	the	War.

These	 ideas	 led	 Verwilghen	 in	 1917	 to	 set	 up—in	 collaboration	
with	 Paul	 Otlet,	 who	 was	 then	 residing	 in	 Paris—a	 documentation	
centre	called	the	Office	Coopératif	d’Information	et	de	Documenta-
tion	(OCID),	within	the	organization	La	Renaissance	des	Cités.110	La	
Renaissance	des	Cités	aimed	to	assist	French	communities	in	prep-
arations	 for	 reconstruction,	 and	 it	 counted	 important	 French	 town	
planners	 among	 its	 members,	 such	 as	 Bonnier,	 Risler,	 and	 Agache.	
Verwilghen	and	Charles	Patris	represented	the	Belgians	in	the	orga-
nization.	La	Renaissance	des	Cités	accepted	Verwilghen’s	proposal	to	
set	up	a	documentation	centre	in	association	with	Otlet,	who	helped	
shape	 the	 practical	 organization	 of	 the	 documentation	 centre.	 In	 a	
note,	Otlet	described	how	the	OCID	would	be	able	to	unite	and	coor-
dinate	the	efforts	of	all	associations	that	proposed	to	help	with	the	
reconstruction	of	France	and	Belgium.111	Although	Verwilghen	kept	
silent	about	any	links	to	the	CNBAC,	the	OCID	was	nothing	less	than	
a	French	mirror	image	of	the	CNBAC.

109	 Zampa,	La Continuité d’une Illusion,	95.
110	 Uyttenhove,	‘Les	efforts	internationaux	pour	une	Belgique	moderne’,	56.
111	 Paul	Otlet,	Office Coopératif d’information et de documentation pour la reconstruction 

architecturale et sociale après la guerre (1917.06.18)	(Note,	5p.).	MDN,	Papiers	person-
nels	Paul	Otlet,	UIV	PO	31.
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6.2.6. L’Exposition de la Reconstruction (Brussels, 18 September– 
1 November 1919)

The	Exposition	de	 la	Reconstruction,	organized	 in	Brussels	 in	1919,	
brought	together	the	substantial	work	of	documentation	realized	by	
the	 Office	 Coopératif	 d’Information	 et	 de	 Documentation	 in	 Paris,	
the	Belgian	Town	Planning	Committee	in	London,	the	CNBAC	in	The	
Hague,	 and	 other	 committees	 which	 members	 of	 the	 CNBAC	 had	
been	able	to	set	up	abroad.112	This	exhibition	revealed	the	results	of	
four	years	of	preparatory	work	for	the	reconstruction	of	Belgium.	It	
was	organized	by	the	Commission	Centrale	des	Abris	Provisoires	et	de	
la	reconstruction	of	the	Union	des	Villes	et	Communes	Belges,	with	
support	from	the	Belgian	government.	It	was	first	held	in	the	Palais	
d’Egmont	in	Brussels	and	travelled	subsequently	to	Antwerp,	Ghent,	
and	 other	 cities.113	 An	 article	 in	 Le Mouvement Communal reported	
that	 the	Union	des	Villes	et	Communes	Belges	aimed	to	transform	
the	 Exposition	 de	 la	 Réconstruction	 afterwards	 into	 a	 ‘permanent	
Museum	of	Urbanism’	in	order	to	provide	Belgium	with	a	‘powerful	
instrument	of	progress’.114	Emile	Vinck,	as	the	director	of	the	organiz-
ing	commission,	had	charged	Louis	Van	der	Swaelmen	to	collect	all	
the	work	of	the	many	associations	which	had	studied	the	problem	of	
the	reconstruction	of	Belgium	and	devise	a	plan	for	the	methodical	
placement	 of	 the	 materials	 at	 the	 exhibition.115	 Van	 der	 Swaelmen	
was	 assisted	 by	 the	 architect-urbanist	 Fernand	 Bodson	 (1877–1966),	
Raphaël	 Verwilghen,	 the	 architect	 and	 artist	 Victor	 Creten	 (1878–
1966),	the	Division	Head	of	Schaerbeek	L.	Franck,	the	Associate	Direc-
tor	of	the	Union	des	Villes	et	Communes	Belges	and	Secretary	of	the	
UIV	Léon	Wouters,	and	the	Amsterdam	architect	Jan	Pauw,	who	was	
responsible	for	the	Dutch	participation	to	the	exhibition.116

112	 Other	documentation	centres/study	groups	on	the	reconstruction	of	Belgium	were:	
the	Akademisk	Architect	Forening,	founded	in	March	1916	in	Copenhagen;	the	Co-
mité	Américain	d’Art	civique	“pour	la	Belgique”,	founded	by	the	American	Society	
of	Landscape	Architects	in	July	1916’	the	Association	Suisse	pour	l’organisation	du	
travail	et	de	la	documentation	(ASTED)	in	Lausanne,	placed	under	the	direction	
of	the	Comité	Helvéto-Belge	d’art	civique	founded	in	November	1916.	Henri	van	
Montfort,	‘Exposition	de	la	Reconstruction	à	Bruxelles’.	MDN,	Papiers	personnels	
Paul	Otlet,	UIV	PO	31.

113	 Anonymous,	‘Les	Projets	de	Reconstruction	devant	le	Public	belge’,	in:	Le Mouve-
ment Communal,	14–15	(1919),	183–185.

114	 ‘L’Exposition	de	la	Reconstruction’,	in:	Le Mouvement Communal,	13	(1919),	169–170	
(170).	‘Exposition	organisée	par	la	Commission	Centrale	des	Reconstruction’	(Folder	
of	the	exhibition).	MDN,	PO	UAI/	Uai	2006	1.

115	 Louis	Van	der	Swaelmen,	‘Exposition	de	la	reconstruction	à	Bruxelles’	(1919)	(Circu-
lar	letter).	MDN,	Papiers	personnels	Paul	Otlet,	UIV	PO	31.	Louis	Van	der	Swaelmen, 
Letter to Paul Otlet	(1918.11.02).	MDN,	UIV	PO	31.

116	 ‘Exposition	organisée	par	la	Commission	Centrale	des	Reconstructions’	(Folder	
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The	 exhibition	 consisted	 of	 three	 parts.	 The	 first	 part	 provided	 a	
survey	of	the	proposals	for	dealing	with	the	destruction	and	damage	
of	the	war	in	about	twenty	Belgian	cities.	The	second	part	aimed	to	
provide	successful	examples	of	town	planning	from	abroad.	A	smaller	
third	part	consisted	of	the	‘Exhibition	of	Agricultural	Restoration	and	
the	Improving	of	Rural	Life’.117

The	 second	 part	 or	 foreign	 section	 was	 considered	 by	 Fernand	
Bodson	and	Van	der	Swaelmen	to	be	the	most	important	part	of	the	
exhibition.	It	was	characterized	by	the	same	desire,	so	prominent	in	
the	project	for	the	Encyclopaedia	of	Cities,	to	establish	from	a	com-
parative	analysis	the	universal	principles	of	town	planning.118	Bodson	
wondered	if	‘the	specialists,	architects,	artists,	engineers’	had	under-
stood	 the	 importance	 of	 the	 ‘lesson	 in	 civicism’	 which	 this	 foreign	
section	 of	 the	 exhibition	 held.119	 Like	 Bodson,	 Van	 der	 Swaelmen	
stated:	‘Through	an	intelligent	study	of	all	the	new	spatial	regulating	
schemes	exhibited	in	the	foreign	sections,	a	competent	person	will	
be	able	to	recognize	and	extract	the	fundamental	conditions	which	a	
good	overall	plan	should	meet’.xxiv

The	foreign	section	of	the	exhibition	was	subdivided	into	three	sub-
sections.	 The	 first	 displayed	 spatial	 regulating	 schemes	 such	 as	 the	
overall	plan	for	the	extension	of	Amsterdam	south	by	H.P.	Berlage,	
and	the	urbanization	plan	for	Eindhoven	by	Jos.	Th.	J.	Cuypers.	The	
second	subsection,	on	‘construction	and	reconstruction’,	showed	ru-
dimentary	shelters	or	semi-permanent	dwellings	for	workers	in	the	
devastated	regions	or	dispersed	groups	of	people,	temporary	construc-
tions	of	a	public	or	semi-public	character	such	as	schools,	stations,	or	
chapels,	as	well	as	successful	examples	of	public	housing	projects	and	
garden	cities	in	England,	the	Netherlands,	Denmark,	France,	and	the	
United	States.	The	third	subsection	related	to	‘the	aesthetic	aspect	of	
the	problem	of	reconstruction’	and	‘the	modern	vision	of	the	“urban	
countryside”’.	For	this	section,	Raphaël	Verwilghen	had	prepared	an	
array	 of	 examples	 of	 modern	 public	 housing	 and	 garden	 cities,	 in-
cluding	a	presentation	of	the	model	industrial	cities	of	Port-Sunlight	
and	Bournville	and	the	garden	cities	of	Letchworth	and	Hampstead	
that	he	had	visited	during	his	study	trip	in	England	in	1915.120

of	the	exhibition).	MDN,	PO	UAI/	Uai	2006	1.	Emile	Vinck,	‘Rapport	de	M.	Emile	
Vinck,	Directeur’,	in:	Le Mouvement Communal,	9–10	(1919),	107–115	(115).

117	 ‘Exposition	de	la	Restauration	Agricole	et	de	l’Embellissement	de	la	Vie	Rurale’,	as	
quoted	in:	Ibid.,	16.

118	 Louis	Van	der	Swaelmen,	‘Les	Section	étrangères	d’Urbanisme	comparé’,	in:	La Cité,	
1.4–5	(1919),	69–82	(69).

119	 F.	Bodson,	‘La	Section	Belge.	Quelques	préliminaires’,	ibid.,	59.
120	 Zampa,	La Continuité d’une Illusion,	91–92.
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6.2.7. The failure of Van der Swaelmen’s survey project and the reality of 
the reconstruction in Belgium

While	 the	 exhibition	 on	 reconstruction	 had	 been	 conceived	 as	 an	
announcement	of	a	new	era	of	town	planning,	the	reality	of	recon-
struction	made	the	exhibition	rather	an	early	critique	on	the	lack	of	
coordination	 in	 the	 process	 of	 reconstruction.	 The	 universal	 town-
planning	model	as	outlined	by	the	Belgian	modernist	town	planners	
failed	 to	 be	 implemented	 within	 the	 reality	 of	 the	 Belgian	 recon-
struction	process,	mainly	due	to	the	lack	of	juridical	strength	and	of	
a	central	organ	for	coordinating	 the	Belgian	reconstruction	 in	rela-
tion	to	town	planning.	Also,	the	statutory	law	of	25	August	1915,	which	
made	possible	comprehensive	city	planning	based	on	development	
plans,	was	abrogated	by	promulgation	of	the	Act	on	Reconstruction	
(also	known	as	the	Adoption	Act)	of	8	April	1919,	which	was	more	lim-
ited	in	scope.121	This	act	regulated	the	state’s	adoption	of	devastated	
municipalities	and	appointed	a	High	Royal	Commissionary	for	each	
territorial	sector;	the	commissionary	possessed	all	authority	to	take	
autonomous	decisions	 in	matters	 involving	subsidies.	The	day	after	
the	 Adoption	 Act	 was	 approved,	 the	 Office	 for	 Devastated	 Regions	
was	created,	charged	with	administrative	and	financial	execution	of	
the	new	legislation.122	The	Office	for	Devastated	Regions	was	in	con-
trol	of	the	King	Albert	Fund	and	was	conceived	as	a	managing	and	co-
ordinating	body	for	all	levels	of	reconstruction.	Raphaël	Verwilghen	
was	the	director	of	its	construction	office,	and	from	this	position,	he	
fought	to	protect	what	remained	of	the	comprehensive	reform	that	
the	London	Conference	in	1916	had	initiated.	But	because	the	Adop-
tion	Act	entitled	the	High	Royal	Commissionaries	to	approve	the	de-
velopment	and	alignment	plans	for	the	adopted	municipalities,	any	
control	and	coordination	of	the	Office	for	Devastated	Areas	over	the	
production	 of	 these	 plans	 had	 become	 impossible,	 and	 neither	 the	
High	Royal	Commissionaries	nor	the	local	authorities	were	compe-
tent	to	perform	this	task.	The	only	thing	Verwilghen	could	do	from	
his	position	was	express	his	discontent	about	the	state	of	affairs	to	his	
administrative	 and	 political	 superiors	 and	 send	 them	 continuously	
new	proposals	for	the	establishment	of	a	body	charged	with	the	real-
ization	and	control	of	all	development	and	alignment	plans.

The	fact	that	the	reconstruction	made	little	or	no	reference	to	the	
legal	framework	and	the	instruments	for	the	planning	for	reconstruc-
tion,	such	as	the	civic	survey	and	the	development	plan,	that	had	been	

121	 Smets,	‘Belgian	Reconstruction	after	World	War	I:	A	Transition	from	Civic	Art	to	
Urban	Planning’,	9.

122	 Ibid.,	10.
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developed	 during	 the	 War,	 led	 to	 great	 disappointment	 among	 the	
protagonists	of	 the	Belgian	town-planning	movement	who	gathered	
themselves	around	the	Société	des	Urbanistes	Belges	(SUB).	The	SUB	
was	founded	in	1919	by	Bodson,	H.	De	Bruyne,	F.	De	Ridder,	Jean	De	
Ligne	 (1890–1985),	 Huib	 Hoste	 (1881–1957),	 Carlos	 Thirion	 (1889–
1970),	Charles	Patris,	Emiel	Van	Averbeke	(1876–1946),	Oscar	Van	de	
Voorde	(1871–1938),	Van	der	Swaelmen,	and	Verwilghen.	This	group	
of	architects,	landscape	architects,	and	town	planners	fought	for	the	
institutional	 juridical,	 political,	 and	 educational	 embedding	 of	 the	
new	town	planning	discipline	in	Belgium	and	considered	it	their	task	
to	 advocate	 reconstruction	 in	 line	 with	 the	 new	 scientific	 insights	
of	 the	 town-planning	 discipline.123	 Van	 der	 Swaelmen,	 as	 President	
of	the	SUB,	and	Emile	Vinck,	as	President	of	the	Union	des	Villes	et	
Communes	Belges,	officially	 submitted	several	proposals	 to	 the	Bel-
gian	government	to	 install	an	organism	of	general	technical	control	
of	the	entire	reconstruction	process	within	the	central	state	admin-
istration,	formed	by	town	planners	from	different	backgrounds	and	
charged	with	the	coordination	of	the	reconstruction	and	the	control	
of	the	development	plans.	These	proposals	supported	the	initiatives	
that	Verwilghen	was	taking	in	his	position	as	General	Director	of	the	
construction	office	of	the	Office	for	Devastated	Regions	between	1919	
and	1923,	but	they	did	not	bear	fruit.

In	addition	to	proposals	officially	sent	to	the	different	Ministries	re-
sponsible	for	the	reconstruction,	members	of	the	SUB	and	the	Union	
des	Villes	et	Communes	Belges	began	an	ongoing	debate	about	the	
need	for	a	general	law	on	town	planning	that	would	make	the	produc-
tion	of	civic	surveys	and	development	plans	mandatory	and	centrally	
controlled	by	a	government	agency,	a	central	documentation	office.	
Neither	the	statutory	Law	of	1915	nor	the	Adoption	Act	of	1919	was	an	
overall	act	on	town	planning;	both	laws	were	only	applicable	to	those	
municipalities	destroyed	by	the	war.	The	demand	for	a	complete	leg-
islation	on	town	planning	was	raised	on	the	occasion	of	several	town-
planning	conferences.	Paul	Otlet,	Emile	Vinck,	Louis	Van	der	Swael-
men,	 Raphaël	 Verwilghen,	 and	 Charles	 Patris	 discussed	 the	 Belgian	
situation	at	the	First	Interallied	Town	Planning	Conference	in	June	
1919	in	Paris,	organized	by	the	Société	Française	des	Urbanistes.	This	
conference	discussed	the	existing	and	projected	laws	and	regulations	
concerning	town	planning,	 town-planning	 instruments	and	guiding	
principles	for	the	improvement	of	cities,	with	lectures	by,	among	oth-
ers,	Louis	Bonnier	and	Geo.	B.	Ford.124	In	April	1920,	another	confer-

123	 Zampa,	La Continuité d’une Illusion,	164.
124	 Société	Française	des	Urbanistes,	Interallied Town Planning Conference	(Paris,	1919).	

WMAG	VRWL/034.
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ence	was	organized,	linked	to	the	Exposition	de	la	Reconstruction,	by	
the	Union	des	Villes	et	Communes	Belges.	Here,	Vinck,	Verwilghen,	
Bodson,	and	Van	der	Swaelmen	argued	that	a	 law	was	necessary	on	
the	planning	for	the	development	and	expansion	of	cities	after	the	
model	of	the	Dutch	Woningwet	(1901)	or	the	English	Town	Planning	
Act	 (1909).125	And	at	 the	1924	Conférence	nationale	pour	 l’étude	de	
l’administration	et	de	l’Urbanisation	des	Agglomérations	in	Liège,	or-
ganized	by	the	Union	des	Villes	et	Communes	Belges,	 the	engineer	
Pol	De	Bruyne	presented	in	the	name	of	the	Federation	of	Munici-
pal	Engineers	of	Belgium	a	bill	on	town	planning	which	proposed	to	
make	 the	 plan	 for	 the	 development,	 extension,	 and	 improvement	
obligatory	for	municipalities	larger	than	10,000	inhabitants.126	At	the	
same	 conference,	 Van	 der	 Swaelmen	 presented	 an	 organizational	
structure	to	be	included	in	the	former	bill,	which	adapted	the	struc-
tures	he	had	outlined	in	the	Préliminaires d’Art Civique	to	the	changed	
reality	of	the	reconstruction.	It	consisted	of	a	‘General	Office	of	Civ-
ic	Inspection’	or	a	‘Great	Council	of	Urbanism’	to	be	installed	at	the	
Ministry	of	Agriculture	and	Public	works,	responsible	for	establish-
ing	a	code	of	general	directives	for	the	different	administrative	lev-
els,	for	creating	a	‘summary	synthesis’	of	elements	to	assess	‘the	state	
of	civic	development’	of	a	locality	or	‘physiognomic	district’,	and	for	
controlling	and	coordinating	the	development	plans;	in	other	words,	
it	reiterated	the	idea	for	a	central	documentation	office/survey	cen-
tre	that	he	had	developed	with	Otlet	during	the	War.	However,	these	
demands—formulated	 by	 an	 elite	 of	 town	 planners,	 engineers,	 and	
architects—were	pushed	aside	 in	the	 internal	struggle	between	the	
different	ministries	and	levels	of	administration	responsible	for	the	
reconstruction,	and	by	the	rapidly	succeeding	governments	which	of-
ten	contradicted	each	other’s	decisions.

6.3.	 A central documentation office for ‘administrative unity’

6.3.1.	 The creation of the ‘Tablettes Documentaires’ in 1919

Although	 the	 UIV’s	 concept	 of	 a	 documentation	 office	 failed	 to	 de-
velop	after	the	War	into	a	General	Office	of	Civic	Inspection	or	a	Great	
Council	of	Urbanism,	as	Van	der	Swaelmen	had	envisioned	it,	it	did	de-
velop	after	the	War	along	the	lines	that	had	been	formulated	by	Vinck	

125	 Marcel	Smets,	De ontwikkeling van de tuinwijkgedachte in België: een overzicht van de 
Belgische volkswoningbouw in de periode van 1830 tot 1930	(Brussels:	Mardaga,	1977),	
107–108.

126	 Zampa,	La Continuité d’une Illusion,	314.
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and	Otlet	at	the	1913	Congress	of	Cities	in	Ghent.	As	Emile	Vinck	de-
clared	in	1919	in	La Cité,	the	official	journal	of	the	SUB,	he	aimed	to	
pursue	again	the	UIV’s	 initial	ambition	to	develop	a	documentation	
centre	 which	 could	 ‘furnish	 its	 members	 all	 the	 information	 which	
may	be	useful	for	the	administration	of	their	municipality’.127

In	order	to	develop	such	a	documentation	centre,	Vinck	and	his	part-
ners	first	undertook	to	draw	up	an	‘analytical	bibliography	of	studies	
and	information	on	municipal	questions’.128	A	selection	of	articles	of	
198	specialized	journals	published	worldwide	on	municipal	questions	
were	cut	out,	put	on	index	cards,	and	classified	in	the	‘vast	archive	on	
municipal	questions’	of	the	UIV.129	An	‘analysis	of	what	seems	to	be	es-
sential	in	municipal	matters’	in	these	articles	was	subsequently	made	
and	summarized	in	the	form	of	abstracts.	These	abstracts	were	pub-
lished	from	1921	until	the	outbreak	of	the	Second	World	War	in	a	bib-
liographic	section	called	‘les	Tablettes	Documentaires	Municipales’	in	
the	various	 journals	 that	 the	UIV	published:	Le Mouvement Commu-
nal	 (1919–2008),	 Les Tablettes Documentaires Municipales	 (1921–1925,	
1930–1932),	 Les Sciences Administratives	 (1925–1927),	 l’Administration 
Locale	(1927–1939),	and	Les Tablettes Documentaires à l’usage des admin-
istrations publiques	(1937–1939).130	The	‘Tablettes	Documentaires’	were	
divided	into	six	sections:	1.	Urbanization,	2.	Habitation,	3.	Sewerage,	4.	
Lighting	and	Heating,	5.	Transportation	and	Communication,	and	6.	
Hygiene.	Each	page	of	the	‘Tablettes	Documentaires’	contained	about	
ten	abstracts,	each	of	which	mentioned	the	full	bibliographic	refer-
ence	of	the	article	 it	reviewed.	This	enabled	the	reader	to	order	the	
publication	if	it	corresponded	to	the	concerns	of	the	municipal	del-
egates,	civil	 servants,	or	officials	employed	 in	 the	administration.	 In	
case	 the	 publication	 was	 found	 to	 be	 out	 of	 print,	 the	 subscriber	 to	
the	‘Tablettes	Documentaires’	could	at	any	time	request	a	copy	of	the	
original	article	from	the	UIV’s	documentation	centre	in	Brussels.	Fur-
thermore,	the	 ‘Tablettes	Documentaires’	could	be	used	to	constitute	
a	bibliographic	reference	tool	or	a	collection	of	study	files	 [‘dossiers	
d’étude’]	in	one	of	the	offices	of	the	municipal	administration,	which	
would	‘elevate’	the	offices	of	the	administrations	‘to	the	level	of	best	
informed	 and	 documented	 organisms’.xxv	 A	 UDC	 code	 was	 printed	
next	to	each	abstract.	This	enabled	to	classify	each	abstract	according	

127	 Emile	Vinck,	‘L’Union	des	Villes	et	l’Exposition	de	la	Reconstruction’,	in:	La Cité,	
1.4–5	(1919),	57–58	(58).

128	 ‘Documentation	des	services	publics	par	les	Tablettes	Documentaires’	in:	Le Mouve-
ment Communal,	5	(1923),	2.

129	 The	list	of	198	journals	from	Germany,	North	and	South	America,	England,	Austria,	
Belgium,	and	Canada.

130	 For	a	discussion	of	the	different	journals	published	by	the	UIV,	see:	R.	Payre	and	P.	
Saunier,	‘Municipalités	de	tous	pays,	unissez	vous	!’,	221.
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to	the	Universal	Decimal	Classification	system	elaborated	by	the	IIB.	
The	UDC	codes	for	the	section	‘Urbanization’	had	been	developed	by	
Louis	Van	der	Swaelmen	in	collaboration	with	Otlet.	Under	the	UDC	
code	71.URBANISME,	Van	der	Swaelmen	set	out	the	different	subjects	
related	‘to	urbanism	and	the	architecture	of	gardens’.131

The	documentation	centre	of	the	UIV	was	developed	at	the	Rue	de	
la	Régence	in	Brussels	under	the	direction	of	Emile	Vinck	and	Léon	
Wouters	and	in	relation	to	the	OIB/IIB,	which	was	directed	by	Otlet	
and	La	Fontaine.	Its	organizational	scheme	was,	in	its	conception,	very	
similar	 to	 that	 which	 had	 been	 proposed	 for	 the	 Encyclopédie	 des	
Villes.	It	assembled	documentary	files	which	were	conceived	to	form	
the	‘chapters’	of	one	documentary	encyclopaedia	and	which	were	to	
be	kept	up	to	date	by	inserting	loose	leaves	in	those	files.	It	was	the	in-
tention	to	publish	each	file	or	folder	on	one	of	the	six	main	municipal	
questions	as	a	monographic	brochure,	but	as	Emile	Vinck	observed,	
‘Because	these	brochures	won’t	be	able	to	exhaust	the	subject	matter,	
and	because	the	day	after	their	publication,	new	information	should	
be	 added,	 we	 will	 publish	 instead	 periodically	 documentary	 sheets,	
which,	our	members	will	classify	under	the	headings	of	our	encyclo-
paedic	tables’.132

Furthermore,	 in	the	UIV’s	journals,	the	UDC	system	of	the	IIB	was	
widely	publicized	for	the	management	of	administrative	documenta-
tion	or,	what	we	would	call	today,	‘records	management’	in	municipal	
administrations.	Otlet,	in	the	name	of	the	IIB,	had	presented	the	use	of	
the	UDC	system	for	administrative	purposes,	the	cabinet	system	and	
the	system	of	folders,	for	the	first	time	at	the	 ‘exhibition	on	munici-
pal	administration’	in	Amsterdam	in	1906,	in	collaboration	with	Johan	
Zaalberg	(1858–1935),	city	manager	of	the	Dutch	community	Zaandam	
and	director	of	the	‘Nederlandsch	Registratuurbureau’	(Dutch	records	
management	office).133	At	the	First	International	Congress	of	Admin-
istrative	 Sciences	 in	 1910,	 Otlet	 had	 pointed	 out	 in	 more	 theoretical	
terms,	and	Zaalberg	in	more	practical	terms,	the	usefulness	of	the	UDC	
tables	for	the	organization	of	municipal	archives	and	the	system	of	files	
or	‘dossiers’.134	After	the	War,	Otlet	propagated	the	UDC	system	through	
the	UIV,	while	Zaalberg	did	so	through	the	‘Nederlandsch	Registratu-

131	 Louis	Van	der	Swaelmen,	‘Classification	Décimale	Universelle.	Tables	de	l’Institut	
International	de	Bibliographie—Bruxelles.	Classification	Décimale	des	Matières	
Relatives	à	l’Urbanisme’	(n.d.).	Archive	Van	der	Swaelmen	(Leuven:	KULeuven),	Dos-
sier	8.5.

132	 Vinck,	‘L’Union	des	Villes	et	l’Exposition	de	la	Reconstruction’,	58.
133	 Nico	Randeraad,	‘Een	etalage	van	bestuurlijke	vernieuwing.	De	tentoonstelling	op	

gemeentelijk	administratief	gebied	in	1906’,	in:	Amstelodamum,	82	(1995),	141–151,	
149.

134	 Bernard	Mantel,	‘Zaalberg	in	Zaandam’,	in:	Ivo	Klamer,	Diane	Schöller,	and	Ad	van	
Heijst	(eds.),	Van Code tot Community	(Rijswijk:	Factor-i	2008),	14–25.
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urbureau’	[Dutch	records	management	office],	which	in	1922	became	
part	of	the	main	office	of	the	Vereniging	van	Nederlandse	Gemeenten	
(VNG)	[Dutch	Association	of	Municipalities],	facilitating	the	adoption	
of	the	‘Zaalberg	method’,	as	it	was	called,	in	practically	all	municipalities	
in	the	Netherlands,	known	as	the	‘Code	VNG’	or	‘Basic	Archival	Code’	
(BAC).	Within	the	UIV,	Otlet—as	he	had	done	in	other	international	
organisations,	such	as	the	Association	International	de	la	Comptabilité	
(AIC),	in	which	he	equally	played	an	important	role—successfully	im-
plemented	the	UDC	system	and	the	documentary	methods	of	the	IIB	
as	the	new	technology	of	social	control.135

6.3.2.	 Otlet’s model for a Central Documentation Office for the Interna-
tional Congresses of Administrative Sciences (CISA)

At	 the	 second	 International	 Congress	 of	 Administrative	 Sciences	
(CISA)	 in	 Brussels	 in	 1923,	 Otlet	 relied	 on	 the	 success	 of	 the	 docu-
mentation	office	of	the	UIV	to	argue	for	the	development	of	a	similar	
central	 documentation	 office	 within	 the	 CISA.	 To	 bolster	 his	 argu-
ment,	he	used	a	rhetoric	of	scientific	management	and	‘taylorization’	
that	was	to	fuel	 (as	will	be	seen	in	the	next	section)	the	more	tech-
nical	 agenda	 of	 the	 UIV	 congresses	 held	 in	 the	 interwar	 period.	 In	
the	extensive	report	that	he	presented	to	the	Congress,	Manuel de la 
Documentation Administrative,	 published	 by	 the	 Union	 des	 Villes	 et	
Communes	Belges,	he	elaborated	on	the	idea	that	each	administra-
tion,	whatever	 its	size,	 should	have	 ‘a	central	documentation	office’	
or	‘Intelligence	Bureau’	to	guarantee	the	unity	of	each	administrative	
organism	and	the	unity	of	its	documentation:

Only	such	 [a	central	documentation	office]	 is	able	to	achieve	unity	of	
documentation,	 to	 make	 organic	 that	 which	 risks	 otherwise	 degener-
ating	into	a	jumble,	securing	the	relations	between	the	different	parts	
of	the	whole,	and	winning	acceptance	for	the	general	benefit	over	the	
unity	of	methods	and	systemic	unity	for	the	good	of	the	whole.xxvi

Otlet	conceived	all	documentation,	officials,	committees,	and	coun-
cils	as	part	of	 ‘one	documentary	organism’,	of	one	 ‘living	being	that	
grows,	develops	and	changes’;	and	the	documentation	office	was	to	be	
the	‘central	organ’	that	formed	‘for	one	administrative	unity	its	“col-
lective	memory”’.xxvii	It	was	to	organize	the	documentation	of	the	ad-
ministration,	or	‘to	enable	the	immediate	retrieval	of	what	is	of	inter-
est	in	the	acting	government	and	to	establish	an	organic	link	between	
all	the	archives	emanating	from	the	different	sections	of	an	admin-

135	 David	A.	R.	Forrester,	“European	Congresses	of	Accounting:	A	Preliminary	Review	
of	their	History,”	An	Invitation	to	Accounting	History.	Glasgow:	Strathclyde	Conver-
gences	(1998).	Available	online:	http://accfinweb.account.strath.ac.uk/df/c6.html.
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istration’.xxviii	As	an	example	of	such	a	central	documentation	office,	
Otlet	 referred	 to	 the	 ‘Nederlandsch	 Instituut	 voor	 Documentation	
en	Registratuur’	(NIDER),	with	whom	the	IIB	collaborated	and	which	
had	been	responsible	since	1921	for	control	of	the	public	character	
and	development	and	use	of	the	UDC	system	in	all	administrations	
of	Dutch	public	authorities.

Otlet	 substantiated	 his	 centralist	 scheme	 with	 a	 comparison	 be-
tween	administrations	and	factories,	which	he	grounded	on	the-then	
dominant	management	theories	of	‘Taylorism’	and	‘Fayolism’.136	The	
theory	of	scientific	management	of	the	American	engineer	Frederick	
Taylor	 (1858–1915),	 known	 as	 ‘Taylorism’,	 analysed	 workflows	 from	
the	 bottom	 up,	 starting	 with	 the	 elemental	 units	 of	 activity	 or	 the	
workers’	actions,	in	order	to	improve	economic	efficiency	and	labor	
productivity.137	 In	contrast,	 ‘Fayolism’,	or	the	theory	of	business	ad-
ministration	of	the	French	mining	engineer	Henri	Fayol	(1841–1925),	
who	gave	a	keynote	 lecture	at	 the	1923	CISA	Congress,	approached	
management	 processes	 from	 a	 top-down	 perspective.	 He	 proposed	
fourteen	general	principles	of	management:	division	of	work,	author-
ity,	discipline,	unity	of	command,	unity	of	direction,	subordination	of	
individual	interests	to	the	general	interest,	remuneration,	centraliza-
tion,	scalar	chain	or	hierarchy,	order,	equity,	stable	tenure	of	person-
nel,	 initiative,	 and	 ‘esprit	 de	 corps’	 (or	 unity	 of	 personnel)	 FIG. 17, 18.	
These	new	principles	of	(scientific)	management	had	been	studied	in	
relation	 to	 industry	 and	 commercial	 enterprises	 and	 now,	 Otlet	 ar-
gued,	were	begging	to	be	applied	in	the	field	of	scientific	and	admin-
istrative	documentation.

Organizing	documentation	means	explicating	the	why	and	where-
fore	of	the	documentation,	analysing	each	of	its	elements,	arranging	
them	in	series,	combining	them	into	a	vast	and	powerful	machinery	
for	scientific	knowledge	and	rapid	information,	to	powerfully	aid	in-
tellectual	work,	just	as	the	machine	assists	by	muscular	effort.xxix	The	
future	of	administrative	documentation,	according	to	Otlet	was	to	be	
like	a	great	modern	factory:

The	 large	 modern	 factory	 has	 been	 able	 to	 record	 minute	 by	 minute	
all	that	happens	in	its	numerous	services.	Those	who	are	placed	in	its	
chains	 of	 command/supervisory	 capacities	 know	 at	 all	 times	 the	 ex-

136	 For	a	discussion	by	Otlet	of	the	doctrine	of	Taylorism	and	Fayolism	in	relation	to	
his	ideas	of	documentation,	see:	Paul	Otlet,	‘La	Technique	générale	de	l’Action’,	in:	
Chimie et Industrie,	II.3	(1924.03),	592–598.

137	 On	Taylorism	and	the	impact	of	Taylorism	in	France,	see:	George	G.	Humphreys,	
Taylorism in France 1904–1920: the impact of scientific management on factory rela-
tions and society	(New	York:	Garland,	1986);	and	Judith	A.	Merkle,	Management and 
ideology: the legacy of the International Scientific Management Movement	(Berkeley:	
California	U.P.,	1980),	158–171.
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act	status	of	machinery,	labor,	materials	and	products.	The	picture	of	a	
power	station	is	similar	to	the	control	room	of	a	ship	situated	above	the	
captain’s	 poopdeck	 and	 is	 similar	 to	 the	 ‘dispatching	 system’	 room	 of	
the	railroads.	Dials,	maps,	figures,	details,	analyses.	The	director	of	pub-
lic	interests	does	not	yet	have	anything	similar	in	his	own	management.	
At	all	levels	of	the	administrative	hierarchy,	it	is	therefore	necessary	to	
become	 ‘command	posts’	positively	taking	inspiration	from	examples	
of	industry	and	transport,	but	especially	by	creating	what	is	necessary	
for	 the	 administration,	 based	 on	 the	 idea	 of	 public	 service	 resting	 on	
principles	of	science	and	democracy.xxx

The	fundamental	question	about	administrative	documentation	was,	
according	to	Otlet,	how	‘to	link	in	a	more	direct	manner	the	proper	
activity	in	all	the	parts	of	a	collective	organism	by	means	of	writings’	
or	how	 ‘to	put	 in	touch	men	and	things	by	the	 intermediary	of	pa-
per’.xxxi	Otlet’s	answer	to	that	question	was	that	each	administration	
should	process	documents	in	the	same	way	a	factory	processes	prod-
ucts.	But	in	contrast	to	the	factory,	where	the	product	is	the	goal,	the	
administrative	machine’s	goal	is	action—to	link	the	life	of	the	admin-
istration	to	the	life	of	the	citizens	as	if	it	were	‘one	mechanism,	one	
organism,	or	one	collective	thought’.138

In	 the	 conclusion	 of	 his	 report	 to	 1923	 Congress,	 Otlet	 proposed	
that,	along	the	centralist	principles	that	he	had	outlined,	the	‘Inter-
national	 Office	 of	 Administrative	 Documentation’	 should	 be	 given	
a	final	form,	analogous	to	and	in	collaboration	with	the	UIV’s	docu-
mentation	office.139	Referring	to	the	informative	function	of	the	lat-
ter,	Otlet	proposed	to	set	up	a	similar	documentation	office	for	the	
CISA,	which	would	act	as	a	mediator	between	the	different	national	
sections	of	the	CISA	that	were	to	be	created.	Furthermore,	the	docu-
mentation	office	would	catalogue	the	official	legal	texts	and	statistics	
from	the	different	countries	and	send	photocopies	of	these	publica-
tions	on	demand;	it	would	follow	up	and	point	out	the	progress	con-
cerning	methods	of	administrative	documentation;	and	it	would	pre-
pare	 an	 ‘administrative	 Atlas’	 composed	 of	 plates	 that	 synthesized,	
in	the	form	of	diagrams	and	schemas,	the	organizational	forms	and	
methods	of	administrative	documentation.140

138	 Otlet,	‘La	Technique	générale	de	l’Action’,	594.	Denis	Moschopoulos,	‘L’Institut	
International	des	Sciences	Administratives	à	travers	le	xxème	siècle.	Structures,	
Activités,	Composition’,	in:	Fabio	Rugge	and	Michael	Duggett	(eds.),	IIAS/IISA 
Administration & Service 1930–2005	(Amsterdam/Berlin/Oxford/Tokyo/Washington	
D.C.:	IOS	Press,	2005),	11–37	(14).

139	 Paul	Otlet,	Manuel de la Documentation administrative. I. Principes Généraux. Rapport 
présenté au IIe Congrès international des Sciences Administratives (Bruxelles, 1923) (Brux-
elles:	Union	des	Villes	et	Communes	Belges,	1923),	93.

140	 Ibid.,	93.



FIG. 17 Schema by Otlet illustrating the general principles of the doctrine of Fayol (1926)

FIG. 18 Cover of Otlet’s atlas illustrating the doctrine 
of Fayol (1926)



FIG. 19 Plate containing schemas by B.R. Ward of the Association for the 
Study of Organization about the ‘Science of Action’, as part of Otlet’s Atlas 
Administrative (1926)

FIG. 20 Schema of the ‘The Pyramid of Regulations’, as part of Otlet’s Atlas 
Administrative (1926)
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At	 the	 TOPA	 exhibition	 on	 public	 and	 private	 business	 adminis-
tration	in	1926	in	Amsterdam,	Otlet	presented	an	 ‘international	ad-
ministrative	Atlas’	similar	to	that	he	had	proposed	at	the	1923	CISA	
Congress,	and	he	claimed	that	 it	was	 ‘the	analogue	of	the	atlases	of	
anatomy,	physiology	and	pathology’.141	The	atlas	contained	fifty-four	
plates,	among	others,	about	the	administrative	doctrine	of	Fayol,	‘the	
science	of	action’	FIG.19,	the	hierarchy	of	regulations	across	the	differ-

ent	levels	of	government	FIG.20,	and	the	relationship	between	munici-
pal	services	and	administrative	functions142	FIG.21–23.	In	his	review	of	
the	TOPA	exhibition,	Otlet	imagined	how	the	‘the	very	abstract	idea	
which	is	efficiency’	that	had	been	visualized	in	the	exhibition,	could	
reconfigure	society	in	all	its	different	administrative	scales	as	one	ma-
chine,	a	sort	of	‘information	society’	before	the	term	existed.143

And	the	mind	gradually	becomes	convinced	that	there	are	ways	to	‘or-
ganize’	small,	there	must	exist	also	ways	to	 ‘organize’	on	a	large	scale.	
Moreover,	 the	 mind	 already	 sees	 this	 method,	 the method of methods,	
since	it	likes	to	recognize	analogies,	similarities,	or	even	fundamental	
identities	between	all	that	has	been	devised	and	successfully	applied	to	
particular	cases	[…]	Thus	the	mind	without	fear	of	utopia	can	glimpse	

141	 ‘TOPA’	stands	for	Tentoonstelling op het gebied der Openbare en particuliere bedrijfsad-
ministratie. Paul	Otlet,	‘L’Économie	et	l’Efficience	dans	l’Administation	publique	et	
privée’,	in:	Les Sciences Administratives,	20–21	(1926),	204–209	(204).

142	 Ibid.,	206.
143	 Ibid.,	205.

FIG. 21 Schema of the municipal services, as part of 
Otlet’s Atlas Administrative (1926)



FIG. 22 Schema of the municipal services and administrative functions, as part of 
Otlet’s Atlas Administrative (1926)

FIG. 23 Schematic plan of the municipal services and administrative functions, as 
part of Otlet’s Atlas Administrative (1926)
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this	ultimate	problem:	How	to	equip	the	entire	world	with	machinery?	
The	organization,	the	collective	spirit	it	needs	to	meet	its	deepest	as-
pirations?	 How	 to	 build	 an	 ideal	 world	 using	 anything	 that	 is	 already	
better	now?xxxii

Otlet’s	utopian	vision	of	a	world	society,	organized	by	one	coherent	
administrative	machine,	uses	the	image	espoused	by	Taylor	and	Fayol	
of	an	ideal	society	functioning	as	a	well-oiled	machine,	a	society	that	
is	liberated	from	disorder	by	its	administrative	machinery	on	the	lo-
cal,	national,	and	international	level.

The	documentation	office	for	the	CISA	that	Otlet	had	been	push-
ing	at	the	1923	Congress	finally	became	a	reality	in	1930	when,	at	the	
fourth	International	Congress	of	Administrative	Sciences	in	Madrid,	
the	 CISA	 was	 transformed	 into	 the	 IISA	 on	 the	 initiative	 of	 Oskar	
Leimgruber	(1886–1976),	Vice-Chancellor	of	the	Swiss	Federation.	Al-
bert	Devèze	(1881–1959),	Belgian	Minister	of	State,	was	active	in	trans-
forming	the	permanent	secretariat	of	 the	CISA	already	 installed	 in	
Brussels	into	the	institute’s	seat.	He	promised	offices	in	Brussels	and	
offered	a	large	subsidy	to	the	IISA.144	In	his	paper	for	the	1930	Con-
gress,	Otlet	further	pushed	the	UDC	system	and	documentary	meth-
ods	developed	by	the	IIB	for	the	use	of	records	management,	and	he	
reiterated	 his	 idea	 to	 set	 up	 a	 central	 documentation	 office	 for	 the	
IISA,	which	was	adopted	in	the	final	resolutions:145

To	have	some	big	public	administrations,	be	willing	to	take	the	initiative	
to	try	at	home,	on	an	experimental	basis,	 the	systematic	organization	
of	administrative	documentation	in	the	form	produced	by	the	Decimal	
Classification	of	the	International	Institute	of	Bibliography	of	Brussels,	
while	allowing	the	simultaneous	application	of	other	classification	sys-
tems	corresponding	to	specific	needs	…	To	realize	its	decisions,	 it	will	
be	advisable	to	transform	the	Permanent	International	Committee	into	
the	International	Institute	of	Administrative	Sciences	headquartered	in	
Brussels	…xxxiii

As	Denis	Moschopoulos	concludes,	the	dissemination	of	knowledge	
about	 records	 management	 and	 documentation	 according	 to	 the	
UDC	 system	 was,	 at	 the	 moment	 of	 the	 foundation	 of	 the	 IISA,	 its	
main	objective.146

144	 Stefan	Fisch,	‘Origins	and	History	of	the	International	Institute	of	Administrative	
Sciences:	From	its	Beginnings	to	its	Reconstruction	after	World	War	II	(1910–
1944/47)’,	in:	Rugge	and	Duggett	(eds.),	IIAS/IISA Administration & Service 1930–2005,	
39–40.

145	 Paul	Otlet,	Sur les possibilités pour les entités administratives d’avoir à tout moment leur 
situation présentée documentairement	(Bruxelles:	Institut	International	de	Bibliogra-
phie,	[1930]).

146	 Moschopoulos,	‘L’Institut	International	des	Sciences	Administratives	à	travers	le	
xxème	siècle.	Structures,	Activités,	Composition’,	14.
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6.3.3.	 The interwar congresses of the UIV and the merger of the documen-
tation office of the UIV and the IISA

It	was	only	in	1924	in	Amsterdam,	after	the	UIV’s	documentation	of-
fice	was	up	and	running,	that	the	congresses	of	the	UIV	actually	re-
started.	In	a	letter	of	1919	to	Otlet,	Emile	Vinck	had	written	that	he	
‘saw	only	disadvantages	in	an	announced	meeting	of	the	promoters	of	
the	Union	Internationale	des	Villes’.xxxiv	Firstly,	there	would	be	many	
members	who	should	be	invited;	and	secondly,	they	would	be	able	to	
claim	the	power.	‘We	have	not	advanced	enough’,	Vinck	wrote,	‘to	be	
able	to	show	these	Sirs	really	interesting	realizations’.	Moreover,	he	
said,	‘such	a	conference	cannot	give	us	any	more	power	than	we	pos-
sess	at	this	moment’.147	Instead,	he	thought	it	would	be	better	to	gath-
er	 informally	during	 the	conference	 linked	to	 the	Exposition	de	 la	
Reconstruction	in	1919	in	Brussels,	to	which	the	members	of	the	UIV	
were	invited,	and	to	have	a	preparatory	meeting	for	the	organization	
of	 a	 second	 World	 Congress.	 This	 preparatory	 meeting	 eventually	
took	place	during	the	first	session	of	the	‘Quinzaines	Internationales’	
or	 the	 ‘Université	 Internationale’,	 a	 high-powered	 summer	 school	
with	recognition	from	the	League	of	Nations,	organized	by	Otlet	and	
La	Fontaine	in	Brussels	from	5	to	20	September	1920.	During	this	two-
week	of	period	for	conferences	and	events	of	various	kinds,	a	‘Section	
d’urbanisme	et	de	municipalisme’	was	organized,	with	town	planners	
and	 municipal	 delegates	 from	 France,	 Italy,	 Japan,	 Spain,	 Norway,	
Denmark,	Luxemburg,	the	Netherlands,	and	England,	in	the	frame-
work	of	which	a	meeting	was	held	to	discuss	the	re-activation	of	the	
Union	des	Villes.148	Emile	Vinck,	the	socialist	mayor	of	the	Parisian	
suburb	of	Suresnes,	Henri	Sellier	(1883–1943),	and	the	Dutch	social-
ist	alderman	from	Amsterdam,	Florentinus	Marinus	Wibaut	(1859–
1936),	were	asked	to	re-activate	the	UIV.	Vinck	remained	the	UIV’s	di-
rector	throughout	the	interwar	period.	At	this	meeting,	Henri	Sellier,	
F.M.	Wibaut,	and	Vinck	agreed	to	set	up	a	preparatory	conference	in	
Paris	in	1922,	which	was	followed	in	1924	by	the	Second	Congress	of	
the	UIV	in	Amsterdam,	which	actually	re-established	the	Union	In-
ternationale	des	Villes	or,	as	it	was	increasingly	called	in	English,	the	
International	Union	of	Local	Authorities	(IULA).

Vinck,	 Sellier,	 and	 Wibaut	 were	 all	 urban	 socialists,	 linked	 to	 the	
international	movement	which	has	been	dubbed	‘socialist	municipal-
ism’	and	sometimes	jestingly	called	‘gas	and	water	socialism’.149	This	

147	 Emile	Vinck,	Letter to Paul Otlet	(1919.08.06).	MDN,	UIV	PO	31.
148	 Revers,	IULA 1913–1963,	28–29.
149	 Dogliani,	‘European	Municipalism	in	the	First	Half	of	the	Twentieth	Century:	The	

Socialist	Network’.
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movement	promoted	the	‘‘socialization’	of	the	means	of	production	
in	 order	 to	 gain	 greater	 municipal	 autonomy.	 Socialist	 municipal-
ism	was	an	important	tendency	within	the	UIV,	but	the	UIV	should	
not	be	identified	with	it,	as	Dogliani	has	argued,	or	with	socialism	as	
a	whole.	Nonetheless,	the	UIV	indeed	was	characterized	by	its	effort	
to	defend	the	financial	and	administrative	autonomy	of	municipali-
ties	and	cities	in	the	face	of	growing	interventionism	from	the	state.	
Many	powers	or	privileges	which	the	cities	wanted	to	appropriate	be-
longed	to	the	national	government,	which	began	to	play	a	more	active	
role	in	providing	measures	designed	to	improve	the	general	welfare	
of	its	citizens.150	Problems	such	as	social	mobility,	employment,	and	
health	were	not	just	problems	for	individual	cities	but	were	national	
in	scope	and	had	just	as	great	an	impact	on	the	national	well-being	as	
on	the	well-being	of	any	locality.	Claims	of	responsibility	for	carrying	
out	these	reforms	were	therefore	made	at	both	the	local	and	national	
levels.	This	power	play	between	the	local	and	national	levels	of	gov-
ernment	had	different	results	in	different	countries,	but	in	general	
,cities	remained	dependent	for	financial	 support	 from	the	national	
government,	which	meant	that	it	was	difficult	to	prevent	the	state’s	
growing	control	over	the	income	and	expenditure	of	the	cities.	The	
autonomy	of	the	cities	was	therefore	heavily	dependent	on	relations	
between	the	state	and	local	levels.	One	of	the	merits	of	the	UIV	was	to	
carry	the	struggle	of	the	urban	movement	for	a	greater	urban	auton-
omy	to	an	international	level;	also	to	appeal,	in	the	face	of	a	growing	
nationalism,	to	a	new	democratic	world	order	in	which	cities	would	
play	a	greater	role.

On	the	series	of	UIV	congresses	held	in	the	1920s	and	1930s,	this	po-
litical	agenda	was	increasingly	overshadowed,	however,	by	an	interest	
in	technical	questions	of	municipal	administration	and	local	govern-
ment.	This	diffuse	field	of	study	between	science,	politics,	and	admin-
istration,	which	was	still	in	its	infancy	in	the	1920s,	was	tagged	with	a	
variety	of	names,	as	Renaud	Payre	has	observed,	such	as	‘the	art	of	the	
town	councillor’,	‘municipal	Taylorism’,	or	‘the	science	of	local	govern-
ment’;	and	 it	aimed	 ‘to	systematise	practical	knowledge	of	 local	gov-
ernment	 in	 order	 to	 maximise	 the	 efficiency	 of	 its	 organisation	 and	
legitimise	 its	 call	 for	 greater	 autonomy’.151	 But	 it	 was	 the	 notion	 of	
‘municipal	science’	or	 ‘communal	science’	which	was	finally	imposed	
at	the	UIV	Congress	in	1934	in	Lyon	by	the	French	and	the	German	
members	as	the	essentially	practical	science	that	the	UIV	sought	to	de-
velop.152	‘Communal	science’,	derived	from	the	German	notion	‘Kom-

150	 J.	Pinol,	Histoire de l’Europe urbaine,	171–179.
151	 Payre,	‘The	Science	that	Never	Was:	“Communal	Science”	in	France,	1913–1949’,	534.
152	 Ibid.,	535.
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munalwissenschaft’	and	promulgated	around	1930	by	Walter	Norden,	
the	German	Director	of	the	Kommunalwissenschaftliches	Institut	in	
Berlin,	was	defined	at	the	Lyon	Congress	as	consisting	of	two	sections	
of	specialization:	the	first	would	address	matters	of	municipal	admin-
istration	and	communal	life;	the	second	the	development	of	the	physi-
cal	city.153	At	the	1936	UIV	congress	in	Germany,	however,	the	French	
and	 German	 understanding	 of	 ‘communal	 science’	 conflicted	 with	
the	English	concern	for	a	more	systematic,	comparative	study	of	gov-
ernmental	and	administrative	questions,	as	set	forth	by	the	jurist	and	
civil	servant	George	Montagu	Harris,	delegate	from	the	British	Minis-
try	of	Health,	who	had	been	elected	in	1936	as	the	new	UIV	President	
upon	the	death	of	Wibaut.	Since	the	1925	Congress	of	the	UIV	in	Paris,		
Harris	had	argued	for	the	need	to	construct	a	more	technical	and	prac-
tical,	and	a	less	theoretical	and	political,	science	of	local	government	
and	municipal	administration.154	The	fact	that	only	strictly	technical	
matters	were	discussed	at	the	last	prewar	conferences	of	the	UIV,	 in	
Paris	in	1937	and	Glasgow	in	1938,	reveals	the	programmatic	evolution	
that	the	UIV	experienced	during	the	interwar	period.

The	UIV’s	increased	focus	on	practical	and	technical	issues	of	local	
government	and	municipal	administration	also	manifested	itself	in	
increased	 collaboration	 between	 the	 UIV	 and	 the	 permanent	 com-
mittee	of	CISA.155	In	the	face	of	a	growing	state	interventionism	and	
rising	 nationalisms,	 radical	 opposition	 against	 the	 level	 of	 state	 ad-
ministration	 was	 restrained	 within	 the	 milieu	 of	 the	 UIV,	 and	 this	
opened	the	path	for	the	ideological	rapprochement	between	the	UIV	
and	the	CISA/IISA,	as	both	of	them	addressed	the	organization	of	mu-
nicipal	administration	and	defended	the	relative	autonomy	of	cities.	
This	rapprochement	became	visible,	for	example,	when,	the	perma-
nent	 committees	 of	 the	 CISA,	 the	 UIV,	 and	 the	 IIB	 collaborated	 to	
publish	 the	 international	 journal	 Les Sciences Administratives	 (et les 
tablettes documentaires municipals)	 between	 1925	 and	 1927.	 The	 title	
of	the	journal	L’administration locale,	published	by	the	UIV	between	
1927	and	1939,	further	illustrates	that	the	field	of	‘municipal	science’	
and	‘administrative	science’	that,	respectively,	the	UIV	and	the	CISA	
sought	to	develop	increasingly	overlapped.

During	the	1930s,	collaboration	between	the	IISA	and	the	UIV	in-
tensified.	 In	 1934,	 the	 UIV	 and	 the	 IISA	 jointly	 founded	 a	 commit-

153	 Stefan	Couperus,	De machinerie van de stad. Stadsbestuur als idee en praktijk, Nederland 
en Amsterdam 1900–1940,	PhD	diss.	(Groningen	Rijksuniversiteit	Groningen,	2009),	
133.

154	 Couperus,	‘In	between	“Vague	Theory”	and	“Sound	Practical	Lines”’,	79.
155	 Denis	Moschopoulos,	‘The	International	Institute	of	Administrative	Sciences:	Main	

Stages	of	its	History’,	in:	International Review of Administrative Sciences,	71.2	(2005),	
197–215.
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tee	to	study	how	the	organization	and	dissemination	of	information	
about	 public	 administration	 services	 could	 be	 improved.	 In	 1936,	
three	 ‘round	table’	conferences	 in	Zurich,	Berlin,	 and	 Warsaw	 were	
organized	by	the	UIV	in	collaboration	with	the	IISA	about	the	educa-
tion	of	civil	servants.156	And	in	1937,	the	permanent	secretariats/docu-
mentation	offices	of	the	UIV	and	the	IISA	merged	in	Brussels	and,	one	
year	 later,	 merged	 further	 with	 the	 secretariat	 of	 the	 International	
Federation	for	Housing	and	Town	Planning.157	Although	Otlet	no	lon-
ger	played	an	active	role	in	the	IISA	or	the	UIV	in	1937,	his	dream	of	
a	central	documentation	office	informing	administrations	about	the	
principles	 and	 methods	 of	 scientific	 management,	 ‘administrative	
science’	and	‘communal	science’,	and	the	idea	that	this	would	eventu-
ally	lead	to	a	more	efficient,	better	controlled	society,	had	eventually	
become	incorporated	into	the	new	joint	documentation	office	of	the	
UIV,	the	IISA,	and	the	IF.

6.4. Conclusion

The	history	of	the	documentation	office	of	the	UIV	cannot	be	dissoci-
ated,	as	this	chapter	has	shown,	from	the	two	other	organs	or	‘devices’	
upon	which	the	UIV	relied	as	an	international	organization:	the	in-
ternational	congress	and	the	executive	committee.	The	function	of	
these	 devices,	 the	 rhythm	 of	 their	 functioning,	 and	 the	 agendas	 of	
the	people	in	control	of	them,	have	influenced	to	a	large	extent	the	
history	of	the	UIV.

Firstly,	the	international congresses	of	the	UIV	formalized	a	group	of	
persons	whose	presence	at	the	congresses	affirmed	their	preoccupa-
tion,	influence,	or	expertise	in	the	sphere	of	municipal	government;	
and	offered	an	overall	picture	of	 issues	 that	were	considered	perti-
nent	and	urgent	in	the	sphere	of	the	urban.	The	UIV	congresses	were	
like	a	parliament,	the	name	of	which	is	derived	from	the	French	‘par-
lement’	or	the	action	to	speak;	a	formalized	moment	of	discussion,	as	
well	as	an	institutionalized	body of people	who	meet	to	discuss	matters	
of	the	urban.

Secondly,	 the	 executive committee	 represents	 the	 body	 of	 the	 con-
gress	members	in	the	interval	between	the	congresses.	Like	the	cabi-
net	of	a	government,	it	has	executive	power	and	is	responsible	for	the	
organization	of	the	congresses	and	their	agenda.	Because	the	commit-
tee	draws	up	the	conference	program	and	additional	programs	(study	
tours,	exhibitions,	etc.),	and	invites	speakers	and	new	members,	it	has	

156	 Payre,	‘L’Etat	vu	d’en	haut’,	662.
157	 Couperus,	De machinerie van de stad,	134–134.
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a	high	degree	of	control	over	the	congress	as	an	event	and	as	social	
body.	Yet,	it	cannot	prevent	other	members	from	emerging	or	stand-
ing	 out	 on	 the	 occasion	 of	 the	 congress,	 to	 deliver	 in	 their	 lectures	
new	 courses	 of	 action,	 and	 eventually	 to	 enter	 into	 the	 executive	
committee.	The	history	of	the	UIV,	therefore,	follows	and	takes	new	
turns	at	the	rhythm	of	its	congresses,	held	every	two	or	three	years,	
but	these	events	were	in	part	the	result	of	a	long	preparation	of	stag-
ing	the	event	and	of	selecting	the	actors	by	the	executive	committee.

Thirdly,	 if	 the	 executive	 committee	 represents	 the	 social	 body	 of	
the	congress,	the	documentation office	is	the	device	that	continues	or	
makes	permanent	the	congress	as	a	body	of	knowledge	or	as	a	place	
where	a	body	of	knowledge	is	exchanged.	The	documentation	office	
of	the	UIV	gathered	knowledge	on	issues	of	municipal	government	
in	a	permanent	documentary	form	and	made	it	available	through	the	
bibliographical	section	of	the	different	journals	that	the	UIV	issued.	
These	 journals	also	continued	the	debate	of	 the	congress,	although	
the	content	of	the	articles	was	again	controlled	by	its	editorial	board	
which	consisted	of	leading	members	of	the	executive	committee.

In	the	period	between	1913	and	the	Second	World	War,	the	main	
outspoken	ambition	of	the	UIV	was	to	be	a	municipal	clearing	house	
disseminating	information	about	municipal	policies	and	techniques	
of	 municipal	 action,	 an	 ambition	 that	 was	 embodied	 in	 the	 UIV’s	
documentation	office	and	its	journals.	This	goal	was	initially	accom-
panied	by	the	utopian-political	goal	to	establish,	through	the	UIV,	a	
new	international	order	on	the	basis	of	municipal	cells,	an	ambition	
that	faded	away	in	the	face	of	the	rising	and	incontrovertible	power	
of	 nation-states.	 During	 the	 late	 1920s	 and	 1930s,	 this	 agenda	 made	
room	 for	 a	 more	 technical,	 but	 no	 less	 utopian,	 agenda	 that	 aimed	
to	 reform	 municipal	 administrations	 in	 order	 to	 make	 them	 more	
efficient,	and	therefore	more	powerful.	Behind	these	unmistakable	
general	ambitions	 lay	a	complicated	set	of	personal,	 local,	national,	
and	international	interests,	as	well	as	various	ideological	outlooks	of	
a	 political	 or	 scientific	 nature	 which	 were	 vigorously	 defended	 and	
contested.	Edouard	Herriot,	mayor	of	Lyon,	for	example,	as	Renaud	
Payre	and	Pierre-Yves	Saunier	have	argued,	did	not	decide	to	join	the	
UIV	so	that	the	city	councilors	and	technicians	of	Lyon	could	use	the	
resources	of	knowledge,	such	as	the	 ‘Tablettes	Documentaires’,	pro-
vided	by	the	UIV,	nor	to	support	the	UIV’s	political	project,	but	only	
as	a	‘window’	or	international	stage	where	he	could	make	visible	the	
results	in	Lyon	of	his	policy	of	evidence-based	urban	modernization,	
which	he	in	part	had	legitimized	and	built	from	earlier	intermunici-
pal	activities.158

158	 Payre	and	Saunier,	‘A	City	in	the	World	of	Cities’.
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However,	the	informative	and	political	goals	of	the	UIV	were	never	
detached	from	each	other	but	were	related	in	a	universalistic	ratio-
nale	 or	 united	 by	 the	 assumption	 that	 dissemination	 of	 universal,	
scientific	 knowledge	 about	 municipal	 government	 would	 eventu-
ally	 lead	to	an	 international	amplification	of	municipal	power.	The	
allegedly	apolitical,	scientific,	and	universalistic	ambition	to	inform	
and	found	a	comprehensive	science	of	the	city	legitimized,	support-
ed,	and	reinforced	a	deliberate	political	agenda	of	prominent	actors	
of	 the	 UIV,	 at	 first	 mainly	 actors	 within	 the	 Brussels	 international-
ist	 milieu,	 and	 later	 more	 Dutch,	 French,	 and	 English	 groups.	 The	
universalistic	rationale	was	twisted	and	turned	to	back	up	particular	
agendas.	Such	was	the	case	for	Paul	Otlet,	who	co-founded	the	UIV	
and	strongly	advocated	the	informative	function,	the	scientific	goals	
and	ideals	of	universal	cooperation	of	the	UIV	in	order	to	strengthen	
his	own	institutions.	Otlet	was	appointed	as	what	one	might	call	the	
‘system	manager’	of	 the	UIV’s	documentation	office,	which	was	be-
ing	developed	by	means	of	the	modern	documentary	techniques	and	
archival	systems	of	the	IIB	which	he	directed.	From	this	position	he	
aimed	to	disseminate	the	UDC	system	and	documentation	methods	
developed	by	the	IIB	to	municipal	administrations,	and	to	reinforce	
Brussels	as	the	European	centre	of	internationalism	along	the	policy	
of	the	UIA	which	he	also	directed.
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i.	 ‘Lors	de	la	fondation	du	Royaume	
de	Belgique,	il	y	a	74	ans,	Ostende	et	
Nieuport	seuls	existaient	sur	cette	
côte.	[…]	Trois	quarts	de	siècle	après—
aujourd’hui—la	bande	littorale	tout	
entière	s’est	peuplée’.

	 Paul	Otlet,	‘Le	Littoral	Belge’,	in	:	Le 
Cottage,	2.5	Mai–Juin	(1904),	177–186	
(177).

ii.	 ‘Les	façades	de	l’hôtel	Otlet	offrent	
un	aspect	à	la	fois	sévère	et	riant	qui	
s’accorde	avec	la	personnalité	de	celui	
qui	l’occupe	:	homme	de	cabinet	et	
d’études	mêlé,	par	certains	côtés,	à	la	
vie	mondaine’.

	 Gustave	Maus,	‘Architecture	Moderne’,	
in	:	L’Art Moderne,	20.12	(1900),	94.

iii.	 ‘les	pittoresques	façades	de	ses	villas	
de	forms	neuves,	de	couleurs	pim-
pantes,	de	styles	varies’

	 Anonymous,	Promenade dans Westende 
[1903].	MDN,	Papiers	personnels	Paul	
Otlet.	Otlet	Entreprise.	Westende.	
W08—Immobilier.

iv.	 ‘Je	créai	Westende,	la	plage	belge	
moderne	dans	des	dunes	qui	furent	
longtemps	une	de	nos	chasses.	Là,	je	
pus	réaliser	mes	rêves	architecturaux	
sur	une	grande	échelle,	faire	du	neuf	
et	de	l’original,	toujours	avec	Von	
Rysselberghe	et	devant	le	ministre	
de	Smet	de	Nayer,	le	bras	exécutant	
du	grand	bâtisseur	qu’était	Léopold	
II,	je	pris	intérêt	à	lui	présenter	toute	
espèce	d’idées	pour	notre	littoral,	et	
pour	nos	villes,	en	particulier	Namur	
et	Bruxelles.	J’étudiai	ainsi	toute	une	
série	de	problèmes	à	la	fois	pratique-
ment	et	théoriquement.	A	Bruxelles,	
je	proposai	de	coordonner	pratique-
ment	et	je	fus	promoteur	de	l’Asso-
ciation	du	plus	grand	Bruxelles	où	je	
suis	encore	Président	de	la	section	
des	relations	intellectuelles.	Ce	fut	le	
point	de	départ	d’une	création	bien	
intéressante	avec	mes	amis	Vinck	et	
Saintenoy,	nous	élaborâmes	un	pro-
gramme	combinant	les	idées	d’urba-
nisme,	celles	de	vie	sociale,	celles	de	
documentation	et	celles	d’internatio-
nalisme.	Nous	organisâmes	le	premier	
congrès	International	des	Villes	à	
l’occasion	de	l’Exposition	de	Gand	
en	1913.	Le	Bourgmestre	Braun,	le	

Directeur	de	l’exposition	Coppieters,	
adoptèrent	toutes	nos	idées	et	nous	
aidèrent	à	les	réaliser.	Ce	fut	un	très	
grand	Congrès	avec	132	villes	adhé-
rentes	de	toutes	les	parties	du	monde.	
Je	fis	appel	à	mon	ami	Patrick	Geddes,	
l’un	des	esprits	les	plus	originaux,	les	
plus	sympathiques,	que	je	connaisse,	
et	avec	lui,	avec	ses	belles	collections,	
avec	ses	plus	belles	idées	encore,	nous	
organiserons	l’exposition	internatio-
nale	des	villes	en	connexion	avec	le	
Congrès.	En	même	temps,	il	fallait	
intégrer	la	création:	nous	créâmes	
l’Union	des	Villes	belges.	C’était	entre	
nous	tous,	toute	la	hiérarchie	de	
l’organisation	:	la	Ville,	la	nationale	
des	villes,	l’internationale	des	villes	et	
celles-ci	affiliées	à	l’Union	des	Asso-
ciations	Internationales	en	travaillant	
dans	les	locaux	de	celle-ci.	Pendant	
la	guerre,	c’est	cette	Alma	des	villes	
qui	a	pris	les	initiatives	en	matière	de	
reconstruction	des	villes	belges’.	Paul	
Otlet,	Notes Autobiographiques.	MDN,	
Papiers	Personnels	Paul	Otlet,	Otleta-
neum.

v.	 ‘Toutes	les	administrations,	tous	les	
mandataires,	tous	les	citoyens	même	
pourront	y	trouver	les	renseigne-
ments	nécessaires.	Aujourd’hui	
où,	de	par	la	complexité	de	leurs	
attributions,	les	administrations	et	
les	mandataires	se	trouvent	tous	les	
jours	devant	des	problèmes	nouveaux,	
quelle	facilité,	quel	gain	de	temps,	
d’efforts,	et	même	quelle	économie	
de	pouvoir,	en	s’adressant	à	un	bureau	
central,	obtenir	immédiatement	
tous	les	renseignements	nécessaires.	
Certes	il	restera	toujours	à	adapter	les	
solutions	aux	besoins	locaux,	mais	la	
partie	la	plus	ardue	des	recherches	
aura	été	épargnée,	et,	étant	épargnée	
pour	un,	elle	le	sera	pour	tous’.	Emile	
Vinck,	as	cited	by	a	journalist	in	
the	newspaper	Le Soir.	‘Le	Congrès	
International.	Exposition	des	Villes’,	
in:	Le Soir	(1913.03.11).	MDN,	Papiers	
Personnels	Paul	Otlet,	UIV	PO	31

vi.	 ‘Y-a-t-il	possibilité	de	transformer	cette	
Exposition	en	Musée	permanent	à	la	
fin	de	l’Exposition?	[…]	Il	faudrait	bien	
chercher	à	grouper	tous	les	efforts	



463The Documentation Office of the Union Internationale des Villes

et	s’il	est	fait	un	Musée	Municipal	
comparé,	qu’il	se	combine	avec	notre	
programme’.	Paul	Otlet,	Letter to Emile 
Vinck	(1912.11.06).	MDN,	UIV	PO	31.

vii.	 ‘Pendant	chaque	exposition,	j’ai	
l’habitude	non	seulement	de	profes-
ser	presque	tout	le	temps,	mes	1	ou	2	
assistants	aussi,	mais	de	préparer	une	
foule	de	gens	intelligents,	qui	viennent	
à	leur	tour,	matin	et	soir,	pour	donner	
des	explications,	à	de	petites	groupes	
d’ouvriers,	d’écoliers,	de	dames,	de	
n’importe	qui—de	sorte	que	nous	réus-
sons	à	produire	un	effet	remarquable	
sur	l’opinion	publique	de	toute	la	ville.	
Je	crois	que	presque	tous	les	objets	de	
notre	exposition	vous	seraient	inté-
ressants	car	nous	traitons	chaque	ville	
comme	ferait	un	géologue	pour	son	
milieu	géologique—au	point	de	vue	
spécial	et	général	en	même	temps—et	
nous	avons	collectionné	pas	mal	de	
choses	intéressantes	et	curieuses,	
aussi	bien	qu’une	masse	de	documents	
d’ordre	civique	et	sociologique’.	Patrick	
Geddes,	Letter to Paul Otlet	(1913.01.20).	
MDN,	Papiers	Personnels	Paul	Otlet.

viii.	 ‘Il	y	a	un	intérêt	considérable	à	
étudier	systématiquement	tous	ces	
problèmes,	à	savoir	comment	ils	se	
posent	dans	les	divers	pays,	quelles	so-
lutions	y	sont	données	ou	proposées,	
de	quels	principes	d’une	expérience	
confirmée	peut	se	réclamer	l’archi-
tecture	des	villes,	la	sociologie munici-
pale	et	l’administration des communes’.	
(emphasis	original).	

	 Premier Congrès International et Expo-
sition Comparée des Villes. 1.—Construc-
tion des Villes 2.—Organisation de la Vie 
communale,	6.

ix.	 ‘La	seconde	section	est	à	la	première	
ce	que	la	biologie	est	à	la	morphologie.	
La	connaissance	complète	de	l’orga-
nisme	qui	s’appelle	“commune”	exige,	
faut-il	le	dire,	la	collaboration	des	
deux	sciences,	mais	elles	explorent	
toutes	deux	le	même	domaine	à	des	
points	de	vue	tout	différents’.	

	 E.	Vinck,	‘Discours	de	M.	Vinck,	Secré-
taire	Général’,	in	:	Premier congrès inter-
national et exposition comparée des villes : 
1. Construction des villes. 2. Organisation 
de la vie communale (Bruxelles	:	Union	

Internationale	des	Villes,	1913),	14.
x.	 ‘on	peut	comparer	l’urbanisme	à	l’ana-

tomie	qui	examine	le	corps	dans	la	
matérialité	de	ses	organes,	le	système	
des	os,	des	muscles	et	des	nerfs	;	la	
sociologie	municipale	au	contraire	
apparaît	comme	la	physiologie	et	la	
psychologie,	qui	s’attachent	à	étudier	
la	vie’.		Paul	Otlet,	‘La	Sociologie	Muni-
cipale’,	in	:	Le Mouvement Communal,	6	
(1919.05),	70–72	(70).

xi.	 ‘Sous	la	poussée	des	circonstances	est	
née	une	abondante	littérature	muni-
cipale	qui	constitue	aujourd’hui	une	
source	précieuse	pour	l’étude	et	la	
documentation.	Elle	embrasse	tous	les	
aspects	de	la	vie	des	grandes	cités	:	leur	
constitution,	leur	administration,	leur	
activité,	leur	historie,	leurs	problèmes	
actuels,	leur	avenir’.	

	 Secrétariat	Général	de	l’UIV,	‘Les	
Sources	de	l’Etude	et	de	la	Documen-
tation	en	matière	d’Architecture,	
d’Administration	et	de	Sociologie	
Municipales.	Contribution	à	l’étude	
de	la	Création	d’un	Office	permanent	
du	Congrès	International’,	paper	
presented	at	the	conference	Premier	
Congrès	International	des	Villes,	
Ghent	(1913).

xii.	 ‘Dans	le	terme	sciences administratives,	
nous	comprenons	l’ensemble	des	
connaissances	théoriques	relatives	
aux	services,	aux	organes,	aux	per-
sonnes	et	à	l’action	des	administra-
tions,	et	aux méthodes les plus pratiques	
à	employer	par	celles-ci’.	‘Congrès	
international	des	sciences	administra-
tives’,	in	:	Revue Générale d’Administra-
tion,	2.8	(1908),	490–495	(491).

xiii.	 ‘Il	saura	d’autant	mieux	la	remplir	
qu’il	sera	établi	au	Centre	Internatio-
nal	même	et	en	connexion	étroite	de	
but,	d’organisation	et	de	methods	avec	
les	grandes	collections	universelles	
qui	s’y	élaborent’.

	 Secrétariat	Général	de	l’UIV,	‘Les	
Sources	de	l’Etude	et	de	la	Documen-
tation	en	matière	d’Architecture,	
d’Administration	et	de	Sociologie	
Municipales’,	31.

xiv.	 ‘Il	serait	fait	appel	spécial	aux	Unions	
Nationales	et	Régionales	de	Villes,	
dont	l’adhésion	constituera,	pour	
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l’Organisation	Internationale,	l’appui	
le	plus	précieux,	de	telle	sorte	que	le	
Congrès,	ou	Association Internationale 
pour le Développement des Villes,	puisse,	
à	certains	égards,	être	considéré	
comme	une	Fédération	de	ces	Unions	
et,	en	quelque	sorte,	comme	une	
Union Internationale des Villes’.	Ibid.

xv.	 ‘[…]	il	est	effrayant	de	penser	ce	qui	
arriverait	si	chaque	propriétaire	en-
treprenait	de	construire	ses	maisons	
selon	ses	idées	propres,	sans	s’inquié-
ter	du	style	des	maisons	voisines,	ou	
de	l’aspect	de	la	rue	dans	laquelle	elles	
seraient	appelées	à	habiter’.	Ewart	G.	
Culpin,	‘Principes	des	cités-jardins	et	
leur	application	à	la	Belgique’,	paper	
presented	at	the	conference	Confé-
rences	au	Guildhall	de	Londres	du	11	
au	15	Février	concernant	‘La	recons-
truction	de	la	Belgique’,	London	
(1914),	3.	MDN,	CDU	dans	les	langues.

xvi.	 ‘D’autre	part	je	désirais	vous	com-
muniquer	l’initiative	que	j’ai	prise	de	
suggérer	au	Congrès	de	Londres	pour	
la	reconstruction	des	villes	belges,	
l’idée	de	fonder	en	connection	avec	
ce	qui	sera	institué	en	Angleterre,	
une	section	de	documentation	en	
Hollande.	J’ai	pressenti	le	Maître	Ber-
lage	qui	est	tout	acquis	à	cette	idée’.	
Louis	Van	der	Swaelmen,	Letter to Paul 
Otlet	(1915.02.11).	MDN,	CDU	dans	les	
langues.

xvii.	 ‘Vous-même,	avec	la	notion	claire	
que	vous	avez	de	toutes	ces	organi-
sations,	vous	pourriez	à	merveille	
déterminer	d’un	mot	les	catégories	
essentielles	d’idées	dans	lesquelles	
devraient	s’encadrer	nos	efforts’.	
Louis	Van	der	Swaelmen,	Letter to Paul 
Otlet	(1915.02.11).	MDN,	CDU	dans	les	
langues.

xviii.	‘On	verra	que	la	Conclusion	de	chacun	
des	Chapitres	de	l’ouvrage	nous	
ramène	à	la	constatation	qu’avant	tout	
projet	d’aménagement	d’ensemble	ou	
de	parties	d’une	cité,	il	est	indispen-
sable	de	rassembler,	et	de	présenter	le	
plus	possible	sous	la	forme	graphique	
de	Plans	et	de	Diagrammes	illustrant	
les	Statistiques	et	accompagnés	de	
Mémoires,	le faisceau de tous les Elé-
ments constitutifs de la Cité,	de	dresser	

le	tableau	de	l’Etat de Développement 
civique,	de	former	le	Dossier,	si	l’on	
veut,	de	la	Localité	considérée’.	Van	
der	Swaelmen,	Préliminaires d’art 
civique,	XII.

xix.	 ‘Ce	n’est	méconnaître	le	talent	de	per-
sonne	que	d’affirmer	que	la	Belgique	
d’avant	la	guerre	commençait	à	peine	
à	se	préoccuper	sérieusement	de	la	
science	moderne	de	l’Urbanisme,	
alors	que	d’autres	nations	ont	poussé	
déjà	fort	loin	l’étude	de	cette	disci-
pline,	science	d’observation	bien	plus	
que	doctrine	dogmatique.	Or	l’expé-
rience	de	toutes	les	nations	intervient	
dans	la	constitution	de	cette	science,	
au	même	titre	que	pour	toute	autre	
doctrine	scientifique;	et	de	cette	étude	
comparée	se	dégagent	des	PRIN-
CIPES	GÉNÉRAUX	UNIVERSELS	
D’ART	CIVIQUE,	des	«	STANDARDS	»	
FONDAMENTAUX	D’URBANISME,	
qu’il	faut	absolument	connaître	dans	
leur	esprit	et	dans	l’application	qu’on	
en	a	faite	ailleurs,	afin	d’en	pouvoir	
faire	chez	soi	l’application	judicieuse	
que	les	circonstances	requièrent,	tout	
en	conférant	à	ces	«	Standards	»	le	
caractère	national	et	régional,	voire	
même	local,	qu’il	importe	de	donner	
à	l’aspect	particulier	qu’ils	revêtent	
en	chaque	pays’.	Otlet,	Swaelmen,	
Berlage,	Cuypers,	and	Evers,	Encyclo-
pédie des villes et de l’art civique. Rapport 
introductif au gouvernement belge,	10.	
Verwilghen	Archive,	Bib	711.1	VRWL-
VARIA	C.

xx.	 ‘D’autre	part	la	tâche	de	rassembler,	
de	condenser	les	Matériaux	documen-
taires,	de	formuler	les	grands	Principes	
universels	de	l’Art	civique	et	de	les	
illustrer	d’Examples-ritiques	compa-
ratifs,	empruntés	à	toutes	les	Nations	
étrangères	qui	ont	réalisé	des	expé-
riences	en	cette	matière’.	“Belgique”,	
Encyclopédie des villes et de l’art civique. 
Programme-Tables des matières. 2e Edi-
tion,	11.	MDN,	CDU	dans	les	langues.

xxi.	 ‘Voici	la	table	des	matières	telle	
que	je	me	suis	efforcé	de	la	mettre	
en	concordance	avec	les	principes	
que	vous	m’avez	exposés’.	Louis	Van	
der	Swaelmen,	Letter to Paul Otlet	
(1915.03.21).
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xxii.	 ‘La	forme	de	publication	de	cette	
ENCYCLOPÉDIE,	adoptée	en	applica-
tion	des	Méthodes	internationales	les	
plus	modernes	de	la	Documentation	
universelle,	aura	pour	caractéristique	
d’être	indéfiniment	extensible,	de	
telle	sorte	que	ce	ne	sera	point	à	
strictement	parler	un	livre,	un	recueil	
polygraphique,	œuvre	finie,	déjà	
vieillie	à	peine	a-t-elle	paru	;	ce	sera	
moins	encore	une	publication	pério-
dique	dont	le	caractère	fragmentaire	
et	occasionnel	exclut	la	possibilité	
d’une	méthode	rigoureuse,	mais	une	
succession	de	Monographies,	c’est-à-
dire	d’éléments	intellectuels	unitaires,	
continuellement	en	cours	d’augmen-
tation	par	l’adjonction	complémen-
taire	de	nouveaux	éléments	interca-
laires,	adjonction	toujours	possible	
grâce	à	l’Indexation	décimale	dans	la	
Classification	des	matières	étudiées’.	
Van	der	Swaelmen,	Préliminaires d’art 
civique,	XIV.

xxiii.	‘Cette	Encyclopédie	sera	l’Outil	par	
excellence,	le	Guide,	l’Instrument	
de	travail,	la	Référence	universelle,	
au	premier	chef,	de	tous	les	Services	
techniques	des	Administrations	
publiques	et	non	moins	de	tous	les	
Spécialistes	des	questions	d’ordre	
civique’.	Ibid.,	XV.

xxiv.	‘Par	une	étude	intelligente	de	tous	les	
plan	régulateurs	nouveaux	exposés	
dans	les	sections	étrangères,	l’homme	
capable	est	à	même	d’y	reconnaître	
et	d’en	extraire	toutes	les	conditions	
fondamentales	auxquelles	un	bon	
plan	d’ensemble	doit	répondre’.	
Swaelmen,	‘Les	Section	étrangères	
d’Urbanisme	comparé’,	73.

xxv.	 ‘L’Administration	qui	met	à	la	dis-
position	de	ses	mandataires,	fonc-
tionnaires	et	agents,	les	analyses	des	
Tablettes	Documentaires	Municipales	
élève	ses	services	à	la	hauteur	des	
organismes	les	mieux	informés	et	les	
mieux	documentés’.	‘Documentation	
des	services	publics	par	les	Tablettes	
Documentaires’,	in:	Le Mouvement 
Communal,	5	(1923),	3.

xxvi.	‘Le	service	central	de	documentation	
est	donc	nécessaire.	Lui	seul	peut	
réaliser	l’unité	de	la	documentation	

et	rendre	organique	ce	qui	risquerait	
autrement	de	dégénérer	en	fatras	;	
lui	seul	peut	assurer	les	corrélations	
entre	toutes	les	parties	d’un	même	
tout,	faire	prévaloir	au	bénéfice	
général	l’unité	de	méthodes	et	l’unité	
de	système’.	Paul	Otlet,	Manuel de la 
Documentation administrative. I. Prin-
cipes Généraux. Rapport présenté au IIe 
Congrès international des Sciences Admi-
nistratives	(Bruxelles 1923)	(Bruxelles	:	
Union	des	Villes	et	Communes	Belges,	
1923),	22.

xxvii.	 ‘Organiser	la	documentation	c’est	
la	munir	de	tout	ce	qui	est	utile	à	
son	fonctionnement	:	documents,	
outillage,	méthodes,	personnel	;	
c’est	réaliser	l’organisme	documen-
taire;	c’est	former	pour	une	entité	
sa	«	mémoire	collective	»,	capable	de	
coordonner	l’activité,	tantôt	succes-
sive,	tantôt	simultanée,	de	ses	divers	
organes	représentés	par	ses	divers	
agents’.	Ibid.,	5.

xxviii.	 ‘La	documentation	doit	permettre	de	
retrouver	immédiatement	ce	qui	inté-
resse	les	affaires	courantes	et	établir	un	
lien	organique	entre	toutes	les	archives	
émanant	des	différentes	divisions	
d’une	administration’.	Ibid.,	4.

xxix.	‘Organiser	la	documentation,	cela	veut	
dire	:	raisonner	le	comment	et	le	pour-
quoi	de	al	documentation,	analyser	
chacun	de	ses	éléments,	les	ordonner	
en	séries,	les	combiner	en	une	vaste	
et	puissante	machinerie	pour	la	
connaissance	scientifique	et	l’infor-
mation	rapide	;	pour	aider	puissam-
ment	le	travail	intellectuel,	comme	la	
machine	vient	en	aide	à	l’effort	mus-
culaire’.	Otlet,	‘La	Technique	générale	
de	l’Action’,	595.

xxx.	 ‘La	grande	usine	moderne	est	parve-
nue	à	enregistrer	minute	par	minute	
tout	ce	qui	se	passe	dans	ses	nom-
breux	services.	Ceux	qui	sont	placés	
dans	ses	cabines	de	commandement	
savent	à	tout	moment	l’état	exact	
des	machines,	de	la	main-d’œuvre,	
des	matières	et	des	produits.	Le	
tableau	d’une	centrale	d’électricité	est	
semblable	à	la	chambre	de	direc-
tion	du	navire	placé	sur	la	dunette	
du	capitaine	et	celle-ci	s’apparent	à	
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la	cabine	du	«	dispatching	system	»	
des	voies	ferrées.	Des	cadrans,	des	
cartes,	des	chiffres,	des	précisions,	des	
analyses.	L’administrateur	des	intérêts	
publics	n’a	encore	rien	de	semblable	
pour	se	diriger	dans	sa	propre	gestion.	
A	tous	les	degrés	de	la	hiérarchie	
administrative,	il	faut	donc	constituer	
maintenant	les	«	cabines	de	comman-
dement	»,	en	s’inspirant	sans	doute	
des	exemples	de	l’industrie	et	des	
transports,	mais	surtout	en	créant	ce	
qui	est	nécessaire	à	l’administration,	
basée	sur	l’idée	du	service	public,	une	
société	reposant	sur	des	principes	
de	science	et	de	démocratie’.	Otlet,	
Manuel de la Documentation adminis-
trative. I. Principes Généraux. Rapport 
présenté au IIe Congrès international 
des Sciences Administratives	(Bruxelles 
1923),	19.

xxxi.	‘La	question	fondamental	à	résoudre	
ici,	c’est	la	liaison	plus	étroite	de	
l’activité	propre	aux	diverses	parties	
d’un	organisme	collectif	au	moyen	des	
écrits	[…].	C’est	la	mise	en	contact	des	
hommes	et	des	choses	par	l’intermé-
diaire	du	papier’.	Otlet,	‘La	Technique	
générale	de	l’Action’,	597–598.

xxxii.	 ‘Et	l’esprit	progressivement	se	
convainc	qu’il	y	a	des	méthodes	pour	
“organiser”	en	petit,	il	doit	en	exister	
aussi	pour	“organiser”	en	grand.	Bien	
plus,	l’esprit	entrevoit	déjà	cette	
méthode,	la	méthode	des	méthodes,	
puisqu’il	se	plaît	à	reconnaitre	des	
analogies,	des	similitudes,	voire	des	
identités	fondamentale	entre	tout	
ce	qui	a	été	imaginé	et	appliqué	
avec	succès	aux	cas	particulier.	[…]	
Ainsi	l’esprit	sans	craindre	l’utopie	
peut	entrevoir	ce	problème	ultime	:	

comment	doter	le	monde	entier	de	
la	machinerie	?	De	l’organisation,	
de	l’âme	collective	dont	il	a	besoin	
pour	répondre	à	ses	plus	profondes	
aspirations	?	Comment	construire	un	
monde	idéal	en	utilisant	tout	ce	qui	
existe	déjà	de	meilleur	actuellement	?’	
Otlet,	‘L’Économie	et	l’Efficience	dans	
l’Administation	publique	et	privée’,	
209.

xxxiii.	 ‘Obtenir	de	quelques	grandes	
administrations	publiques,	qu’elles	
voulussent	prendre	l’initiative	
d’essayer	chez	elles,	à	titre	expérimen-
tal	l’organisation	systématique	de	la	
documentation	administrative,	dans	
la	forme	réalisée	par	la	classification	
décimale	de	l’Institut	International	
de	Bibliographie	de	Bruxelles,	tout	
en	réservant	l’applicatif	simultanée	
d’autres	systèmes	de	classification	
correspondant	à	des	besoins	particu-
liers	…	Pour	réaliser	ses	décisions,	il	
conviendra	de	transformer	le	Comité	
International	Permanent	en	Institut	
International	des	Sciences	Adminis-
tratives	dont	le	siège	serait	à	Bruxelles	
…’	Moschopoulos,	‘L’Institut	Interna-
tional	des	Sciences	Administratives	
à	travers	le	xxème	siècle.	Structures,	
Activités,	Composition’,	13–14.

xxxiv.	 ‘Documentation	des	services	publics	
par	les	Tablettes	Documentaires’,	in	:	Le 
Mouvement Communal,	nr.	5	(1923),	3.

	 ‘Après	mure	réflexion	je	ne	vois	que	
des	inconvénients	à	une	réunion	
annoncée	des	promoteurs	de	l’Union	
Internationale	des	Villes.	C’est	aussi	
l’avis	de	M.	Wouters’.	Emile	Vinck, 
Letter to Paul Otlet	(1919.08.06).	MDN,	
UIV	PO	31.
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FIG. 1 Schema by Paul Otlet of the different scales to be treated by the discipline of urbanism (1912)



Chapter	7

Urbaneum–Belganeum–Mundaneum

	

‘On	what	scale	should	we	consider	the	problem	of	urbanism?’,	Otlet	
asked	himself	in	an	extended	article	on	‘Sociology	and	Urbanism’	for	
the	architectural	journal	L’Époque	(1934)i	FIG. 1.	Urbanism	had	under-
gone	a	remarkable	scaling-up,	he	observed:

For	a	long	time,	urbanism	was	a	matter	of	the	street,	a	square,	a	district	
before	becoming	an	urban	agglomeration	as	a	whole.	Later,	the	concep-
tion	of	urbanization	was	generalized	to	the	region.	For	small	countries	
such	as	Belgium,	national	urbanism	is	a	reality;	the	development	of	the	
entire	territory	of	the	nation	conceived	according	to	a	single	group	of	
principles.	 Moreover,	 for	 such	 countries,	 one	 senses	 the	 necessity	 of	
international	urbanism,	because	the	population	distributions	and	rela-
tions	beyond	the	Borders	are	established	in	such	a	manner	that	exten-
sions,	connections	become	necessary.ii

The	scaling-up	of	urbanism	made	the	word	 ‘urbanism’	come	apart	
at	the	seams,	Otlet	commented.	Its	etymological	root	was	‘urbs’,	the	
Latin	word	for	‘city’.	The	reference	to	the	urban	scale	therefore	con-
tradicted	 its	application	to	a	national	or	 international	 level.	But	 if	
not	urbanism,	Otlet	asked	himself,	which	science	would	be	capable	
of	 studying	 the	 development	 of	 the	 space	 of	 the	 national	 territo-
ry?	 Human	 geography	 was	 a	 potential	 candidate	 in	 that	 it	 studied	
‘the	transformation	of	physical	places	through	the	action	of	man’.1	
But	 he	 thought	 that	 human	 geography	 was	 different	 from	 urban-
ism	 because	 it	 ‘has	 as	 its	 goal	 the	 description	 and	 explanation	 of	
what	is,	not	of	what	should	be’.	Instead	of	splitting	human	geogra-
phy	into	theory	and	practice,	it	was	better,	Otlet	thought,	to	enlarge	
the	meaning	of	and	redefine	the	word	‘urbanism’	to	encompass	for	
the	development	of	space	on	different	levels.	This	would	make	pos-
sible	 a	 ‘continental	 urbanism’	 that	 involved	 studying	 the	 develop-
ment	of	the	densely	populated	regions	in	Europe,	such	as	the	quad-
rangle	 London–Paris–Cologne–	Amsterdam.	 Also	 a	 sub-discipline	
like	‘global	urbanism’	could	be	imagined,	which	would	address	the	
‘great	gyratory	movement	of	populations,	products,	 ideas	 incorpo-
rated	in	documents	and	works’.	It	would	be	responsible	for	the	de-
sign	of	traffic	and	airline	connections,	or	connections	between	the	
great	harbours	and	train	stations.	 In	particular,	Otlet	 thought	that	

1	 Paul	Otlet,	‘Sociologie	et	Urbanisme’,	in:	L’Époque,	2.4	and	5	(1934),	72–76	and	81–92	
(76).
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the	‘transglobal’	[transmondiale]—a	‘huge	band	of	several	degrees	of	
latitude’	that	contains	the	largest	cities	and	the	main	lines	of	com-
munication—was	especially	worthy	of	study.

Otlet’s	 idea	 that	 urbanism	 should	 address	 all	 scales	 must	 be	 situ-
ated	in	the	debate	on	regional	planning	during	the	interwar	period	
in	 Central	 Europe.	 A	 major	 event	 in	 that	 debate	 was	 the	 Interna-
tional	Town	Planning	Conference	in	Amsterdam	in	1924,	organized	
by	the	International	Federation	for	Town	and	Country	Planning	and	
Garden	Cities.	The	conference,	as	Koos	Bosma	has	noted,	was	impor-
tant	 in	 recognizing	 the	 need	 to	 pay	 more	 attention	 to	 the	 regional	
socio-economic	 reality	 of	 the	 city	 and	 to	 develop	 a	 comprehensive	
regional	planning	practice	which	would	guarantee	a	balance	between	
town	and	country.2	The	regional	plan,	based	on	an	extensive	survey,	

2	 Koos	Bosma,	‘Town	and	Regional	Planning	in	The	Netherlands	1920–1945’,	in:		
Planning Perspectives,	5	(1990),	125–147	(130).

FIG. 2 Raphaël Verwilghen, Theoretical schema illustrating a rational distribution of the means  
of transport in a hypothetical regional plan (1924)
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was	proposed	as	the	new	town-planning	instrument	that	anticipated	
and	suggested	controls	at	an	inter-municipal	level	for	different	sorts	
of	transport,	for	new	housing	districts,	and	for	the	economic	expan-
sion	of	certain	sectors	of	production.	C.B.	Purdom’s	description	of	the	
principles	 underlying	 the	 satellite	 town,	 Raymond	 Unwin’s	 lecture	
on	‘the	need	of	a	regional	plan’,	Patrick	Abercrombie’s	lecture	on	vari-
ous	regional	surveys	in	Britain,	and	the	presentation	of	the	Regional 
Survey of New York and its Environs	carried	out	under	the	direction	of	
Thomas	Adams,	were	major	events	at	the	conference.	These	contri-
butions	all	put	the	theme	of	regional	planning	and	the	problems	of	
great	agglomerations	on	the	agenda	of	the	town	planner.	The	region,	
in	addition	to	the	town	or	city,	had	become	the	new	object	and	unit	of	
study	of	the	town	planner.

Raphaël	 Verwilghen	 and	 Louis	 Van	 der	 Swaelmen	 were	 the	 most	
important	town	planners	and	pacemakers	of	the	debate	on	regional	
planning	in	Belgium	in	the	1920s.	Both	of	them	had	contributed	to	
the	1924	Congress.	Raphael	Verwilghen	presented	a	report	in	which	
he	critiqued	a	town	planning	practice	limited	to	the	immediate	ex-
tension	of	cities	by	new	suburbs.3	He	argued	that	the	need	of	great	cit-
ies	to	be	decentralized	and	decongested	could	not	be	solved	by	sim-
ply	planning	expansion	zones	but	required	an	ordering	of	the	entire	
region	around	the	cities.	Verwilghen	illustrated	his	vision	by	a	theo-
retical	schema,	which	linked	regional	expansion	of	the	city	with	satel-
lite	towns	to	a	politics	of	transport	and	purchase	of	building	land	for	
housing4	FIG. 2.	Van	der	Swaelmen	noted	in	the	discussions	following	
Verwilghen’s	paper	that	the	guidelines	as	contained	in	Verwilghen’s	
schema	were	the	same	as	those	that	he	had	followed	in	1920	for	his	
regional	plan	of	Greater	Brussels5	FIG. 3.

During	 the	 1930s,	 as	 the	 result	 of	 the	 great	 economic	 depression	
which	 affected	 all	 non-communist	 nations	 of	 the	 western	 world,	
the	 discussion	 on	 regional	 planning	 shifted	 in	 Belgium,	 as	 it	 did	 in	
its	 neighbouring	 countries,	 from	 a	 focus	 on	 the	 physical	 organiza-
tion	of	decentralized	yet	expanding	cities,	to	the	economic	planning	
of	regions	and	the	declaration	that	a	national	plan	was	necessary	to	
co-ordinate	 different	 regional	 planning	 initiatives.6	 The	 economic	

3	 Frederica	Zampa,	La Continuité d’une Illusion. L’urbanisme de Raphaël Verwilghen  
entre Valeurs Éthiques et Pratiques Professionnelles,	PhD	diss.	(Leuven	KULeuven,	
1999),	301–318.

4	 Raphaël	Verwilghen,	‘Les	transports	en	function	du	plan	régional’,	in:	La Cité,		
5.2	(1924),	21–36.

5	 Zampa,	La Continuité d’une Illusion,	308.
6	 Peter	Geoffrey	Hall,	Urban and Regional Planning	(London/New	York:	Routledge,	

1992),	63.	Helen	Meller,	Towns, Plans and Society in Modern Britain	(Cambridge:		
Cambridge	University	Press,	1997),	64.
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depression	 was	 perceived	 as	 a	 national	 problem	 that	 demanded	 a	
new	economic	and	social	policy	elaborated	by	experts	and	executed	
through	vigorous	government	intervention.	Inspired	by	the	American	
New	Deal,	German	central	planning,	and	Keynesian	theories,	the	new	
Belgian	 government	 of	 national	 union,	 which	 was	 installed	 in	 1935	
with	Paul	Van	Zeeland	as	Prime	Minister,	presented	a	program	of	eco-
nomic	recovery	based	on	the	Labour	Plan	of	Hendrik	de	Man,	which	
called	 for	 a	 planned	 interventionist	 economy.7	 This	 program	 in-
cluded	a	new	monetary	policy,	a	restoration	of	the	confidence	in	the	
banking	system,	and	general	measures	of	economic	expansion.	One	
such	measure	was	adoption	of	a	program	of	great	public	and	 infra-
structural	works	in	which	planning	the	national	economy	was	linked	
to	planning	for	the	national	territory	and	its	regions.

Paul	 Otlet	 actively	 contributed	 to	 the	 Belgian	 debate	 on	 regional	
and	national	planning	in	the	interwar	period.	As	we	have	seen	in	the	
previous	chapter,	he	had	played	an	important	role	since	1913	in	the	
Union	Internationale	des	Villes	and	was	engaged	in	various	ways	in	
issues	of	town	planning	and	municipal	administrative	reform.	Con-
tinuing	these	earlier	interests	and	engagements,	and	in	response	to	
the	regional	planning	debate	outlined	above,	he	presented,	on	various	
events	and	occasions	in	the	1930s,	his	vision	of	an	integrated	network	

7	 Els	Witte,	Jan	Craeybeckx,	and	Alain	Meynen,	Political History of Belgium from 1830 
Onwards	(Antwerpen:	Standaard,	2000),	192.

FIG. 3 Plan of Greater Brussels made by Louis Van der Swaelmen around 1920
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of	planning	institutions	operating	on	different	scales:	the	Urbaneum	
on	the	local	scale,	the	Nationeum	on	the	national	scale,	and	finally	the	
Mundaneum	on	the	global	scale.	This	series	of	planning	institutions,	
as	he	imagined	them,	would	help	society	adapt	its	life	to	the	changing	
conditions	within	the	city,	the	country,	and	the	world.		Otlet	collabo-
rated	 with	 leading	 Belgian	 modernist	 architects	 and	 town	 planners	
to	 give	 a	 concrete	 architectural	 form	 to	 his	 vision.	 He	 had	 collabo-
rated	in	1928	with	the	Swiss	architect	Le	Corbusier	on	designing	the	
	Mundaneum,	as	we	have	seen	in	Chapter	5.	In	this	chapter,	I	will	sub-
sequently	discuss	the	concept	of	the	Urbaneum	and	how	it	was	given	
shape	by	Victor	Bourgeois	in	1931,	the	concept	of	the	Belganeum	and	
the	plans	of	and	reflections	on	the	Belganeum	by	Raphaël	Verwilghen,	
and	Otlet’s	vision	of	a	network	of	planning	institutions,	visualized	in	
a	series	of	drawings	by	Maurice	Heymans.

Otlet’s	 ideas	 about	 planning	 and	 his	 concept	 of	 the	 Urbaneum-	
Belganeum-Mundaneum	have	received	little	attention	in	the	histo-
riography	of	Belgian	town	planning.	Otlet’s	concept	of	 the	Urbane-
um	and	the	plans	by	Victor	Bourgeois	have	been	briefly	discussed	by	
Dario	Matteoni,8	Iwan	Strauven,9	and	Frederica	Zampa.10	Apart	from	
the	architectural	plans	of	the	Urbaneum,	the	graphical	material	that	
Otlet	made	to	explain	his	ideas	about	planning	is	largely	unpublished	
and	forms	the	basis	for	the	discussion	in	this	chapter	of	the	planning	
model	to	which	he	adhered.	By	means	of	a	comparison	with	the	plan-
ning	model	of	other	architects,	town	planners,	or	urban	reforms,	this	
article	 analyses	 Otlet’s	 linear	 and	 universalistic	 planning	 model	 or	
the	idea	that	planning	is	the	making	of	an	orderly	and	scientifically	
controlled	process	that	leads	from	information,	prediction,	to	inter-
vention	and	action.	In	relation	to	this,	I	will	analyse	his	approach	to	
spatial	 planning	 as	 a	 profession	 that	 should	 be	 concerned	 with	 the	
spatial	impact	on	different	scales	of	socio-economic	problems.	I	will	
do	so	starting	at	the	local	level	in	the	first	section	with	an	analysis	of	
the	Urbaneum,	continuing	on	the	national	level	in	the	second	section	
with	an	analysis	of	the	Nationeum,	and	ending	with	his	more	global,	
cosmopolitan	concept	of	the	Urbaneum-Nationeum-Mundaneum	in	
the	third	section.

8	 Dario	Matteoni,	L’architettura in Belgio 1920–1940	(Bologna:	CIPIA,	1988),	31.
9	 Iwan	Strauven,	De Gebroeders Bourgeois: Architectuur en Plastique Pure	(Bruxelles:	

AAM,	2005),	88–89.
10	 Zampa,	La Continuité d’une Illusion,	411.
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7.1.	 The Urbaneum

7.1.1.	 The Urbaneum as presented at the Journées de l’Urbanisme et de 
l’Habitation (1931)

At	the	Journées	de	l’Urbanisme	et	de	l’Habitation,	organized	on	25–
26	April	1931	by	the	Union	des	Villes	et	Communes	Belges	and	the	
Société	 Nationale	 des	 Habitations	 à	 Bon	 Marché,	 Otlet	 presented	 a	
regional	model	of	a	documentation	office,	which	he	called	‘the	Urba-
neum’	and	imagined	to	be	complementary	to	the	model	of	an	inter-
national	documentation	office	for	international	organizations,	which	
he	had	called	since	1924	 ‘the	Mundaneum’.11	Otlet	conceived	of	the	
Urbaneum	 as	 a	 new	 instrument,	 machine,	 and	 institution	 for	 the	
study	of	the	social	life	and	for	the	planning	of	Greater	Brussels.	Add-
ing	other	metaphors	to	his	description,	he	depicted	the	Urbaneum	as	
‘an	‘academy’,	a	‘mirror’	and	‘promoter’	of	the	plans	of	future	Greater	
Brussels.	The	Urbaneum,	as	he	phrased	it,	was	about:

the	creation,	by	joining	all	forces	for	all	of	Greater	Brussels,	and	thus	for	
the	indirect	benefit	of	all	of	Belgium,	of	an	instrument	of	study	which	
will	be	at	the	same	time	the	coordinator,	the	comparator	and,	if	we	may	
risk	this	neologism,	the	visualizator	of	all	building	projects.	First	in	the	
order	of	our	concerns,	we	propose	to	create	a	scale	model	of	Brussels	
and	to	bring	together	systematically	all	of	the	plans,	photographs,	and	
diagrams	which	relate	to	the	integrated	urbanization	plan	of	the	capital.	
In	particular,	the	Urbaneum’s	purpose	is	to	ensure	that	administrators	
are	no	longer	the	only	ones	who	know	what	is	being	proposed	and	car-
ried	out	[…].iii

The	 Urbaneum	 for	 Otlet	 was	 a	 mix	 between	 an	 urban	 museum,	 a	
documentation	centre,	and	a	 town-planning	 laboratory,	established	
for	 the	 use	 of	 public	 services,	 architects,	 and	 town	 planners,	 trans-
port	associations,	economic	groups,	and	the	general	public.	With	the	
	Urbaneum,	Otlet	had	put	forward	a	universal	model	of	a	planning	in-
stitute	on	a	regional	scale,	concretized	for	the	case	of	Brussels.

Otlet	had	already	written	in	1928	about	the	idea	of	an	‘Urbanarium’.	
At	that	time,	he	imagined	it	as	a	‘scientific	and	didactic’	demonstra-
tion	 on	 ‘the	 organ	 or	 structure	 versus	 the	 functions	 or	 activities	 of	
Urbanism’.12	He	thought	of	it	as	a	part	of	the	permanent	exhibition	

11	 Paul	Otlet,	‘L’Urbaneum.	Bruxelles,	cité	mondiale;	Bruxelles,	grande	ville;	Bruxelles,		
capitale	de	la	Belgique’,	in:	Union	des	Villes	et	Communes	Belges	and	Société	Natio-
nale	des	Habitation	à	Bon	Marché	(eds.),	Urbanisation. Habitation. Rapports et  
Compte rendu des Journées de l’Urbanisme et de l’Habitation des 25 et 26 avril 1931	
(Bruxelles:	D.	Van	Keerberghen	&	Fils,	1931.04),	205–216.

12	 Paul	Otlet,	‘Genève—Cité	Internationale’,	in:	L’Administration Locale,	février–
avril.38–40	(1928),	492–497	(496).	P.	Otlet,	‘L’Urbaneum’,	La Cité,	9:10	(1931),	124.
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at	the	Palais	Mondial/Mundaneum	in	Brussels,	and	expected	that	its	
development	would	draw	on	the	work	of	 the	Union	Internationale	
des	 Villes	 (UIV),	 ‘the	 Commission	 of	 intermunicipalization	 of	 the	
League	of	Nations’,	and	urban	exhibitions	such	as	Geddes’s	Cities	and	
Town	Planning	Exhibition.	But	 the	 idea	can	be	further	even	traced	
back	to	as	early	as	1902,	when	Otlet	wrote	a	letter	to	art	critic	Octave	
Maus	in	which	he	expressed	his	belief	that,	for	a	city	such	as	Brussels,	
it	was	necessary	to	have	regular	exhibitions	which	made	the	general	
public	aware	of	the	plans	and	the	urban	projects	that	were	being	dis-
cussed	 for	 the	 transformation	 of	 Brussels:	 ‘There	 should	 be	 regular	
exhibitions	of	these	projects	and	an	archive	of	these	plans	should	be	
founded,	a	sort	of	museum.	Because	a	city	develops	itself	only	by	col-
lective	effort,	through	the	accumulation	and	coordination	of	ideas’.iv	
But	further	stimulus	for	the	idea	of	the	Urbaneum	occurred	through	
his	friendship	with	Patrick	Geddes.	It	 is	telling	that	Otlet,	as	 late	as	
1929,	 referred	 to	 Geddes’s	 1906	 publication	 ‘A	 Suggested	 Plan	 for	 a	
Civic	Museum’	as	an	important	source	of	inspiration.13

As	 Otlet	 indicated	 in	 his	 1931	 article	 about	 the	 Urbaneum	 in	 the	
journal	La Cité,	which	was	reprinted	in	the	proceedings	of	the	confer-
ence	of	the	Journées	de	l’Urbanisme	et	de	l’Habitation,	the	Urbaneum	
was	not	just	a	town-planning	instrument	but	was	also	an	instrument	
of	regional	planning.	In	its	emphasis	on	the	importance	for	an	institu-
tionalization	of	the	regional	plan,	the	Urbaneum	picked	up	the	theme	
of	‘regional	planning’	and	the	instrument	of	the	‘regional	plan’	which	
had	become	a	major	issue	for	town	planners	since	the	International	
Town	Planning	Conference	in	Amsterdam	in	1924.	Town	planning,	he	
stated,	does	not	stop	at	the	urban	level,	but	should	be	scaled-up.14	He	
argued	that	the	‘unity	of	complex	relations	which	exist	between	man,	
his	economic	interests	and	the	territory’	needed	to	be	studied	on	a	re-
gional	level	and	even	on	a	provincial	level.	One	day	the	Province	itself	
will	desire	an	Urbaneum,	he	said,	and	thus	he	predicted	that	we	will	
soon	go	‘one	level	up’	and	engage	in	‘national	planning’.	In	the	article	
he	outlined	some	guidelines	for	a	law	which	would	mandate	the	devel-
opment	of	a	‘national	Plan’,	entrusted	to	a	‘Higher	Commission	of	Ur-
banization,	itself	linked	to	the	technical,	provincial	commissions	and	
through	them	to	the	municipal	administrations’.	If	planning	was	to	be	
truly	universal,	it	had	to	embrace	all	these	different	scales.

The	 Journées	 de	 l’Urbanisme	 et	 de	 l’Habitation,	 on	 the	 occasion	
of	 which	 Otlet	 presented	 the	 Urbaneum,	 gave	 ample	 attention	 to	

13	 Patrick	Geddes,	‘A	Suggested	Plan	for	a	Civic	Museum	(or	Civic	Exhibition)	and	its	
Associated	Studies’,	in:	Sociological Papers,	3	(1906),	197—230.	Paul	Otlet,	Edinbourg: 
Outlook Tower: Prof. Geddes	(1929.11.07).	MDN,	Notes	Numerotés,	Note	n°	5943.

14	 Otlet,	‘L’Urbaneum.	Bruxelles,	cité	mondiale;	Bruxelles,	grande	ville;	Bruxelles,	
capitale	de	la	Belgique’.
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the	 juridical	 and	 administrative	 questions	 related	 to	 town	 and	 re-
gional	 planning.	 The	 main	 topic	 of	 the	 Journées	 de	 l’Urbanisme	 et	
de	 l’Habitation,	was	a	bill	 submitted	by	the	socialist	 senators	Emile	
Vinck,	Arm.	Huysmans,	and	H.	Lebon.15	The	bill	revised	the	statutory	
law	of	1915	and	continued	the	series	of	attempts	after	the	War	(dis-
cussed	in	Section	6.2.7	in	the	previous	chapter)	to	install	a	general	and	
permanent	 law	 on	 town	 planning	 for	 the	 whole	 of	 Belgium,	 analo-
gous	to	the	French	law	of	14	March	1919	and	the	‘Woningwet’	in	the	
Netherlands	of	22	June	1901	(modified	in	1905,	1915,	1918,	1919,	1920,	
and	1921),	which	obliged	all	municipalities	larger	than	10,000	inhabit-
ants	to	draw	up	a	general	development	plan.	What	had	changed	in	the	
bill	 that	 Vinck	 presented	 at	 the	 conference,	 compared	 to	 previous	
bills,	was	the	emphasis	on	the	need	for	a	legal	framework	mandating	
planning	on	a	regional	or	provincial	level.	‘What	is	still	lacking,	from	
the	viewpoint	of	urbanization,	in	the	present	legislation,	is	the	exis-
tence	of	an	authority,	whose	competence	stretches	to	the	whole	ag-
glomeration’,	Vinck	observed.v	In	addition	to	the	development	plans	
of	individual	municipalities,	he	stressed	the	need	‘to	impose	on	two	
or	 more	 municipalities	 together	 the	 fashioning	 of	 an	 urbanisation	
plan’.16	Otlet’s	lecture	on	the	Urbaneum	fitted	in	perfectly	within	the	
discussions	about	a	legal	framework	for	regional	planning	dominat-
ing	at	the	conference,	in	that	the	Urbaneum	addressed	not	just	the	
planning	of	the	city	but	of	the	agglomeration	and	the	region,	and	in	
that	 it	put	forward	a	vision	of	a	political	and	juridical	 institutional-
ized	town	planning	practice.

Concrete	 architectural	 representations	 of	 the	 Urbaneum	 were	
made	and	presented	at	the	Journées	de	l’Urbanisme	et	de	l’Habitation	
by	the	modernist	architect	Victor	Bourgeois	(1897–1962).	Because	of	
the	extremely	important	position	Bourgeois	had	attained	in	modern-
ist	architectural	circles	of	the	time,	his	involvement	with	the	Urba-
neum	gives	it	a	special	significance.	Bourgeois	had	made	his	name	as	a	
member	of	the	Groupe	L’Equerre,	which	published	the	Neoplasticist	
journal	7Arts	(1922–1928),	his	completion	of	the	design	and	building	
of	the	Cité Moderne	(1922)	in	Sint-Agatha-Berchem,	a	modernist	gar-
den	city	of	275	dwellings	near	Brussels	that	was	highly	praised	in	the	
architectural	journals	of	its	time,	and	the	single	family	house	that	he	

15	 Union	des	Villes	et	Communes	Belges	and	Société	Nationale	des	Habitation	à	
Bon	Marché,	Urbanisation. Habitation. Rapports et Compte rendu des Journées de 
l’Urbanisme et de l’Habitation des 25 et 26 avril 1931	(Bruxelles:	D.	Van	Keerberghen	&	
Fils,	1931.04).

16	 Emile	Vinck,	‘Proposition	de	Loi	concernant	l’Urbanisation	des	Villes	et	Com-
munes’,	in	:	Union	des	Villes	et	Communes	Belges	and	Société	Nationale	des	Habita-
tion	à	Bon	Marché,	Urbanisation. Habitation. Rapports et Compte rendu des Journées de 
l’Urbanisme et de l’Habitation des 25 et 26 avril 1931,	6–63	(42).
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built	 at	 the	 German	 Werkbund’s	 Weissenhof	 Siedlung	 in	 Stuttgart	
(1927),	 a	 model	 settlement	 of	 twenty-one	 houses	 constructed	 by	
seven	teen	architects	selected	by	Mies	van	der	Rohe	(1886–1969).17	A	
special	role	for	Victor	Bourgeois	occurred	in	the	Congrès	Internation-
aux	d’Architecture	Moderne	(CIAM),	which	refers	both	to	the	organi-
zation	founded	in	1928	in	La	Sarraz	in	Switzerland	by	a	select	group	
of	 European	 modernist	 architects	 and	 to	 the	 series	 of	 congresses	
which	were	a	major	force	in	creating	the	Modern	Movement	in	ar-
chitecture.	The	revolutionary	approach	of	CIAM	to	architecture	and	
urbanism	was	known	to	develop	and	extend	the	ideas	of	Le		Corbusier	
(1887–1965),	and	is	evident	in	the	following	passage	from	the	La		Sarraz		
declaration:

The	 idea	 of	 modern	 architecture	 includes	 the	 link	 between	 the	 phe-
nomenon	 of	 architecture	 and	 that	 of	 the	 general	 economic	 system.	
The	idea	of	‘economic	efficiency’	does	not	imply	production	furnishing	
maximum	commercial	profit,	but	production	demanding	a	minimum	
working	effort	…	Town	planning	is	the	organization	of	the	functions	of	
collective	life;	it	extends	over	both	urban	agglomerations	and	over	the	
countryside	…The	chaotic	division	of	land,	resulting	from	sales,	specu-
lations,	inheritances,	must	be	abolished	by	a	collective	and	methodical	
land	policy.	This	redistribution	of	land,	the	indispensable	preliminary	
basis	for	any	town	planning,	must	include	the	just	division	between	the	
owners	and	the	community	of	the	unearned	increment	resulting	from	
works	of	joint	interest.18

Victor	 Bourgeois	 was,	 together	 with	 Huib	 Hoste	 (1881–1957),	 the	
only	Belgian	representative	at	the	first	CIAM	congress	 in	La	Sarraz	
where	the	programme	of	CIAM	was	defined.	Paul	Otlet	was	invited	
by	Le	Corbusier	to	be	honorary	member	of	CIAM	at	its	first	meet-
ing,	and	he	gave	Le	Corbusier	advice	in	a	long	letter,	republished	in	
Le	Corbusier’s	The Radiant City	(1933),	on	the	concrete	organization	
of	CIAM	as	an	international	organism.19	Bourgeois	became	the	pro-
tagonist	of	the	Belgian	CIAM	group,	which	was	founded	shortly	be-
fore	the	second	CIAM	congress	 in	Frankfurt	 in	1929	and	consisted	
of	 	Verwilghen,	the	garden	city	advocate	Jean-Jules	Eggericx	(1884–
1963),	the	functionalist	architect	Louis	Herman	De	Koninck	(1896–
1984),	 the	 architect	 and	 theorist	 Emile	 Henvaux	 (1903–1991),	 and	
the	 engineer	 and	 architect	 Alfred	 Nyst	 (1877–1972).	 Together	 with	
	Walter	Gropius	(1883–1969),	Director	of	the	Bauhaus	and	President	

17	 Anne	Van	Loo	and	Federica	Zampa,	‘Urbanisme	et	architecture.	Vers	un	monde	
plus	harmonieux’,	in:	Ronny	Gobyn	and	Winston	Spriet	(eds.),	Les années 30 en Bel-
gique: la séduction des masses	(Bruxelles:	CGER,	1994),	197–228	(197).

18	 Eric	Mumford,	The CIAM Discourse on Urbanism, 1928–1960	(Cambridge,	Mass.:		
MIT	Press,	2000),	xi.

19	 Le	Corbusier,	The Radiant City	(1933;	New	York:	Orion	Press,	1964),	25–27.
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of	the	National	Association	of	German	Architects,	Bourgeois	became	
Vice-President	between	1930	and	1947	of	the	executive	committee	
of	 CIAM,	 known	 as	 CIRPAC	 or	 the	 ‘Comité	 International	 pour	 la		
Réalisation	 des	 Problèmes	 d’Architecture	 Contemporaine’.20	 It	 was	
also	he	who	proposed	that	the	third	CIAM	congress	be	held	in	Brus-
sels	 in	1930	and	that	 it	be	devoted	to	a	comparison	of	 solutions	of	
low-,	 mid-,	 and	 high-rise	 housing	 for	 the	 working	 classes,	 an	 issue	
that	preoccupied	Le	Corbusier	and	Gropius	at	that	time.

CIAM’s	scientific	and	functionalist	approach	to	the	city,	as	well	as	
the	attention	given	to	the	planning	of	the	regional	scale,	expressed	
itself	 in	Bourgeois’s	drawings	of	 the	Urbaneum.	Bourgeois	gave	 the	
Urbaneum	the	shape	of	a	‘Wagnerian	theatre’;	a	funnel-shaped	scien-
tific	observatory	with	one	blind	curved	side	and	three	straight	glass	
walls.	Situated	on	one	of	the	highest	points	in	Brussels,	this	enormous	
window	would	offer	a	spectacular	‘panorama’	of	the	city,	in	particular	
of	the	‘glorious	tower	of	the	city	hall’,	mentioned	to	be	the	counter-
part	 of	 the	 Urbaneum—(if	 the	 Urbaneum	 elaborated	 the	 plan	 and	
the	program	of	urbanisation,	the	city	hall	had	the	authority	and	ad-
ministrative	 tools	 to	 implement	 these	 plans).	 The	 ground	 floor	 of	
the	Urbaneum	was	reserved	for	scientific	research	by	town-planning	
experts.	Here	they	would	work	on	a	huge	scale	model	of	Brussels,	or-
ganize	meetings	in	the	study	room,	and	make	use	of	the	library.	The	
main	part	of	the	Urbaneum,	situated	on	the	first	floor,	was	reserved	
for	the	general	public.	When	the	visitor	entered	the	Urbaneum	and	
went	up	the	stairs,	he	found	the	scale	model	of	Brussels	beneath	his	
or	her	feet.	It	would	be	continuously	kept	up	to	date,	having	all	the	
future	building	projects	of	Brussels	exhibited	in	it.	Against	the	one	
blind	wall	of	the	Urbaneum,	a	functional	analysis	of	the	city	was	de-
picted,	as	prepared	by	the	team	of	town	planners.	The	visitor	found	a	
gallery	covered	with	documentation	in	the	form	of	maps	and	graph-
ics.	The	first	level	of	the	gallery	showed	an	analysis	of	Brussels	on	the	
following	 themes	 and	 topics:	 1)	 topography,	 2)	 history,	 3)	 transport	
(traffic	 on	 roads	 and	 on	 water),	 4)	 transport	 (air	 and	 rail	 traffic),	 5)	
housing,	6)	hygiene,	7)	economy,	8)	sociology,	and	9)	intellectual	insti-
tutions.	The	gallery	on	top	displayed	a	synthetic	plan	of	Brussels	on	
three	different	scales:	10)	on	a	national	scale	or	Brussels	considered	as	
a	capital,	11)	on	an	international	scale	or	Brussels	as	an	international	
centre,	 and	 12)	 on	 a	 regional	 scale	 or	 Brussels	 as	 a	 city	 of	 a	 million	
inhabitants	FIG.4–9.

20	 Iwan	Strauven,	‘Congrès	Internationaux	d’Architecture	Moderne	(CIAM)	Belgische		
afdeling’,	in:	Anne	Van	Loo,	Marc	Dubois,	Francis	Strauven,	and	Natascha	
	Langerman	(eds.),	Repertorium van de Architectuur in België: van 1830 tot Heden	(Ant-
werpen:	Mercatorfonds,	2003),	221–222.
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FIG. 4 Preliminary study for the Urbaneum (1931.02.24)

FIG. 5 Victor Bourgeois, plans of the Urbaneum (1931)
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FIG. 6 Victor Bourgeois, section of the Urbaneum (1931)

FIG. 9 Victor Bourgeois, interior of the Urbaneum (1931)

FIG. 8 Victor Bourgeois, interior of the 
Urbaneum looking from the gallery to the 
entrance (1931)

FIG. 7 Victor Bourgeois, recent scale 
model of the Urbaneum
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7.1.2.	 Different locations for the Urbaneum

Both	Victor	Bourgeois	and	Paul	Otlet	suggested	different	sites	for	the	
Urbaneum	as	opportunities	presented	themselves.	The	idea	first	was	
to	set	it	up	as	part	of	the	Mont	des	Arts	development.	The	choice	for	
the	highest	point	on	the	Mont	des	Arts	site	is	remarkable	in	that	the	
panoramic	perspective	through	the	curved	window	of	the		Urbaneum	
is	equated	with	the	perspective	from	the	royal	palace.	In	his	presen-
tation	 of	 the	 Urbaneum,	 Otlet	 referred	 several	 times	 to	 the	 great	
urbanistic	works	of	Léopold	II.	These	references	were	picked	up	by	
the	press	with	a	sardonic	smile.	An	anonymous	article	in	the	journal	
	Arlequin	mentioned	that	with	the	prospect	of	the	Universal	Exhibi-
tion	 of	 1935,	 Brussels	 needed	 ‘a	 new	 “Leopoldian	 politics”	 concern-
ing	great	urban	works’.21	And	therefore,	Arlequin	reported,	some	have	
invented	a	 ‘museum	where	everything	will	be	gathered	concerning	
the	life	of	cities’.	The	article	teaches	us	that	the	Urbaneum	would	be	
constructed	at	the	highest	point	of	the	Rue	de	l’Empereur,	next	to	the	
museum	of	the	Rue	de	la	Régence	and	thus	in	front	of	the	Royal	Pal-
ace.	In	another	article,	the	architectural	critic	and	historian	Maurice	
Casteels	commented	on	the	Urbaneum-project	that	he	was	not	sure	
whether	its	creators	had	returned	to	the	‘Leopoldian	conceptions’	or	
if	they	had	become	aware	that	Belgium	‘was	no	longer	up	to	date’.22

The	way	in	which	the	architecture	of	the	Urbaneum	staged	a	pan-
oramic	view	reminded	these	journalists	of	the	‘Leopoldian’	perspec-
tive	on	town	planning.	The	site	of	the	Mont	des	Arts	itself	provoked	
such	a	reaction.	Against	the	will	of	the	influential	mayor	of	Brussels,	
Charles	Buls,	and	many	prominent	citizens,	Leopold	II	had	imposed	
his	own	view	that	the	old	neighbourhood	of	the	Mont	des	Arts	had	
to	be	demolished	to	make	room	for	what	he	had	planned	to	become	
the	new	cultural	centre	of	the	nation.	During	the	construction	of	the	
Mont	des	Arts,	he	had	forbade	any	new	buildings	that	would	disturb	
the	view	from	the	royal	palace.23	The	fact	that	the	Palais	des	Beaux-
Arts	of	Victor	Horta	is	dug	so	deep	in	the	ground	is	a	lingering	conse-
quence	of	this	royal	directive.	However,	Leopold	II	left	the	construc-
tion	site	unfinished	when	he	died	in	1909.	When	Otlet	and	Bourgeois	
presented	the	Urbaneum,	the	Mont	des	Arts	still	looked	like	a	‘desert	
covered	 with	 flowers’.24	 Referring	 to	 the	 decisiveness	 of	 Leopold	 II,	

21	 Anonymous,	‘Un	musée	d’urbanisme’,	in:	Arlequin,	3.22	(1931.05.30),	1.
22	 Maurice	Casteels,	‘Une	Maison	du	Brabant’,	in:	Savoir et Beauté,	1	(1931.01),		

19–21	(19).
23	 Piet	Lombaerde	and	Ronny	Gobyn,	Leopold II, koning-bouwheer	(Gent:	Pandora,	

1995),	115.
24	 ‘Nous	voulons	la	Jonction	et	l’électrification	de	tout	réseau	central’,	in:	Bruxelles,		

5	(1933),	10.
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Otlet	declaimed	that	‘We	must	complete	Brussels!’;	and	proposed	the	
Urbaneum	as	the	instrument	to	achieve	that	goal.vi	Bourgeois,	for	his	
part,	had	proven	the	decisiveness	of	the	modernist	town	planner	by	
presenting	in	1931	a	plan	for	the	development	of	the	Mont	des	Arts	
FIG. 10, 11.

At	the	same	time,	Paul	Otlet	and	Victor	Bourgeois	were	also	working	
on	the	idea	of	the	Cité	Mondiale	at	Tervuren,	and	they	suggested	that	
the	Urbaneum	be	erected	there.	While	Bourgeois	was	working	on	the	
representation	 of	 the	 Cité	 Mondiale	 in	 1931,	 Casteels	 interviewed	
him	about	the	Urbaneum.	Bourgeois	explained	how	the	Urbaneum	
would	 be	 an	 instrument	 for	 the	 study,	 documentation,	 education,	
and	propaganda	about	the	problems	of	housing	and	transportation	in	
Brussels.	Casteels	learned	that	the	Urbaneum	no	longer	had		Brussels	
or	Greater	Brussels	as	its	object	but	focused	on	the	province	of	Bra-
bant.	 ‘Urbanization	 in	 a	 country	 as	 densely	 populated	 as	 Belgium’,	
Bourgeois	asserted,	‘goes	beyond	the	local	framework	and	becomes	a	
regional	problem’.vii	And	therefore,	he	continued,	‘The	definitive	title	
is:	Maison	du	Brabant’.	Bourgeois	now	suggested	that	the	Urbaneum	
be	situated	in	front	of	the	Musée	Colonial	in	Tervuren,	next	to	a	new	
touristic	 avenue	 that	 he	 envisioned	 in	 the	 plans	 he	 was	 drawing	 of	
Otlet’s	Cité	Mondiale.	The	Urbaneum	had	been	cut	from	the	Mont	
des	Arts	and	pasted	on	his	plans	for	Tervuren.	A	tower	would	be	built	
right	next	to	the	‘Musée	du	Brabant’—itself	constructed	on	a	certain	

FIG. 11 Victor Bourgeois, perspective drawing of his plan for the Mont des 
Arts (1931)



FIG. 10 Victor Bourgeois, project for the Mont des Arts in Brussels (1931)

FIG. 12 Proposal for Greater Brussels by Victor Bourgeois (1929)
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height—from	where	you	could	see	the	cathedrals	of	Malines,		Louvain,	
Brussels,	and	Walloon	Brabant.	The	financial	means,		Bourgeois	reas-
sured,	were	foreseen	and	acquired.	Casteels	asked	himself	if	he	was	
dreaming,	but	the	architect	seemed	to	be	‘calm,	without	a	sign	of	fever,	
nor	of	overexcitement’.

Bourgeois	 engaged	 himself	 in	 the	 elaboration	 of	 the	 Urbaneum	
(and	the	Cité	Mondiale)	because	these	projects	were	related	to	a	larger	
study	that	he	had	initiated	in	1927	in	collaboration	with	Otlet,	of	how	
Greater	 Brussels	 must	 be	 developed	 and	 how	 these	 developments	
should	 be	 represented	 in	 planning	 instruments	 of	 various	 kinds.25	
In	 1929,	 Bourgeois	 had	 made	 a	 study	 of	 Brussels	 called	 ‘Le	 Grand	
	Bruxelles’	 (1929),	 which	 offered	 several	 proposals	 to	 make	 Greater	
Brussels	viable	as	a	world	city	and	tried	to	solve	the	problem	of	cir-
culation,	including	the	polemic	problem	of	the	North	South	railway	
junction	in	the	heart	of	Brussels	FIG. 12.	For	the	third	CIAM	congress	
in	Brussels	in	1930,	Bourgeois	elaborated	the	‘new	quarter’	that	he	had	
marked	in	the	previous	study	in	the	North	of	Brussels	into	a	model	
area	of	social	housing	in	the	form	of	high-rise	flats,	which	he	called	
‘New	Brussels’	FIG. 13, 14.	Extending	his	1929	study	on	Greater	Brussels,	
a	map,	called	‘La	“Cité	Mondiale”	dans	l’ensemble	de	Bruxelles’,	signed	
by		Bourgeois,	indicated	five	belts	of	the	city	(three	of	them	existing,	
a	fourth	residential	and	circulatory	belt	to	be	completed,	and	a	fifth	
touristic	belt	to	be	constructed)	which	were	explained	in	Otlet’s	Urba-
neum	article	(1931)	as	an	illustration	of	the	new	scale	on	which	Brus-
sels	was	to	be	developed	FIG.15.	In	the	same	article,	Otlet	mentioned	
that	he	and	Bourgeois	had	concluded	that	the	development	of	Brussels	
should	be	studied	on	three	different	scales.	First,	as	a	‘large	city’,	Brus-
sels	needed	to	respond	to	the	fact	that	it	had	a	population	that	would	
soon	attain	one	million	inhabitants.	Second,	as	a	‘capital’,	the	develop-
ment	of	Brussels	had	to	be	proportionate	to	the	development	of	the	
	Belgian	provinces	which	surrounded	it.	And	third,	Brussels	had	to	be	
developed	as	a	‘world	city’	located	at	the	geographical	centre	of	what	
	Otlet	called	‘the	quadrangle	Paris-London-Amsterdam-Cologne’,	one	
of	the	most	densely	populated	regions	in	Europe.	In	1932,	Bourgeois	
also	 tackled	 ‘the	 scale	 of	 the	 problem’	 of	 the	 urbanization	 of	 Brus-
sels	on	three	levels:	using	images	of	Otlet	which	positioned	Belgium	
in	the	world	economy	FIG. 16;	by	means	of	images,	probably	drawn	by	
him,	which	positioned	the	province	of	Brabant	in	the	Belgian	context;	
and	Brussels	in	the	provincial	context	of	Brabant26	FIG. 17.	What	Paul	

25	 The	date	1927	is	mentioned	in:	Victor	Bourgeois,	‘Het	Plan	Groot	Brussel,	“La	Cité	
Mondiale”‘,	in:	De 8 en Opbouw	(1935),	239.

26	 Bourgeois	did	so	in	the	publication	of	his	contribution	to	the	lecture	series	about	
the	‘Urbanisation	of	Greater	Brussels’,	chaired	by	Emile	Vinck	and	organized	
in	1932	by	the	Société	Centrale	d’Architecture	de	Belgique:	Victor	Bourgeois,	



FIG. 13-14 Plans for a ‘New Brussels’ by Victor Bourgeois 
(1930)

FIG. 15 Plan by Victor Bourgeois situating the Cité 
Mondiale in Tervuren, a suburb of Brussels (1931)

FIG. 16 Schema of Paul Otlet, used by Victor Bourgeois, situating the role of Belgium in the world economy



FIG. 17 Two schemas by Victor Bourgeois; one situating the region of Brabant in the context of 
 Belgium (on the right), the other situating Brussels or more precisely the basin of the river Senne  
in the region of Brabant (on the left)

FIG. 18 Drawing by Otlet of the different belts around 
Brussels with, respectively, a radius of 1, 4, 8, and 15 
km (1944)

FIG. 19 Drawing by Otlet of the the quadrangle 
Paris-London-Amsterdam-Cologne (1931.06)

FIG. 20 Sketch by Otlet of Brussels as an important 
hub within the international transport network
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Otlet	envisaged	about	the	different	scales	on	which	the	town	planner	
should	approach	the	city	of	Brussels	is	also	evident	from	sketches	as	
late	as	1944	when	he	was	systematizing	his	ideas	about	Brussels	in	a	
compilation	of	images	entitled	Atlas Bruxelles	FIG. 18—20.

In	January	1933,	these	different	reflections	by	Bourgeois	and	Otlet	
on	Brussels,	including	the	project	of	the	Urbaneum,	gave	an	important	
impetus	to	the	foundation	of	the	journal	Bruxelles	FIG. 21.	The	journal	
was	 directed	 by	 Victor	 	Bourgeois	 and	 the	 architectural	 critic	 Mar-
cel	Schmitz	(1885–1963)	and	edited	by	the	poet	and	publicist	Pierre	
Bourgeois	 (1898–1976)—the	brother	of	 	Victor	Bourgeois.	The	Secre-
tary	of	the	UIV,	Leon	Wouters,	the	novelist	and	play	writer		Herman	
Teirlinck	(1879–1967),	 the	engineer	Maurice	Braun	ter	Meeren,	and	
Otlet	were	among	of	 the	members	of	 the	editorial	committee.	The	
introduction	 to	 its	 first	 issue	 presented	 the	 journal	 as	 a	 systematic	
study	or	continuous	survey	of	Brussels	and	stated	that	each	of	its	is-
sues	would	be	devoted	to	the	study	of	a	certain	aspect	of	the	differ-
ent	components	that	make		Brussels.27	Among	its	aims	were	to	inform	
public	opinion	about	the	urban	problems	and	new	demands	which	
Brussels	was	to	confront;	 to	fight	for	an	active	form	of	politics	 that	
would	transform	Brussels	into	a	 ‘new’	and	 ‘completed’	Brussels;	and	

‘L’Urbanisation	du	Grand	Bruxelles’,	in:	L’Emulation,	52.6	(1932),	167–183	(183).
27	 ‘Bruxelles.	ses	hommes,	ses	institutions,	son	architecture.	revue	de	technique	urba-

ine’,	in:	Bruxelles,	1	Janvier	(1933).

FIG. 21 Cover of the journal Bruxelles (1933)
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to	press	for	the	realization	of	the	North-South	railway	junction,	the	
completion	 of	 the	 Mont	 des	 Arts,	 and	 the	 construction	 of	 the	 Cité	
Mondiale	in	Tervuren.	If	Brussels	desired	to	present	itself	as	a	world	
city,	these	works	had	to	be	finished	before	the	opening	of	the	Univer-
sal	Exhibition	of	1935.28	After	all,	Brussels	was	not	only	a	capital	and	
a	large	agglomeration,	the	journal	stated,	but	also	a	privileged	‘world	
centre’	or	 ‘universal	 junction’.	The	constellation	of	 ideas	 that	made	
up	the	Urbaneum—the	survey,	the	connection	between	the	local	and	
the	global	and	hence	the	universal—were	also	those	that	prevailed	in	
the	rhetoric	of	the	journal	Bruxelles.

Besides	Tervuren	as	described	in	the	journal	Bruxelles,	Otlet	and	Bour-
geois	 suggested	 other	 places	 for	 the	 Urbaneum,	 as	 opportunities	 for	
publishing	it	presented	themselves.	First,	in	1932,	Otlet	moved	the	Ur-
baneum	to	Antwerp;	then	in	1933,	Bourgeois	moved	it	to	Charleroi.29The	
Immediate	cause	for	the	move	to	Antwerp	was	a	temporary	exhibition	
organized	by	the	commission	of	Greater		Antwerp	on	the	evolution	of	
town	 planning	 in	 Antwerp.	 Otlet	 wrote	 to	 the	 organizers	 proposing	
that	the	exhibition	materials	be	moved	to	the	four	highest	floors	of	the	
‘Boerentoren’.	The	‘Boerentoren’	was	the	first	high-rise	building	in	An-
twerp.	It	was	constructed	in	1931,	and	in		Otlet’s	view	would	make	the	
perfect	‘laboratory-observatory-museum’	of	urbanism	in	Antwerp.30	As	
was	the	case	in	the	‘Urbaneum	Bruxellense’,	the	panoramic	view	over	
the	city	would	again	complement	the	selection	of	plans,	statistics,	and	
schemas.	‘As	such,	we	would	give	to	the	Tower	a	raison	d’être	which	so	
far	it	has	not	had	ex	post	facto.	A	use	has	been	found	in	the	same	way	
for	the	Eiffel	Tower,	which	did	not	have	one	until	the	day	that	it	was	
turned	into	a	radio	centre’.viii	Later,	Victor	Bourgeois	situated	the	Ur-
baneum	in	the	‘leisure-belt’	in	the	south-east	of	Charleroi	in	his	study	
of	the	agglomeration	of	Charleroi,	which	he	had	started	for	the	fourth	
CIAM	congress	 in	Athens	 in	1933	and	continued	afterwards.31	 In	 his	
publications	on	his	Charleroi	study,	he	erased	the	word	‘Brussels’	from	
the	plan	paper	showing	a	perspective	of	the	interior	of	the	Urbaneum,	
and	replaced	it	with	‘Charerloi’	instead32	FIG. 22.

28	 ‘Vers	une	trève?	La	paix	bruxelloise	de	1935’,	in:	Bruxelles,	9	(1934),	11.
29	 Paul	Otlet,	Urbaneum Antwerpiense	(1932.10.10).	MDN,	Notes	Numerotées,	Note	n°	

6849.
30	 Paul	Otlet,	Letter to the ‘hautes autorités de la province et de la ville d’Anvers, commission 

du Grand Anvers’	(1932.10.15).	MDN,	Notes	Numerotées.
31	 Notably	in	1935	for	the	Association	des	Géomètres	du	Bassin	de	Charleroi;	in	1939	

for	the	Exposition	de	l’Eau	in	Liège;and	in	1943–44	for	the	Centre	Belge	d’Etudes	
et	de	Documentation.	René	de	Cooman	and	Victor	Bourgeois,	Charleroi. Terre 
d’urbanisme	(Bruxelles:	Éditions	Art	et	Technique,	1946),	9.	According	to	Strauven,	
the	Urbaneum	was	recycled	in	1935.	Strauven,	De Gebroeders Bourgeois: Architectuur 
en Plastique Pure,	93.

32	 Cooman	and	Bourgeois,	Charleroi. Terre d’urbanisme,	50.



7.1.3.	 An observatory for the modernist town planner

The	Urbaneum	materialized,	extended	and	was	in	a	certain	sense	a	
metaphor	of	the	viewpoint	from	which	the	modernist	town	planner	
as	 defined	 by	 Otlet	 and	 Bourgeois	 should	 approach	 the	 complexity	
of	the	city.	This	viewpoint	is	shown	to	be	ambiguous:	it	is	at	the	same	
time	rationalist	and	artistic,	classifying	and	synoptic,	organizational	
and	 creative,	 technocratic	 and	 democratic,	 analytic	 and	 synthetic,	
universalist	and	localist.	In	the	following	section,	I	will	analyse	how	
this	 ambiguous	 perspective	 was	 staged,	 organized,	 and	 brought	 to-
gether	in	the	urban	observatory	and	town	planning	device	which	is,	
essentially,	what	the	Urbaneum	is.

The	scientific	and	technocratic	view	of	the	city	‘from	above’	is	ex-
pressed	in	the	way	the	Urbaneum	was	designed	as	a	watchtower	over	
Brussels.	The	large	panoramic	window,	situated	on	top	of	the	Mont	
des	Arts,	evoked	the	Leopoldian	gaze	and	implied	that	the	town	plan-
ner	should	lay	claim	to	the	power	of	decision	which	Leopold	II	once	
held.	Such	a	reading	of	the	Urbaneum	fits	in	with	the	political	desire	
of	many	modern	architects	in	the	interwar	period	for	a	technocratic	
regime	 in	 which	decisions	would	be	based	 on	expert’s	 assessments.	
For	example,	Le	Corbusier	put	in	La Ville Radieuse	that	the	authority	
for	the	modernist	town	planner	lies	in	the	plan	itself.	‘The	despot	is	

FIG. 22 Drawing of the interior of the Urbaneum, now situated in Charleroi, by Victor Bourgeois
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the	Plan’,	he	said.33	The	‘correct,	realistic,	exact	plan’,	in	the	eyes	of	Le	
Corbusier,	was	the	plan	which	is	‘drawn	up	well	away	from	the	frenzy	
in	the	mayor’s	offices	or	the	town	hall,	from	the	cries	of	the	elector-
ate	or	the	laments	of	society’s	victims.	It	has	been	drawn	up	by	serene	
and	lucid	minds’.	This	plan	will	plead	the	cause	of	the	people	and	the	
‘authority	 will	 follow	 the	 plan,	 not	 precede	 it’.34	 Similarly,	 the	 pan-
oramic	window	of	the	Urbaneum	can	be	interpreted	as	a	metaphor	
for	the	panoptic	view	of	the	modernist	town	planner.	Looking	at	the	
city	from	above,	the	town	planner	claimed	to	hold	the	expertise	and	
the	means	to	describe,	analyse,	and	regulate	the	city.	The	huge	pan-
oramic	window	represented	the	encyclopaedic	overview	of	the	town	
planner	over	the	life	of	the	city.	That	vision	was	not	immediate	but	
mediate;	it	was	a	vision	through	the	objective	of	the	survey	which	was	
exhibited	in	it.	The	archive,	the	central	scale	model,	and	the	wall	of	
documentation,	 which	 are	 shown	 as	 the	 pendant	 of	 the	 panoramic	
window,	embody	the	real	gaze	of	the	town	planner.	As	in	the	panop-
ticon,	where	the	gaze	of	one	guard	from	a	central	watchtower	is	able	
to	keep	guard	over	an	entire	prison,	 the	Urbaneum	is	conceived	as	
a	 sophisticated	 instrument	 of	 observation	 through	 which	 the	 town	
planner	is	able	to	look	over	and	control	the	entire	city.	This	panoptic	
gaze	is	based	on	well-documented,	multiple	analyses	of	the	different	
functions	and	aspects	of	the	city.	It	relates	and	studies	the	balance	of	
the	multiplicity	of	elements	of	which	a	city	is	made	FIG. 23.

The	lens	through	which	one	could	look	from	the	Urbaneum	on	the	
city	was,	above	all,	that	of	the	municipal	and	regional	survey.	Refer-
ring	to	the	surveys	of	Abercrombie,	Adshead,	Henry	A.	Mess,	Charles	
Booth,	Alexander	Farqueharson,	the	Russell	Sage	Foundation,	and,	of	
course,	Patrick	Geddes,	Otlet	stated	that	‘to	make	good	“Town	Plan-
ning”	 (an	 English	 notion),	 a	 good	 survey	 is	 needed’.	 Therefore,	 he	
found	it	absolutely	necessary	to	have	a	‘permanent	institution’,	which	
gathers	a	‘complete	documentation,	in	the	state	of	original	or	hand-
written	documents,	kept	up	to	date	and	made	accessible	to	those	in-
terested,	a	documentation	which	continuously	elaborates	the	synthe-
sis	of	all	that	can	be	known	about	a	city	or	a	region’.ix	The	multiple	
documents	(thematic	maps,	statistics,	plans,	etc.)	in	the	gallery	make	
visible	 and	 intelligible	 what	 would	 otherwise	 stay	 concealed	 from	
sight.	Techniques	and	methods	from	other	sciences	were	borrowed	
to	 claim	 scientific	 authority.	 The	 thorough	 survey	 exhibited	 in	 the	
Urbaneum	 objectifies	 the	 city	 as	 a	 layered	 collection	 of	 matter-of-
fact	data.	The	panoptic	view	from	this	pyramid	of	urban	knowledge	is	
multidimensional;	the	Urbaneum	is—to	borrow	a	term	from	Bruno	

33	 Corbusier,	The Radiant City,	154.
34	 Ibid.,	154.



Latour—an	‘oligopticon’	which	makes	the	invisible	city	visible.35	This	
ability	to	see	what	others	do	not	see	places	the	town	planner	in	a	po-
sition	of	power.	The	faculty	to	reveal	and	visualize	urban	facts	trans-
forms	 the	 architect-urbanist	 into	 what	 Bourgeois	 calls	 at	 a	 certain	
point	‘a	commanding	officer’.36	The	Urbaneum	as	Bourgeois	defined	
it,	is	a	‘Laboratory	of	urban	progress	in	which	would	be	exhibited	all	
which	relates	to	the	life	of	the	region	in	a	synthetic	manner;	it	would	
be	 a	 unique	 instrument	 for	 the	 technical	 experts	 and	 an	 excellent	
centre	of	popularization	for	the	public’.x

However,	the	outlook	from	the	Urbaneum	was	not	reserved	for	the	
new	planning	professional	alone;	 it	was	also	available	for	his	fellow	
citizen.	The	survey	was	not	only	a	collection	and	recollection	of	facts	
but	also	offered	insights	for	the	general	citizenry.	The	Urbaneum	was	
a	 ‘visualizator’	which	served	in	a	pedagogical	project	of	civic	educa-
tion.	As	Otlet	shows	in	an	architectural	schema	drawn	up	in	1936,	the	
Urbaneum	(1936)	essentially	consisted	of	two	parts.	The	front	of	the	
building	contained	the	archive	where	documentation	existed	closed	

35	 Bruno	Latour	and	Emilie	Hermant,	Paris ville invisible	(Paris:	Les	Empêcheurs	de	
penser	en	rond-La	Découverte,	1998).

36	 Bourgeois,	‘L’Urbanisation	du	Grand	Bruxelles’,	169.

FIG. 23 Schema of 
Paul Otlet showing the 
essential elements and 
functions of which a city 
is composed (1936)



FIG. 24 Schematic plan of the Urbaneum by Paul Otlet (1936.07)
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or	 ‘folded	 up’:	 library	 (books),	 the	 archives	 (files),	 the	 repertory	 (in-
dex	cards),	stock	(objects),	the	film	archive	(films),	the	music	library	
(records),	 radio).	The	large	hall	 in	the	back	was	reserved	for	the	ex-
hibition-museum	 where	 documentation	 was	 ‘unfolded’	 and	 made	
insightful	by	means	of	models,	maps	and	plans,	diagrams,	graphics,	
schemas,	 photographs,	 drawings,	 pastel	 drawings,	 watercolours,	 and	
paintings	FIG.24.	The	display	of	the	survey	in	the	form	of	an	exhibition	
was	to	broaden	the	view	of	the	citizens	and	enlighten	the	community	
through	scientific	understanding.	The	enlightened	master-citizen	or	
master-planner	 who	 runs	 the	 Urbaneum	 was	 to	 play	 the	 role	 of	 an	
educator,	urging	the	general	public	to	a	civic	awareness	for	which	he	
feels	responsible.	The	Urbaneum’s	panoramic	view	was	to	be	at	the	
same	time	a	spectacular	form	of	education	and	popularization	of	ur-
ban	knowledge	similar	to	the	panoramas	at	world	exhibitions.

But	 also	 beyond	 this	 educational	 agenda,	 Otlet	 conceived	 the	
	Urbaneum	 as	 a	 fundamentally	 democratic	 institution	 which	 relied	
for	 its	 direction	 and	 performance	 on	 the	 participation	 of	 citizens.	
In	the	1920s,	Verwilghen	and	Van	der	Swaelmen	had	tried	to	involve	
citizens	in	the	planning	and	construction	of	garden	cities	by	means	
of	 cooperative	 societies	 of	 tenants.	 Similarly,	 Otlet	 thought	 that	 all	
citizens	 should	 be	 involved	 in	 the	 planning	 of	 their	 city.37	 The	 Ur-
baneum	aimed	to	be	an	easily	accessible	institution	which	involved	
the	 public	 in	 all	 the	 stages	 of	 the	 decision-making	 process	 with	 re-
spect	to	city	planning.	Individuals,	groups,	and	associations	would	be	
closely	associated	with	the	work	of	documentation,	the	elaboration	
of	 ‘rational	 and	 synthetic	 projects,	 and	 the	 ‘negotiations’	 which	 led	
to	their	realization.38	Otlet	thought	that	‘the	goodwill	of	the	citizens’	
had	to	be	organized	in	collaboration	with	pubic	services.	Therefore,	
he	proposed	at	a	certain	point	to	have	a	‘responsible	representative’	
for	all	the	levels	of	the	city	(for	each	street,	block,	zone,	district,	and	
one	 for	 the	 entire	 Brussels’	 area).	 Such	 a	 representative	 would	 col-
lect	 and	 transmit	 information,	 documentation,	 and	 suggestions	 for	
incorporation	into	the	Urbaneum.	Furthermore,	he	proposed	to	put	
a	 kind	 of	 ballot	 box	 or	 ‘box	 for	 suggestions’	 in	 each	 zone,	 block,	 or	
street	FIG. 25.	The	suggestion	boxes	illustrate	that	the	Urbaneum	was	
conceived	as	not	only	an	observation	tower	for	the	town	planning	ex-
pert	but	also	a	platform	for	citizens	to	share	their	urban	experiences	
from	the	city	below:	‘It	would	also	be	an	objective	instrument	at	the	
disposal	of	those	who	are	appointed	to	control	their	representatives,	

37	 Judith	Lemaire,	La grammaire participative. Théories et pratiques architecturales et  
urbanistiques 1904–1968,	PhD	diss.,	Ecole	Doctorale	d’Histoire	de	l’Art.		
Architecture	(Paris	Université	Paris	I	Pantéon-Sorbonne,	2009),	80.

38	 Paul	Otlet,	‘L’Urbaneum’,	in:	La Cité,	9.10	(1931),	121–129	(125–126).



494 Chapter 7

FIG. 25 Illustration by Paul Otlet showing how the Urbaneum of Brussels (the Bruxallaneum) was 
meant to organize the good will of the inhabitants in cooperation with public services (1944.03.01)
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and	reciprocally	at	the	disposal	of	these	representatives	to	make	their	
initiatives	 intelligible	 and	 acceptable	 to	 all’.xi	 The	 Urbaneum—the	
	instrument	 to	 urbanize—should	 be	 combined,	 Otlet	 stated,	 with	 a	
‘Societarium’—the	instrument	to	“socialize”.39	Despite	its	technocrat-
ic	traits,	the	Urbaneum	would	be	a	locus	of	convergence	between	the	
scientific	vantage	point	of	town	planning	and	the	perspective	of	the	
life	of	the	citizens.

The	survey	as	exhibited	at	the	Urbaneum	was	a	space	where	obser-
vations	from	the	scientific	perspective	above	and	from	the	local	per-
spective	below	merge.	A	survey	or	a	systematic	study	of	society	and	
its	environment	is	not	complete,	Otlet	argued,	without	the	participa-
tion	 of	 the	 main	 organizations	 and	 associations	 that	 were	 active	 in	
the	city.	They	were	necessary	in	the	first	place	to	gather	all	the	neces-
sary	information	that	was	required.	Municipal	administrations	held	
a	large	part	of	the	necessary	information	but,	Otlet	observed,	they	do	
not	allow	the	information	to	leave	the	office	and	they	do	not	allow	
access	to	outsiders.	To	have	a	complete	collection	of	facts,	all	citizens’	
organizations	had	to	be	involved.	Otlet	had	found,	he	believed,	a	suc-
cessful	 model	 of	 the	 ‘association	 and	 harmonization	 of	 municipal	
energies’	in	Woolwich.40	The	Woolwich	Council	of	Social	Service	was	
run	with	the	help	of	thirty	volunteers	and	was	affiliated	with	about	
sixty	associations,	and	it	aimed	to	establish	 ‘surveys	and	studies	 […]	
tending	toward	an	explanatory	synthesis	of	all	the	facts	of	the	envi-
ronment’.xii	At	Woolwich,	Otlet	concluded,	the	old	formula	‘To	know	
is	to	foresee’	[‘Connaître,	c’est	prévoir’]	had	been	re-enacted.	Observa-
tion	and	forecast,	survey	and	plan,	analysis	and	synthesis	were	consid-
ered	complementary.	While	the	survey	provides	an	analysis	of	hard	
facts,	 the	 synthesis	 of	 all	 these	 data	 makes	 it	 possible	 to	 formulate	
predictions.	Like	the	meteorological	offices	which	are	able	to	predict	
the	 weather	 because	 of	 the	 ‘global	 centralisation	 of	 meteorological	
information’,	Otlet	believed	that	the	‘great	social	facts	should	be	col-
lated,	 coordinated	 and	 subjected	 to	 a	 rational	 calculation’.41	 In	 this	
connection,	he	referred	to	the	methods	of	‘observation	(survey)	and	
plan	(forecast)’	of	‘Patrick	Geddes	and	his	Colleagues	of	the	“Outlook	
Tower”	of	Edinburgh’.

The	 Urbaneum,	 as	 an	 instrument	 to	 look	 into	 the	 future	 and	 as	 a	
means	 to	 reconcile	 the	 objectivist	 view	 of	 the	 scientist-planner	 with	
the	local	lens	of	the	urban	dweller,	bears	close	resemblance	to,	but	was	
also	different	from,	the	Outlook	Tower	of	Patrick	Geddes.	A	compari-

39	 Otlet,	‘Sociologie	et	Urbanisme’,	86.
40	 Paul	Otlet,	‘Groupement	et	Harmonisation	des	Énergies	Municipales’,	in:	

l’Administration Locale,	53	January/March	(1930),	968–971.
41	 Otlet,	‘Groupement	et	Harmonisation	des	Énergies	Municipales’.



son	between	Otlet’s	drawing	‘Civic	centre	of	the	city	of	tomorrow’	and	
Geddes’s	 schema	 of	 his	 Town-School-Cloister-City	 formula	 reveals	
some	 of	 the	 differences	 between	 their	 respective	 conception	 of	 the	
role	that	a	civic	centre	should	play	in	the	decision-making	process	with	
respect	to	city	planning.	Otlet’s	drawing	of	1936	shows	a	town	square	
along	the	four	sides	of	which	we	find	a	little	parish	church,	a	modern-
ist	town	hall,	an	elongated	school	building,	and	the	Urbaneum	in	the	
shape	 of	 a	 modernist	 temple,	 the	 architecture	 of	 which	 reminds	 of	
Rudolf	Steiner’s	first	Goethaneum	building	in	Dornach	(1913)	or	Ged-
des’s	and	Frank	C.	Mears’s	design	for	the	Great	Hall	of	Hebrew	Univer-
sity	(1919)	FIG. 26.	‘First	there	was	the	church,	then	the	town	hall.	After	
that	there	was	the	school’,	Otlet	writes.	Now	we	must	establish,	he	pro-
claimed	as	 if	he	was	writing	a	socialist	pamphlet:	 the	powerhouse	of	
all	work,	 ‘la	maison	de	tous’,	the	civic	centre,	the	seat	of	associations,	
the	municipal	library,	in	sum:	the	Urbaneum	FIG. 27.	The	drawing	seems	
to	reinterpret		Geddes’s	fourfold	distinction	of	urban	life	in	his	Town-
School-	Cloister-City	 in	 Deed-formula.42	 Geddes’	 formula	 describes	 a	
progression	 towards	 a	 more	 conscious	 interaction	 with	 the	 environ-
ment	in	four	stages.	The	first	stage	is	the	community’s	ordinary	life	as	
represented	by	the	Town.	The	second	stage	is	that	of	reflection	on	day-
to-day	life,	as	represented	by	the	School.	In	the	third	stage,	the	cloister	

42	 Artur	Glikson,	‘Thinking-Machines	and	the	Planning	of	Israel’,	in:	Volker	M.	Welter	
(ed.),	The City after Patrick Geddes	(Oxford/Bern:	Peter	Lang,	2000),	211–223	(215).

FIG. 26 Drawing by Paul Otlet of the ‘Civic Centre of 
the City of  Tomorrow ’, containing an Urbaneum (1936)

FIG. 27 Illustration by Paul Otlet of the Urbaneum as 
the successor to the Church, the town hall, and the 
school (1936)



represents	the	stage	of	a	city	which	disposes	of	institutions	where	the	
ideas	about	the	future	of	the	community	are	being	explored.	Finally,	
once	 the	 ideas	 of	 the	 Cloister	 are	 implemented	 in	 the	 reality	 of	 the	
Town,	the	Town	becomes	a	‘City	in	Deed’.	The	four	phases	describe	a	
process	 in	which	reflections	on	the	city	 intervene	and	influence	city	
life	itself.	Both	Otlet	and	Geddes	imagine	an	evolutionary	process	in	
which	the	citizens	positions	themselves	as	self-conscious	subjects	who	
take	charge	of	their	own	destiny.	Both	Geddes	and	Otlet	believe	in	the	
citizens’	 capacity	 to	 consciously	 determine	 their	 future	 constitution.	
But	whereas	in		Geddes’s	formula	an	efficient	decision-making	process	
about	the	future	of	the	city	is	a	matter	of	involving	and	providing	in-
sight	 to	 the	 entire	 community	 in	 its	 civic	 evolutionary	 cycle,	 for	 Ot-
let	it	is	a	matter	of	coordination	and	centralization	of	all	local	institu-
tions.	This	difference	is	also	expressed	in	another	drawing,	called	Vers 
l’Urbaneum,	in	which	Otlet	shows	us	that	the	Urbaneum	would	not	be	
just	another	institution	in	the	historical	row	of	municipal	institutions	
such	as	hospitals,	academies,	banks,	palaces	of	justice,	etc.	Instead,	the	
Urbaneum,	represented	here	as	a	pyramid,	would	complement	all	the	
others	by	linking	and	coordinating	them	in	one	centre	FIG. 28.

The	difference	between	the	Outlook	Tower,	on	the	one	hand,	which	
aims	to	enlighten	the	urban	community,	and	the	Urbaneum,	on	the	
other	hand,	which	aims	to	coordinate	the	city’s	organizations,	brings	
to	light	a	more	general	difference	between	Otlet’s	and	Geddes’s	ap-
proach	 to	 and	 understanding	 of	 the	 city.	 Geddes’s	 Outlook	 Tower	

FIG. 28 Paul Otlet, Towards the Urbaneum 
(1942.03.21)

FIG. 29 Exterior of the Outlook Tower, 
Edinburgh
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zooms	out	from	the	local	to	the	global,	while	Otlet’s	Urbaneum	zooms	
in	from	the	global	to	the	local.	This	is	illustrated	in	the	fact	that	the	
Urbaneum	was	a	scaled-down	outpost	for	Otlet’s	global	observatory,	
the	Mundaneum;	while	at	the	Outlook	tower	the	course	of	the	exhi-
bition	started	at	the	top	of	the	building	with	a	local	panoramic	view	
of	 Edinburgh	 from	 the	 roof	 terrace	 and	 ended	 in	 the	 room	 on	 the	
ground	floor	with	two	gigantic	scale	models	of	a	globe	 FIG. 29.	While	
Geddes	worked	from	the	chaos	of	 the	city	towards	an	abstract	uni-
versal	order,	Otlet	laid	down	a	universal	grid	of	classification	on	the	
chaos	of	reality.	Or,	as	Otlet	wrote	to	Geddes:

Geddes	is	decentralization—Otlet	is	centralization.	But	Geddes	knows	
that	 you	 need	 connections	 between	 dispersed	 stations,—Otlet	 knows	
that	you	need	a	periphery	with	a	centre.	This	doesn’t	prevent	one	build-
ing	from	being	built	from	the	part	to	the	whole,	and	from	the	whole	to	
the	part.	These	are	two	legitimated	and	complementary	methods.xiii

Otlet	realized	that	centralization,	decentralization,	and	a	mix	of	both	
were	different	and	complementary	forms	of	organization;	but,	as	he	
illustrates	in	the	sketch,	his	view	remains	a	centralized	and	organisa-
tional	FIG. 30.

FIG. 30 Paul Otlet, Global Organization (n.d.)
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7.2. The Nationeum

In	1928,	in	the	same	year	when	he	launched	the	idea	of	the	‘Urbana-
rium’	and	elaborated	the	plans	for	the	Mundaneum	in	Geneva	with	
Le	Corbusier,	Otlet	launched	the	idea	to	construct	for	the	occasion	of	
the	centenary	of	the	Belgian	national	independence	in	1930	a	perma-
nent	building	 ‘devoted	to	make	known	the	main	things	about	“Bel-
gium	in	the	World”’.43	This	‘scientific,	educational	and	documentation	
Centre’	would	have	a	double	goal:	‘to	establish	scientific	and	system-
atic	knowledge	of	Belgian	things	(‘Belgology’)	and	to	visualize	the	facts	
related	 to	 it’.xiv	 The	 project	 had	 an	 open	 nationalistic	 programme:	
‘Such	an	institution	will	inform	the	Belgians	about	their	country.	How	
to	 love	 and	 defend	 it,	 how	 to	 help	 its	 general	 and	 synergic	 progress	
when	the	image	of	the	Nation	is	not	present	in	the	mind’.xv	Yet,	Otlet	
presented	this	nationalistic	project	as	a	project	to	be	realized	with	the	
help	of	the	provinces	and	municipalities:

A	presentation	of	the	same	subject	limited	to	‘the	Province	in	Belgium	
would	be	jointly	carried	out	in	each	administrative	center	of	the	prov-
ince’,	and	in	each	city	the	same	presentation	would	be	restricted	to	‘the	
City	in	the	Province’.	The	whole	work	would	be	interdependent	because	
the	 communes	 will	 help	 the	 provinces	 in	 their	 presentation,	 and	 the	
provinces	would	help	to	make	the	presentation	of	Belgium	in	the	cen-
tral	institution.xvi

The	 conception	of	 ‘a	building	 for	 “Belgium	 in	 the	world”’	or	 ‘Belga-
neum’,	as	he	called	it	in	1931	in	a	note	on	‘The	National	Plan	of	Bel-
gium’,	 increasingly	 occupied	 Otlet	 in	 the	 1930s.44	 In	 his	 reflections,	 a	
nationalist	perspective	became	as	important	as	the	localist,	regionalist,	
and	internationalist	perspectives	which	have	been	previously	discussed.

In	the	next	section,	I	will	analyze	the	concept	of	the	Nationaeum	
and	 the	 nationalistic	 tendency	 in	 Otlet’s	 writings	 and	 projects	 and	
will	show	how	this	was	related	to	and	instigated	by	the	rise	of	the	ide-
ological	current	of	‘planism’	which	advocated	a	politics	of	large-scale	
economic	planning	in	response	to	the	economic	crisis	of	the	1930s.	
First	I	will	discuss	the	emergence	of	planism	internationally	and	in	
Belgium,	 then	show	how	the	 ideology	of	planism	was	picked	up	by	
Belgian	town	planners	such	as	Verwilghen	and	Bourgeois,	 to	finally	
arrive	at	the	response	of	Otlet	on	these	ideas	in	his	book	Plan Belgique	
(1935),	his	concept	of	the	 ‘World	Plan’,	 the	 ‘Belganeum’,	and	his	un-
published	‘Atlas	Belgique’.

43	 Paul	Otlet,	‘Les	Communes	et	le	Centenaire’,	in:	Le Mouvement Communal,	98	
(1928.08.31),	659–663	(662).

44	 Paul	Otlet,	Le Plan National de la Belgique—Le Plan Intellectuel. Avant Projet—Rapport 
de Paul Otlet	(Première Rédaction)	(1931.10.31).	MDN,	Notes	Numerotés,	Note	n°	6553.
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7.2.1. The World Social Economic Planning Conference (1931) and the 
‘Plan de Man’ (1933)

One	of	the	first	events	where	different	visions	of	planist	politics—
of	 American	 engineers,	 Soviet	 functionaries,	 and	 European	 social-
ists—were	seriously	put	forth	and	discussed	was	a	remarkable	con-
ference	 entitled	 ‘World	 Social	 Economic	 Planning:	 The	 Necessity	
for	 Planned	 Adjustment	 of	 Productive	 Capacity	 and	 Standards	 of	
Living’,	 held	 in	 Amsterdam	 in	 August	 1931.45	 The	 conference	 was	
attended	 by	 economists,	 industrial	 sociologists,	 social	 democrats,	
and	entrepreneurs	from	all	over	the	world.	The	general	concern	of	
this	extraordinary	assembly	was	that	the	free	enterprise	regime	had	
gone	bankrupt	and	that	individualistic	industry	had	reached	a	stage	
in	 which	 it	 was	 no	 longer	 capable	 to	 control	 itself.	 To	 counter	 the	
disorganizing	 tendency	 of	 laissez-faire	 economics,	 the	 participants	
declared	themselves	in	favour	of	a	more	rational	and	authoritarian	
regulating	mechanism.	It	was	underscored	that	governmental	plan-
ning	 and	 an	 all-encompassing	 worldwide	 approach	 were	 necessary	
in	order	to	surmount	the	economic	and	social	dislocations	caused	by	
the	Great	Depression.	National	planning	was	considered	to	be	a	first	
necessary	step,	followed	by	a	plan	for	the	world	economy.	Roughly	
three	 sorts	 of	 papers	 could	 be	 found	 in	 the	 proceedings.46	 Firstly,	
there	were	surveys	on	the	economic	condition,	such	as	Otto	Neur-
ath’s	 assessment	 of	 the	 development	 and	 capacity	 of	 production.47	
Secondly,	forms	of	planned	or	concerted	action—including	the	So-
viet	 form	 of	 planning—were	 discussed,	 such	 as	 in	 Chamberlain’s	
study	on	the	development	of	an	international	government,	or	Albert	
Thomas’	plea	for	international	labour	standards.	Thirdly,	new	forms	
of	planning	were	put	forward	to	overcome	macro-economic	dilem-
mas,	such	as	the	utopian	five-year	plan	for	the	world	by	Dr.	Lorwin	
or	Person’s	discussion	of	the	coordination	of	the	business	system	as	
a	 whole	 through	 the	 methods	 of	 scientific	 management.48	 Despite	
the	variety	of	the	contributions	and	points	of	view,	virtual	unanimity	
existed	about	the	need	for	more	concerted	action	and	technocratic	

45	 Gerd-Rainer	Horn,	European Socialists Respond to Fascism: Ideology, Activism and 
Contingency in the 1930s	(New	York/Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	1996),	74–75.

46	 J.	M.	Clark,	‘Review:	[untitled]’,	in:	Journal of the American Statistical Association,	
28.183	(1933),	360–362.

47	 Otto	Neurath,	‘Das	gegenwärtige	Wachstum	der	Produktionskapazität	der	Welt’,	in:	
M.L.	Fledderus	(ed.),	World Social Economic Planning. The Necessity for Planned Adjust-
ment of Productive Capacity and Standards of Living.	(Material contributed to the World 
social economic Congress, Amsterdam August 1931)	(The	Hague:	International	Indus-
trial	Relations	Institute,	1931),	105–141.	With	discussion	(142–150).

48	 Frank	H.	Knight,	‘Review:	[untitled]’,	in:	The American Economic Review,	23.2	(1933),	
357–359.
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(though	not	necessarily	anti-democratic)	solutions	to	keep	national	
and	world	economic	structures	in	balance.

As	Gerd-Rainer	Horn	has	argued,	planist	politics	were	put	forward	
as	an	alternative	to	traditional	reformist	practice	most	strongly	in	the	
Belgian	state,	but	with	powerful	reverberations	in	France,		Switzerland,	
Holland,	 Great	 Britain,	 and	 even	 Austria	 and	 Spain.49	 The	 Flemish	
	activist,	industrial	psychologist,	and	political	theorist	Hendrik	de	Man	
(1885–1953)	was	the	most	prominent	voice	in	this	enterprise.	In	1933,	
de	Man	returned	to	Belgium	from	Germany,	where	since	1922he	had	
lectured	 in	 social	 psychology	 at	 the	 University	 of	 Frankfurt.	 At	 the	
request	of	Emile	Vandervelde,	he	re-entered	Belgian	politics	 in	the	
socialist	party,	which	he	had	joined	as	a	young	student	between	1902	
and	1905,	and	started	to	direct	a	research	organization,	the	Office	of	
Social	Studies	 (Bureau	des	Etudes	Sociales	or	BES),	 in	the	service	of	
the	Left.	The	BES	was	a	think	tank,	founded	in	July	1933,	that	over-
saw	the	elaboration	of	what	become	known	as	the	Plan	de	Man	which	
took	shape	later	that	year.	At	the	Christmas	congress	in	1933	of	the	
Belgian	Labour	Party,	the	Plan	de	Man	was	adopted	by	an	overwhelm-
ing	majority	of	party	members.	The	Plan	contained	a	transitional	pro-
gram	of	radical	structural	reforms	of	the	economic	system	which	de	
Man	thought	would	lead	to	a	new	social	order.	It	introduced	counter-
cyclical	measures	meant	to	shore	up	the	sagging	economy	and	reduce	
unemployment.	This	idea	linked	up	with	the	anti-cyclical	economic	
theory	of	J.M.	Keynes,	incorporated	in	the	New	Deal-policy	of	Presi-
dent	F.D.	Roosevelt,	which	provided	a	cogent	answer	to	the	problems	
resulting	 from	 the	 liberal	 laissez-faire	 economy.50	 The	 most	 daring	
proposition	for	a	renewed	economic	renaissance	in	the	Plan	de	Man	
was	to	socialize	monopolies	and	nationalize	the	energy	sector	and	the	
banking	and	credit	system.51	These	state	directives	had	the	ambition	
not	only	to	break	the	back	of	finance	capital	but	also	to	give	the	gov-
ernment	the	means	to	regulate	and	boost	the	economy.

After	its	adoption	by	the	socialist	party,	fifteen	months	of	continual	
agitation	 in	 favour	of	 the	Labour	Plan	of	de	Man	followed.	Howev-
er,	 the	radical	 social	 transformation	envisioned	by	the	Labour	Plan	
(also	called	the	‘Plan	de	Man’)	would	never	come	into	effect,	and	its	
arsenal	of	planist	political	measures	were	hardly	executed.	In	1935	a	
new	coalition	government	of	Christian	democrats	and	Social	demo-
crats	 was	 formed,	 headed	 by	 the	 Christian	 democratic	 banker	 Paul	

49	 Horn,	European Socialists Respond to Fascism: Ideology, Activism and Contingency in  
the 1930s,	74–95.

50	 Els	Witte,	Jan	Craeybeckx,	and	Alain	Meynen,	Politieke geschiedenis van België van 
1830 tot heden	(Antwerpen:	Standaard,	2005),	215–217.

51	 Ibid.,	215–216.	Michel	Brélaz,	Henri De Man: une autre idée du socialisme	(Genève:		
Ed.	des	antipodes,	1985).
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van	Zeeland,	an	economist	favourable	to	mild	forms	of	planist	inter-
ventions.	Paul-Henri	Spaak,	the	former	spokesperson	of	the	pressure	
group	around	the	journal	Action Socialiste,	and	Hendrik	de	Man	were	
appointed	ministers.	Socialists	previously	had	emphasized	that	they	
would	be	part	of	the	coalition	only	if	the	Plan	of	Labour	was	adopted..	
However,	once	faced	with	the	reality	of	political	negotiations,	a	safe	
road	was	taken	and	most	of	the	qualitative	social	transformations	en-
visioned	by	the	Labour	Plan	were	postponed.	Like	the	Plan	de	Man,	
the	‘Plan	van	Zeeland’	desired	to	respond	to	the	persistent	econom-
ic	crisis	through	a	more	interventionist	form	of	state	policy	and	an	
economy	guided	by	the	State.	But	it	did	so	along	moderate	lines,	never	
challenging	the	existing	social	order.

Nevertheless,	de	Man	was	able	to	put	into	practice	some	parts	of	the	
Labour	 Plan	 as	 Minister	 of	 Public	 Works	 and	 Unemployment	 and,	
subsequently,	 as	 Minister	 of	 Finance.	 The	 Office	 de	 Redressement	
Economique	(OREC),	founded	in	1935	by	the	government	to	coordi-
nate	the	economic	recovery	of	Belgium,	came	under	his	direction.	The	
OREC	 controlled	 exceptional	 financial	 resources	 and	 had	 consider-
able	power	to	start	and	coordinate	new	projects.	De	Man	employed	the	
OREC	to	boost	the	economy	and	create	new	jobs	for	the	unemployed	
by	starting	up	large-scale	public	works	that,	in	turn,	gave	new	opportu-
nities	for	industry.	Great	infrastructure	works	were	announced,	such	
as	construction	of	the	railway	junction	between	the	North	and	South	
of	Brussels,	straightening	the	river	the	Meuse,	completion	of	the	Al-
bert	 canal,	 construction	 of	 a	 lock	 in	 Ostend,	 and	 large	 public	 build-
ings.	 The	 direct	 connection	 between	 economy,	 unemployment,	 and	
management	 of	 territorial	 space	 was	 the	 spearhead	 of	 the	 OREC’s	
policy.52	 Within	 the	 Ministry	 of	 Public	 Works,	 de	 Man	 founded	 a	
national	 ‘Advisory	 Commission	 for	 Urbanism’	 [Commission	 consul-
tative	de	l’Urbanisme]	(1936)	and	an	‘Office	of	Urbanism’	[Service	de	
l’Urbanisme]	(1937)	to	coordinate	the	spatial	dimension	of	the	‘Grand	
Travaux’.	Moreover,	he	appointed	regional	commissioners	in	1935	and	
1936	responsible	for	planning	and	coordinating	the	great	works.

7.2.2. The ‘national urbanism’ of Verwilghen and Bourgeois’s contribution 
to CIAM IV (1934)

The	rise	of	the	planism	in	Belgium,	as	in	other	European	countries,	the	
collapse	of	the	free-trade	system,	the	attempt	to	assign	to	the	State	a	

52	 Bruno	De	Meulder,	Reformisme, thuis en overzee Geschiedenis van de Belgische planning 
in een kolonie	(1880–1960),	PhD	diss.,	Faculteit	der	Toegepaste	Wetenschappen,	De-
partement	Architectuur,	Stedenbouw	en	Rtuimtelijke	Ordening	(Leuven:	KULeu-
ven,	1994),	949–950.	Zampa,	La Continuité d’une Illusion,	409.
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stronger	regulating	role,	and	the	announcement	of	large	infrastructure	
and	public	works	to	fight	unemployment	and	shore	up	the	sagging	econ-
omy	were	all	factors	that	made	Belgian	town	planners	reconsider	the	
problem	of	town	planning	as	a	national	problem	which	they	thought	
should	be	studied	by	means	of	a	plan	that	was	national	in	scope	and	
that	would	take	into	account	geographical,	social,	and	economic	devel-
opments	 of	 the	 country.	 However,	 before	 the	 ideological	 movement	
of	planism	gathered	pace,	the	need	for	a	plan	for	Belgium	had	already	
been	raised	by	several	town	planners,	in	particular	Raphaël	Verwilgh-
en.	At	the	1924	International	Town	Planning	Congress	in		Amsterdam,	
Verwilghen	had	emphasized,	referring	to	the	Belgian	context,	the	im-
portance	to	study	urbanization	as	a	process	which	concerned	not	only	
individual	cities	but	also	agglomerations	or	‘conurbations’	in	the	sense	
of	Geddes.	Also,	in	a	note	about	the	Belgian	contribution	to	the	fourth	
CIAM	congress	on	the	‘Functional	City’	(1933),	Verwilghen	spoke	of	the	
‘City-Belgium’	 or	 Belgium	 as	 a	 continuous	 urban	 agglomeration	 that	
was	to	be	planned	as	one	entity.53	The	harbour	system	of	Antwerp,	the	
political	and	administrative	centre	of	Brussels,	and	the	industrial	region	
of	Charleroi	were	all	interrelated,	he	argued.	Yet,	in	1934,	when	the	Plan	
de	Man	was	of	topical	interest,	Verwilghen	reframed	his	argument	for	
regional	planning	on	a	national	scale	within	an	ideology	of	planism.54	
In	a	1934	interview	with	Pierre-Louis	Flouquet,	published	with	the	sig-
nificant	title	‘Towards	a	national	urbanism?’,	Verwilghen	remarked	that	
in	a	‘country	so	small	as	Belgium,	so	densely	populated,	where	the	in-
terests	of	agriculture	and	industry	are	so	intimately	linked,	every	study	
of	regional	planning	leads	inevitably	to	the	development	of	a	national	
plan’.xvii	But	the	development	and	execution	of	such	a	national	plan,	he	
argued,	requires	a	stronger	alliance	between	the	technical	know-how	
of	the	town	planner	and	political	authorities:

Good	 urbanism	 poses	 the	 problem	 of	 authority.	 What	 do	 the	 best	 de-
signed	plans,	the	most	ingenious	projects	matter	if	they	are	not	adopted	
by	an	authority	who	orders	their	execution!	Urbanism	cannot	be	realized	
without	strong	power.	The	example	of	Italy,	Germany,	and	Russia	should	
be	enough	to	convince	those	who	ignore	the	lessons	of	the	past.	Govern-
ing	well	means	acting.	In	our	times	of	rapid	evolution,	not	to	act	means	to	
perish.	Without	an	authority	with	clear	plans,	which	orders,	coordinates,	
imposes	or	convinces,	nothing	is	possible,	and	in	such	a	case,	urbanism	
sinks	under	the	heap	of	shacks,	the	donkey	road	continues	to	obstruct	the	
driving	force,	private	interest	bullies	public	interest,	anarchy	reigns…xviii

53	 Van	Loo	en	Zampa,	‘Stedebouw	en	architectuur’,	201	and	487.
54	 P.L.	Flouquet,	‘Vers	un	urbanisme	national?	De	la	rationalisation	des	villes	à	la	ratio-

nalisation	des	campagnes.	Interview	de	l’ingénieur-architecte	Raphaël	Verwilghen,	
SBUAM,	Professeur	d’urbanisme	à	l’Institut	Supérieur	des	Arts	Décoratifs’,	in:	Batîr,	
III.25	(1934),	963–966.



In	a	planist	argument,	Verwilghen	linked	the	development	of	the	na-
tional	territory	to	direct	state	intervention	in	the	economy.	In	1934,	
Verwilghen	began	research	at	the	Institut	Supérieur	des	Arts	Décora-
tifs	(ISAD)	in	La	Cambre,	where	he	was	professor	in	urbanism	from	
1930	until	1944,	on	the	problem	of	national	planning.	The	first	result	
was	the	Plan Belgique	(1934)	by	Renaat	Soetewey,	a	survey	of	‘the	state	of	
civic	and	economic	development’	of	Belgium.55	Soetewey’s	very	broad	
practical	study	analysed	the	geographical	configuration	of	Belgium	in	
relation	to	its	neighbouring	countries,	with	attention	to	factors	such	
as	 economic	 productivity,	 employment,	 the	 influence	 of	 industries	
on	neighbouring	areas,	and	the	European	road	network,	from	a	point	
of	view	that	supposed	coordination	from	a	level	higher	than	the	local	
and	 provincial	 levels.	 In	 the	 following	 years,	 	Verwilghen’s	 students,	

55	 Zampa,	La Continuité d’une Illusion,	408.

FIG. 31, 32 & 33 Cornelis van Eesteren, maps of Amsterdam as a guideline for the 
maps to be made by participants in the fourth CIAM Congress (1931)
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in	a	series	of	studies,	explored	the	theme	of	the	region-city	and	the	
national	plan	in	their	analysis	of	the	regions	of	Antwerp,	Brussels,	and	
Charleroi,	largely	developing	propositions	made	by	the	Belgian	CIAM	
group	for	its	fourth	Congress.

The	Belgian	contribution	to	the	fourth	CIAM	congress,	developed	
under	the	direction	of	Victor	Bourgeois	and	eventually	presented	by	
the	 substitute	 architect,	 Maurice	 Houyoux	 (1903–1960)	 (no	 Belgian	
members	were	present	at	the	reputed	congress),	 focused	on	the	in-
dustrial	axis	Antwerp-Brussels-Charleroi	and	thus	described	Belgium	
as	one	huge	agglomeration.	At	the	fourth	CIAM	congress,	which	took	
place	on	a	cruise	ship	travelling	between	Marseille	and	Athens,	 the	
protagonists	 of	 the	 modern	 movement	 formulated	 an	 urbanistic	
doctrine	centred	on	four	urban	functions	which	they	believed	to	be	
universal:	housing,	work,	recreation,	and	transport.	These	four	func-
tions	would	provide	the	analytical	grid	to	compare	thirty-four	cities	
from	around	the	world	in	a	scientific	and	systematic	manner.56	The	
Dutch	 architect	 Cornelis	 Van	 Eesteren	 (1897–1988),	 President	 of	
CIAM	between	1930	and	1947,	disseminated	three	prototypical	maps	
of	Amsterdam	in	order	to	exemplify	the	organizational	set-up.	The	
first	map	(scale	1:10,000)	showed	the	distribution	of	the	function	of	
housing,	recreation,	and	work	in	the	city	FIG. 31;	the	second	map	(scale	
1:10,000)	explained	the	function	of	transport	FIG. 32;	and	the	third	map	
(1:50,000)	presented	all	four	functions	on	a	regional	scale	FIG. 33.	Each	
national	delegation	was	to	submit	three	analogous	maps	for	each	city.	
In	 order	 to	 make	 the	 presentations	 comparable,	 the	 Dutch	 recom-
mended	that	all	maps	use	a	uniform	system	of	symbols,	hatches,	and	
scales.57	The	board	of	CIAM	had	asked	the	Belgian	group	to	analyse	
the	most	characteristic	city	affected	by	the	upsurge	of	industry	dur-
ing	the	nineteenth	century.	But	instead	of	focusing	on	a	separate	city,	
the	Belgian	group,	headed	by	Bourgeois,	submitted	a	plan	of	Charleroi	
FIG. 34,	 a	 plan	 of	 Brussels	 FIG. 35,	 and	 a	 plan	 of	 the	 region	 Antwerp-
Brussels-Charleroi	as	a	continuous	Belgian	region58	FIG. 36.	In	his	later	
work,	Bourgeois	continued	to	express	his	concern	for	a	national	scale	
of	planning.	In	his	Monographie des Transports	(1936),	for	example,	he	
suggested	the	need	to	create	a	plan	for	the	whole	of	Belgium	on	the	
basis	of	transportation	and	motive	power:	‘to	urbanize	is	to	mobilize	
the	entire	country’,	he	said59	FIG. 37.

56	 Martin	Steinmann,	CIAM Dokumente: 1928–1939	(Basel:	Birkhäuser,	1979),	130.
57	 Nader	Vossoughian,	Otto Neurath: the language of the global polis	(Rotterdam:	NAi	

Publishers,	2008),	113–139.
58	 Cooman	and	Bourgeois,	Charleroi.	Terre d’urbanisme,	24–25.
59	 Pierre	Bourgeois	and	Victor	Bourgeois,	Monographie de la gare modèle et des transports.	

(Préface de M. Marcel-Henri Jaspar. Ministre des Transports),	(1936).



7.2.3. Otlet’s reaction to the Plan de Man and the ‘Plan Belgique’ (1935)

Like	Verwilghen	and	Bourgeois,	Otlet	had	for	some	time	been	thinking	
about	a	national	plan,	but	it	occupied	him	increasingly	when	the	ideol-
ogy	of	planism	made	headway	throughout	the	early	1930s.	Already	in	
1927,	Otlet	had	urged	that	Belgium	be	considered	and	planned	as	one	
urbanized	region	or	urbanistic	entity	and	commented	that	one	of	the	
favourite	images	of	Leopold	II	was	that	‘the	whole	of	Belgium	was	but	a	
great	park	with	cities,	little	and	big	agglomerations,	so	close	to	one	an-
other	that	one	could	transform	them	into	a	great	garden	city’—an	idea	
that	he	illustrated	in	1940xix	FIG. 38.	And	in	1928,	he	formulated	the	same	

FIG. 34 & 35 Plans of Brussels and Charleroi, by Victor Bourgeois for the fourth 
CIAM Congress (1931)

FIG. 36 Regional plan in-
cluding  Antwerp, Brussels, 
and Charleroi, by Victor 
Bourgeois for the fourth 
CIAM Congress (1931)

FIG. 37 Schema copied from Bourgeois’s 
Monographie des Transports (1936)
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idea	when	he	had	stated	that	‘In	less	than	a	century,	actually	completed	
in	 fifty	 years,	 the	 great	 quadrangle	 formed	 by	 Cologne–Paris–Lon-
don–Amsterdam	will	itself	be	one	single	and	tremendous	human	ag-
glomeration.	Town	planning,	regional	planning,	national	planning,	re-
quire	something	as	great	as	international	planning’.xx	The	importance	
of	Paul	Otlet’s	vision	of	planning	as	moving	through	different	scales	
influenced	and	was	recognized	(as	late	as	1946)	by	Victor	Bourgeois.60

However,	it	was	the	adoption	of	the	Plan	de	Man	at	the	1933	Christ-
mas	congress,	which	he	saw	as	incomplete	in	several	respects,	which	
stimulated	Otlet	to	develop	his	own	planist	ideas	in	a	more	detailed	
and	 exhaustive	 manner	 in	 his	 Plan Belgique,	 published	 in	 1935.61	
	Verwilghen,	 with	 whom	 Otlet	 had	 kept	 in	 contact	 since	 the	 First	
World	War,	acted	as	a	critical	sounding	board	for	the	plan.	We	have	
‘entered	the	era	of	the	plan’,	Otlet	wrote	to	Verwilghen	in	1934,	and	
he	set	up	several	meetings	at	the	Palais	Mondial	to	start	‘the	work	of	
the	Plan’.62	He	invited	Verwilghen	for	a	meeting	‘without	delay’,	be-
cause	‘The	Plan	of	Labour	must	have	its	complement:	Plan-Belgium,	
comprising	the	Plan	of	Labour	(+/-	amended,	completed),	but	also	the	

60	 Victor	Bourgeois,	‘Belgique’,	in:	L’Architecture d’Aujourd’hui,	17.7–8	(1946),	103–105	
(105).

61	 Paul	Otlet,	Le Plan du Travail Henri De Man. Correlation avec le Plan Mondial—Paul 
Otlet	(1933.11.22).	MDN,	Notes	Numerotés,	Note	n°	7222.	Paul	Otlet,	Le Plan National 
de la Belgique—Le Plan Intellectuel. Avant-projet—Rapport de Paul Otlet	(Première 
Rédaction),	MDN,	Notes	Numerotés,	Note	n°	6553	(1931.10.31).	Paul	Otlet,	D’un plan 
intellectuel pour la Belgique	(1934.10.15).	MDN,	Notes	Numerotés,	Note	n°	7626.

62	 Paul	Otlet,	Letter to Raphaël Verwilghen,	1934.01.25.	MDN,	EUM	70,	doc	nr.	4734.	Paul	
Otlet,	Letter to Raphaël Verwilghen,	1934.05.27.	MDN,	EUM	70,	doc.	nr.	4741.

FIG. 38 Plan by Paul Otlet showing Belgium as one garden city 
(1940.08.13)
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Intellectual	Plan,	the	global	Plan—the	latter	two	have	been	written	in	
a	first	version—Plan	of	Administration,	Plan	of	Urbanism.	About	the	
last	one,	there	is	a	wonderful	exposé	to	be	drafted	with	our	friends’.xxi

In	Plan Belgique	(1935),	Otlet	published	what	was	a	critical	study	of	the	
Plan	de	Man,	but	also	a	response	to	ideas	of	international	planning	as	
expounded	at	the	World	Social	Economic	Planning	Congress	of	1931,	
and	to	reflections	on	a	national	plan	by	town	planners	such	as	Verwil-
ghen.63	It	concluded	that	the	Plan	de	Man	should	be	extended	over	the	
different	sectors	of	human	activity	and	should	be	made	in	relation	with	
a	 ‘global	 Plan’.	 Characteristic	 of	 Otlet’s	 style	 of	 writing,	 Plan Belgique	
was	a	170-page	flow	of	disjointed	thoughts	on	national	planning,	orga-
nized	through	a	bare	enumeration	following	 the	decimal	 system.	 Its	
pregnant	subtitle	was	suggestive:	Essay on a General Economic, Social and 
Cultural Plan. National Plan of Urbanisation. Relation to the Global Plan. 
Conditions, Problems, Solutions, Reformation.64	 Unlike	 the	 subtitle	 sug-
gests,	Plan Belgique	contained	not	a	concrete	national	plan	of	Belgium	
but	a	‘framework	of	observations,	suggestions,	and	materials	to	help	in	
its	development’.65	Otlet	tried	to	define	with	multiple	neologisms	and	
metaphors	what	a	plan	actually	was,	how	it	could	be	structured	accord-
ing	to	the	different	social	functions	and	different	scales,	and	what	the	
organs	and	instruments	should	be	for	its	elaboration.

Otlet	found	that	the	Plan	de	Man	failed	especially	on	the	cultural	
and	intellectual	levels,	as	he	wrote	in	a	note	of	December	1933:	‘He	[de	
Man]	 seems	 to	 conform	 completely	 to	 the	 conception	 of	 historical	
materialism’,	and	therefore	to	neglect	the	more	spiritual	dimensions	
such	as	education	and	the	organization	of	science	and	research,	Otlet	
commented.	If	he	treats	education,	it	is	as	an	‘economic	auxiliary’,	and	
free	time	as	‘a	sort	of	recreational	interval	in	between	the	work	of	an	
economic	order’.xxii	In	particular,	he	was	disappointed	by	the	fact	the	
Plan	de	Man	did	not	propose	anything	on	an	international	level.	The	
socialists,	 he	 criticized,	 ‘abandon	 the	 international	 position	 which	
they	consider	now	as	deceptive	and	follow	the	course	of	autarchy	in	
which	they	seek	a	mode	of	organization	that	will	yield	them	prompt	
results’.xxiii	By	contrast,	Otlet	stated,	‘in	my	“Plan	Mondial”	and	“Plan	
Belgique”	we	depart	from	the	Total	idea	of	the	World	and	the	higher	
idea	 of	 Man—Human	 Being’.xxiv	 The	 ‘ascension’	 of	 mankind	 had	 to	
be	continued.	It	was	time	to	use	 ‘all	the	organized	forms	of	science	
and	technology,	of	moral	and	social	energy’	to	control	the	evolution	
which	until	now	had	happened	unconsciously.

63	 Paul	Otlet,	Plan Belgique. Essai d’un Plan Général Economique, social, culturel. Plan 
d’urbanisation national. Liaison avec le Plan mondial. Conditions. Problèmes. Solutions. 
Réformes.	(Bruxelles:	Editiones	Mundaneum/D.	Van	Keerberghen	&	Fils,	1935),	I–III.

64	 Ibid.
65	 Ibid.,	I.
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Despite	his	critique	of	the	Plan	de	Man	for	its	neglect	of	a	trans-
national	 dimension	 and	 the	 intellectual	 and	 cultural	 functions	 in	
society,	 Otlet	 sympathized	 with	 the	 technocratic	 and	 corporatist	
tendencies	of	the	plan.	‘Corporatism’	is	a	political	system	based	on	
a	Chamber	of	representatives	complemented	by	interest	groups.	It	
was	 often	 proposed	 during	 the	 1930s	 as	 a	 valuable	 alternative	 for	
the	parliamentary	system.66	For	example,	the	Study	Group	for	the	
Reform	 of	 the	 State	 in	 1936	 adopted	 the	 idea	 of	 Herbert	 Speyer	
(1870–1942)	 to	 set	 up	 Councils	 of	 Assistance—boards	 of	 experts—
that	would	assume	part	of	the	parliament’s	legislative	work.	In	these	
councils,	 members	 of	 interest	 groups	 or	 professional	 associations	
would	 be	 seated	 as	 scientific	 and	 economic	 experts	 in	 the	 Cham-
ber.67	De	Man	had	also	proposed	in	his	plan	to	do	away	with	the	Sen-
ate	and	set	up	specialized	councils	which	would	assist	the	Chamber	
and	which	could	operate	independently	of	parliament.68	Similar	to	
these	 proposals,	 Otlet	 had	 the	 idea	 to	 have	 a	 dual	 Chamber,	 illus-
trated	in	the	upper	right	schema	of	Figure	39,	composed	on	the	one	
hand	of	conventional	‘representatives	of	individuals’	elected	by	the	
general	single-vote	system	(bleachers	on	the	right)	and,	on	the	other	
hand,	 of	 ‘representatives	 of	 functions’	 elected	 by	 national	 associa-
tions	(bleachers	on	the	left)	FIG. 39.	He	thought	that	this	constitution	
should	be	realized,	as	he	illustrates	in	Figure	40,	not	only	on	the	level	
of	national	politics	(bleachers	on	top)	but	also	on	the	international	
level	of	politics	(bleachers	at	the	bottom).	Otlet	warns	in	the	middle	
of	the	figure	that	if	this	constitution	is	not	realized,	the	world	will	
eventually	 become	 completely	 deformed	 FIG. 40.	 Otlet’s	 sympathy	
for	 the	 technocratic	 tendencies	 of	 planism	 also	 revealed	 itself	 in	
another	 proposal	 of	 his,	 called	 the	 ‘Directorium’.	 This	 institution	
would	be	the	‘coordinating	centre	of	the	state’;	‘an	objective	and	col-
lective	brain	in	service	of	the	nation’.	Its	goal	was	to	have	‘in	view	a	
scientific	politics	(knowledge-coordination-plan)’	FIG. 41.

7.2.4. The World Plan or ‘Plan mondial’

In	the	concluding	section	of	Plan Belgique,	as	 in	the	final	section	of	
Monde	(1935)	and	in	several	articles,	notes,	and	schemas,	Otlet	imag-
ined	how	a	‘World	Plan’	or	‘Plan	Mondial’	could	be	organized.	Otlet’s	
World	Plan	was	utopian,	as	he	described	it	himself:

66	 Dirk	Luyten,	‘Politiek	corporatisme	en	de	crisis	van	de	liberale	ideologie	(1920–
1944).	Deel	1’,	BTNG-RBHC,	XIII:3–4	(1992),	494.

67	 Dirk	Luyten,	‘Politiek	corporatisme	en	de	crisis	van	de	liberale	ideologie	(1920–
1944).	Deel	2’,	BTNG-RBHC,	24:1–2	(1992),	107–184.

68	 Luyten,	‘Politiek	corporatisme	en	de	crisis	van	de	liberale	ideologie	(1920–1944).	
Deel	1’,	547.



FIG. 39 Proposal by Paul Otlet for a parliament that would include associations (1935)

FIG. 40 Paul Otlet, The organization of and by means of Associations (1935.02)



FIG. 41 Paul Otlet, The State Administration Centre (n.d)

FIG. 42 Paul Otlet, schema of his World Plan in five steps (1932.11.02)



It	is	a	plan	not	about	what is	and	which	has	to	be	elaborated	to	create	an	
international	order	but	a	plan	of	what	is	foreshadowed:	consequently	a	
utopian	plan	(ou-topos,	nowhere),	that	is	logically	true,	aesthetically	beau-
tiful,	morally	good,	whose	existence	already	engages	the	intellect;	as	op-
posed	to	what	is	required	by	other	miniscule,	egotistical,	harmful	plans.xxv

Such	a	World	Plan,	he	stated,	implies:	‘a)	that	there	is	coordination	
at	 the	top	between	the	 largest	organizations	and	complexes	of	 in-
terests	 and	 activities	 […]	b)	 that	 there	 is,	 at	 the	 bottom,	 a	 (local	or	
national)	change,	a	genuine	transformation	in	the	sense	of	recogni-
tion	of	the	fact	of	globalization	and	of	an	orientation	towards	global	
collaboration’.xxvi

The	‘World	Plan’	comprised,	as	he	visualized	in	a	schema,	five	steps,	
starting	from	a	world	situation	‘handed	over	to	force,	war,	and	revo-
lution’	 and	 characterized	 by	 anarchy	 and	 confusion	 FIG. 42.	 During	
the	First	World	War,	planning	had	been	introduced	and	had	proved	
its	usefulness	as	a	war	measure.	Now,	 ‘planning	for	peace’	was	 the	
real	challenge.	Like	other	pacifists,	he	believed	that	values	(outlined	
in	step	2)	such	as	 ‘order,	harmony,	justice,	liberty,	efficiency,	activ-
ity,	 diligence,	 progress,	 and	 ascension’	 would	 guide	 the	 world	 to	 a	
state	of	order.	The	World	Plan	itself	is	depicted	(in	step	3)	as	a	large	
file	containing	detailed	studies	concerning	the	different	aspects	of	
social	 life	 in	 the	 world;	 this	 in	 comparison	 to	 preliminary	 studies	
carried	out	on	a	smaller	scale.	Step	4	names	four	organisms	which	
Otlet	deemed	necessary	to	realize	a	World	Plan	(a	world	city,	a	world	
constitution,	a	world	republic,	and	a	world	planning	institute).	Guid-
ed	by	the	World	Plan,	 these	 institutions	would	navigate	the	world	
towards	the	final	fifth	stage,	that	of	a	new	and	well-organized	world	
civilization.	Otlet’s	description	of	the	different	phases	of	the	World	
Plan	(documentation,	prediction,	and	intervention)	was	a	continu-

FIG. 43 Paul Otlet, 
Continuity and  
Discontinuity of  
the Movements in 
Society (1912)
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ous	avoidance	of	chaos	and	maintenance	of	order;	it	had	to	change	
and	evolve	in	a	dynamic	manner	like	reality	itself69	FIG. 43.

In	another	schema,	Otlet	visualized	the	World	Plan	as	a	big	octagon,	
comprised	of	a	sequence	of	eight	hexagons	framing	each	other	FIG. 44.	
The	first	four	octagons	represent	particular	plans	with	an	individual,	
local,	 regional,	 and	 national	 scope,	 followed	 by	 three	 octagons	 cor-
responding	to	general	plans	with	an	 international,	continental,	and	
global	scope.	Otlet	believed	strongly	in	the	idea	that	the	need	was	not	
only	for	national	planning,	as	de	Man	advocated,	or	for	international	
planning,	 as	 several	 voices	 at	 the	 World	 Social	 Economic	 Planning	
Congress	of	1931	had	put	forward,	but	also	for	global	planning.	‘The	
plan’,	he	claimed,	‘is	called	global	and	not	international,	because	it	de-
parts	from	the	ideal	and	needs	which	relate	to	everything	(Humanity,	
Earth)	considered	as	a	whole,	instead	of	departing	from	a	simple	in-
ternational	coordination	of	existing	forces’.xxvii	The	octagonal	frames	
in	the	schema	are	further	subdivided	in	six	sectors	symbolizing	the	
six	fundamental	fields	of	life	that	the	World	Plan	should	address	(hy-
giene,	economics,	the	social,	politics,	culture,	and	religion).	The	goal	
of	the	World	Plan	was	to	direct	the	world	through	the	standardization	
of	norms	and	values	and,	by	taking	measures	of	control,	to	keep	the	
world	in	balance:	between	sickness	and	health,	crisis	and	prosperity,	
injustice	and	justice,	war	and	peace,	ignorance	and	knowing,	supersti-
tion	and	spirituality	FIG. 45.

7.2.5. The Atlas Belgique and the collaboration with Otto Neurath in 1934

In	1934,	Otlet	proposed	to	Otto	Neurath	that	they	produce	jointly	a	se-
ries	of	large	drawings	for	the	upcoming	Universal	Exhibition	of	1935	in	
Brussels.	Neurath	was	living	in	The	Hague	at	that	time.	At	the	beginning	
of	the	1930s	he	had	created	a	‘Mundaneum’	institute	in	The	Hague	as	
an	escape	route	from	political	developments	in	Austria.	When	the	Aus-
trian	right-wing	government	provoked	a	civil	war	in	1934,	Neurath	and	
his	team	fled	to	The	Hague.	Mary	Fledderus	provided	Neurath	and	his	
team	with	temporary	accommodations	until	they	installed	themselves	
in	their	own	office	in	the	Obrechtstraat.70	Fledderus	was	the	director	
of	the	International	Industrial	Relations	Institute	in	The	Hague,	whom	
Neurath	knew	from	the	World	Social	Economic	Planning	Conference	
in	Amsterdam	in	1931,	to	which	he	had	contributed.

At	the	time	that	Neurath	was	seeking	refuge	in	The	Hague,	the	gov-
ernment	had	closed	the	doors	of	the	Palais	Mondial	in	1934,	depriv-

69	 Otlet,	Plan Belgique,	7–8.
70	 Ferdinand	Mertens,	Otto Neurath en de maakbaarheid van de betere samenleving: frag-

menten uit de vorige eeuw	(Den	Haag:	Sociaal	en	cultureel	planbureau,	2007).



FIG. 44 Paul Otlet, Schema of the World Plan (1930.09)

FIG. 45 Paul Otlet, The Goals of the Universal or World Plan (n.d.)
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ing	Otlet	and	his	team	of	access	to	the	building.	Neurath’s	relocation	
made	Otlet	think	of	moving	his	Mundaneum	to	The	Hague	as	well.	
Through	his	Dutch	wife,	Cato	Van	Nederhasselt,	Otlet	had	good	con-
tacts	 in	 The	 Hague.	 Both	 Otlet	 and	 Neurath	 were	 friends	 with	 the	
family	 Coops	 and	 the	 family	 de	 Sturler,	 who	 explored	 possibilities	
for	accommodating	Otlet’s	institutions	in	The	Hague.71	Also	the	fam-
ily	de	Kanter,	who	had	set	up	a	pacifist	centre	called	‘het	Vredeshuis’	
in	The	Hague,	 tried	to	find	a	way	to	 integrate	Neurath’s	and	Otlet’s	
museums	in	a	single	 ‘museumplan’.	Neurath	wrote	to	Otlet	that	he	
doubted	 whether	 the	 current	 Dutch	 ‘government	 would	 treat	 him	
better’	 that	 the	 Belgian	 one	 and	 proposed,	 in	 expectation	 that	 ‘the	
Phoenix	would	rise	from	the	ashes’,	that	they	select	the	‘most	note-
worthy	material—in	particular	rare	pictures,	schemata,	books,	mod-
els’	 for	 ‘a	 small	 though	 exemplary	 exhibition’	 in	 The	 Hague,	 which	
they	 would	 organize	 together.72	 Otlet	 and	 Neurath	 met	 each	 other	
several	 times	 in	 1934	 and	 entered,	 on	 these	 occasions,	 into	 a	 mode	
of	talk	that	they	called	‘mundanisieren’.	Otlet,	from	his	side,	empha-
sized	his	belief	that:	‘our	approach	must	be	this:	There	is	one	central	
idea	which	embraces	all	the	others:	civilisation,	the	world.	This	idea	
must	be	the	basis	of	all	we	do;	it	must	take	the	form	of	an	atlas	and	
exhibitions,	it	must	be	multiplied	in	all	important	centres,	it	can	be	
developed	at	all	levels,	it	is	the	expression	of	the	state	of	the	present,	
it	 helps	 science,	 education	 and	 social	 propaganda.	 Let	 us	 unite	 our	
forces	and	seize	all	opportunities,	big	or	small’.xxviii

In	 December	 1934,	 Otlet	 informed	 Neurath	 that	 ‘important	 and	
serious	negotiations	were	being	held	with	the	[Belgian]	government’	
about	 the	 Congress	 of	 Associations	 of	 Belgium,	 and	 the	 exhibition	
linked	to	it,	which	he	planned	to	organize	on	the	occasion	of	the	Uni-
versal	Exhibition	in	Brussels	in	1935.	Otlet’s	plan	was	to	convince	the	
government	to	turn	his	Palais	Mondial	after	the	Universal	Exhibition	
into	‘a	permanent	national	and	international	Centre’,	geared	not	only	
to	 the	study	of	 the	World	but	also	of	Belgium;	where	the	most	 im-
portant	parts	of	the	Universal	Exhibition	of	1935	could	then	be	pre-
served.	It	would	not	only	be	a	Mundaneum	but	also	a	Belganeum	and	
even	an	Urbaneum	 FIG. 46.	But	his	proposition,	he	wrote	to	Neurath,	
‘was	of	course	belittled,	because	the	men	of	our	time	do	not	like	to	
work	systematically:	they	are	afraid	of	what	is	large,	but	at	a	certain	
moment	they	are	 jostled	by	 life	 that	 is	grander	and	more	tumultu-
ous	and	they	find	themselves	as	in	Brussels	confronting	an	irruption	
of	universal	life	which	they	are	not	prepared	to	channel’.xxix	Also	in	
preparation	of	the	Congress,	Otlet	wrote	a	letter	to	de	Man	in	which	

71	 Otto	Neurath,	Letter to Paul Otlet	(1934.01.02).	MDN,	EUM	1.
72	 Otto	Neurath,	Letter to Paul Otlet	(1934.12.19).	MDN,	EUM	1.



FIG. 46 Paul Otlet, Mundaneum – Belganeum – Urbaneum (n.d.)

he	suggested	that	he	prepare	an	‘Atlas	of	the	Plan	de	Man’,	using	the	
pictographic	language	of	isotype	developed	by	Neurath.	In	return,	he	
asked	de	Man	to	give	a	 lecture	at	the	Palais	Mondial	and	to	discuss	
how	his	Plan	of	Labour	could	be	harmonized	with	Otlet’s	own	Plan 
Belgique	 which	 he	 was	 going	 to	 publish.73	 An	 answer	 of	 de	 Man	 re-
mained	forthcoming.

Ultimately,	 the	Congress	of	Associations	of	Belgium	took	place	 in	
October	 1935	 and	 promoted	 the	 idea	 of	 a	 new	 type	 of	 institution,	
which	Otlet	had	described	in	Plan Belgique,	for	the	‘Display	and	Visual-
ization	of	the	Plan	[Belgique]’:	the	‘Belganeum’	or	more	generally	the	
‘Nationeum’.74	He	defined	the	Belganeum	as	an	institution	that	would	
assemble	 data	 on	 Belgium	 and	 the	 Belgians,	 analyse	 and	 synthesize	
these	data,	and	‘subsequently	“visualize”	them	by	means	of	represen-
tations’	either	 ‘in	two	dimensions	 (graphics)	or	 in	three	dimensions	
(modelling)	or	in	movement	(mecanograms)’.75	The	Nationeum	would	
assemble	research	and	documentation	on	the	Belgian	nation,	but	its	
most	important	task	would	be	to	bring	the	collected	material	‘under	

73	 Paul	Otlet,	Letter to Hendrik de Man	(1934.11.21).	MDN,	EUM	54.
74	 Paul	Otlet,	‘Pour	faire	connaitre	la	Belgique:	le	Belganeum.	Rapport	de	M.	Paul	Otlet	

(1937.02)’,	in:	Congrès Permanent des Associations de Belgique,	(1937.02).
75	 Otlet,	Plan Belgique,	156.
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the	eyes	of	the	public	(visualization)’	and	to	make	it	useful	for	purposes	
of	‘presentation,	discussion,	information,	and	propaganda’.76	The	dif-
ferent	ministries	were	asked	to	cooperate	to	establish	the	Belganeum,	
but	 in	particular	 the	conference	hoped	to	attract	 the	collaboration,	
through	the	UIA,	of	national	associations.	At	the	final	session	of	the	
Congress,	Otlet	presented	a	collection	of	visualizations	that	were	on	
display	in	some	rooms	of	the	exhibition	complex	at	Heysel	which	he	
had	been	granted	to	occupy.77	The	exhibition	showed	visualizations	
that	Otlet	had	made	in	collaboration	with,	or	at	least	in	dialogue	with	
Neurath,	about	the	socio-economic	situation	of	Belgium.78

The	 following	 year,	 Otlet	 continued	 to	 develop	 the	 material	 he	
had	elaborated	in	dialogue	with	Neurath	for	the	exhibition	linked	
to	the	1935	Congress	 into	an	Atlas Belgique	or	Atlas Belgica79	 FIG. 47.	
The	atlas	contained	statistical	data	and	geographical	and	thematic	
maps	 about	 the	 condition	 of	 the	 Belgian	 territory	 and	 its	 popula-
tion	FIG. 48, 49.	Like	the	Atlas Administrative	(1926)80	and	the	Atlas de la 
Civilisation Universelle	(1929),81	the	Atlas Belgique	(1936)	was	designed	
as	a	series	of	posters	(64	x	67cm)	which	could	be	hung	as	educational	
material	in	a	classroom	or	on	museum	walls.	The	Atlas Belgique	rep-
resented	the	creation	of	what	Otlet	called	the	‘Belgian	Survey’,	to	be	
exhibited	in	the	Belganeum.	Like	most	other	ventures	of	this	kind,	

76	 Ibid.,	154.
77	 Otlet,	‘Pour	faire	connaitre	la	Belgique:	le	Belganeum.	Rapport	de	M.	Paul	Otlet	

(1937.02)’,	2.
78	 In	addition	to	their	meetings	in	1934,	Neurath	and	Otlet	met	each	other	in	Brussels	

in	January	1935	to	discuss	their	participation	to	the	exhibition.	Otto	Neurath,	Letter 
to Paul Otlet	(1935.01.10).	MDN,	EUM	1.

79	 Otlet,	‘Pour	faire	connaitre	la	Belgique:	le	Belganeum.	Rapport	de	M.	Paul	Otlet	
(1937.02)’.

80	 See	Chapter	6,	Section	6.3.2.
81	 See	Chapter	5,	Section	5.6.

FIG. 47 Cover of Paul 
Otlet’s Atlas Belgica 
(1938)



FIG. 48 Poster by Paul Otlet, explaining the economic situation in Belgium: one year 
after the economy guided by the van Zeeland government (1936.04.27)

FIG. 49 Paul Otlet, Belgium. International Relations (1936.11.12)
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the	Atlas	Belgique	was	a	series	of	charts	without	indication	of	begin-
ning,	middle,	or	end.

Although	the	exact	contribution	of	Neurath	to	the	production	of	the	
Atlas Belgique	is	not	known,	many	graphics	followed	the	isotype	code.	
Neurath’s	influence	is	evident	in	the	statistical	maps,	for	example,	of	
the	number	of	libraries	in	Belgium	FIG. 50,	the	number	of	divorces	in	the	
different	provinces	FIG. 51,	the	number	of	people	in	possession	of	a	resi-
dence	FIG. 52,	or	a	comparison	of	the	number	of	workers	in	the	different	
professions	FIG. 53.	But	Otlet	also	used	more	common	means	of	quan-
titative	comparison,	such	as	in	the	schemas	showing	the	relative	size	
of	imports	into	and	from	Belgium	FIG. 54, 55.	He	tried	multiple	graphic	
experiments:	a	grid	with	pictograms	to	show	the	size	of	and	number	
of	inhabitants	per	house	in	the	agglomeration	of	Brussels	FIG. 56;	hatch-
ings	instead	of	pictograms	to	show	the	density	of	the	population	in	the	
different	regions	of	Belgium	FIG. 57	and	the	relative	density	of	the	agri-
cultural	and	industrial	workers	in	Belgium	FIG. 58;	or	different	sorts	of	
lines	on	a	map	of	Belgium	to	show	the	different	railway	lines	and	their	
speed	FIG. 59, 60.	He	was	also	inventive	with	pictographic	patches	to	give	
an	impression	of	the	Belgian	agricultural	landscape	FIG. 61.

In	 addition	 to	 his	 work	 on	 the	 Atlas Belgique,	 Otlet	 also	 began	 to	
elaborate	a	series	of	municipal	atlases:	the	Atlas Ixelles	(1936),	the		Atlas 
Saint Gilles (1936),	the	Atlas St. Jans Molenbeek	(1937),	the	Atlas  Etterbeek	
(1938),	and	the	Atlas Antwerpen	(n.d.).	The	Atlas Nivelles	(1946)	was	be-
gun	by	Otlet’s	assistant,	André	Colet,	after	Otlet’s	death	FIG. 62.	Each	
of	these	atlases	varies	in	size	between	a	dozen	and	fifty	pages.	Most	
consist	of	thematic	maps	and	pictorial	statistics	portraying	statistical	
data	taken	from	official	municipal	reports	FIG. 63.

Copying	 from	 other	 sources	 is	 most	 conspicuous	 in	 the	 Atlas 
 Antwerpen,	 which	 contained	 only	 graphics	 redrawn	 from	 the	 book-
let	Antwerp: A statistical booklet covering the years 1918–1928	(1930)	by	
Jan	Albert	Goris	(1899–1984),	principal	private	secretary	(1928–1932)	
to	 the	mayor	of	Antwerp	Frans	Van	Cauwelaert	 (1880–1961),	better	
known	 as	 a	 Flemish	 writer	 under	 his	 pseudonym	 Marnix	 	Gijsen.82	
	Goris’s	 booklet	 aimed	 to	 inform	 the	 people	 of	 Antwerp	 about	 the	
main	 demographic	 and	 economic	 developments	 of	 Antwerp.	 It	
was	 the	 first	 book	 that	 the	 Belgian	 modernist	 graphic	 designer,	 Jos	
	Leonard	(1892–1957),	designed	and	was	an	important	work	in	the	his-
tory	of	Belgian	graphic	design.83	Leonard	absorbed	futurism,	cubism,	

82	 Jan	Goris,	Antwerpen. Een statistiek handboekje over de jaren 1918–1928	(Antwerpen:	
De	Sikkel,	1929),	translated	as:	Jan	Goris,	Anvers. 1918–1928. Quelques statistiques 
commentées	(Antwerpen:	De	Sikkel,	1930);	Jan	Goris,	Antwerp: A Statistical Booklet 
Covering the Years 1918–1928	(Brussels:	Studio	novio,	1930).

83	 Chapter	3	of	the	doctoral	dissertation	of	Van	Haute	is	entirely	devoted	to	this	book-
let:	Katrien	Van	Haute,	Jos Léonard en de ontstaansgeschiedenis van het grafisch ontwerp 



FIG. 50 Schema of the number of libraries in 
Belgium, based on the Annuaire Statistique, 
included in Otlet’s Atlas Belgique (1935)

FIG. 51 Schema of the number of divorces in 
Belgium in 1933, based on the Annuaire Statis-
tique, included in Otlet’s Atlas Belgique (1935)

FIG. 52 Schema of the number of houses and 
inhabitants in Belgium in 1930, based on the 
Annuaire Statistique, included in Otlet’s Atlas 
Belgique (1935)

FIG. 53 Schema of the number of people em-
ployed in the different professions in Belgium in 
1920, based on the Annuaire Statistique, included 
in Otlet’s Atlas Belgique (1935)

FIG. 54 Schema of the relative size of imports into 
and from Belgium in 1920, based on the League 
of Nation’s statistical report on international trade, 
included in Otlet’s Atlas Belgique (1935)

FIG. 55 Schema of the relative size of imports into 
and from Belgium in 1934, based on the League 
of Nation’s statistical report on international trade, 
included in Otlet’s Atlas Belgique (1935)



FIG. 56 Schema showing the size of and the number 
of inhabitants per house in the greater Brussels area 
in 1930, based on the Annuaire de statistique de 
Belgique, included in Otlet’s Atlas Belgique (1935)

FIG. 57 Paul Otlet, Schema of the density of the 
population in Belgium, included in Otlet’s Atlas 
Belgique (n.d.)

FIG. 58 Schema showing, among others, the re-
gions where the greatest number of people are 
employed in the agricultural sector and heavy 
industry, included in Otlet’s Atlas Belgique (n.d.)

FIG. 59 Schema showing the different sort of 
railway lines in Belgium, based on the Bulletin 
du Congrès des Chemins de Fer, included in 
Otlet’s Atlas Belgique (1934.10)

FIG. 60 Schema illustrating the speed of  
the railway system in Belgium, based on the 
Bulletin du Congrès des Chemins de Fer,  
included in Otlet’s Atlas Belgique (1934.10)

FIG. 61 Schema showing the agricultural 
landscape of Belgium and products made in 
the different regions, included in Otlet’s Atlas 
Belgique (1934.10)



and	the	geometrical	forms	of	De	Stijl	[The	Style]	in	a	personal	abstract	
style.	In	the	statistical	graphics	on	Antwerpen	he	now	employed	the	
graphical	language	that	the	graphic	designer	Gerd	Arnzt	(1900–1988)	
had	 started	 to	 elaborate	 in	 collaboration	 with	 Neurath	 in	 1928.	 As	
	Katrien	Van	Haute	observes,	it	is	possible	that	Leonard	became	famil-
iar	with	and	began	to	apply	Neurath’s	pictographic	language	as	early	
as	1929–30,	under	the	influence	of	Otlet,	who	in	1929	was	collaborat-
ing	 with	 Neurath	 on	 the	 Atlas	 of	 Civilisation.84	 However,	 Leonard’s	
graphics	did	not	follow	the	principles	of	the	Vienna	Method.		Leonard	
used	easily	recognizable	and	abstract	icons	but	conveyed	quantitative	
information	by	means	of	the	length	and	form	of	the	icon,	or	by	means	
of	graphs;	this	in	contrast	to	isotype,	in	which	the	number	of	icons	of	
an	equal	size	visualizes	a	particular	quantity	FIG. 64—67.

It	 seems	 that	 in	 terms	 of	 use	 these	 atlases	 had	 an	 existence	 which	
hardly	went	beyond	the	borders	of	Otlet’s	Mundaneum.	The	few	oc-
casions	when	they	garnered	public	attention	was	when	exhibitions	on	
municipal	 life	were	held	 in	various	 localities	such	as	Ixelles,	 	Laeken,	
Saint-Josse,	Saint-Gilles,	and	Etterbeek,	mostly	in	schools	of	those	mu-
nicipalities.	The	Atlas Ixelles,	for	example,	was	exhibited	in	November	
1937	in	the	covered	playground	of	the	training	college	of	the	Place	de	
Londres,	and	the	Atlas Etterbeek	was	presented	in	July	1938	on	the	occa-
sion	of	the	inauguration	of	the	junior	high	school	of	Etterbeek.85

in België	(1918–1936),	PhD	diss.,	Art	History	(Leuven	KULeuven,	2009),	261–296.
84	 Ibid.,	269.
85	 For	example,	the	Atlas Ixelles	was	exhibited	in	November	1937	at	the	covered	

playground	of	the	training	college	of	the	Place	de	Londres,	and	the	Atlas Etterbeek	
was	presented	in	July	1938	on	the	occasion	of	the	inauguration	of	the	junior	high	

FIG. 62 Cover of Otlet’s Atlas Ixelles (1936) FIG. 63 Thematic map of the tramways  
in Schaerbeek, included in Otlet’s Atlas 
Schaerbeek (n.d.)



FIG. 64 Illustrations by the Belgian graphic designer Jos Leonard for Jan Albert 
Goris’s booklet Antwerpen, included in Otlet’s Atlas Anvers (n.d.)

FIG. 65 & 66 Illustrations by the Belgian graphic designer Jos Leonard for Jan 
Albert Goris’s booklet Antwerpen, included in Otlet’s Atlas Anvers (n.d.)

FIG. 67 Illustrations by the Belgian 
graphic designer Jos Leonard for Jan 
Albert Goris’s booklet Antwerpen, 
included in Otlet’s Atlas Anvers (n.d.)
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It	 is	 clear	 that	 although	 Paul	 Otlet	 was	 aware	 of	 Neurath’s	 isotype	
work	and	the	work	of	Bourgeois	and	others	in	the	Congrès	Internation-
aux	d’Architecture	Moderne	(CIAM),	where	issues	of	urban	mapping	
and	statistical	representations	had	been	discussed,	his	methods	were	
eclectic,	 pragmatic,	 and	 derivative.86	 The	 various	 techniques	 he	 used	
set	him	apart	from	others	who	were	working	much	more	systemati-
cally	to	create	rigorous	forms	of	statistical	representation	for	use	in	ur-
ban	mapping—for	example,	Neurath	or	the	Dutch	architect	Cornelis	
Van	Eesteren.	The	priority	for	encyclopaedic	systematization	over	the	
graphical	 standardization	 makes	 Otlet’s	 graphics	 different	 from	 the	
maps	produced	by	the	CIAM	members	as	well	as	those	by	Neurath.

7.3.	 Urbaneum-Belganeum-Mundaneum

7.3.1.	 The Network Mundaneum and the sketches of Maurice Heymans

Like	 the	 atlas	 project,	 Otlet	 continued	 to	 elaborate	 the	 Belganeum	
concept	in	the	second	half	of	the	1930s.	In	1936	he	drew	the	composi-
tion	and	the	divisions	of	the	Belganeum	schematically	in	the	form	of	
a	 basilica	 plan	 with	 multiple	 chapels	 and	 outlined	 its	 contents	 and	
structure	in	a	1937	paper87	FIG. 68.	The	largest	part	of	the	Belganeum	
was	 reserved	 for	 a	 ‘documentary	 exhibition’	 that	 showed	 the	 Atlas 
Belgique.	Paintings	and	texts	by	Belgian	artists	were	hung	on	the	sides	
of	the	nave.	At	the	entrance,	a	summary	introduction	on	the	history	
and	evolution	of	Belgium	was	intended	to	familiarize	the	visitor	with	
the	 general	 subject	 of	 the	 exhibition.	 Next	 came	 a	 presentation	 of	
‘the	elements	and	domains	of	life	in	Belgium’	in	a	sequence	of	nine	
elongated	stands	(on	Territory,	Population,	Hygiene,	Economic	Life,	
Social	Life,	Leisure,	Political	Life,	Intellectual	Life,	and	Moral	Life).	In	
the	chapels	on	the	side,	light	was	shed	on	the	nine	provinces,	the	re-
gions,	the	main	cities	of	Belgium,	and	its	capital.	A	special	stand	in	the	
corners	at	the	back	of	the	building	was	imagined	to	inform	the	viewer	
about	Belgium’s	role	in	the	world	and	in	its	colony	of	the	Congo.	At	
the	bottom	of	the	plan,	a	secretariat,	documentation	office,	a	‘Cinéma	
Mundaneum’,	and	a	conference	room	were	depicted.

school	of	Etterbeek.	Paul	Otlet,	Atlas. Ixelles. Notes Complémentaires à l’Introduction	
(1938.07.10).	MDN,	EUM.

86	 In	his	article	for	the	architectural	journal	L’Epoque	(1934),	Otlet	put	several	of	
	Neurath’s	graphics	as	well	as	Victor	Bourgeois’	map	of	Charerloi	for	the	fourth	
CIAM	Congress,	which	was	inspired	by	Neurath’s	graphical	methods.	Otlet,		
‘Sociologie	et	Urbanisme’.

87	 The	schematic	plan	corresponds	to	a	description	in	the	following	report:	Otlet,		
‘Pour	faire	connaitre	la	Belgique:	le	Belganeum.	Rapport	de	M.	Paul	Otlet	(1937.02)’,	1.



With	 the	 elaboration	 of	 the	 concept	 of	 the	 Belganeum	 or,	 more	
broadly,	 the	Nationeum,	 the	 trinity	Urbaneum-Nationeum-Munda-
neum	was	born	in	Otlet’s	imagination	FIG. 69.	On	some	occasions,		Otlet	
also	 added	 the	 Regioneum	 or	 the	 Brabanteneum	 as	 a	 piece	 to	 the	
jigsaw	puzzle	FIG. 70.	The	Belganeum	was	for	the	‘Plan	Belgique’	what	
the	Urbaneum	was	for	the	 ‘Plan	for	Greater	Brussels’	and	the	Mun-
daneum	for	the	‘Plan	Mondial’.	For	each	spatial	scale,	Otlet	had	con-
ceived	a	type	of	observation	tower;	each	was	equipped	with	the	lens	
appropriate	to	capture	its	different	geographical	circumscription	FIG. 

71.	All	 ‘eum’-institutes	were	imagined	to	be	towers	that	coordinated	
the	production	of	a	plan,	as	he	stated	in	Monde,	as	seen	from	the	top:

The	plan,	a	human	creation	emanating	from	intelligence,	and	depart-
ing	from	the	reflection	on	things	seen	from	the	top,	opposes	 itself	 to	
spontaneous	and	contradictory	social	life,	resulting	from	the	pressures	
below.	Above	all,	it	[the	plan]	is	opposed	to	the	drawn-out	and	harmful	
fantasies	which	are	to	a	 large	extent	due	to	 ignorance,	 incompetence,	
insouciance,	carelessness,	laziness.xxx

In	one	of	his	drawings,	he	represented	the	Urbaneum	as	a	watchtower	
built	on	four	pillars	of	urban	knowledge	(1.	local	sociology,	2.	admin-
istration	and	public	services,	3.	urbanism	and	the	plan,	and	4.	history,	
archaeology	and	folklore)	FIG. 72.	Guided	by	the	goals	of	‘progress’,	‘civ-
ic	mindedness’,	and	the	desire	to	have	 ‘a	complete	vision	of	things’,	
the	Urbaneum	scrutinized	‘the	complexity	of	municipal	life’.	For	the	
Urbaneum,	Regioneum,	Nationeum,	and	Mundaneum,	the	goals	and	
instruments	would	stay	the	same,	but	each	of	these	different	types	
of	 ‘towers’	would	help	the	next	 institutional	 level	 to	see	further,	 to	
	extend	 its	 horizon.	 The	 Mundaneum,	 as	 Otlet	 called	 it	 in	 another	

FIG. 68 Schematic plan of the Belganeum 
by Paul Otlet (1936.07)

FIG. 69 Paul Otlet, Urbaneum-Belganeum-
Mundaneum (1932)



drawing,	would	then	be	the	‘The	Tower	of	Global	Outlook’	FIG. 73.	On	
the	left	of	the	drawing,	a	pyramidal	observation	tower	is	raised	out	of	
five	institutional	ranks	and	equipped	with	periscopes	to	attain	a	pan-
oramic	overview	of	the	world.	What	the	tower	observes	is	represent-
ed	in	an	octagonal	plan.	Eight	functions	of	society	are	visualized	in	
a	hexagon	and	analysed	by	the	world	observatory	in	time	and	space.	
The	world	which	appeared	as	chaotic	(visualized	as	a	set	of	wires)	is	
turned	after	the	work	done	at	the	Mundaneum	into	an	ordered	whole	
(visualized	as	a	three-dimensional	sphere).

The	Urbaneum-Nationeum-Mundaneum	was	conceived	as	a	central-
ized	 network	 of	 observation	 towers,	 the	 ‘Network	 Mundaneum’,	 cov-
ering	the	entire	surface	of	the	Earth	FIG. 74.	‘The	Mundaneum	is	a	net-
work’,	Otlet	wrote	in	Monde.	‘The	institution	defined	as	such	should	be	
thought	of	as	the	multiplication	and	organization	over	the	Earth	of	a	
chain	of	similar	institutions	on	different	scales	and	allocations,	before	
being	spread	over	all	places	and	for	all	specializations’.xxxi	The	Network	
Mundaneum	was	conceived	as	an	instrument	that	gathered	all	knowl-
edge	about	the	world	society	in	a	‘central	Mundaneum,	in	a	point	on	the	
Globe	[where]	the	reflection	and	total	meaning	of	the	World	will	exist’.88	
It	would	gather	information	in	one	huge	‘database’	about	the	life	in	the	
city,	the	nation,	and	the	world,	visualized	in	figure	75	as	three	disks	(Ur-
baneum,	Nationaneum,	and	Mundaneum)	forming	one	cylindrical	con-
tainer	FIG. 75.	The	information	for	that	container	would	be	delivered	by	
associations	and	administrations	in	the	form	of	documentation,	exhibi-
tions,	education,	conferences,	atlases,	etc.FIG. 76.	In	another	image,	Otlet	
depicted	the	container	of	social	data	as	a	sort	of	a	data	cube	FIG. 77.

88	 Otlet,	Monde,	452.

FIG. 70 (top) Paul Otlet, The institution to 
be created in four parts, and the relations 
between them (Note) (n.d.)

FIG. 71 (right) Paul Otlet, Mundus—Belgium—
Brussela Unita (n.d.)



FIG. 72 Paul Otlet, La Cité (1937.06.30)

FIG. 73 Paul Otlet, Global Observatory – The Tower of Global Outlook (1936)



FIG. 74 Paul Otlet, The Network Mundaneum (n.d.)

FIG. 77 Paul Otlet, Mundaneum–Belganeum–Urbaneum (n.d.)



The	 Network	 Mundaneum	 was	 centralized	 around	 a	 place	 where	
‘Humanity’	would	be	able	to	observe,	study	and	understand	itself	and,	
on	the	basis	of	these	insights,	create	a	new,	peaceful	world	order.	How-
ever,	‘each	of	the	institutions	of	this	Network	will	not	only	build	up	
the	national	or	special	part	of	the	whole,	and	bring	duplicates	to	the	
Centre’,	Otlet	stated,	 ‘but	also	rethink	the	general	conception	of	the	
world	and	the	work	that	is	to	be	undertaken:	Universal	Civilization.xxxii	
Like	the	institutional	network	of	the	Catholic	Church	controlled	by	
Rome,	the	Network	Mundaneum	would	also	be	a	Network	of	mission	
stations,	spreading	the	‘universal	spirit’,	and	asking	each	person:

to	place	the	global	and	universal	idea	at	the	basis	of	one’s	own	life,	busi-
ness,	jobs,	individual,	domestic,	friendly	aspirations.	It	is	proposed	that	
one	organize	one’s	own	study	and	documentation	according	to	the	uni-
versal	methods,	and	connect	them	as	a	post	or	station	to	the	Universal	
Network.xxxiii

Otlet	 conceived	 the	 Mundaneum	 Network	 as	 a	 closed	 institution	
that	continuously	recruited	new	members	and	introduced	them	to	
the	institutions’	morals	and	codes	of	knowledge	organization.	Any-
one	who	decided	to	join	and	help	the	work	of	knowledge	organiza-
tion,	according	of	Otlet,	necessarily	adhered	to	a	universalist	and	cos-
mopolitan	perspective.

In	1938,	Maurice	Heymans	(1909–?),	a	former	student	of		Verwilghen	
at	 the	 ISAD,	 former	 employee	 at	 the	 office	 of	 Bourgeois,	 and	 new	
member	of	the	Belgian	CIAM	group,	gave	architectural	expression	to	

FIG. 75 Paul Otlet, Mundaneum–Nationeum– 
Urbaneum (1936.07)

FIG. 76 Paul Otlet, The Network – Mundaneum– 
Belganeum–Brabantaneum–Urbaneum (1938.10.27)
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the	different	institutions	of	Otlet’s	Mundaneum	Network.	For	each	
scale,	Heymans	designed	a	Mundaneum	prototype:	an		Urbaneum	for	
the	local	scale	FIG. 78,	a	Regioneum	for	the	regional	scale	FIG. 79,	a	Natio-
neum	for	the	national	scale	FIG. 80,	a	Continentaneum	for	the	conti-
nental	scale	FIG. 81,	an	Internationeum	for	the	international	scale	FIG. 

82,	and	a	Mundaneum	for	the	global	scale	FIG. 83.	He	illustrated	each	
of	them	with	a	perspective	drawing	and	a	schematic	plan.		Heymans	
further	stretched	the	range	of	scales	by	designing	a	 ‘Civitas	Munda-
neum’	and	‘Domus	Mundaneum’.	The	‘Civitas	Mundaneum’	FIG. 84	or	
Cité	Mondiale	was	intended	to	be,	as	Otlet	had	described	in	Monde,	‘a	
sort	of	amplification	of	the	Mundaneum	princeps,	and	which	could,	
by	means	of	the	given	Network,	help	to	develop	and	maintain	the	dif-
ferent	departments’.xxxiv	The	‘Domus	Mundaneum’	FIG. 85,	in	contrast,	
was	intended	to	be	one	of	a	whole	series	of	instruments	for	helping	
the	individual	person	to	participate	in	the	organization	of	knowledge	
FIG. 86.	These	‘species’	of	the	Network	Mudaneum,	as	Otlet	called	them,	
are	represented	in	Figure	86	as	instruments	to	facilitate	the	transmis-
sion	of	knowledge,	but	they	also	seem	to	be	meant	as	instruments	to	
be	used	in	a	quasi-liturgical	celebration	of	a	cosmopolitan	ethic.

The	different	devices	imagined	by	Otlet	and	designed	by	Heymans	
seem	to	link	knowledge	organization	to	a	particular	form	of	cosmo-
politan	 ethic,	 not	 in	 the	 least	 of	 Otlet’s	 self-definition	 as	 a	 cosmo-
politan.	His	cosmopolitan	motto	ran	as	follows:	‘Know	thyself.	Know	
your	city.	Know	your	country.	Know	the	world’	 FIG. 87.	Like	the	Sto-
ics,	 Otlet	 thought	 we	 should	 think	 of	 ourselves	 as	 surrounded	 by	 a	
series	of	concentric	circles.	His	concentric	conception	of	civilization	
as	he	formulated	included:	‘the	individual,	the	family,	the	city	and	in	
concentric	circles	ever	larger,	elevating	itself	until	the	circles:	Earth—
Humanity—Global	organization’	FIG. 88.	According	to	the	Stoic	philos-
opher	Hierocles	(1st–2nd	ce)	it	was	the	task	of	all	citizens	of	the	world	
to	 ‘draw	the	circles	 somehow	toward	the	centre’,	meaning	 that	one	
does	not	have	to	give	up	local	identifications	to	give	special	attention	
to	larger,	global	issues.89	Resembling	the	perspective	of	Diogenes	the	
Cynic,	who	stated,	‘I	am	a	citizen	of	the	world’,	the	maxim	on	Otlet’s	
grave	on	the	cemetery	in	Ixelles	tells	us	that	 ‘He	was	nothing	if	not	
a	Universalist’	[Il	ne	fut	rien	sinon	Mundanéen].	Like	Diogenes,	who	
refused	the	conventional	self-image	of	the	Greek	male	defined	by	his	
local	origin,	Otlet	refused	to	accept	the	conventional	identification	of	
the	twentieth-century	citizen	with	the	nation.	Instead,	Otlet	defined	
his	identity	as	formed	by	universal	aspirations	and	constituted	by	in-
terlocking	spheres	of	commonality.

89	 Martha	Craven	Nussbaum	and	Joshua	Cohen,	For Love of Country?	(Boston:	Beacon	
Press,	2002),	6–11.



FIG. 78 Maurice Heymans, Urbaneum – Mundaneum [1938] FIG. 79 ,80 Maurice Heymans, 
Regioneum and Nationeum – 
Mundaneum [1938]

FIG. 81 Maurice Heymans, Continentaneum –  
Mundaneum [1938]

FIG. 82 Maurice Heymans, Internationeum –  
Mundaneum [1938]

FIG. 83 Maurice Heymans, Mundaneum [1938]



FIG. 84 Heymans, Civitas 
Mundaneum [1938]

FIG. 85 Maurice Heymans, Domus Mundaneum 
[1938]

FIG. 86 Paul Otlet, Species Mundaneum



7.3.2.	 The Palais Mondial as Belganeum

Despite	 the	 many	 schemas	 that	 Otlet	 drew	 of	 the	 Nationeum	 or	
	Belganeum,	it	was	difficult	to	find	a	concrete	expression	for	it	as	a	real	
institution.	A	second	Congrès	des	Associations	de	Belgique	was	held	in	
March	1937	at	the	Institut	des	Hautes	Etudes	in	Brussels,	but	it	failed	
to	develop	the	Belganeum	into	a	distinct	organization.	Without	suc-
cess,	Otlet	continued	during	the	following	years	to	obtain	permission	
from	the	government	to	reinstall	the	Mundaneum	and	its	annexes,	
the	Nationeum	and	the	Urbaneum,	in	the	Palais	du	Cinquantenaire.	
In	September	1939,	the	Minister	of	Public	Works	demanded	that	the	
rooms	of	the	Cinquantaire	still	occupied	by	the	dusty	remainders	of	
the	collection	of	Palais	Mondial	be	cleared.90	Otlet	protested	this	de-
cision	to	the	Prime	Minister,	Hubert	Pierlot,	but	Pierlot	and	his	gov-
ernment	had	other	problems	to	worry	about.

On	the	first	of	September	1939,	Germany	invaded	Poland.	Two	days	
later,	France	and	England	declared	war	to	Germany	but	did	not	yet	at-
tack.	Belgium	declared	its	neutrality,	and	Hubert	Pierlot	transformed	
the	 catholic-liberal	 government	 into	 a	 threefold	 parliament	 of	 na-
tional	 union.	 Belgium	 increasingly	 anticipated	 a	 German	 invasion	
and	 mobilized	 the	 Belgian	 army.	 King	 Leopold	 III	 became	 its	 com-
mander.	About	one-eighth	of	the	nation’s	population	(600,000	men)	
were	kept	in	a	state	of	preparedness.

90	 Françoise	Levie,	L’homme qui voulait classer le monde: Paul Otlet et le Mundaneum	
(Bruxelles:	Impressions	nouvelle,	2006),	290.

FIG. 87 Otlet’s cosmopolitan motto: ‘Know 
thyself. Know your city. Know your country. 
Know the world.’

FIG. 88 Paul Otlet, Correlations between local 
life and life in general  (n.d.)



In	November	1939,	while	tensions	between	the	two	fronts	were	be-
ing	rising	and	nationalism	was	rampant,	Otlet	was	given	permission	to	
install	the	Belganeum	in	the	North	wing	of	the	Cinquantenaire.	Otlet	
acted	again	with	full	enthusiasm	and	started	with	the	conversion	of	the	
Palais	Mondial	into	a	Belganeum.	Otlet	asked	his	friend	Raphaël	Ver-
wilghen	to	draw	plans	for	a	Belganeum	situated	on	the	new	location,91	
and	Verwilghen	complied.	The	first	thing	he	did	was	to	arrange	a	meet-
ing	with	his	former	student	Maurice	Heymans,	who,	having	executed	
numerous	designs	of	Otlet’s	Mundaneum	and	Cité	Mondiale,	was,	as	
Verwilghen	mentioned	in	a	letter,	‘very	much	up	to	date	on	the	ideo-
logical	schemas	of	 the	World	Museum’.92	 In	 	November	1939,	Verwil-
ghen	 sent	 his	 rough	 draft	 to	 Otlet	 and	 wrote	 that,	 after	 a	 discussion	
with	Heymans,	he	had	allocated	about	one-fifth	of	the	total	space	(or	
1500	 m2)	 to	 the	 Urbaneum,	 one-fifth	 (or	 1500	 m2)	 to	 the	 Belganeum,	
and	three-fifths	(or	4500	m2)	to	what	he	called	the	Mondaneum93	FIG. 89, 

90.	Verwilghen	elaborated	most	extensively	the	Mondaneum	section,	
representing	Otlet’s	metaphysical	categories	as	introduced	in	his	1935	
book	Monde	(a	four-part	series	of	circumscribed	squares	representing	
‘Nature-Homme-Société-Divinité’,	 accompanied	 by	 the	 complemen-
tary	dimensions	of	time	(History),	space	(Nations),	and	of	the	‘Human	
Creations’).94	Verwilghen’s	solution	was	remarkably	different	from	the	
‘functional	schema’	drawn	up	by	Otlet,	which	had	reserved	only	half	of	
the	space	for	the	Urbaneum-Belganeum-Mundaneum-exhibition	and	
had	reserved	the	rest	for	social	activities	FIG. 91.	In	addition	to	this	plan,	
which	situated	the	Belganeum	in	the	rooms	of	the	Palais	du	Cinquante-

91	 Verwilghen,	Letter to Paul Otlet	(1939.11.16)	and	(1940.03.19).	MDN,	EUM	10.
92	 Raphaël	Verwilghen,	Letter to Maurice Heymans	(n.d.).	VRWL-Doss.3.27—4.1.4.1d1.
93	 Raphaël	Verwilghen,	Letter to Paul Otlet	(1939.11	.16).	VRWL-Doss.3.27.
94	 Raphaël	Verwilghen,	Letter to Paul Otlet	(1939.11	.16).	VRWL-Doss.3.27.

FIG. 89 Raphaël Verwilghen, Sketch for the Urbaneum–Belganeum–
Mundaneum [1939]



FIG. 90 Raphaël Verwilghen, Pilot Study of the Development of the “World Museum” (1939.11.15)



naire,	Otlet	drew	up	a	plan	for	developing	the	Parc	du	Cinquantenaire	
into	a	national	garden	of	monuments,	sculptures,	and	frescos	FIG. 92.

On	17	March	1940,	a	meeting	organized	by	the	CPAB	officially	cre-
ated	the	Belganeum.95	The	conference	was	attended	by	Mr.	Willems,	
principal	private	secretary	of	Minister	of	Public	Works;	Mr.	Versliger,	
delegate	of	the	Minister	of	Public	Education;	the	architectural	critic	
and	 co-founder	 of	 the	 journal	 Bruxelles,	 Marcel	 Schmitz;	 the	 archi-
tect	and	co-founder	of	SBUAM,	Jean	De	Ligne;	and,	of	course,	Raphaël	
Verwilghen.	Two	days	after	the	meeting,	Verwilghen	wrote	Otlet	to	
say	 that	 he	 accepted	 the	 invitation	 to	 be	 part	 of	 the	 ‘committee	 of	
promotion’	of	the	Belganeum;	he	went	on	to	explain	his	view	on	the	
Belganeum	in	response	to	a	questionnaire	about	the	Belganeum’s	pro-
gram	that	Otlet	had	sent	to	the	members	of	its	board.96	 	Verwilghen	
wrote	that	he	thought	‘planology’	[the	logic	of	planning]	should	be	the	
essence	of	the	Belganeum:

What	concerns	me	personally,	is	evidently	urbanism	or,	to	be	more	pre-
cise	 ‘Planology’of	 the	 Country,	 the	 Provinces,	 the	 Communes,	 which	
interests	me	the	most.	Of	course,	I	do	not	dismiss	architectural	works	
from	 urbanism,	 which	 complement	 it.	 But	 one	 cannot	 emphasize	

95	 The	conference	was	attended	by	Willems,	principal	private	secretary	of	the	Minis-
ter	of	Public	Works;	Versliger,	delegate	of	the	Minister	of	Public	Education;	Marcel	
Schmitz,	delegate	of	the	Académie	Picard;	the	urban	planners	and	professors	at	
the	ISAD	Verwilghen	and	De	Ligne;	and	Van	Loock,	Director	of	the	“Omroep”.	Paul	
Otlet,	Une Institution Nouvelle: le Belganeum	(1940.03.18).	MDN,	Notes	Numerotés,	
Note	n°	8490.

96	 André	Colet	and	Paul	Otlet,	Letter to Raphaël Verwilghen	(1940.03.03).	Raphaël	
	Verwilghen,	Letter to Paul Otlet	(1940.03.19).	VRWL-Doss.1.3.2.9.

FIG. 91 Paul Otlet, The National Centre of 
Intellectual Life situated in the Palais du 
Cinquantenaire [1939]

FIG. 92 Paul Otlet, The National Intellectual 
Centre (n.d.)
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enough	 the	 fact	 that	 they	 do	 not	 form	 the	 essence	 of	 Urbanism	 and	
that,	in	the	broadest	sense	of	the	word	of	the	word,	Urbanism	is	closer	
to	human	geography.	It	only	differs	from	the	latter	because	it	does	not	
limit	itself	with	just	noting	the	facts,	but	uses	those	facts	to	justify	new	
propositions.	Geography	is	‘static’,	urbanism,	or	more	precisely,	the	art	
of	planology	is	‘dynamic’.	Also	planology,	it	seems	to	me,	must	be	the	es-
sence	of	your	Belganeum.xxxv

In	1929,	the	Dutch	planner	J.M.	de	Casseres	had	introduced	the	notion	
‘planology’	(literally,	‘the	logic	of	planning’)	to	replace	the	confusing	
Dutch	terms	‘stedebouw’	(literally	‘town-building’)	and	‘urbanisitiek’	
(literally	 ‘pertaining	 to	 the	 urban’),	 which	 as	 Koos	 Bosma	 has	 ob-
served,	evoke	associations	with	building	and	with	the	town,	as	if	town	
planning	was	an	extension	of	architectural	design.97	By	replacing	the	
term	‘town	planning’	with	‘planology’,	architecture	was	now	assigned	
a	place	at	the	end	of	the	planning	process.	According	to	de	Casseres,	
the	essence	of	planology	was	that	‘the	whole	world	is	its	field	of	opera-
tion’.	‘The	national	plan	will	open	the	eyes	of	hundreds	of	thousands	
of	people	who	are	trapped	in	a	narrow-minded	and	misplaced	local	
patriotism	and	open	the	way	to	collaboration	in	all	spheres	of	human	
life’.98	But	beyond	the	national	plan,	de	Casseres	said,	an	international	
plan	and	even	a	world	plan	was	necessary,	supervised	by	the	League	
of	 Nations,	 for	 regulating	 the	 use	 of	 the	 earth’s	 surface.	 Since	 de	
Casseres’	article	 ‘Principles	of	Planology’	had	appeared	in	the	Town 
Planning Review	in	1937,	the	term	‘planology’	had	become	widely	used	
by	planners	beyond	the	Netherlands.99

For	 Verwilghen,	 urbanism	 and	 planology	 were,	 in	 contrast	 to	 hu-
man	 geography,	 part	 of	 a	 decision-making	 process,	 and	 all	 work	 of	
documentation	was	only	to	provide	the	basis	for	the	construction	of	
a	 well-reasoned	 plan	 leading	 to	 intervention	 and	 action.	 Otlet’s	 Ur-
baneum-Belganeum-Mundaneum,	 in	 contrast,	 was	 mainly	 a	 work	 of	
documentation.	 Otlet’s	 comparison	 of	 the	 Urbaneum-	Belganeum-
Mundaneum	to	the	Établissement Géographique de Bruxelles	of	the	Bel-
gian	cartographer	and	geographer	Philippe	Vandermaelen	(1795–1869)	
is	telling	in	this	regard.	The	Établissement Géographique de Bruxelles	was	
a	 geographical	 study	 centre	 in	 Brussels,	 founded	 in	 1830,	 which	 pro-
duced	in	half	a	century	hundreds	of	high-quality	maps	of	Belgium;	par-
cel	plans,	thematic	maps	and	city	plans	of	Brussels;	road	maps	of	the	
nine	provinces;	and	a	cadastral	atlas	of	Belgium.100	The	 Établissement 

97	 J.	M.	de	Casseres,	‘Grondslagen	der	planologie’,	in:	De Gids,	(1929),	383.	Bosma,		
‘Town	and	Regional	Planning	in	The	Netherlands	1920–1945’,	137–141.

98	 Bosma,	‘Town	and	Regional	Planning	in	The	Netherlands	1920–1945’,	139.
99	 J.	M.	de	Casseres,	‘Principles	of	Planology’,	in:	Town Planning Review,	2	(1937),	

103–114.
100	 Marguerite	Silvestre,	‘La	cartographie,	source	capitale	pour	l’histoire	des	villes	au	
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Géographique de Bruxelles not	only	printed	city	plans	and	maps	but	also	
organized	 courses	 on	 geography.	 Furthermore,	 it	 contained	 a	 library	
with	a	rich	collection	of	maps	and	atlases,	a	museum	which	aimed	to	
give	a	picture	of	the	world	as	a	whole,	and	a	botanical	garden.101

Despite	the	difference	in	their	approaches	to	urbanism,	the	practi-
cal	and	level-headed	engineer	Verwilghen	continued	to	believe	in	the	
utility	of	Otlet’s	Belganeum	project.	Verwilghen	advised	Otlet	prac-
tically	 that	 he	 should	 collaborate	 with	 the	 Commissariat Général du 
Tourisme	and	focus	on	obtaining	the	collaboration	of	the	provinces	of	
Belgium	(tourism	in	Belgium	was	encouraged	by	the	1936	law	on	the	
reduction	of	the	work	week	and	on	paid	leave).	He	also	warned	Otlet	
that,	rather	than	try	to	enlist	Belgian	cities,	which	are	too	numerous,	
he	 should	 collaborate	 with	 the	 province	 of	 Brabant.	 The	 budget	 of	
the	provinces	was	less	burdened	with	debt	than	that	of	the	cities,	and	
‘they	 could	 cheaply	 present	 in	 the	 Belganeum	 a	 depiction	 of	 their	
own	physiognomy,	of	their	economic	activity,	and	of	what	they	real-
ized	in	the	intellectual	domain’.	And,	he	added,	‘Is	there,	at	this	mo-
ment	when	the	vitality	of	our	nation	must	be	affirmed,	a	more	use-
ful	work	and	one	more	likely	to	consolidate	our	National	unity?’xxxvi	
Furthermore,	Verwilghen	remarked	about	the	Atlas Belgique	of	Otlet:

For	a	long	time	I	have	been	wishing	for	the	publication	of	your	 ‘Atlas	
Belgique’.	Couldn’t	that	be	done	by	carefully	redrawing	the	plates	which	
you	possess	and	by	selling	photographic	prints	(polygraphs)	either	from	
the	original,	or	from	a	reduced	format?	Wouldn’t	that	be	a	source	of	rev-
enue,	albeit	modest	perhaps,	but	which	could	become	more	important	
if	 the	Ministry	of	Public	Education	subscribed	to	some	prints	 for	 the	
libraries	of	its	schools?	If	you	adopted	this	suggestion,	I	would	be	quite	
disposed	to	collaborate	in	bringing	it	to	fruition.xxxvii

On	 10	 May	 1940,	 German	 troops	 invaded	 Belgium.	 In	 July	 1940,	
	Verwilghen,	 under	 the	 German	 occupation,	 became	 director	 of	
the	 Office	 of	 Architecture	 and	 Urbanism	 within	 the	 ‘Commissariat	
	Général	à	la	Restauration	du	Pays’	(CGRP)	led	by	his	brother	Charles	
Verwilghen.	Ironically,	in	this	regime	he	finally	obtained	the	power	to	
anchor	urbanism	and	planology	within	the	organs	of	political	power	
and	to	turn	into	practice	his	conviction,	as	he	had	stated	it	before	in	
1937:	 ‘Those	at	the	top	should	understand	that	to	plan	is	to	govern,	
that	planning	goes	back	to	the	spirit	of	the	government	of	the	New	
Deal,	which	positions	courageously	the	public	interest	at	its	true	place:	
above	the	mediocrity	and	proliferation	of	private	interests’.xxxviii

19e	siècle.	Le	cas	de	Bruxelles	dans	les	plans	Vandermaelen’,	paper	presented	at		
the	conference	Patrimoni	e	trasformazioni	urbane,	Université	de	Roma	Tre	(2004).

101	 Liliane	Wellens-De	Donder	and	Antoine	De	Smet,	Philippe Vandermaelen	(1798–
1869)	(Brussel:	Koninklijke	Bibliotheek	Albert	I,	1969).
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For	Otlet’s	Belganeum	project	and	his	work	in	general,	the	War	end-
ed	up	being	paralyzing	and	catastrophic.	In	1941	a	German	commis-
sary	in	Brussels	ordered	the	evacuation	of	the	Palais	Mondial.102	Sev-
eral	hundred	German	soldiers	emptied	the	Palais	Mondial	and	threw	
the	entire	collection	of	the	Mundaneum	in	piles	in	front	of	the		Palais	
Mondial.	 A	 selection	 of	 the	 collection	 was	 recovered	 and	 moved,	
on	 the	 suggestion	 of	 Victor	 Tourneur,	 Director	 of	 Royal	 Library	 of	
Belgium,	 to	 the	 Institut	 d’Anatomie	 in	 the	 Parc	 Léopold.	 Here	 and	
in	his	private	home,	Otlet	continued	the	project	of	the	Urbaneum-	
Belganeum-Mundaneum.

7.3.3.	 The Atlas Bruxelles

One	of	the	projects	developed	in	the	Mundaneum	in	the	Parc		Léopold	
during	 the	 War	 was	 an	 Atlas of Brussels:	 the	 Atlas Bruxelles.	 Encyclo-
pédie des connaissances relatives à la Cité	(1944)103	FIG. 93.	It	consisted	of	
an	 open-ended	 collection	 of	 texts,	 illustrations,	 schemas,	 and	 plans	
copied	on	the	standardized	paper	format	(21	x	27,5cm)	and	provided	
with	the	heading	of	the	Encyclopaedia Universalis Mundaneum	(EUM).	
The	quality	of	the	documents,	when	Otlet	died	in	1944,	leaving	them	
as	a	work	in	progress,	fluctuated	between	unreadable	scribbles,	rough	
drafts,	and	well-finished	 illustrations.	The	Atlas  Bruxelles	 is	195	pag-
es	of	the	kind	of	visualizations	that	the	Urbaneum	were	to	produce.	

102	 Levie,	L’homme qui voulait classer le monde,	290.
103	 Paul	Otlet	et	ses	collègues,	Atlas Bruxelles. Encyclopédie des connaissances relatives à  

la Cité. Textes, illustrations, schemas, plans. Edition photographique	(photocalque)		
(Bruxelles:	Editiones	Mundaneum,	1944).

FIG. 93 Cover of the  
Atlas Bruxelles



FIG. 94 André Colet, map of the ideal arrangement of the  
Bruxallaneum

FIG. 95 André Colet, display cases for the Bruxallaneum
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At	the	Urbaneum-Belganeum-Mundaneum,	as	 it	was	now	being	de-
veloped	in	the	Parc	Léopold	during	the	War,	Otlet’s	assistant	André	
	Colet	(1896–1978),	teacher	at	several	schools	in	Brussels,	applied	him-
self	to	the	task	of	mounting	and	presenting	in	this	context	the	plates	
of	a	large	and	small	format,	pictures,	models,	maps,	and	objects	from	
which	the	Atlas de Bruxelles	had	been	created.104	The	placing	of	 the	
documents	was	carefully	thought	out.	Figure	133	presents	a	map	of	
five	rooms	as	representing	the	ideal	arrangement	of	the	Bruxellane-
um.	It	indicates	the	positioning	of	the	display	cases	and	the	content	
of	the	documents	to	be	hung	on	the	walls	FIG. 94, 95.	The	order	of	the	
exhibition	followed	the	structure	of	the	table	of	contents	of	the	Atlas.

In	the	first	room	of	the	Bruxallaneum	and	in	the	introduction	of	the	
Atlas,	Otlet	explains	in	a	list	of	statements	that	the	atlas	is	mainly	a	se-
lection	and	coordination	of	factual	information	which	has	the	objec-
tive	to	observe	what	Brussels	is	and	which	transformations	the	people	
desire.	With	evolutionist,	spiritualist,	and	vitalist	tendencies	in	his	writ-
ings,	Otlet	defines	the	city	as	a	centre	where	all	the	activities	of	modern	
man	blend	together;	as	a	 ‘collective	person’	characterized	by	the	par-
ticularities	of	its	soul.	Quite	similar	to	Marcel	Poëte	or	Patrick	Geddes,	
he	speaks	of	the	city	as	an	organism	with	its	own	psychology.	The	Atlas,	
Otlet	observed,	analyses	and	visualizes	information	on	the	different	so-
cial	functions	of	the	collective	organism	which	comprises	the	city.

Rooms	two	to	four	of	the	exhibition	layout,	and	section	one	to	nine	
of	the	Atlas,	analysed	‘the	life	of	the	city’	of	Brussels	in	its	multiple	so-
ciological-urbanistic	facets:	the	first	section	describes	the	territory	and	
topography	of	Brussels,	for	example	by	means	of	a	geological	map	and	
section	 of	 Brussels	 copied	 from	 the	 doctoral	 thesis	 about	 the	 	urban	
development	 of	 Brussels	 by	 Alfred	 Ledent	 (1906–1996),	 a	 	Brussels		
architect	 and	 urbanistic	 counsellor	 for	 the	 Union	 des	 Villes	 Belges		
FIG. 96;105	the	second	section	illustrates	the	density	and	evolution	of	the	
population	 in	 Brussels,	 for	 example	 by	 means	 of	 an	 illustration	 cop-
ied	from	a	report	for	Brussels	by	Baron	Holvoet,	commissioner	for	the	
supervision	of	public	works	in	the	agglomerations	Brussels,	Antwerp,	
Liège,	Ghent,	and	Charleroi	for	Office	de	Rédressement	Economique	
(OREC)	of	the	Ministry	of	Public	Works	FIG. 97;106	the	third	section	il-

104	 Paul	Otlet,	Avertissement	(1943.04.21)	doc	n°	8836.	Appendix	‘La	démonstration—
Bruxelles’	to	the	Atlas	Bruxelles.	MDN,	EUM,	EUM-APM-Urbaneum.

105	 Ledent	submitted	his	dissertation	in	1937	at	the	Institut	d’Urbanisme	of	La		
Sorbonne	and	summarized	its	results	in	the	following	article:	Alfred	Ledent,	
‘Esquisse	d’urbanisation	d’une	capitale.	Bruxelles,	son	passé,	son	avenir’,	in:	
L’Emulation,	7–8-9–10	(1938),	108–116,	126–132,	144–152,	and	163–171.

106	 Pieter	Uyttenhove,	‘Architectuur,	Stedebouw	en	Planologie	tijdens	de	Duitse	
Bezetting:	de	Moderne	Beweging	en	het	Commissariaat-Generaal	voor	‘s	Lands	
Wederopbouw	(1940–1944)’,	in:	BTNG-RBHC,	XX.3–4	(1989),	465–510	(483).



FIG. 96 Alfred Ledent, geological map of Brussels 
(1938), included in the first section (territory) in 
the Atlas Bruxelles

FIG. 97 Baron Holvout, Population of Brussels in 1936, 
included in the second section (population) in the Atlas 
Bruxelles

FIG. 98, 99 Illustration of municipal hygienic provisions such as water mains or the location of cemeteries, 
included in the third section (hygiene) in the Atlas Bruxelles



FIG. 100 Radio-concentric schemas copied from Victor and Pierre Bourgeois’s Monographie des Transports, 
included in section four of the Atlas Bruxelles (economy)

FIG. 102 Schema of Otlet about the ‘problem of 
Greater Brussels’, included in section six of the  
Atlas Bruxelles (politics)

FIG. 103 Pie chart indicating the percentage of 
people in Brussels speaking Dutch, French, or  
German, included in section seven of the  
Atlas Bruxelles (intellectual life)
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FIG. 104, 105 Implantation of Koekelberg as a national centre of religion in Brussels, included in section eight 
of the Atlas Bruxelles (religion)

FIG. 106 Schema of Victor Bourgeois and Alfred Ledent about the growth of Brussels from the Middle Ages 
until the twentieth century, included in section nine of the Atlas Bruxelles (history)
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lustrates	 municipal	 hygienic	 provisions,	 such	 as	 water	 mains	 or	 the	
location	of	cemeteries	FIG.98, 99;	section	four	was	on	the	economic	life	
and	 contains,	 for	 example,	 two	 radio-concentric	 schemas	 from	 Vic-
tor	 and	 Pierre	 Bourgeois’s	 Monographie des Transports (1936),	 showing	
how	the	Brussels’s	economy	stretched	to	the	region	of	Belgium	and	be-
yond	FIG. 100, 101;	the	fifth	section	on	social	life	consisted	only	of	a	cover;	
the	sixth	section	on	political	and	administrative	life	contains,	among	
others,	a	schema	of	Otlet	on	the	 ‘problem	of	Greater	Brussels’	which	
compared	seven	different	relations	between	the	administration	of	the	
centre	of	Brussels	and	the	surrounding	districts	FIG. 102;	the	seventh	sec-
tion	on	intellectual	life	includes,	for	example,	a	pie	chart	indicating	the	
percentage	of	people	in	Brussels	speaking	Dutch,	French,	or	German		
FIG. 103;	the	eighth	section	on	religious	life	contains,	among	others,	two	
maps	reflecting	on	the	implantation	of	Koekelberg	as	a	national	centre	
of	religion	in	Brussels	FIG. 104, 105;	and	the	ninth	section	on	the	history	
of	Brussels	shows	how	Brussels	has	grown	from	the	Middle	Ages	until	
the	twentieth	century	by,	 for	example,	a	copy	of	a	 schema	of	Victor	
Bourgeois	and	Alfred	Ledent	FIG. 106.	The	last	room	of	the	exhibition	
plan	and	the	concluding	part	of	the	Atlas	discussed	great	urbanization	
projects	such	as	the	north-south	junction	and	the	concept	of	the	Urba-
neum,	the	Belganeum,	and	the	Cité	Mondiale	FIG. 107.

Otlet’s	 abundant	 use	 of	 social	 statistics	 and	 statistical	 mapping	 in	
the	Atlas Bruxelles	is	characteristic	of	his	sociological	and	interdisci-
plinary	perspective	on	the	field	of	urbanism.	It	shows	that	Otlet	con-
tinued	an	older	tradition	of	a	multi-faceted	urban	analysis	and	a	bio-
sociological	approach	to	the	city,	as	promoted	by	the	Musée	social	and	

FIG. 107 Drawing by Clement showing the connections and synthesis of the monuments of 
Brussels, included in the concluding section of the Atlas Bruxelles
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the	Union	Internationale	des	Villes	before	World	War	I.	It	is	interest-
ing	how	Otlet	seems	to	never	move	far	from	the	early	influences	he	
encountered	 as	 a	 young	 man,	 when	 he	 was	 involved	 in	 the	 Société	
d’Etudes	 Politiques	 et	 Sociales	 and	 Solvay’s	 sociological	 laboratory,	
the	Institut	des	Sciences	Sociales.	This	organicist	approach	to	the	city	
at	the	Musée	Social,	as	Jean-Pierre	Gaudin	has	observed,	often	relied	
on	 statistical	 data	 for	 their	 preliminary	 analysis	 of	 the	 city.107	 The	
town	planners	and	urban	reformers	associated	with	the	Musée	Social	
believed	the	city	could	be	known	only	through	a	multi-faceted	analy-
sis,	a	methodical	comparison	of	the	facts,	and	an	inductive	generaliza-
tion	of	the	‘laws’	which	governed	the	city.	They	emphasized	the	need	
to	gather	statistical	data	on	such	aspects	of	the	city	as	demography,	
hygiene,	employment,	or	transport,	which	were	subsequently	trans-
lated	into	city	maps.108	With	the	Atlas Bruxelles,	Otlet	continued	this	
encyclopaedic	bio-sociological	approach	of	gathering,	ordering,	and	
visualizing	data	on	the	urban	organism.	What	he	envisaged	with	the	
atlas	was	‘a	complete	documentation,	composed	of	original	or	hand-
written	documents,	kept	up	to	date	and	made	accessible	to	all	those	
concerned,	a	documentation	which	continuously	elaborates	the	syn-
thesis	of	all	what	we	are	able	to	know	about	a	city	or	a	region’.xxxix

7.4.	 Conclusion

Otlet	believed	that	urbanism,	like	sociology,	was	a	universal	science	
with	universally	valid	principles	and	norms,	and	that	this	universal	
rationale	could	be	deployed	in	the	study	and	planning	of	spatial	de-
velopments	on	a	 local,	regional,	national,	 international,	and	global	
scale.	 Although	 this	 cosmopolitan	 model	 of	 planning	 at	 different	
scales	in	practice	proved	to	be	a	flexible	and	versatile	logic	that	he	
used	 in	 an	 opportunistic	 way	 to	 find	 support	 amidst	 the	 shifting	
conflicting	interests	of	local,	national,	and	international	politics,	in	
its	theoretical	approach	it	may	be	characterized	as	systematic,	uni-
directional,	and	positivistic.	These	latter	characteristics	come	to	the	
fore	in	a	close	analysis	of	his	use	of	the	image	of	a	concert	as	a	meta-
phor	of	the	planning	process	FIG. 108.

In	 Figure	 108,	 Otlet	 shows	 a	 public	 of	 citizens,	 or	 those	 who	 are	
being	administrated,	attending	an	orchestral	performance.	The	or-

107	 Jean-Pierre	Gaudin,	L’avenir en plan. Technique et politique dans la prévision urbaine 
1900–1930	(Seyssel:	Champ	Vallon,	1985),	41–57.

108	 Karl	H.	Metz,	‘Paupers	and	Numbers:	The	Statistical	Argument	for	Social	Reform	in	
Britain	during	the	Period	of	Industrialization’,	in:	Lorenz	Krüger,	Lorraine	J.	Daston,	
and	Michael	Heidelberger	(eds.),	The Probabilistic Revolution. Vol.1, Ideas in History	
(Cambridge,	Mass./London:	MIT	Press,	1987),	337–350.
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FIG. 108 Drawing made by Platounoff for Paul Otlet, illustrating his comparison of the coordination of planning 
process to the conducting of a concert  (1944)
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chestra	 is	 conducted	 by	 the	 mayor	 and	 comprised	 of	 members	 of	
the	municipal	council.	The	Atlas	 is	described	as	a	sort	of	synthesis	
of	‘all	administrative	documentation’	and	is	compared	to	a	‘musical	
score	which	is	being	elaborated	and	which	will	help	to	“orchestrate”	
the	life	of	the	city’.	A	musical	score	provides	a	guideline	for	the	mu-
sical	performance,	though	interpretations	of	the	music	represented	
by	the	score	vary.	Similarly,	the	Atlas	provides	a	framework	for	the	
decisions	to	be	taken,	but	 it	cannot	execute	or	fix	the	outcome	of	
the	decisions	resulting	from	the	decision-making	process.	‘Orches-
tration’	is	used	by	Otlet	as	a	metaphor	for	a	univocal	system	of	which	
the	Atlas	is	a	part	and	which	continuously	adjusts	itself	to	the	course	
of	events.

Raphaël	Verwilghen	and	Otto	Neurath	also	used	the	metaphor	of	
orchestration	to	clarify	 their	planning	 theory,	and	a	comparison	of	
their	 use	 of	 the	 metaphor	 helps	 to	 further	 define	 Otlet’s	 position.	
Like	 Otlet,	 Verwilghen	 considered	 planning	 in	 a	 productivist	 logic	
as	 a	 form	 of	 ‘scientific	 management’	 that	 must	 orchestrate	 the	 de-
velopment	and	functioning	of	the	city	and	the	territory	effectively.	
	Verwilghen’s	 focus	 is	 not	 on	 the	 total	 administrative	 system	 that	
orchestrates	 the	 city	 but	 on	 the	 coordination	 of	 urbanization	 pro-
cesses	by	the	town	planner.	Complementing	economic	planning	and	
administrative	 management,	 the	 town	 planner	 should,	 according	
to	Verwilghen,	play	the	role	of	a	 ‘chef	d’orchestre’;	of	a	manager	of	
city	transformations.109	As	if	he	were	a	conductor,	the	town	planner	
was,	Verwilghen	thought,	someone	who	should	be	able	to	take	in	at	
a	glance	the	numerous	problems	and	functions	of	the	city	(housing,	
transport,	education,	work,	leisure,	public	services,	hygiene,	manage-
ment	of	natural	resources,	problems	related	to	land	property,	legisla-
tion,	administrative	organization),	to	collaborate	with	different	tech-
nical	 experts,	 to	 synthesize	 from	 detailed	 study	 and	 survey	 work	 a	
development	plan,	and	to	manage	scientifically	the	constructions	or	
transformations	of	the	city	resulting	from	the	plan.110

Neurath,	in	contrast,	used	the	notion	of	‘orchestration’,	not	to	de-
scribe	planning	as	a	well-organized	system	in	action	as	Otlet	did,	nor	as	
a	series	of	value	judgements	of	highly	trained	experts	as		Verwilghen,	
but	to	characterize	the	ongoing,	pluralistic	systematization	of	knowl-
edge	in	decision-making	processes	as	well	as	in	science	in	general.111	

109	 Raphaël	Verwilghen,	Cours d’Urbanisme—Introduction,	2ème partie	(1931–32),	13.	
KUL-FRV,	Doss.	4.1.4.3.4.1.

110	 Zampa,	La Continuité d’une Illusion,	404.
111	 Neurath	borrows	the	term	‘orchestration’	from	Kallen’s	lecture	at	the	fifth	Unity-

of-Science	Congress	in	Harvard	in	1939.	See:	Chapter	22,	‘The	Orchestration	of	the	
Sciences	by	the	Encylopedism	of	Logical	Empericism’,	in:	Otto	Neurath,	Robert	S.	
Cohen,	Marie	Neurath,	and	Carolyn	R.	Fawcett,	Philosophical Papers 1913–1946:  
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According	 to	 what	 Haller	 calls	 the	 Neurath principle,	 decisions,	 in	
Neurath’s	view,	do	not	flow	unequivocally	from	scientific	analyses	
and	scientific	predictions.112	To	Neurath,	it	seemed	impossible	to	ar-
rive	 at	 rational	 decisions	 solely	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 argument,	 because	
of	the	fundamental	indeterminacy	of	all	scientific	statements;	basic	
statements	and	general	hypotheses	were	themselves	based	on	deci-
sions	which	could,	in	principle,	be	altered	or	viewed	in	an	alterna-
tive	manner.113	Neurath	believed	that	the	motivation	for	a	decision	
depended	in	the	end	more	on	the	chosen	‘path	of	life’	of	the	deci-
sion-taker	than	on	the	logical	structure	of	the	argument.114	Wary	of	
the	danger	of	what	he	called	‘pseudo-rationalism’,	he	insisted	on	the	
ambiguity	and	uncertainty	of	all	scientific	research.	Certainly	in	the	
case	of	urban	reform,	he	found	that	scientific	analysis	was	not	able	
to	take	responsibility	for	decision-making.	His	pragmatic	and	scep-
tical	 answer	 was	 that	 decisions	 concerning	 urban	 transformations	
should	be	based	on	consensus	among	those	who	would	be	affected	
by	the	decisions—or	on	the	basis	of	what	we	collectively	regard	as	
true	or	false.	The	people	should	choose	according	to	their	own	‘path	
of	 life’.	Hence,	Neurath	insisted	on	the	importance	to	involve	and	
educate	the	people	through	mass	media.	His	pictorial	statistics	had	
the	goal	to	be	self-explanatory	symbols	destined	to	enlighten	work-
ers.	But	this	democratic	principle	did	not	mean,	Neurath	observed,	
that	 experts	 should	 no	 longer	 be	 involved	 in	 the	 decision-making	
process.	Listening	to	the	experts	would	affect	the	nature	of	the	deci-
sions	taken.	Experts	could	help	to	expose	alternative	courses	of	ac-
tion,	but	they	should	not	have	the	authority	to	make	choices	in	the	
name	of	others.	The	role	of	experts	was	to	generate	alternatives,	but	
not	to	make	the	final	choices.	In	sum,	the	decision-making	process	
in	planning	could	never	be	fixed,	according	to	Neurath,	in	a	unidi-
rectional	system	that	leads	through	argumentation	from	analysis	to	
action.	At	most,	there	could	be	an	‘orchestration’	or	an	ongoing	sys-
tematization	of	knowledge	which	would	remain	pluralistic.

With a Bibliography of Neurath in English	(Dordrecht/Boston/Lancaster:	D.	Reidel,	
1983),	230–242.

112	 R.	Haller,	‘The	Neurath	Principle:	Its	Grounds	and	Consequences’,	in:	Thomas	
E.	Uebel	(ed.),	Rediscovering the Forgotten Vienna Circle	(Dordrecht:	Kluwer	1991),	
117–130.

113	 Jordi	Cat,	‘Otto	Neurath’,	in:	Edward	N.	Zalta	(ed.),	The Stanford Encyclopedia of  
Philosophy	(Fall 2010 Edition)	(2010).

114	 On	Neurath’s	planning	ideas,	see:	Andreas	Faludi,	‘Otto	Neurath	and	Planning		
Methodology’,	in:	Elisabeth	Nemeth	and	Friedrich	Stadler	(eds.),	Encyclopedia and 
Utopia: The life and Work of Otto Neurath 1882–1945 (Dordrecht:	Kluwer,	1996),	
201–213.	Angela	Potochnik	and	Audrey	Yap,	‘Revisiting	Galison’s	‘Aufbau/Bauhaus’	
in	Light	of	Neurath’s	Philosophical	Projects’,	in:	Studies in History and Philosophy  
of Science,	37	(2006),	469–488.
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Otlet’s	 decision-making	 methodology	 was	 significantly	 different	
from	 Neurath’s.	 Otlet	 believed	 that	 a	 rational	 system	 of	 decision-
making	could	be	created	in	which	observation,	documentation,	study,	
calculation,	 plans,	 decision,	 and	 execution	 followed	 one	 another	 in	 a	
logical	manner	FIG. 109.	He	held	a	positivist	belief	that	laws	existed	in	the	
sphere	of	the	social	sciences	and	that	these	laws	could	form	the	basis	for	
decision-making.	The	fact	that	he	considered	Adolphe		Quetelet	(1796–
1874)	to	be	an	immediate	forerunner	of	the	Palais	Mondial	is	significant	
in	this	regard.	Quetelet	was	an	important	early	social	scientist	 in	Bel-
gium	who	searched	for	the	natural	laws	that	governed	social	life,	and	he	
believed	in	a	politics	directed	with	insight	from	social	statistics.115	Refer-
ring	to	Quetelet’s	La Physique sociale	(1835)	and	his	theory	of	the	‘average	
man’—a	 mathematical	 quasi-individual	 who	 epitomized	 the	 average	
physical,	 moral,	 and	 intellectual	 traits	 of	 society—Otlet	 thought	 that	
social	statistics,	which	he	called	the	‘machine’	of	sociology,	could	play	a	
determining	role	in	decision-making	processes.116	The	use	of	statistics	
in	decisions	need	not	exclude	the	freedom	of	individual	choice.	The	lib-
eral	conception	behind	Quetelet’s	quantitative	individualism	inspired	
Otlet.	As	Otlet	describes	it,	for	Quetelet,	the	average	man	‘retained	with	
a	 strong	 will	 when	 he	 is	 considered	 separately	 and	 as	 an	 individual,	

115	 Lorraine	‘J.	Daston,	Rational	Individuals	versus	Laws	of	Society:	From	Probability	to		
Statistics’,	in:	Krüger,	Daston	and	Heidelberger	(eds.),	The Probabilistic Revolution. 
Vol.1, Ideas in History,	295–304.

116	 Otlet,	Monde,	425.	Adolphe	Quetelet,	Physique sociale, ou, Essai sur le développement 
des facultés de l’homme. Tome II	(Bruxelles:	Académie	royale	de	Belgique,	1869),	7.

FIG. 109 Sketch of a system of decision-making by Paul Otlet (n.d.)



551Urbaneum–Belganeum–Mundaneum

and	assumes	a	character	of	necessity	when	he	is	envisaged	as	part	of	a	
collective’.117	According	to	the	liberal	view,	individuals	were	free	agents	
who	were	nevertheless	subject	to	basic	laws,	mainly	the	laws	as	formu-
lated	by	political	economy.	Individual	action	could	not	transcend	these	
stringent	economic	laws.

Planning	and	decision-making	pose,	according	to	Otlet,	the	problem	
of	sociological	predicting	or	forecasting.	With	the	slogan	‘Information,	
prediction,	intervention	is	a	set	of	three	words’,	Otlet	formulated	a	suc-
cessor	to	sayings	such	as	that	of	Geddes—‘survey-before-plan’	or	that	of	
Comte—‘Savoir,	pour	prévoir	afin	de	pouvoir	[To	know	{is}	to	forecast	
in	order	to	enable]’.xl	Sociological	forecasting,	as	Otlet	defined	it,	stud-
ies	 the	cycles	and	the	general	rhythm	of	 the	occurrence	of	phenom-
ena.	It	explores	the	different	possibilities	and	calculates	the	probability	
of	what	might	happen	in	the	future.	To	illustrate	his	idea	of	‘sociologi-
cal	prediction’,	Otlet	gave	the	example	of	a	 ‘barometer’	as	used	in	the	
stock	exchange.	Such	a	barometer	can	be	compared,	Otlet	suggests,	to	
‘a	pair	of	scales	on	which	the	pans,	when	loaded	with	new	facts,	go	up	or	
down,	to	determine	the	position	of	the	needle’.xli	At	the	stock	market,	
the	action	of	selling	and	buying	is	based	on	a	well-reasoned	speculation	
and	on	calculated	predictions	about	the	future.	Similarly,	he	thought,	
it	should	be	possible	to	create	a	system	which	anticipates	and	balances	
changes	in	our	society.	In	the	hall	of	the	Palais	Mondial,	a	stand	was	set	
up	called	‘barometer	of	the	world’	FIG. 110.	Above	a	map	of	the	world,	a	
circular	barometer	is	positioned	with	three	pointers.	They	indicate	on	a	
scale	from	zero	to	ten	the	recession,	stability,	or	progress	in	the	fields	of	
economic,	social,	and	political	life	FIG. 111.

Otlet	believed	that	it	was	also	possible	to	create	such	a	barometer	for	
the	city.	He	found	it	‘necessary	to	evaluate	all	the	elements	of	the	city	in	
function	of	quantity,	quality,	and	cost’.	It	was	the	task	of	the	internation-
al	congress	of	cities	(and	‘socio-urbanism’	as	a	discipline)	to	determine	
the	standards	and	values	which	would	make	it	possible	to	measure	the	
state	of	affairs	for	the	different	social	functions	in	the	city.	Each	ele-

117	 Otlet,	Monde,	412.

FIG. 110 The Barometer of the World as exhibited in the International Museum
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FIG. 112 Paul Otlet, Evaluating the City

FIG. 113 Otlet’s ‘ideological schema’ of ‘urbanism’ (1912)



ment	that	was	or	should	be	realized	in	the	city	would	receive	a	score	
expressed	in	percentage.	Otlet	gives	the	example	of	an	outdated	school	
which	has	a	score	of	40%	in	comparison	with	the	score	of	100%	of	the	
model	 school	 which	 can	 be	 built	 according	 to	 the	 standards	 agreed	
upon	on	international	congresses.	Like	the	school,	the	whole	city	in	its	
different	aspects	could	be	evaluated	or	 ‘weighed’	 in	comparison	with	
the	ideal	or	model	city	agreed	upon	by	town	planning	congresses	FIG. 112.

Characteristic	for	Otlet’s	positivist	and	deterministic	conviction	in	
the	existence	of	social	laws	and	their	application	to	society	is	his	so-
ciological	formula:	S	=	T	+	P	+	H	+	E	+	S	+	P	+	I	+	R.	This	formula,	as	he	
explains	in	the	article	‘Sociology	and	Urbanism’	(1934),	expresses	the	
relation	between	sociology	and	urbanism:

Society,	with	Sociology	as	the	science	pertaining	to	it,	is	represented	by	
the	term	S	which,	in	its	turn,	gives	rise	to	development.	Every	Society	
comprises	a	Territory	and	a	Population	which	lives	in	it.	Acting	on	that	
Territory,	the	Population	gives	rise	to	life	in	six	forms:	biological	or	hy-
gienic,	economic,	social,	political,	intellectual,	religious,	or:	S	=	T+	P	+	H	
+	E	+	S	+	P	+	I	+	R.	Therefore,	Urbanism	(U),	the	art	of	managing	space,	
must	cover	the	field	of	the	life	of	man	and	society	(S),	by	considering	this	
field	from	its	own	point	of	view	(u),	or	the	equation:	U=	u	(T	+	P	+	H	+	E	
+	S	+	P	+	I	+	R).xlii

Otlet	illustrated	his	sociological,	functionalist,	and	universalistic	defi-
nition	 of	 urbanism	 in	 an	 ‘ideological	 schema’	 FIG. 113.	 Analogous	 to	
the	 ‘Sphaera	 Mundaneum’	 discussed	 in	 Chapter	 3,	 he	 uses	 a	 sphere	
to	symbolize	the	unity	of	all	knowledge	about	the	city.	A	sphere,	con-
structed	from	three	rings,	stands	for	the	different	fields	of	knowledge	
which	the	science	of	urbanism	is	to	acquire;	the	centre	of	the	sphere	
stands	 for	 the	 particular	 viewpoint	 of	 urbanism	 (u).	 This	 ‘image	 of		
Urbanism’	is	the	product	of	both	factors:	on	the	one	hand,	the	univer-
sal	knowledge	incorporated	in	documentation,;	on	the	other	hand,	the	
disciplinary	 eyeball	 in	 the	 middle	 which	 organizes	 and	 synthesizes	
what	is	known.	That	image	is,	as	Otlet	writes,	a	 ‘moving	image	of	the	
world’;	 it	represents	the	 ‘continuous	registration	of	the	state	of	what	

FIG. 111 Paul Otlet’s 
‘Barometer of the 
World’
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FIG. 114 Paul Otlet, Survey. Global Assessment. Forecast (1937.05.21)



is	universally	known’.118	The	equation	and	its	visualization	as	a	sphere	
also	express	his	conviction	that	if	urbanism	is	a	science	with	universal	
validity,	it	should	be	able	to	foresee	events	and	anticipate	the	future.	
The	equation	conveys	the	idea	that	all	urban	facts	are	part	of	one	bigger	
universe	of	knowledge;	that	these	facts	are	interdependent	and	com-
parable.	Furthermore,	that	they	can	be	measured	and	calculated	on	the	
basis	of	 ‘coefficients,	constants	and	signs	which	express	in	one	single	
number	complex	relations’	and	that	the	results	of	those	calculations	
can	 be	 expressed	 in	 a	 balance	 [Bilan]	 of	 the	 current	 situation	 in	 the	
form	 of	 diagrams	 and	 stereographs.119	 Otlet	 stretched	 the	 argument	
from	the	local	to	a	global	level.	As	if	he	were	an	accountant	of	world	
society,	Otlet	imagined	a	survey	and	a	planning	system	that,	analogous	
to	budget	systems,	would	assess	and	predict	the	situation	in	all	domains	
of	the	world’s	society	FIG. 114.	The	complexity	of	the	world	was	reduced	
to	a	virtual	and	dynamic	set	of	numerical	variables,	indicating	for	the	
men	of	action	where	intervention	was	urgently	needed	FIG. 115.

118	 Otlet,	‘Sociologie	et	Urbanisme’,	83.
119	 Ibid.,	82–83

FIG. 115 Sketch by Paul Otlet of a machine measuring and valuing 
the condition of different social functions
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i.	 ‘A	quelle	échelle	convient-il	d’envisager	
le	problème	de	l’urbanisme	?	‘	Paul	Otlet,	
‘Sociologie	et	Urbanisme’,	in	:	L’Époque,	2.4	
and	5	(1934),	72–76	and	81–92	(72).

ii.	 ‘Longtemps,	l’urbanisme	a	été	celui	d’une	
rue,	d’une	place,	d’un	quartier	avant	de	
devenir	celui	de	l’agglomération	urbaine	
toute	entière.	Plus	tard,	la	conception	s’est	
élevée	jusqu’à	celle	d’un	urbanisme	régio-
nal.	Pour	les	petits	pays	comme	la	Belgique,	
l’urbanisme	national	répond	à	une	réalité	;	
l’aménagement	du	territoire	entier	de	la	
nation	conçu	d’après	un	même	ensemble	
de	principes.	Bien	plus,	pour	de	tels	pays,	
on	sent	la	nécessité	d’un	urbanisme	
international,	car	les	populations	sont	ainsi	
distribuées	et	leurs	rapport	au-delà	des	
frontières	sont	ainsi	établis	que	des	prolon-
gements,	des	rejoignements	s’imposent.	‘	
Ibid.,	75–76.

iii.	 ‘Avec	‘l’Urbaneum’	il	s’agit	de	créer,	
toutes	les	forces	unies,	pour	le	très	grand	
Bruxelles	et	partant	au	bénéfice	indirect	de	
toute	la	Belgique,	l’instrument	d’étude	qui	
soit	à	la	fois	le	coordinateur,	le	compara-
teur	et,	si	l’on	peut	risquer	ce	néologisme,	
le	visualisateur	de	tous	les	projets.	Il	est	
donc	proposé	l’élaboration	en	ordre	prin-
cipal	la	maquette	de	Bruxelles,	la	réunion	
systématique	de	tous	les	plans,	photogra-
phies	et	schémas	qui	se	rapportent	au	Plan	
d’urbanisation	intégrale	de	la	capitale.	
L’Urbaneum	a	notamment	cet	objet	que	
les	administrations	ne	soient	plus	seules	à	
connaître	ce	qui	est	proposé	et	poursuivi,	
et	encore,	les	administrations	du	degré	A	à	
l’exclusion	bien	souvent	de	celles	du	degré	
B,	les	bureaux	Y	à	l’insu	des	bureaux	Z.	‘	Ot-
let,	‘L’Urbaneum.	Bruxelles,	cité	mondiale	;	
Bruxelles,	grande	ville	;	Bruxelles,	capitale	
de	la	Belgique’,	210.

iv.	 ‘Il	faudrait	des	expositions	périodiques	de	
ces	projets	et	la	constitution	d’un	véritable	
archivium	de	ces	plans,	une	sorte	de	musée.	
Car	une	ville	ne	se	développe	que	par	
l’effort	collectif,	l’acucumlation	des	idées	de	
chacun	et	leur	coordination.	[…]	La	transfor-
mation	de	Bruxelles	ne	peux	être	ni	l’œuvre	
d’un	seul—ni	l’œuvre	d’une	administration	
froide	et	mesquine	‘.	Paul	Otlet,	Letter to	
Octave Maus	(1902.03.11).	MDN,	Papiers	
Personnels	Paul	Otlet,	UIV	PO	31.

v.	 ‘Ce	qui	manqué	donc,	au	point	de	vue	de	
l’urbanisation,	à	notre	législation	actuelle,	
c’est	l’existence	d’un	pouvoir	dont	la	
compétence	s’étende	à	l’ensemble	de	
l’agglomération.	‘	Emile	Vinck,	Proposition	
de	Loi	concernant	l’Urbanisation	des	Villes	
et	Communes,	in	:	Union	des	Villes	et	
Communes	Belges	and	Société	Nationale	

des	Habitation	à	Bon	Marché,	Urbanisation. 
Habitation. Rapports et Compte rendu des 
Journées de l’Urbanisme et de l’Habitation des 
25 et 26 avril 1931	(Brussel:	D.	Van	Keerber-
ghen	&	Fils	1931.04),	6–63	(40).

vi.	 ‘Il	faut	achever	Bruxelles	!’	Paul	Otlet,	Avec 
la conservation du passé, la préparation de 
l’avenir. La Cité Mondiale	(1931.09.18).	MDN,	
CM,	Note	n°	6487.

vii.	 ‘L’urbanisation	dans	un	pays	à	population	
dense,	comme	la	Belgique,	déborde	le	cadre	
local	pour	devenir	problème	régional.’	
Casteels,	‘Une	Maison	du	Brabant’,	20.

viii.	 ‘On	donnerait	ainsi	à	la	Tour	qui	n’a	pas	eu	
d’affectation	jusqu’ici	une	raison	d’être	ex	
post	facto.	On	a	ainsi	trouvé	une	utilisation	
de	la	Tour	Eiffel,	qui	n’en	avait	point,	le	
jour	où	on	a	fait	un	centre	de	radio’.	Otlet,	
Urbaneum Antwerpiense.

ix.	 ‘On	envisage	donc	une	documentation	
complète,	à	l’état	de	documents	originaux	
ou	manuscrits,	denue	à	jour	et	rendue	
accessible	à	tous	les	intéressés,	une	docu-
mentation	élaborant	continuellement	la	
synthèse	de	tout	ce	que	l’on	peut	connaître	
d’une	cité	ou	d’une	région’.		Otlet,	‘Sociolo-
gie	et	Urbanisme’,	85.

x.	 ‘Laboratoire	du	progrès	urbain	dans	lequel	
serait	exposé	d’une	façon	synthétique	
tout	ce	qui	touché	à	la	vie	de	la	région	;	
ce	serait	un	outil	unique	de	travail	pour	
les	techniciens	et	un	excellent	centre	de	
vulgarisation	pour	le	public’.	Bourgeois,	
‘L’Urbanisation	du	Grand	Bruxelles’	in:	
L’Emulation,	52.6	(1932)

xi.	 ‘Ce	serait	aussi	un	moyen	objectif	mis	à	la	
disposition	des	administrés	pour	contrôler	
leurs	mandataires,	et	réciproquement	mis	
à	la	disposition	des	mandataires	pour	faire	
comprendre	et	admettre	par	tous	leurs	
propres	initiatives’.	Otlet,	‘Sociologie	et	
Urbanisme’,	86.

xii.	 ‘C’est	une	société	d’encylopédie	locale	
établie	après	enquête	et	études	sur	place	et	
tendant	à	la	synthèse	explicative	de	tous	les	
faits	du	milieu’.	Otlet,	‘Groupement	et	Har-
monisation	des	Énergies	Municipales’,	970.

xiii.	 ‘	…	Geddes	est	le	décentralisation—Otlet	le	
centralisation.	Mais	Geddes	sait	qu’il	faut	
de	liaisons	entre	stations	[essaimés],—Otlet	
sait	qu’il	faut	une	périphérie	en	fonction	
même	d’un	centre.	N’empêche	que	l’un	
construit	de	la	partie	au	tout,	l’autre	du	tout	
à	la	partie.	Ce	sont	deux	[légitimités](?)	et	
complémentaires	méthodes’.	Paul	Otlet,	
Letter to Patrick Geddes	(1924.06.07).	Natio-
nal	Library	of	Scotland,	Patrick	Geddes	
Papers	MS	1056486.

xiv.	 ‘Sachons	donc	faire	ce	double	effort	:	établir	
la	connaissance	scientifique	et	systématique	
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des	choses	belges	(Belgoglogie)	et	présenter	
la	visualisation	des	données	y	relatives	dans	
un	Musée	national	contemporain,	conçu	
non	point	comme	un	conservatoire	d’objets	
rares	et	précieux	mais	comme	une	démons-
tration	courante	et	à	jour,	établie	pour	la	
diffusion,	l’étude,	pour	l’information’.		Otlet,	
‘Les	Communes	et	le	Centenaire’,	662.

xv.	 ‘Aux	Belges,	une	telle	institution	ferait	
connaître	leur	patrie.	Comment	aimer	
et	défendre	celle-ci,	comment	collaborer	
à	son	progrès	général	et	synergique	si	
l’image	de	la	Nation	n’est	pas	présente	dans	
l’esprit.’		Ibid.,	662.

xvi.	 ‘Conjointement	serait	réalisée	dans	chaque	
chef-lieu	de	province,	une	démonstration	
du	même	objet	limitée	à	«	La	Province	
dans	la	Belgique	»	et	dans	chaque	ville	la	
même	démonstration	toute	entière	serait	
solidaire	car	les	communes	aideraient	les	
provinces	dans	la	représentation	d’elles-
mêmes	et	les	Provinces	aideraient	à	la	
représentation	de	la	Belgique	dans	l’institu-
tion	centrale’.		Ibid.,	662.

xvii.	 ‘Dans	un	pays	aussi	peu	étendu	que	la	
Belgique,	aussi	intensément	peuplé,	où	les	
intérêts	de	l’agriculture	et	de	l’industrie	
sont	aussi	intimement	liés,	toute	étude	
d’urbanisme	régional	conduit	imman-
quablement	à	l’élaboration	d’un	plan	
national’.		Flouquet,	‘Vers	un	urbanisme	
national	?	De	la	rationalisation	des	villes	à	la	
rationalisation	des	campagnes.	Interview	de	
l’ingénieur-architecte	Raphaël	Verwilghen,	
SBUAM,	Professeur	d’urbanisme	à	l’Institut	
Supérieur	des	Arts	Décoratifs’,	965.

xviii.	 ‘Le	bon	urbanisme	pose	le	problème	de	
l’autorité.	Qu’importe	les	plans	les	mieux	
conçus,	les	projets	les	plus	ingénieux,	s’il	
ne	se	trouve	une	autorité	qui	en	ordonne	
l’exécution	!	L’urbanisme	ne	peut	se	
réaliser	sans	un	pouvoir	fort.	L’exemple	
de	l’Italie,	de	l’Allemagne,	de	la	Russie	
suffirait	à	convaincre	ceux	qui	ignorent	les	
leçons	du	passé.	Bien	gouverner,	c’est	agir.	
A	notre	époque	de	rapide	évolution,	ne	pas	
agir,	c’est	périr	!	Faute	d’une	autorité	aux	
volontés	claires,	qui	ordonne,	coordonne,	
impose	ou	convainc,	rine	n’est	possible,	et	
dès	lors	l’urbanisme	sombre	sous	l’amas	
des	masures,	le	chemin	des	ânes	conti-
nue	d’imposer	sa	loi	au	moteur,	l’intérêt	
privé	à	brimer	l’intérêt	public,	l’anarchie	
de	triompher’.		R.	Verwilghen,	‘Vers	un	
urbanisme	national	?	De	la	rationalisation	
des	villes	à	la	rationalisation	des	cam-
pagnes.	Interview	de	l’ingénieur-architecte	
Raphaël	Verwilghen,	SBUAM,	Professeur	
d’urbanisme	à	l’Institut	Supérieur	des	Arts	
décoratifs,	par	P.L.	Flouquet’,	966.

xix.	 ‘[…]	c’était	une	de	ses	images	favorites—que	
la	Belgique	entière	n’était	qu’un	grand	parc	
avec	des	cités,	agglomérations	petites	et	
grandes,	si	peu	distantes	les	unes	des	autres	
qu’on	pouvait	en	faire	une	vaste	cité-jar-
din’.		Paul	Otlet,	‘Léopold	II	et	nos	villes’,	in:	
Le Mouvement Communal,	30	(1927	January),	
17–20	(18).

xx.	 ‘Dans	un	siècle,	dessiné	déjà	dans	cin-
quante	ans,	‘immense	quadrilatère	formé	
par	Cologne,	Paris,	Londres,	Amsterdam,	
sera	lui-même	une	seule	et	formidable	
agglomération	humaine.	Town	Planning,	
regional	planning,	national	planning,	
requérant	quelque	immense	international	
planning’.	Paul	Otlet,	‘Cologne	&	Pressa.	
Ou	l’étape	nouvelle	d’une	antique	cité’,	in	:	
Le Mouvement Communal,	97	Juillet	(1928),	
643–646	(646).

xxi.	 ‘Le	Plan	du	Travail	doit	recevoir	ses	com-
pléments	:	Plan-Belgique,	dont	le	Plan	du	
Travail	(+/-	amendé,	complété)	mais	aussi	
Plan	Intellectuel,	Plan	mondial	‘	ces	deux	
dernières	sont	rédigés	en	1ère	forme	’	Plan	
de	l’Administration,	Plan	de	l’Urbanisme.	
De	ce	dernier	il	y	aurait	un	magnifique	
exposé	à	faire	avec	nos	amis’.	Paul	Otlet,	
Letter to	Raphaël Verwilghen (1934.01.25).	
MDN,	EUM	70,	doc	nr.	4734.

xxii.	 ‘Le	Plan	Deman	est	donc	incomplet.	Il	
semble	sacrifier	entièrement	à	la	concep-
tion	du	matérialisme	historique,	alors	
cependant	que	l’auteur	a	fait	par	ailleurs	
un	grand	effort	pour	s’élever	au-dessus	de	
lui.	Des	buts	de	l’éducation,	de	l’organisa-
tion	de	la	science	et	de	la	recherche	il	n’est	
pas	traité	sinon	sous	VI	et	ou	le	progrès	de	
l’enseignement	semble	ne	devoir	viser	que	
la	formation	d’auxiliaires	économiques	
et	ou	il	est	parlé	des	loisirs	comme	d’une	
sorte	d’intervalle	de	recréation	entre	deux	
labeurs	d’ordre	économique’.	Otlet,	Le Plan 
du Travail Henri De Man. Correlation avec le 
Plan Mondial—Paul Otlet,	1.

xxiii.	 ‘Si	le	but	ultime	est	d’obtenir	des	réformes	
économiques	et	sociales	on	conçoit	que	
les	socialistes	abandonnent	la	position	
internationale	devenue	décevante	pour	
eux	et	cherchent	dans	la	voie	de	l’autarchie	
un	mode	d’organisation	leur	apportant	plus	
rapidement	des	résultats’.	Ibid.,	2.

xxiv.	 ‘Nous	partons	de	l’idée	Totale	le	Monde	
et	de	l’idée	supérieure	de	l’Homme—Etre	
Humain.	[…]	Par	conséquent	l’évolution	
qui	s’est	opérée	jusqu’ici	d’une	manière	
obscure,	inconsciente,	avec	des	avances	et	
des	reculs,	c’est	mettre	toutes	les	forces	
organisées	de	la	science	et	de	la	technique,	
toutes	les	énergies	morales	et	sociales	au	
service	de	ce	but’.	Ibid.,	1.
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xxv.	 ‘C’est	un	plan	non	pas	de	ce	qui	est	et	qu’il	
faudrait	combiner	comme	ordre	interna-
tional,	mais	un	plan	de	ce	qui	est	préfiguré	:	
utopique	en	conséquence	(u-topos,	ce	qui	
n’existe	nulle	part),	plan	ayant	déjà	la	vie	
de	ce	qui,—logiquement	vrai,	esthétique-
ment	beau,	moralement	bon—,	s’impose	
aux	esprits	;	à	l’encontre	des	desiderata	
d’autres	plans,	minuscules,	égoïstes	ou	
néfastes’.	Paul	Otlet,	Monde,	434.

xxvi.	 ‘Le	plan	mondial	implique	:	a)	qu’il	y	ait	
au	sommet	coordination	entre	les	plus	
grands	organismes	et	complexes	d’intérêts	
ou	d’activités	(or	ceux-ci	sont	déterminés	
par	leurs	facteurs	propres	indépendants);	
b)	qu’il	y	ait,	à	la	base,	une	transformation		
(locale	ou	nationale),	une	véritable	trans-
formation	dans	le	sens	d’une	reconnais-
sance	du	fait	mondial	et	d’une	orientation	
vers	la	collaboration	mondiale’.	Ibid.,	433.

xxvii.	 ‘Le	plan	est	dit	mondial	et	non	internatio-
nal,	parce	qu’il	part	de	l’idéal	et	des	besoins	
se	rapportant	au	tout	(Humanité,	Terre)	
considéré	dans	son	unité,	au	lieu	de	partir	
de	la	simple	coordination	internationale	
des	forces	existantes’.	Otlet,	Monde,	433.	

xxviii.	 ‘Je	crois	que	notre	position	doit	être	
celle-ci	;	il	est	une	idée	centrale	qui	com-
prend	toutes	les	autres	:	la	civilisation,	le	
monde.	Cette	idée	doit	être	la	base	de	tout	
ce	que	nous	faisons,	elle	doit	prendre	la	
forme	d’atlas	et	celle	d’expositions,	elle	
doit	être	multipliée	dans	tous	les	centres	
importants,	elle	peut	se	développer	à	tous	
les	degrés	d’expansion,	elle	est	l’expres-
sion	de	l’état	des	choses	actuelles,	elle	
apporte	une	aide	à	la	science,	à	l’ensei-
gnement,	aux	propagandes	sociales.	Donc	
associons	nos	effort	et	saisissons	toutes	
les	occasions,	qu’elles	soient	grandes	ou	
qu’elles	soient	petites’.	Paul	Otlet,	Letter to 
Otto Neurath (1934.12.20).	MDN,	EUM	1.

xxix.	 ‘Tout	cela	est	naturellement	un	peu	
déjeté,	parce	que	les	hommes	de	notre	
temps	n’aiment	pas	travailler	systémati-
quement	:	ils	ont	peur	du	grand,	mais	à	un	
certain	moment	la	vie	plus	tumultueuse	et	
plus	large	le	bousculent	et	ils	sont	comme	
à	Bruxelles	en	ce	moment,	devant	une	
irruption	de	vie	universelle	qu’ils	ne	sont	
pas	préparés	à	canaliser’.	Paul	Otlet,	Letter 
to Otto Neurath	(1934.12.20).	MDN,	EUM	1.

xxx.	 ‘Le	plan,	création	humaine	émanant	de	
l’intelligence	et,	partant,	de	la	considé-
ration	des	choses	vue	de	leur	sommet,	
s’oppose	à	la	vie	sociale	spontanée	et	
contradictoire	résultant	de	poussées	d’en	
bas.	Il	s’oppose	surtout	à	la	fantaisie	labo-
rieuse	et	dommageable	due	en	grande	partie	
à	l’ignorance,	l’incompétence,	l’insouciance,	

le	laisser	aller,	la	paresse’.	Otlet,	Monde,	432.
xxxi.	 ‘Le	Mundaneum	est	un	réseau.	De	l’ins-

titution	ainsi	définie,	il	faut	concevoir	la	
multiplication	et	l’établissement	de	par	la	
terre	d’une	chaîne	d’institutions	similaires	
devant,	à	des	échelles	et	à	des	affectations	
diverses,	s’étendre	à	tous	les	lieux	et	à	
toutes	les	spécialités’.	Ibid.,	452.

xxxii.	‘A	cette	fin	chacune	des	institutions	de	ce	
Réseau	sera	à	même,	non	seulement	de	
constituer	la	partie	nationale	ou	spéciale	de	
l’ensemble	et	d’en	apporter	les	duplicata	au	
Centre,	mais	d’amener	aussi	à	repenser	à	sa	
manière	la	conception	générale	du	monde	
et	celle	de	l’œuvre	à	entreprendre	:	la	Civili-
sation	Universelle’.	Otlet,	Monde,	452.

xxxiii.	 ‘Le	Mundaneum	fait	appel	à	toute	per-
sonne	à	titre	particulier	et	lui	demande	de	
placer	l’idée	mondiale	et	universelle	à	la	
base	de	sa	propre	vie,	de	ses	occupations,	
travaux,	aspirations	individuelles,	fami-
liales,	amicales.	Il	lui	propose	d’organiser	
son	propre	studium	et	sa	documentation	
selon	les	méthodes	universelles,	en	les	
reliant,	comme	poste	ou	station,	au	Réseau	
universel’.	Ibid.,	454.

xxxiv.	‘Finalement,	établissement	d’une	Cité	
Mondiale—Civitas	Mundaneum—qui	soit	
en	quelque	sorte	l’amplification	du	Munda-
neum	princeps,	et	pourrait,	par	le	Réseau	
créé,	voir	se	développer	et	entretenir	ses	
divers	rayons’.	Otlet,	Monde,	452.

xxxv.	 ‘En	ce	qui	me	concerne	personnellement,	
c’est	évidemment	l’Urbanisme	ou	pour	
être	plus	précis	la	«	Planologie	»	du	Pays,	des	
Provinces,	des	Communes,	qui	m’inté-
resse	le	plus.	Sans	doute	je	n’écarte	pas	de	
l’Urbanisme	les	œuvres	architecturales	qui	
en	sont	le	complément.	Mais	on	ne	saurait	
assez,	je	crois,	insister	sur	le	fait	qu’elles	ne	
constituent	pas	l’essentiel	de	l’Urbanisme	
et	que	celui-ci,	entendu	dans	le	sens	large	
du	mot,	est	plus	voisin	de	la	Géographie	
Humaine.	Il	ne	diffère	de	cette	dernière	
que	parce	qu’il	ne	se	contente	pas	de	noter	
les	faits,	mais	qu’il	se	sert	de	ces	faits	pour	
justifier	des	propositions	nouvelles.	La	
géographie	est	“statique”	l’urbanisme	ou	
plus	exactement	la	planologie	est	“dyna-
mique”.	Aussi	la	planologie	me	parait-elle	
devoir	être	l’essentiel	de	votre	Belganeum’.	
Raphaël	Verwilghen,	Letter to	Paul Otlet,	
1940.03.19.	VRWL-Doss.3.27

xxxvi.	‘Y	a-t-il,	en	ce	moment	où	la	vitalité	de	
notre	pays	doit	s’affirmer,	œuvre	plus	utile	
et	plus	propre	à	cimenter	notre	unité	
Nationale’.	Raphaël	Verwilghen,	Letter to	
Paul Otlet	(1940.03.19).	VRWL-Doss.3.27.

xxxvii.	 ‘Je	souhaite	depuis	longtemps	l’édition	de	
votre	“Atlas	Belgique”.	Cela	ne	pourrait-il	se	
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faire	en	redessinant	avec	soin	les	planches	
que	vous	possédez	et	en	vendant	des	tirages	
photographiques	(polygraphies)	soit	du	
format	de	l’original,	soit	de	format	réduit.	
N’y	aurait-il	pas	là	une	source	de	revenus,	
modestes	peut-être,	mais	qui	pourraient	
devenir	plus	important	si	le	Ministère	
de	l’Instruction	Publique	souscrivait	des	
tirages	pour	les	Bibliothèques	de	ses	Ecoles.	
Si	vous	adoptiez	cette	suggestion,	je	serais	
tout	disposé	à	collaborer	à	cette	réalisation’.
Raphaël	Verwilghen,	Letter to Paul Otlet,	
1940.03.19.	VRWL-Doss.3.27.

xxxviii.	‘Il	faut	qu’en	haut	lieu	on	comprenne,	
qu’urbaniser,	c’est	gouverner,	qu’urbaniser	
rentre	dans	l’esprit	de	tout	gouvernement	
de	New	Deal,	qui	situe	courageusement	la	
chose	publique	à	sa	vraie	place	:	au-dessus	
de	la	médiocrité	et	du	pullulement	des	
intérêts	privé’.	R.	Verwilghen,	‘Urbaniser	
c’est	gouverner.	Interview	de	l’ingénieur-
architecte	Raphaël	Verwilghen,	Professeur	
d’urbanisme	à	l’Institut	Supérieur	des	Arts	
décoratifs	de	La	Cambre,	par	P.L.	Flouquet’,	
in:	Batîr,	6.51	(1937),	1043–1045,	1045.

xxxix.	 ‘On	envisage	donc	une	documentation	
complète,	à	l’état	de	documents	originaux	
ou	manuscrits,	tenue	à	jour	et	rendue		
accessible	à	tous	les	intéressés,	une		
documentation	élaborant	continuellement	

la	synthèse	de	tout	ce	que	l’on	peut		
connaître	d’une	cité	ou	d’une	région’.	Otlet,	
‘Sociologie	et	Urbanisme’,	85.

xl.	 ‘Savoir,	pour	prévoir	afin	de	pouvoir,	a	été	
la	lumineuse	formule	de	Comte.	Prévoir	ne	
coûte	rien,	a	ajouté	un	maître	de	l’urbanisme	
contemporain	(Le	Corbusier).’	Otlet,	Monde,	
407.	‘Information,	prévision,	intervention	
sont	trois	termes	sériés.’	Ibid.,	418.

xli.	 «	On	peut	se	figurer	comme	une	balance	
dont	les	plateaux	incessamment	chargés	
de	faits,	pourront	à	la	hausse	ou	à	la	baisse,	
déterminer	la	position	de	l’aiguille’.	Ibid.,	
419.

xlii.	 ‘La	société,	avec	la	science	y	afférente,	
la	Sociologie,	est	donc	représenté	par	le	
terme	S	qui,	à	son	tour,	donne	lieu	à	déve-
loppement.	Toute	Société	comprend	un	
Territoire	et	une	Population	qui	l’occupe.	
Agissant	sur	le	Territoire,	la	Population	
donne	lieu	à	une	sextuple	vie	:	biologique	
ou	hygiène,	économique,	sociale,	politique,	
intellectuelle,	religieuse,	soit	:	S	=	T	+	P	+	H	
+	E	+S	+	P	+	I	+	R.	Dès	lors,	l’Urbanisme	(U),	
art	d’aménager	l’espace,	doit	couvrir	tout	
le	champ	de	la	vie	de	l’Homme	en	Société	
(S),	envisageant	ce	champ	à	son	point	de	
vue	propre	(u)	soit	l’égalité	:	U	=	u	(T	+	P	+	
H	+	E	+S	+	P	+	I	+	R)’.	Otlet,	‘Sociologie	et	
Urbanisme’,	75.



FIG. 1 Schema of Otlet illustrating his conception of the Cité Mondiale as a point on the Earth where  
organizations and nations were to be represented (1943.05.07)



Chapter	8

La	Cité	Mondiale
	

[…]	mankind	(the	human	race)	is	involved	in	an	immense	adventure	…	
an	adventure	the	outcome	of	which	it	is	ignorant,	the	end	of	which	it	
does	not	know,	and	even	believes	not	to	know	its	limits.	It	is	involved	
in	an	adventure,	and	what	I	call	‘the	spirit’	has	simultaneously	given	it	
instantaneous	 direction,	 the	 stimulus,	 the	 tip/point,	 the	 impetus,	 the	
impulse,	as	it	has	given	it	the	pretexts	and	all	the	illusions	that	it	needs	
for	action.i	–	Paul	Valéry

I	 will	 end	 by	 summarizing	 for	 you	 in	 two	 words	 my	 personal	 impres-
sion	of	France:	our	special	quality	(sometimes	our	ridicule,	but	often	our	
finest	claim	or	title)	is	to	believe	and	to	feel	that	we	are	universal—by	
which	I	mean,	men of universality	…	Notice	the	paradox:	to	specialize	in	
the	sense	of	the	universal.1	–	Paul	Valéry

In	the	years	before	the	First	World	War,	at	a	moment	when	internation-
alism	gathered	momentum,	the	geographic	location	of	the	centres	of	
internationalism	became	a	political	issue.	Several	promotional	strate-
gies	tried	to	weave	the	formation	of	centres	of	internationalism	around	
particular	nodes	in	the	existing	network	of	world	cities.	The	choice	of	
the	 location	 of	 the	 seats	 of	 international	 associations,	 international	
congresses,	world	exhibitions,	and	Olympic	Games	were	all	influenced	
by	campaigns	that	demonstrated	the	juridical,	infrastructural,	and	eco-
nomic	advantages	of	particular	cities	and	disadvantages	of	rival	cities.

Parallel	 to	 and	 often	 in	 combination	 with	 this	 propaganda	 in	 fa-
vour	 of	 particular	 metropolises,	 idealist	 schemes	 of	 centralization	
were	formulated.	It	was	argued	that	the	uncoordinated	proliferation	
of	international	organizations	slowed	down	the	movement	of	inter-
nationalism,	and	that	only	if	the	forces	of	internationalism	were	in-
tegrated	would	there	be	a	chance	to	establish	a	new	peaceful	world	
order.	Centralization	of	international	organizations	was	necessary	to	
guarantee	Peace	and	Progress.	The	American	political	scientist	Paul	
Reinsch	(1869–1923),	for	example,	stated	that	internationalism	must:

realize	a	correlation	between	the	efforts	and	the	institutions	that	have	
until	now	acted	independently	from	one	another,	determine	which	of	
them	must	collaborate	more	directly,	and	develop	for	them	a	central-
izing,	inclusive	Organization	that	nevertheless	recognizes	their	special	
domains.ii

1	 Paul	Valéry,	‘French	Thought	and	Art’,	in:	History and Politics,	436.
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Such	 a	 hierarchical	 ‘organization	 of	 organizations’	 was	 translated	
spatially	 as	 the	 creation	 of	 a	 geographic	 world	 pole	 which	 would		
coordinate	 and	 organize	 the	 ever	 expanding	 and	 growing	 number	
of	institutions	in	the	field	of	internationalism.	Centralisation,	many		
internationalists	believed,	would	save	lots	of	time	and	energy	because	
it	would	lessen	the	distance	between	the	different	places	of	work	in	
the	field	of	internationalism.

Paul	Otlet	was	one	of	those	internationalists	who	started	to	explore	
the	spatial	translation	of	a	World	Centre	into	a	concrete	reality	FIG.1.	
He	did	not	content	himself	with	the	abstract	ideal	of	a	coordinating	
international	centre	but	wanted	to	see	 it	 translated	 into	concretely	
structured	spaces	at	a	precisely	stipulated	location.	Otlet	defined	such	
a	place	to	accommodate	all	international	activities	as	what	he	called	
‘la	Cité	Mondiale’.	The	Cité	Mondiale,	according	the	Otlet,	would	be:

’1)	a	model	City’,	’2)	a	centre	of	cooperation’,	‘3)	a	visible	representation	
of	 the	 idea	 of	 Unity	 and	 Humanity’,	 ’4)	 the	 place	 where	 each	 nation	
would	have	its	pavilion,	and	each	group	or	international	association	its	
house’,	’5)	the	junction	of	movements	that	have	been	established,	in	the	
course	of	time,	the	great	institutions’	in	economic	life	(Trusts,	the	Stock	
Exchange,	the	International	Bank),	in	social	life	(worker	organizations),	
in	intellectual	life	(World	University,	Seat	of	International	Congresses,	
World	 Library,	 World	 Museum)	 and	 the	 Olympic	 Games	 and	 Federa-
tions	of	Sport.iii

Otlet	consulted	different	architects	to	give	shape	to	his	conception	
of	the	Cité	Mondiale,	which	he	situated	mainly	in	Belgium	but	also	
in	other	locations.	In	1913	he	co-opted	the	plan	for	a	World	Centre	
of	 Communication,	 designed	 by	 Hendrik	 Christian	 Andersen	 and	
Ernest	 Hébrard,	 to	 be	 based	 in	 Tervuren,2	 a	 Brussels	 suburb.	 After	
the	First	World	War,	Otlet	campaigned	for	the	location	of	the	head-
quarters	of	 the	League	of	Nations	 in	Brussels	by	means	of	a	design	
by	Oscar	Francotte	and	Louis	Van	der	Swaelmen.3	When	Geneva	was	
chosen	instead,	he	was	able	to	convince	Le	Corbusier	to	draft	detailed	
plans	for	a	Mundaneum	and	a	Cité	Mondiale	near	Geneva.4	In	1931	

2	 Dario	Matteoni	and	Wolfgang	Sonne	have	analysed	in	detail	the	project	of	
	Andersen	and	Hébrard:	Giuliano	Gresleri	and	Dario	Matteoni,	La Citta’ Mondi-
ale.	Andersen,	Hébrard,	Otlet,	Le Corbusier	(Venezia:	Marsilio	Editori,	1982),	11–105;	
Wolfgang	Sonne,	Representing the State. Capital City Planning in the Early Twentieth 
Century	(Munich/Berlin/London/New	York:	Prestel,	2003),	241–285.

3	 De	Groof	and	Elaut	have	described	different	campaigns	for	Brussels	as	a	World	
Centre	and	as	the	seat	of	the	League	of	Nations,	including	the	campaigns	led	by	
	Otlet:	Roel	De	Groof	and	Geertrui	Elaut,	Europe in Brussels. From Federal World  
District to Capital of Europe. 1900–2010	(Tielt:	Lannoo,	2010),	22–131.

4	 Giuliano	Gresleri	and	Catherine	Courtiau	have	studied	the	collaboration	between	
Otlet	and	Le	Corbusier	on	the	design	of	the	Mundaneum	and	the	Cité	Mondiale	
in	Geneva:	Gresleri	and	Matteoni,	La Citta’ Mondiale.	Andersen,	Hébrard,	Otlet,	
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he	located	the	Cité	Mondiale	again	in	Tervuren,	in	a	design	by	Victor	
Bourgeois,	while	 in	1933	Le	Corbusier	and	a	series	of	Belgian	archi-
tects	 included	a	Cité	Mondiale	in	their	design	for	the	international	
town-planning	 competition	 for	 the	 left	 bank	 of	 Antwerp.5	 In	 1935,	
the	young	Belgian	architect	Maurice	Heymans	made	plans	for	a	Cité	
Mondiale	situated	in	Washington,	D.C.	A	final	design,	dated	1941,	by	
Raphael	Delville	and	Stanislas	Jasinski,	had	it	again	on	the	left	bank	
in	Antwerp.

Several	of	these	designs,	in	particular	those	of	Hébrard	and		Andersen,	
and	of	Le	Corbusier,	have	been	analysed	by	different	historians.	What	
is	lacking	in	the	current	historiography	of	the	Cité	Mondiale,	howev-
er,	is	a	long-term	perspective	that	highlights	how	Otlet’s	conception	
of	the	Cité	Mondiale	changed	and	acquired	new	meanings	in	response	
to	different	ideological	contexts	and	local	opportunities.	On	the	one	
hand,	Otlet’s	proposals	to	establish	a	Cité	Mondiale	express	a	utopian,	
idealist	belief	in	the	forces	of	internationalism.	These	schemes	were	
transnational	in	that	they	aimed	to	bring	all	international	organiza-
tions	and	movements	together;	they	hinged	on	international	support;	
and	they	planned	to	concentrate	all	transnational	traffic	in	one	cen-
tre.	On	the	other	hand,	these	grand	schemes	often	had	nationalist	and	
localist	intentions	as	well,	trying	to	advance	their	home	country	or	a	
particular	city	into	a	stronger	international	position.	In	this	chapter,	
I	aim	to	analyse	the	combination	of	international,	national,	and	local	
ideologies	and	opportunisms	in	these	projects.

This	chapter	discusses	the	interplay	between	these	two	dimensions	
in	three	parts.	These	parts	correspond	to	three	different	phases	in	the	

Le Corbusier,	106–255;	Giuliano	Gresleri,	‘Le	Mondaneum.	Lecture	du	projet’,	in:	
Transnational Associations,	5	(1987),	267–273;	Giuliano	Gresleri,	‘The	Mundaneum	
Plan’,	in:	Carlo	Palazzolo	and	Riccardo	Vio	(eds.),	In the Footsteps of Le Corbusier	
(New	York:	Rizzoli,	1991),	93–113;	Giuliano	Gresleri,	‘Convergences	et	divergences:	
de	Le		Corbusier	à	Otto	Neurath’,	in:	Transnational Associations,	1–2	(2003),	72–81;	
	Catherine	Courtiau,	‘La	Cité	Internationale,	1927–1931’,	in:	Isabelle	Charollais	and	
	André	Ducret	(eds.),	Le Corbusier à Genève 1922–1932.	Projets et Réalisations	(Laus-
anne:	Éditions	Payot,	1987),	53–69;	Catherine	Courtiau,	‘L’Epopé‚	de	la	Cité	Mondi-
ale	de	Paul	Otlet’,	in:	Lectures,	41	(1988),	13–17;	and	Catherine	Courtiau,	‘La	création	
d’une	ville	internationale	autonome	selon	Paul	Otlet’,	in:	Transnational Associations,	
2–3	(2003),	60–71.	

5	 Piet	Lombaerde	and	Ronald	Commers	have	focussed	on	Le	Corbusier’s	submission,	
and	Federica	Zampa	on	Raphaël	Verwilghen’s	submission	in	the	competition	of	
the	left	bank	in	Antwerp,	which	both	included	a	Cité	Mondiale:	Ronald	Commers,	
Piet	Lombaerde,	and	Frank	Commers,	Le Corbusier en de Linkeroever te Antwerpen	
(Antwerpen:	Stad	Antwerpen.	Hoger	architectuurinstituut	van	het	Rijk,	1987);	Piet	
Lombaerde,	‘Les	Projets	pour	la	Rive	Gauche	d’Anvers,	ou	la	Ville	Radieuse	en	ques-
tion’,	in:	Patrick	Burniat,	Le Corbusier et la Belgique	(Bruxelles:	CFC,	1997),	149–173;	
and	Frederica	Zampa,	La Continuité d’une Illusion. L’urbanisme de Raphaël Verwilghen 
entre Valeurs Éthiques et Pratiques Professionnelles,	PhD	diss.	(Leuven:	KULeuven,	
1999),	382–393.
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development	of	Otlet’s	conception	of	the	Cité	Mondiale.	The	focus	
of	the	first	part	is	on	the	way	Otlet	used	the	plans	of	Andersen	and	
Hébrard	for	a	nationalist	propaganda	of	Brussels	as	a	centre	of	inter-
nationalism	before	World	War	I,	and	in	1919	as	the	seat	of	the	League	
of	Nations.	The	second	part	of	this	chapter	discusses	how	Otlet	de-
veloped	 the	 spiritual	 dimensions	 of	 his	 internationalist	 ideology	 in	
the	period	between	1920	and	1930,	and	used	the	Cité	Mondiale	as	a	
vehicle	of	spiritual	and	ideological	critique	on	the	programme	and	ac-
tivities	of	the	League	of	Nations	which	had	its	headquarters	in	Gene-
va.	In	the	third	part,	I	will	study	how,	between	1930	and	1944,	several	
Belgian	modernist	architects	who	taught	at	the	Institut	Supérieur	des	
Arts	Décoratifs	(ISAD)	in	Brussels	and	Le	Corbusier	projected	Otlet’s	
cosmopolitical	vision	of	a	Cité	Mondiale	on	the	left	bank	in	Antwerp.

8.1.	 The Capital of the United States of the World

8.1.1.	 The World Capital of Pieter Eijkman and K.P.C. de Bazel (1905)

In	the	years	before	the	First	World	War,	an	international	competition	
gained	 strength	 between	 small	 countries	 such	 as	 the	 Netherlands,	
Belgium,	and	Switzerland,	who	presented	their	main	cities—respec-
tively	The	Hague,	Brussels,	Bern	and	Geneva—as	privileged	locations	
for	 hosting	 international	 organizations.6	 As	 Madeleine	 Herren	 has	
shown,	nation-states	‘of	the	second	order’,	such	as	Belgium,	Switzer-
land,	and	the	Netherlands,	often	seized	emerging	forms	of	interna-
tional	 cooperation	 as	 ‘backdoors	 to	 power’,	 thus	 seeking	 to	 extend	
their	 own	 influence	 beyond	 their	 national	 weight.7	These	 countries	
presented	themselves	as	politically	neutral	and	pacifistic	intermedi-
ary	spaces,	not	so	much	dependent	as	independent	from	their	power-
ful	neighbouring	countries.8	Yet,	each	of	these	three	countries	created	
a	distinct	international	profile.	Belgium	was	proud	to	present	Brussels	
as	the	city	which	hosted	the	largest	number	of	headquarters	of	inter-
national	organizations	of	intellectual	and	scientific	cooperation	(be-

6	 Anne	Rasmussen,	L’Internationale scientifique 1890–1914,	PhD	dissertation		
Department	of	History	(Paris:	Ecole	des	Hautes	Etudes	en	Sciences	Sociales		
de	Paris,	1995),	361.

7	 Madeleine	Herren,	Hintertüren zur Macht: Internationalismus und modernisierung-
sorientierte Aussenpolitik in Belgien, der Schweiz und den USA 1865–1914	(München:	
Oldenbourg,	2000).	See	also:	Michel	Dumoulin,	Annick	Baeten,	Anne	de	Boeck	and	
Roland	Breyne	(eds.),	Présences belges dans le monde à l’aube du XX’ siècle	(Bruxelles:	
Univers-Cite?,	and	Louvain-la-Neuve	:	Academia,	1989);	and	Michel	Dumoulin,	
‘Vingt	ans	d’historiographie	des	relations	internationales	de	la	Belgique	(1964–
1984)’,	in:	Relations internationales,	42	(1985),	176.

8	 Rasmussen,	L’Internationale scientifique 1890–1914,	342.
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tween	1864	and	1914)	and	the	city	which	had	hosted,	after	Paris,	the	
greatest	number	of	international	scientific	congresses	(between	1852	
and	1914).9	The	Netherlands	could	lean	on	The	Hague	which	hosted	
the	First	and	Second	Peace	Conference	(in	1899	and	1907).	Further-
more,	the	construction	of	the	Peace	Palace	in	The	Hague,	supported	
by	the	American	presidency	and	financed	by	Andrew	Carnegie,	was	
meant	to	provide	a	permanent	home	for	the	International	Court	of	
Arbitration.	The	building	was	completed	in	1913	by	the	French	archi-
tect	Louis	Cordonnier,	who	had	won	the	1905	international	compe-
tition	for	its	design.	Switzerland,	in	contrast,	confirmed	itself	as	the	
centre	of	humanitarianism	and	pacifism.	Geneva	was	known	as	the	
headquarters	of	the	International	Committee	of	the	Red	Cross;	Bern	
succeeded	 in	 1892	 in	 attracting	 the	 Permanent	 International	 Peace	
Bureau	 (IPB)	 and	 the	 seat	 of	 the	 Inter-Parliamentary	 Union	 (IPU).	
Both	organizations	were	managed	by	a	Swiss	peace	activist:	 the	IPB	
by	Elie	Ducommun	(1833–1906)	and	the	Inter-Parliamentary	Bureau	
of	the	IPU	by	Albert	Gobat	(1843–1914).	Building	on	the	IPU	and	IPB	
as	the	two	major	organizations	in	the	field	of	pacifism,	the	Swiss	Con-
federation	presented	itself	as	a	shelter	against	the	imperialism	of	the	
great	 powers	 and	 a	 hospitable	 place	 for	 political	 introversion.	 Dis-
putes	between	these	centres	of	internationalism	were	situated	within	
the	struggle	to	host	the	most	important	international	organizations	
and	were	felt,	for	example,	when	in	1907	the	IPU	moved	its	headquar-
ters	from	Bern	to	Brussels.

Within	 this	 polycentric	 competition,	 several	 campaigns	 were	 set	
up	to	establish	a	 ‘World	Capital’	 in	one	of	Europe’s	smaller	nations.	
One	of	the	earliest	was	the	campaign	led	between	1905	and	1912	by	
the	 Dutch	 physician	 Pieter	 Eijkman	 (1862–1914)	 and	 his	 assistant	
Paul	 Horrix	 to	 establish	 a	 ‘World	 Capital’	 on	 the	 outskirts	 of	 The	
Hague.10	Eijkman	had	become	famous	for	his	Psychiatric	Institute	in	

9	 Ibid.,	81.
10	 Eijkman	introduced	the	plan	in	several	essays	and	interviews:	P.H.	Eijkman,	‘Reor-

ganisatie	der	internationale	congressen’,	in:	Vragen van den dag,	20	(1905),	866–871;	
Frans	Netscher,	‘P.H.	Eijkman,	Arts’,	in:	De Hollandsche revue,	11	(1906),	179–189	and	
249–264;	Pieter	Hendrik	Eijkman,	L’Internationalisme et la capitale du monde, centre 
intellectuel mondial	(Projet)	(La	Haye:	Fondajo	por	Internacieco,	1906);	Anonymous,	
‘Plannen	van	internationalisme’,	in:	De opmerker,	40	(1905),	305–310;	P.H.	Eijkman,	
Over internationalisme (The	Hague:	Voorbereidend	Bureau	der	Stichting	voor	Inter-
nationalisme,	1908);	[Anonymous],	‘Plannen	van	internationalisme’,	in:	De opmerker,	
40	(1905),	305–310;	Pieter	Hendrik	Eijkman,	L’Internationalisme et la capitale du 
monde, centre intellectuel mondial	(Projet)	(La	Haye:	Fondajo	por	Internacieco,	1906);	
and	K.P.C.	de	Bazel,	‘Stiftung	für	Internationalismus’,	in:	Der Städtebau,	3	(1906),	
36–39.	For	a	discussion	of	Eijkman’s	project,	see:	Wessel	Reinink,	K.P.C. De Bazel – 
Architect	(	Rotterdam:	Uitgeverij	010,	1993);	Johannes	Trapman,	Het land van Erasmus	
(	Amsterdam:	Balans,	1999),	122–143;	and	Geert	J.	Somsen,	‘Science,	Medicine	and	
Arbitration.	Pieter	Eijkman’s	World	Capital	in	The	Hague’,	in:	Mary	Kemperink	and	
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	Scheveningen	and	his	efforts	 for	 the	 improvement	of	public	baths.	
Inseparable	from	Eijkman	was	Paul	Horrix,	the	secretary	of	his	Psy-
chiatric	 Institute,	 an	 eloquent	 idealist,	 spiritualist,	 and	 prosperous	
civilian	 coming	 from	 a	 Hague	 family	 of	 furniture-makers.	 In	 the	
spring	of	1905,	they	published	the	plan	of	a	World	Capital,	designed	
by	the	rising	young	architect	Karel	de	Bazel.	The	idealist	proposals	of	
	Eijkman	and	its	spiritualist	resonances	must	have	appealed	to	de	Ba-
zel,	who	himself	sought	the	divine	in	architecture	and	became	Presi-
dent	of	a	Dutch	theosophist	 lodge.11	The	Master	Plan	that	de	Bazel	
designed	was	situated	on	the	Musschenberg;	a	hilly	piece	of	land	of	
about	1500	hectares	owned	by	the	Dutch	government	which	would	
provide	a	natural	pedestal	for	this	‘panorama	on	the	world’.12	De	Bazel	
gave	the	World	Capital	an	octagonal	form,	which	was	later	integrated	
into	the	development	plan	for	The	Hague	(1908)	of	H.P.	Berlage13	FIG.2.	
De	 Bazel’s	 diagrammatic	 plan	 was	 formed	 by	 a	 concentric	 series	 of	
four	octagons	ending	in	an	octagonal	star,	a	sort	of	cross-over	between	
a	mandala	and	a	Renaissance	city	plan	(such	as	that	of	Sforzinda	by	
Antonio	Filarete).	At	the	heart	of	the	plan	lay	a	circular	place	devoted	
to	 the	 ‘Brotherhood	 of	 Humanity’.	 From	 this	 monumental	 square,	
two	axes	forming	a	Latin	cross—according	to	de	Bazel	the	peace	sign	
obtained	after	numerous	battles—ran	toward	the	different	scientific	
academies	(point	Z	and	W)	and	to	the	location	where	the	Peace	Palace	
(A)	would	be	constructed14	FIG. 3.

The	 programme	 of	 Eijkman’s	 World	 Capital	 was	 centred	 on	 sci-
ence.15	The	great	academies	at	the	centre	of	the	plan	each	possessed	
a	separate	institute	with	state-of-the-art	research	facilities	where	‘the	
most	eminent	scientists	of	all	civilised	nations’	would	come	to	work	
for	‘say,	one	week	a	year’.16	Similar	to	the	Court	of	Arbitration,		Eijkman	
thought	that	international	scientific	conferences	should	have	a	fixed	
centre,	functioning	on	a	permanent	basis	as	international	academies.	

Leonieke	Vermeer	(eds.),	Utopianism and the Sciences, 1880–1930	(Leuven:	Peeters	
Publishing,	2009),	125–144.

11	 Wessel	Reinink,	K.P.C. De Bazel—Architect	(Rotterdam:	Uitgeverij	010,	1993),	41.
12	 K.P.C.	De	Bazel,	‘Stiftung	für	Internationalismus’,	in:	Der Städtebau,	3	(1906),	36–39.
13	 Fondajo	por	Internacieco,	L’Internationalisme et la Capitale du Monde	(Centre Intel-

lectuel Mondial)	(La	Haye:	Bureau	préliminaire	de	la	Fondation	d’Internationalisme,	
1906).

14	 Bazel,	‘Stiftung	für	Internationalismus’.	
15	 Parts	of	Sections	8.1.1,	8.1.2,	and	8.1.3,	which	compare	the	idealist	internationalism	

and	national	campaigns	of	Otlet	and	Eijkman,	are	based	on	research	that	I	did	joint-
ly	with	Geert	Somsen	and	which	will	be	published	in	the	following	article:	Wouter	
Van	Acker	and	Geert	Somsen,	‘A	Tale	of	Two	World	Capitals—The	International-
isms	of	Pieter	Eijkman	and	Paul	Otlet’,	in:	Revue Belge de Philologie et d’Histoire/ 
Belgisch Tijdschrift voor Filologie en Geschiedenis	(to	be	published	in	2012).

16	 ‘Den	Haag	als	wereld-hoofdstad	(intellektueel	wereld-centrum)’,	in:	De Hollandsche 
Revue,	11	(1906),	107–110	(108).



FIG. 2 Development plan of The Hague by H.P. Berlage

FIG. 3 Plan by K. P. C. De Bazel of the World Capital as conceived by Eijkman in The Hague (1905)



568 Chapter 8

This	‘Intellectual	World	Centre’,	or	‘Athens	of	the	Future’,	as	the	press	
also	called	it,	was	meant	to	stimulate	world	peace	and	to	advance	sci-
entific	 research	 at	 the	 same	 time.	 Eijkman	 considered	 arbitration	
and	science	as	almost	identical	in	the	sense	that	they	shared	the	same	
pragmatic	attitude	and	had	the	same	peaceful	effects.17	Legal	experts	
at	an	international	court	solved	conflicts	in	a	way	similar	to	the	scien-
tific	method,	and	therefore	Eijkman	made	the	Peace	Palace	a	natural	
neighbour	of	the	scientific	academies	in	his	World	Capital.

The	 World	 Capital	 designed	 by	 de	 Bazel	 claimed	 to	 be	 universal-
istic,	rational,	and	scientific,	but	was	at	the	same	time	politically	in-
strumental	for	promoting	the	Dutch	national	capital	as	the	centre	of	
internationalism.	Eijkman	and	Horrix	 lobbied	energetically	 for	 the	
acceptance	 of	 their	 plans.	 They	 tried	 to	 persuade	 Dutch	 members	
of	 the	 parliament,	 numerous	 pacifists,	 scientific	 internationalists,	
and	philanthropists	such	as	Andrew	Carnegie.	Their	most	important	
lobby	instrument	was	the	Preliminary	Bureau	for	the	Foundation	of	
Internationalism,	 an	 organization	 which	 they	 founded	 in	 1905	 and	
which	existed	until	1912.	This	organization	published	a	journal	called	
the	 Review for Internationalism—in	 four	 languages	 (Dutch,	 English,	
French	and	German),	but	only	three	issues	appeared,	all	in	1907—and	
kept	track	of	the	many	kinds	of	existing	and	emerging	international	
organizations.18	 In	 order	 to	 convince	 as	 many	 internationalists	 and	
their	 organizations	 as	 possible	 to	 join	 their	 Foundation,	 Eijkman	
and	 Horrix	 established	 their	 office	 during	 the	 Second	 Hague	 Peace	
Conference	near	the	conference	hall	(Prinsessegracht	6a)	and	trans-
formed	it	in	a	meeting	place,	the	‘Cercle	International’.	Here,	beyond	
publicity	for	the	World	Capital,	tea	was	served	daily	at	five,	and	pic-
nics	 (by	automobile)	were	organized	to	the	prospective	premises	of	
the	World	Capital,	creating	an	opportunity	for	conference	officials,	
journalists,	and	delegates	to	meet	in	a	more	informal	manner.19	Fur-
ther,	the	journalist	William	Stead	established	his	editorial	office	for	
the	Courrier de la Conférence de la Paix	in	the	Cercle	International	and	
wrote	in	support	of	their	plans,	as	he	had	already	done	in	1905	in	order	
to	urge	members	of	the	Inter-Parliamentary	Conference	at	Brussels	
(22	August	1905)	to	support	the	Plan	Eijkman.20	Eijkman	and	Horrix	

17	 Eijkman,	L’Internationalisme Scientifique	(Sciences Pures et Lettres),	102–103.		
Somsen,	‘Science,	Medicine	and	Arbitration.	Pieter	Eijkman’s	World	Capital	in	The	
Hague’,	137–139.

18	 The	fruit	of	these	cataloguing	labours	were	collected	in	P.H.	Eijkman,	
l’Internationalisme Médical	(La	Haye:	Bureau	préliminaire	de	la	fondation	pour	
l’internationalisme,	1910);	see	also	P.H.	Eijkman,	l’Internationalisme Scientifique	
(Sciences Pures et Lettres)	(La	Haye:	Bureau	Préliminaire	de	la	Fondation	pour	
l’Internationalisme,	1911).

19	 ‘Le	Cercle	International’,	in:	Courrier de la conférence de la paix	(June	15,	1907),	5.
20	 According	to	Reinink,	Stead	did	so	in	The Westminister Gazette	(15	May	1905)	and	in	
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were	relatively	successful	in	gathering	support	of	many	international	
organizations.	But	when	they	tried	to	gain	support	in	the	internation-
alist	scene	in	Brussels,	they	found	themselves	before	closed	doors.21	
Henri	La	Fontaine	reported	to	Otlet	 in	October	1907	that	 ‘Eijkman	
and	Horrix	have	spent	several	days	here	trying	to	collect	signatures.	
They	have	visited	the	headquarters	of	Solvay	who	has	sent	them	back	
to	Van	O[verbergh]	and	to	the	two	of	us.	Horrix	has	tried	to	meet	me,	
but	without	success’.iv

8.1.2.	 Campaigns for Brussels. The International Centre of Otlet and  
Van Overbergh on the Mont des Arts (1907), and the Federal World 
District of Louis Frank (1910)

Parallel	to	the	campaign	led	by	Eijkman	and	Horrix,	Otlet	and	Van	
Overbergh	dreamt	of	a	centre	of	internationalism	in	Brussels	on	the	
Mont	des	Arts,	one	of	King	Leopold	II’s	construction	sites.	Leopold	II	
planned	the	‘Mont	des	Arts’	as	the	artistic,	intellectual,	and	cultural	
centre	of	the	nation,	situated	next	to	the	Royal	Palace.22	Just	as	Ludwig	
I	had	developed	the	‘Kunstareal’	in	Munich	with	the	Pinakotheken,	
or	as	Fredrik-Willem	IV	had	turned	the	Museuminsel	in	Berlin	into	
the	scientific	and	artistic	area,	Leopold	II	envisioned	a	Centre	of	Arts	
and	Science	in	Brussels.23	It	was	to	be	the	third	special	site	on	the	hills	
of	Brussels	that	Leopold	II	developed;	it	complemented	the	‘religious	
mountain’	 on	 the	 Koekelberg	 where	 the	 	Basilique	 du	 Sacré	 Cœur	

the	Review of Reviews.	Reinink,	K.P.C. De Bazel—Architect,	123.
21	 Henri	La	Fontaine,	Letter to Paul Otlet	(1907.10.17).
22	 Omer	Vanaudenhove,	Hoe zal de nieuwe Kunstberg er uitzien?	(Brussel:	Ministerie		

van	Openbare	Werken	en	Wederopbouw,	1955),	17.
23	 Yves	Robert,	‘Van	Alexandrië	tot	de	Kunstberg:	de	heuvel	als	zetel	van	macht	en	

kennis’,	in:	Yves	Jacqmin	and	Brigitte	Vander	Brugghen	(eds.),	Kunst en openbaar 
erfgoed, Brussels Hoofdstedelijk Gewest	(Sprimont:	Mardaga,	1999),	75.

FIG. 4 Scale model of Henri Maquet’s project of the Mont des Arts 
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(1905–1969)	was	constructed,	and	the	‘juridical	mountain’	on	the	Gal-
genberg	where	the	monumental	Palace	of	Justice	(1866–1883)	of	the	
architect	Joseph	Poelaert	was	constructed.	In	the	plans	of	1902	by	the	
architect	Henri	Maquet	(1839–1909),	the	‘Mont	des	Arts’	contained	a	
Museum	of	Modern	Art,	a	Royal	Library,	Royal	Archives,	the	Belgian	
Academy,	the	offices	of	the	Commission	Royale	des	Monuments	et	
Sites,	and	a	Bibliographic	Institute	FIG.4.	In	1905,	Otlet	had	already	ob-
tained	permission	to	have	office	space	for	the	OIB/IIB—at	that	mo-
ment	situated	in	the	Rue	de	la	Régence	on	the	Mont	des	Arts—in	the	
new	building	designed	by	Maquet	FIG.5.	This	permission	might	have	
been	a	consequence	of	Otlet’s	participation	in	the	International	Con-
gress	of	World	Economic	Expansion,	organized	in	Mons	in	1905.	This	
Congress	reinforced	the	expansionist	politics	of		Leopold	II	and	was	
organized	on	the	occasion	of	75th	anniversary	of	Belgium.	It	aimed	
to	renew	the	diplomatic	ties	of	Belgium	with	foreign	countries	and	
elevate	Belgium	among	the	family	of	great	nations.	Delegates	 from	
thirty-four	 states	 and	 several	 colonies	 participated	 in	 the	 congress,	
coming	from	Europe,	Latin		America,	and	the	United	States.24	At	this	
congress,	Otlet	delivered	a	paper	which	emphasised	the	necessity	for	
reliable	and	up-to-date	information	as	the	basis	for	planning	econom-
ic	expansion.25	Otlet’s	proposal	of	a	documentation	office	informing	
on	 economic,	 commercial,	 and	 technical	 development	 stressed	 the	
political	interest	and	economic	value	of	the	OIB/IIB.

As	an	indirect	consequence	of	the	resolutions	of	the	Internation-
al	Congress	of	World	Economic	Expansion,	 Van	Overbergh	was	 ap-
pointed	Chairman	and	Otlet	Secretary	of	a	commission	appointed	by	
J.	De	Trooz,	the	Minister	of	Interior	Affairs,	to	study	the	programme	
of	 the	 Mont	 des	 Arts.26	 Van	 Overbergh	 and	 Otlet	 hoped	 to	 enlarge	
the	 scope	 of	 a	 national	 cultural,	 educational,	 and	 scientific	 centre	
into	that	of	an	 international	centre	for	science,	culture,	and	educa-
tion.	They	launched	a	plan	for	three	new	museums	on	the	Mont	des	
Arts:	 a	 Musée Mondial,	 a	 Musée des Sciences,	 and	 a	 Musée Social.	 The	

24	 Congrès	International	d’Éxpansion	Économique	Mondiale,	Documents préliminaires 
et compte rendu des séances (Bruxelles:	J.	Goemaere,	1905),	xli.	See	also:	Madeleine	
Herren,	‘Governmental	Internationalism	and	the	Beginning	of	a	New	World	Order	
in	the	Late	Nineteenth	Century’,	in:	Martin	H.	Geyer	and	Johannes	Paulmann	(eds.),	
The Mechanics of Internationalism: Culture, Society, and Politics from the 1840s to the 
First World War	(Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	2001),	121–144	(132).

25	 Paul	Otlet,	L’ organisation rationelle de l’information et de la documentation en matière 
économique,	Congrès International d’Expansion Economique Mondial tenu à Mons. Sous 
le haut patronage de sa majesté le Roi Léopold II	(Bruxelles:	Hayez,	1905).

26	 Bruno	De	Meulder,	Reformisme, thuis en overzee Geschiedenis van de Belgische planning 
in een kolonie	(1880–1960),	PhD	diss.,	Faculteit	der	Toegepaste	Wetenschappen,		
Departement	Architectuur,	Stedenbouw	en	Rtuimtelijke	Ordening	(Leuven:	
KULeuven,	1994),	156.
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Musée Mondial	would	provide,	in	line	with	Leopold	II’s	expansionist	
policies,	 a	 panoramic	 view	 of	 information	 on	 all	 territories	 and	 ac-
tivities	of	the	world;	the	Musée des Sciences	would	provide	a	survey	of	
advances	in	the	sciences;	and	the	Musée Social—like	the	Musée Social	
in	 Paris—would	 reflect	 on	 the	 laws	 of	 social	 organisms	 and	 exhibit	
research	results	made	in	the	field	of	social	economy.27	Furthermore,	
the	proposed	Collective	Library	of	Learned	Societies	of	Otlet	and	La	
Fontaine	became	part	of	the	programme.	The	Collective	Library	was	
a	forerunner	of	the	Union	of	International	Associations	(UIA);	a	sort	
of	 common	 documentation	 office	 for	 international	 organizations	
that,	since	1905,	had	been	housed	in	the	Chapelle	Saint	Georges	on	
the	Mont	des	Arts.28	The	vision	of	Otlet	and	Van	Overbergh	was	sup-
ported	by	the	Minister	of	Sciences	and	the	Arts,	Edouard	Descamps.29	
Edouard	Descamps	was	known	as	a	crusader	for	peace:	he	was	Presi-
dent	of	the	Institute	of	International	Law	and	the	International	Par-
liamentary	 Conference	 on	 Commerce,	 and	 particularly	 important,	
he	was	President	of	the	IIB	until	he	was	appointed	Minister	in	1907.	
In	addition	to	Descamps,	Ernest	Solvay	also	supported	Otlet	and	Van	

27	 Ibid.,	156.
28	 W.	Boyd	Rayward,	The Universe of Information. The Work of Paul Otlet for Documenta-

tion and International Organisation	(Moscow:	VINITI,	1975),	149.
29	 The	foundation	of	the	Ministry	of	Sciences	and	the	Arts	and	the	Office	Central	

des	Associations	Internationales	were	directly	linked.	Paul	Otlet,	Le Programme du 
Ministère des Sciences et des Arts	(Bruxelles:	Editions	de	La	Belgique	Artistique	et		
Littéraire,	1907.05.16),	4.

FIG. 5 Henri Maquet, Project for the International Office of Bibliography and the Department of the Museum  
of Fine Arts (1905.09.15)
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Overbergh’s	proposal	to	turn	the	Mont	des	Arts	into	a	centre	of	sci-
entific	 internationalism.	 Solvay	 replaced	 Descamps	 as	 President	 of	
the	IIB	in	1907	and	was	prepared	to	provide	financial	support	for	the	
plan	to	integrate	‘a	World	Palace	for	International	Associations’	in	the	
Mont	des	Arts30	FIG.6.

One	 of	 the	 most	 remarkable	 campaigns	 to	 promote	 Brussels	 and	
Belgium	 as	 a	 centre	 of	 internationalism,	 beyond	 the	 one	 mounted	
by	the	UIA,	was	that	of	the	Belgian	lawyer	Louis	Frank	(1864–1917).	
Louis	Frank	had	become	a	well-known	figure	in	the	internationalist	
scene	as	the	lawyer	who	defended	the	feminist	Marie	Popelin	(1846–
1913)	and	had	contributed	to	the	feminist	movement	by	challenging	
the	exclusion	of	women	from	the	bar	(as	had	Henri	La	Fontaine).31	In	
1905,	on	the	occasion	of	the	75th	anniversary	of	the	Belgian	indepen-
dence,	 Louis	 Frank	 had	 published	 Les Belges et la Paix,	 in	 which	 he	
stressed	the	important	role	that	Belgium	had	played	since	1830	in	‘the	
work	of	world	peace’.32	In	1910,	in	the	concluding	chapter	of	La Bel-
gique illustrée,	a	monograph	on	Belgium	published	by	Larousse,	Frank	
also	recalled	that	it	was	in	Brussels	that	the	basis	of	international	paci-

30	 Sources	have	not	yet	been	found	to	specify	the	author	and	exact	location	of	the	pro-
ject.	Yet,	the	signature	seems	to	indicate	that	the	author	of	the	project	is	Maquet.	
Rayward,	The Universe of Information,	151–152.

31	 Harold	Ed	Josephson,	Biographical Dictionary of Modern Peace Leaders	(Westport,	
Conn.:	Greenwood	Press,	1985),	300;	and	F.	De	Bueger-Van	Lierde,	‘Louis	Frank,	
pionnier	du	mouvement	féministe	belge’,	in:	RBHC-BTNG,	4.3–4	(1973),	377–292.

32	 Louis	Frank,	Les Belges et la paix	(Bruxelles:	Lamertin,	1905).

FIG. 6 [Maquet], Pilot Study of the World Palace of the International 
Associations (1906.11.10)
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fism	had	been	realised.	On	the	initiative	of	Elihu	Burritt	(1810–1879),	
and	with	the	help	of	the	Prime	Minister	of	Belgium	Charles	Rogier	
(1800–1885),	the	First	International	Congress	of	the	Friends	of	Peace	
(20–22	September	1848)	had	been	organized	in		Brussels.	The	Congress	
had	brought	together	the	New	York	Peace	Society	and	the	Peace	So-
ciety	of	London.	Frank	quoted	the	words	of	the	President	of	the	con-
gress,	Auguste	Visschers	(1804–1874),	who	said	that:	‘The	solemn	pres-
ence	of	the	apostles	of	Peace	in	our	city	is	an	event	in	which	all	people	
will	be	interested.	I	take	note	of	it	and	say	that	the	first	stone	of	the	
Temple	of	Peace	has	been	laid	by	you	in	Brussels’.v	And	Louis	Frank	
completed	Visschers’s	words	by	claiming	that	because	Belgium	had	
served	for	centuries	as	the	battleground	of	Europe,	it	was	in	Belgium	
that	the	Temple	of	Peace	and	a	Federal	World	District	should	be	con-
structed.33	Inspired	by	the	District	of	Columbia	in	Washington,	D.C.,	
and	the	federal	district	of	Canberra,	Australia	(1908),	he	proposed	to	
establish	 a	 ‘Federal	 World	 District’	 in	 Waterloo	 in	 1915,	 coinciding	
with	the	100th	anniversary	of	 the	Battle	of	Waterloo.	Edmond	Car-
ton	de	Wiart,	Secretary	to	Leopold	II,	as	well	as	Crown	Prince	Albert,	
Prime	 Minister	 Auguste	 Beernaert,	 and	 	Edouard	 Descamps	 all	 sup-
ported	Frank’s	proposal.34	In	Frank’s	personal	papers,	the	rudiments	
of	 a	 book	 can	 be	 found	 in	 which	 he	 elaborated	 the	 programme	 of	
such	a	World	District,	under	the	title	 ‘Constitution	for	the	Confed-
eration	of	the	United	States	of	the	Earth’.	Such	a	confederation,	he	
hoped,	 would	 stabilize	 the	 international	 relations	 as	 the	 Treaty	 of	
Westphalia	 (1648)	 or	 the	 Treaty	 of	 Vienna	 (1819)	 had	 aimed	 to	 do	
in	the	past.35	Central	 in	Frank’s	Terrestrial	Confederation	would	be	
the	 International	 Ministry	 of	 Peace,	 composed	 of	 a	 Department	 of	
States,	a	Department	of	International	Justice,	a	Department	of	Public	
International	Force	(including	an	‘Army	of	the	Sea	and	the	Earth’),	a	
Department	 of	 Statistics	 (collecting	 data	 on	 all	 social	 affairs),	 and	 a	
Department	of	the	Earth	and	of	Property	(with	observatories	warning	
the	earthlings	against	natural	disasters).36	In	several	sketches,	Frank	
imagined	where	in	Brussels	the	headquarters	of	these	major	interna-

33	 It	is	interesting	to	note	that	Louis	Frank	supported	the	UIA	of	Otlet	and	La		
Fontaine;	he	had	printed	La Paix et le District Fédéral du Monde as	a	brochure	which	
he	distributed	to	the	foreign	delegates	at	the	First	World	Congress	of	the	UIA	in	
1910.	Yet,	he	criticized	Henri	La	Fontaine’s	preference	for	Strasbourg	as	the	location	
for	a	world	capital	and	Otlet’s	previous	recommendation	of	a	system	of	‘dissemina-
tion	and	fragmentation’	of	internationalism	and	for	copying	his	own	proposal	to	
create	a	central	office	of	International	Institutions.	Ibid.,	(brochure),	14–15.

34	 Groof	and	Elaut,	Europe in Brussels,	49.
35	 Louis	Frank,	Plan d’un avant-projet de constitution terrestre	(n.d.	[1914]).	KBR,	Louis	

Frank	Papers,	II	6053.
36	 Louis	Frank,	Le Ministère international de la Paix	(n.d.	[1914]).	KBR,	Louis	Frank		

Papers,	II	6053.
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tional	organizations	could	be	located,	for	example,	situating	the	seis-
mological	observatory	in	Uccle	FIG.7	and	a	 ‘Palace	of	Nations’	 in	the	
royal	domain	of	Laeken	FIG.8.

8.1.3.	 William T. Stead’s designation of The Hague as  
‘Capital of the United States of the World’ (1907)

A	notable	example	of	the	tensions	between	the	campaigns	which	ad-
vertised,	respectively,	Brussels	and	The	Hague	as	 transnational	cen-
tres	 was	 an	 article	 published	 by	 the	 journalist	 William	 T.	 Stead	 in	
the	Courrier de la Conférence de la Paix.	Stead	affirmed	that,	although	
	Brussels	was	a	sturdy	rival	candidate,	The	Hague	was	the	present	‘Cap-
ital	of	the	United	States	of	the	World’37	FIG.9.	The	choice	‘to	fix	the	cen-
tre	of	the	World	State’	there	was,	he	argued,	accepted	by	the	other	na-
tions	as	a	‘natural	consequence’.vi	The	Hague	had	already	been	called	
‘Capital	 of	 the	 World’	 during	 the	 first	 Peace	 Conference,	 in	 1899,	
when	it	was	decided	that	it	would	become	the	seat	of	the	Permanent	
Court	of	Arbitration.38	Until	then,	it	had	hardly	had	such	aspirations,	
and	it	had	come	as	a	surprise	that	the	(equally	surprising)	organizer	
of	the	Peace	Conference,	Russian	tsar	Nicolas	II,	had	picked	the	city	

37	 William	T.	Stead,	‘La	Haye.	La	Capitale	des	États-Unis	du	Monde’	in:	Courrier de la 
Conférence de la Paix	50	(1907.08.11).

38	 Arthur	Eyffinger,	The Peace Palace: Residence for Justice, Domicile of Learning	(The	
Hague:	Carnegie	Foundation,	1988).

FIG. 9 William T. Stead, ‘The Hague. 
The Capital of the United States of 
the World’



FIG. 7 Louis Frank, Plan of the sites for of the International Headquarters

FIG. 8 Louis Frank, Plan of the sites for of the International Headquarters
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as	his	preferred	site.39	Looking	for	a	‘neutral’	and	impartial	location,	
preferably	 the	capital	of	a	 small	country,	 to	 bring	 the	great	 powers	
around	one	table,	Brussels	had	seemed	to	be	the	logical	primary	can-
didate,	 since	 it	 already	 hosted	 so	 many	 international	 meetings	 and	
organizations.	 King	 Leopold	 II	 had	 even	 supported	 efforts	 to	 bring	
the	conference	to	Brussels	and	had	offered	the	monumental	Palace	
of	Justice	as	the	venue.	But	the	Russian	tsar	finally	decided	in	favour	
of	The	Hague—the	city	associated	with	the	pioneer	of	international	
law,	Hugo	Grotius	(1583–1645).	Stead	concluded	that	if	‘King	Leopold	
had	 responded	 with	 more	 cordiality	 to	 the	 overture	 of	 the	 Russian	
government	in	1898’,	the	delegates	would	probably	have	gathered	in	
the	Palais	de	Justice	instead	of	the	Dutch	royal	residence,	House	in	
the	Woods.	However,	now	that	The	Hague	was	consolidating	its	role	
as	organizer	of	a	series	of	Peace	Conferences	(a	third	one	was	planned	
for	1915),	and	possibly	capital	of	the	world,	it	was	necessary,	Stead	ar-
gued,	to	exercise	caution	as	to	the	role	of	the	Dutch	state,	and	Queen	
Wilhelmina,	as	hosts.	Was	it	not	preferable,	he	asked,	to	adopt	an	al-
ternative	arrangement,	suggested	by	peace	advocate	Hayne	Davis,	to	
create	an	international	‘District	of	Columbia’—analogous	to	the	one	
in	Washington	in	the	USA—where	the	Conference	would	not	be	sub-
ordinate	to	the	Dutch	but	would	be	its	own	master:

It	is	good	to	remember	that	the	creation	of	a	neutral	and	international	
centre,	or	of	a	Cité Mondiale	[Global	City],	was	the	central	idea	of	almost	
all	the	projects	of	dreamers	of	the	previous	centuries	and	of	the	present	
century	who	have	published	plans	for	universal	peace.	Leaving	aside	for	

39	 Arthur	Eyffinger,	The 1899 Hague Peace Conference: ‘The Parliament of Man, the  
Federation of the World’	(The	Hague/London:	Kluwer	Law	International,	1999).

FIG. 10 Bird’s eye view of the Universal Exhibition of 1910, showing the 
Palais du Cinquantenaire in the left corner
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a	moment	the	idea	of	a	donation	of	a	national	territory	under	control	of	
the	International	Conference,	an	agreement	must	at	least	be	signed,	or	
a	positive	Convention,	which	assures	that	the	Third	Conference	will	be	
properly	hosted	at	The	Hague.vii

The	‘dreamers’	to	whom	Stead	referred	was	likely	the	line	of	men	and	
their	 work	 that	 ran	 from	 Abbé	 de	 Saint-Pierre’s	 (1658–1745)	 Projet 
pour rendre la paix perpétuelle en Europe	 (1713),	through	Jean-Baptiste	
Cloots’s	(or	Anacharsis)	(1755–1794)	La République universelle	(1792)	to	
Victor	Hugo’s	 Paris	 (1867)	and	his	proposal	of	European	unification	
having	Paris	as	its	capital.40	Now,	within	the	community	of	interna-
tionalists	and	pacifists	active	in	The	Hague,	new	dreams	were	in	the	
making	to	join	these	‘projects	of	universal	peace’.

While	Lucia	Ames	Mead	(1856–1936),	a	leading	American	member	
of	 feminist	 and	 pacifist	 organizations,	 claimed	 that	 not	 The	 Hague	
but	Geneva	should	claim	the	title	of	World	Capital,41	Otlet	reacted	in	
1907	in	the	Courrier de la Conférence de la Paix	against	Stead’s	designa-
tion	of	The	Hague	as	World	Capital	by	claiming	the	title	for	Brussels.42	
In	1910,	in	an	opening	article	of	Bruxelles Exposition,	a	journal	report-
ing	about	the	Universal	Exhibition	held	in	Brussels	in	the	same	year,	
Otlet	countered	Stead’s	preference	again,	listing	the	same	arguments	
FIG.10.	 If	 a	 referendum	 were	 to	 be	 held,	 Otlet	 believed	 that	 Brussels	
would	be	designated	naturally	as	‘the	capital	of	the	United	States	of	
the	World’.	Brussels	was,	according	to	Otlet,	 ‘one	of	the	most	active	
centres	of	 international	 life’—indeed	the	UIA	had	revealed	that	 ‘of	
the	109	permanent	international	institutions	that	exist	today	in	the	
world,	17	do	not	have	fixed	headquarters,	42	are	domiciled	in	Belgium,	
15	 in	Switzerland,	and	only	2	 in	Holland’.viii	 Moreover,	Belgium	 was	
uniquely	situated	between	the	great	cities	of	western	Europe,	which	
made	 it	 a	 ‘pivot	 of	 the	 three	 great	 countries	 with	 a	 different	 civili-
sation,	 Germany,	 Britain	 and	 France’.	 Its	 population	 ‘constitutes	 an	
amalgam	 of	 Germanic	 and	 Latin	 races’,	 having	 a	 spirit	 of	 the	 ‘most	
universal	 kind	 that	 exists’.	 And	 finally,	 its	 ‘history	 as	 the	 battlefield	
of	nations’,	its	neutrality,	its	political	‘freedom	to	organize	meetings	
and	 associations’,	 its	 ‘freedom	 of	 speech	 and	 press’,	 its	 character	 as	
an	economic	free	trade	zone,	and	of	course	Otlet’s	own	 ‘great	work	

40	 For	an	overview	of	dreams	of	a	cosmopolitan	centre,	see:	Armand	Mattelart,	
Histoire de l’utopie planétaire	(Paris:	La	Découverte,	1999).	For	a	discussion	of	Hugo’s	
European	Utopia	and	his	declaration	about	Paris	as	‘la	Jérusalem	humaine’,	see:	
Edward	Ousselin,	‘Victor	Hugo’s	European	Utopia’,	in:	Nineteenth Century French 
Studies,	34.1–2	(2005),	32–43	(39).

41	 Lucia	Ames	Mead,	‘Genève	als	wereldhoofdstad’,	in:	Revue voor Internationalism,	1	
(1907),	276;	originally	published	in	Boston Evening Transcript (6	January	1907).

42	 Paul	Otlet,	‘Bruxelles	la	capitale	du	monde’,	in:	Courrier de la Conférence de la Paix	
(1907.10.13),	3–4.



578 Chapter 8

of	 Universal	 Documentation’—all	 these	 marked	 the	 ‘international	
superiority’	of	Belgium.	These	arguments	were	also	made	by	several	
other	 leading	Belgian	intellectuals:	 the	historian	Henri	Pirenne,	for	
example	had	described	Belgium	as	a	region	characterized	by	a	 lack	
of	a	unity	of	race,	language	and	geography,	which	made	it	favourable	
as	a	breeding	ground	for	internationalism;43	Edmond	Picard	foresaw	
the	national	qualities	of	Belgium	as	providing	a	‘foretaste’	or	a	‘short	
cut’	to	the	future	United	States	of	Europe;44	and	Edouard	Descamps	
considered	internationalism,	just	as	much	as	multiculturalism,	multi-
lingualism	and	diplomatic	neutrality,	part	of	the	Belgian	patrimony.45

When	Eijkman	began	to	promote	his	World	Capital	plan,	he	pro-
moted	The	Hague	and	cast	doubt	on	the	reputation	of	alternative	can-
didates.	It	was	easy	to	discredit	the	capital	cities	of	great	powers,	since	
they	would	never	be	fully	acceptable	to	other	states.	But	other	small	
European	 countries	 were	 more	 difficult	 to	 deal	 with.	 Switzerland,	
	Eijkman	 argued,	 was	 too	 unstable,	 as	 it	 was	 a	 republic,	 and	 as	 such	
subject	to	frequent	regime	change.	Moreover,	it	had	recently	become	
a	haven	for	terrorists,	such	as	the	Italian	anarchist	who	had	murdered	
the	 Austrian	 empress	 Elisabeth	 in	 Geneva	 in	 1898.46	 Belgium,	 sug-
gested	Eijkman,	was	even	a	harder	nut	to	crack.	It	had	a	strong	tradi-
tion	of	hosting	international	events	and	organizations,	fully	backed,	
especially	financially,	by	Leopold	II	and	private	benefactors	such	as	
Ernest	Solvay.	But,	Eijkman	argued,	the	country’s	eagerness	and	pride	
as	a	world	centre	were	precisely	what	could	put	off	other	nations.	The	
Belgians’	insistence	on	speaking	a	world	language	such	as	French,	for	
example,	 did	 not	 always	 serve	 them	 well	 outside	 the	 francophone	
sphere.	The	fact	that	the	Dutch	did	not	expect	anybody	to	speak	their	
barely	known	language	actually	enhanced	their	accessibility,	 for	 ‘[t]
he	Germans,	English	and	Americans	feel	much	more	at	home	in	the	
polyglot	Netherlands	than	in	Belgium,	which	for	them	speaks	a	for-
eign	language’.47

Reacting	against	Eijkman’s	campaign,	Otlet	in	his	turn	claimed	that	
The	Hague	was	only	suited	as	a	quiet	milieu	for	long	juridical	debates	
best	 far	 removed	 from	 the	 great	 centres.	 Social,	 scientific,	 and	 eco-
nomic	institutions	need	an	active	milieu	of	the	kind	to	be	found	in	
Brussels.48	Furthermore,	The	Hague	had	no	university,	no	important	

43	 Henri	Pirenne,	Les origines de l’État belge	(Liège:	Charles	Desoer,	1906).
44	 Edmond	Picard,	Essai d’une Psychologie de la Nation belge	(Bruxelles:	Ferdinand	

	Larcier,	1906),	77.
45	 Edouard	Descamps	in:	Bulletin de l’IIB	90	(1908).
46	 Eijkman,	Over internationalisme,	27–28.
47	 Eijkman,	Over internationalisme,	31–32.
48	 Paul	Otlet,	Note sur le project ‘La Haye Capitale du Monde’	(1907).	MDN,	CM	5,	Notes	

Numérotées	1907–1931.
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scientific	societies,	and	no	international	railway	lines.	Ironically,	Otlet	
even	critiqued	the	ambition	of	Eijkman	to	speak	of	a	‘capital’:

What	is	certainly	needed	are	active	centres	of	internationalism,	in	di-
rect	connection	with	each	other	and	cooperating	directly.	The	idea	of	
a	‘Capital’	evokes	this	relation	with	a	hegemony	and	is	intolerable.	The	
world	does	not	need	another	sort	of	imperialism	to	be	added	to	all	the	
others	 whose	 time	 has	 passed.	 Even	 a	 superficial	 examination	 of	 the	
facts	permits	one	to	observe	that	there	exist	today	several	very	active	
centres	of	internationalism.ix

Instead,	Otlet	defended	a	polycentric	model	consisting	of		Washington	
as	 the	 centre	 of	 the	 Western	 part	 of	 ‘hemisphere’	 (North-,	 Central,	
and	South-America),	Switzerland	as	the	centre	for	the	great	services	
of	transport	and	communication	(railway,	post,	telegraphy,	customs,	
etc.),	Belgium	as	the	centre	for	scientific,	technical,	and	social	interna-
tional	institutions,	while	The	Hague,	he	argued,	could	become	in	the	
future	the	world	juridical	centre.49

8.1.4.	 The World Centre of Communication of Andersen and Hébrard 
(1913)

In	1911,	Paul	Otlet	still	did	not	have	an	architectural	plan,	like	de		Bazel’s	
plan	of	The	Hague	that	Eijkman	had,	to	show	and	promote	how	one	
might	 imagine	 Brussels	 as	 ‘an	 International	 City’.	 His	 architectural	
imagination	about	such	an	International	City	had	not	gone	much	be-
yond	the	plan	for	a	palace	for	the	Union	of	International	Associations	
(UIA)	 on	 the	 Mont	 des	 Arts,	 which	 had	 been	 buried,	 however,	 with	
Leopold	 II’s	 death	 in	 1909;	 or	 the	 sketch	 by	 Octave	 Van	 Rysselber-
ghe	of	a	circular	dome-like	building	for	a	 ‘Central	and	Internation-
al	Institute’,	situated	in	Woluwe	Park	near	Brussels50	FIG.11.	This	was	
to	change	when	Otlet	heard	about	the	project	of	Hendrik		Christian	
Andersen	 (1872–1940)	 and	 the	 French	 architect	 Ernest	 	Hébrard	
(1875–1933)	 for	 a	 World	 Centre	 of	 Communication,	 which	 he	 co-	
opted	for	the	promotion	of	Brussels	as	an	International	City.51

49	 Ibid.,	5.	Later,	in	a	note	dated	1927,	Otlet	repeats	this	idea	of	polycentricity:	Paul	
Otlet,	La Haye—Bruxelles—Genève. Hollande—Belgique—Suisse	(1927.01.11).	MDN,	
EUM	13

50	 Otlet,	Note pour l’érection d’un palais mondial des Associations internationales,	
1911.06.22.	MDN,	CM.

51	 For	a	study	of	the	collaboration	between	Otlet,	Andersen,	and	Hébrard,	see:	
	Françoise	Levie,	L’homme qui voulait classer le monde: Paul Otlet et le Mundaneum	
(Bruxelles:	Impressions	nouvelle,	2006);	and	Gresleri	and	Matteoni,	La Citta’ Mondi-
ale.	Andersen,	Hébrard,	Otlet,	Le Corbusier.	For	a	detailed	analysis	of	the	World	Centre	
of	Communication,	see:	Sonne,	Representing the State. Capital City Planning in the 
Early Twentieth Century,	241–286.	For	a	description	of	the	work	of	Hébrard,	see:	
Gwendolyn	Wright	and	Paul	Rabinow,	‘Savoir	et	pouvoir	dans	l’urbanisme	moderne	



The	 World	 Centre	 of	 Communication	 represented	 Andersen’s	 vi-
sion	of	a	metropolis	of	one	million	inhabitants	where	the	major	in-
ternational	institutions	of	art,	science,	industry,	and	law	were	concen-
trated52	FIG.12.	Andersen	had	been	born	in	Bergen	(Norway)	and	had	
grown	up	in	Newport	(U.S.).	He	had	studied	sculpture	at	the	École	des	
Beaux-Arts	in	Paris	and	had	settled	in	Rome	in	1897.	As	the	eugenicist	
and	pacifist	David	Starr	Jordan	(1851–1931)	described	him,	Andersen	
was	an	 indomitable	 idealist	who	had	 invested	 in	 the	elaboration	of	
the	World	Centre	practically	all	of	an	ample	fortune.53	Olivia	Cush-
ing	Andersen	(1871–1917),	Hendrik	Christian	Anderen’s	sister-in-law,	
daughter	of	a	wealthy	American	entrepreneur,	had	moved	to	Rome	
in	1903	after	her	husband’s	death.54	Though	Andersen	did	not	get	all	
her	Cushing	money	until	she	died	in	1917,	she	did	support	the	project	

colonial	d’Ernest	Hébrard’,	in:	Les cahiers de la recherche architectural,	9	(Janvier	1982),	
36–38.

52	 Gresleri	and	Matteoni,	La Citta’ Mondiale.	Andersen,	Hébrard,	Otlet,	Le Corbusier,	
21–46.

53	 Hendrik	Christian	Andersen,	Letter to President U.S Roosevelt	(1933.06.15).	MDN,	CM	
8,	Correspondence	Architectes.	H.C.	Andersen.

54	 Annick	Duperray,	The Reception of Henry James in Europe	(London:	Continuum,	
2006),	93–94.

FIG. 11 Sketch by Octave Van Rysselberghe of a ‘Central and 
International Institute’ (1911.09.11)



FIG. 12 H.C. Andersen and E. Hébrard, Schematic Plan of the International Centre 
(1913)

FIG. 13 H.C. Andersen and E. Hébrard, Artistic and Olympic Centre (1913)



582 Chapter 8

of	the	World	Centre	of	Communication	as	it	was	being	developed.
Presumably,	 the	 work	 on	 the	 World	 Centre	 of	 Communication	

did	 not	 begin	 until	 well	 after	 1905,	 when	 Hébrard	 was	 in	 Rome	 on	
his	Prix	de	Rome	and	resided	in	the	Villa	Medici	in	Rome,	with	Léon	
Jaussely,	Henri	Prost,	Jean	Hulot,	and	Paul	Bigot—a	generation	that	
would	lay	the	foundations	of	French	modern	urbanism.	A	collabora-
tion	between	Andersen	and	Hébrard	 led	 in	1913	 to	 the	publication	
of	 the	World Centre of Communication	 (which	was	well	underway	by	
1911)	in	a	deluxe	book	edition,	with	an	introduction	by	Andersen	and	
by	the	architectural	historian	Gabriel	Leroux.55	It	was	printed	in	500	
copies,	simultaneously	in	French	and	English,	and	richly	illustrated	
with	bird’s-eye	views	and	detailed	plans	of	the	fictional	ensembles	of	
institutions	and	their	façades.

Plans	show	the	World	Centre	of	Communication	structured	as	a	cen-
tral	axis	along	which	the	major	institutions	of	international	esteem	
are	assembled.	From	top	to	bottom	we	find	an	Olympic	and	Artistic	
Centre,	an	‘Avenue	des	Nations’,	and	a	Scientific	Centre.	The	Olympic	
Centre	with	its	‘Grand	Canal’	and	stadium	had	its	counterpart	in	the	
Artistic	Centre	FIG.13.	The	Artistic	Centre	included	an	École	des	Beaux	
Arts,	a	museum	of	mouldings,	a	conservatory	of	music,	a	library,	and	
a	temple	of	arts,	surrounded	by	a	park	with	a	zoological	and	botanical	
garden,	and	a	museum	for	natural	history—all	stimulating	the	study	
of	nature	as	an	artistic	activity.	Underneath	the	Artistic	Centre,	is	the	
Avenue	of	Nations,	dedicated	to	the	brotherhood	of	the	nations	with	
its	embassies,	‘pavilions	of	the	nations’,	buildings	for	receptions	at	the	
corners,	and	a	water	garden	in	the	middle	embellished	with	statues	
honouring	the	great	geniuses	of	humanity	FIG.14.	The	centre	of	the	en-
tire	plan	is	formed	by	the	institutions	assembled	around	the	‘Scientif-
ic	Centre’	FIG.15.	The	Scientific	Centre	centralized	‘all	the	fields	of	the-
oretic	and	applied	sciences’	to	‘encourage	the	progress	of	each	field	in	
particular	and	permit	to	scholars	of	all	countries	to	meet	one	another	
and	 make	 their	 works	 consistent’.x	 This	 permanent	 centre	 for	 the	
study	of	scientific	and	economic	problems	would	not	only	eliminate	
the	current	 ‘intellectual	and	financial	waste’	but	also	accelerate	the	
speed	of	the	‘flow	of	knowledge’	which	is	formed	by	‘the	best	minds	of	
all	nations’	for	the	well-being	of	humanity.	The	Scientific	Centre	had	
four	palaces	for	scientific	congresses	in	the	corners	FIG.16,	a	temple	of	
religion	on	the	left	FIG.17,	an	international	court	of	justice	on	the	right,	
and	an	international	bank	and	an	international	reference	library	at	
the	bottom	of	the	square.	In	the	middle	of	the	square	stood	the	Tow-
er	of	Progress	(320	meters	high),	a	giant	broadcasting	station	for	the	

55	 Hendrik	Christian	Andersen	and	Ernest	M.	Hébrard,	Création d’un Centre Mondial  
de Communication	(Paris:	Philippe	Renouard,	1913).



FIG. 16 H.C. Andersen and E. Hébrard, Congress Palace (1913)

FIG. 14 H.C. Andersen and E. Hébrard, Plan of  
the Avenue of Nations and Scientific Centre (1913)

FIG. 17 H.C. Andersen and E. Hébrard, Temple of Religion 
(1913)

FIG. 15 H.C. Andersen and E. Hébrard, Bird’s eye view of 
the Scientific Centre (1913)
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World	Press	that	would	receive	all	the	‘invisible	flows	of	human	ini-
tiative’	 and	 disseminate	 through	 wireless	 telegraphy	 the	 ‘desires	 of	
the	day’	to	the	entire	world	FIG.18.	The	tower	symbolized	the	human	
aspiration	to	 ‘Truth,	Justice	and	Love’,	and	‘the	efforts	of	humanity’	
to	 illuminate	 ‘the	 gloomiest	 parts	 of	 the	 universe’	 with	 the	 radiant	
light	of	the	‘divine	intelligence	and	genius	of	man’.	The	inverse	of	the	
tower	of	Babel,	the	tower	expressed	the	hope	that	the	new	forms	of	
communication	could	be	appropriated	to	‘enlighten’	the	world	with	

knowledge	and	arouse	mutual	understanding	between	nations.
Andersen	 intended	 his	 World	 Centre	 not	 as	 a	 political	 statement	

but	as	an	artistic	work	that	allegorized	his	idealist	centrism.	The	proj-
ect	grew	out	of	Andersen’s	previous	sculpture,	the	Fountain	of	Life	
on	 which	 he	 had	 been	 working	 since	 1905	 and	 for	 whose	 architec-
tural	features,	as	Wolfgang	Sonne	notes,	he	consulted	Hébrard.56	As	
he	described	the	work	in	the	introduction	of	the	1913	publication,	it	
symbolized	the	cycle	of	life	and	the	high	ideals	of	Love,	Equality,	and	
Peace.	The	World	Centre	was,	in	fact,	a	magnification	of	the	Fountain	
of	 Life	 into,	 as	 he	 said	 to	 Paul	 Otlet,	 a	 ‘World-Fountain	 of	 concen-

56	 Sonne,	Representing the State. Capital City Planning in the Early Twentieth Century,	
258.

FIG. 18 H.C. Andersen and E. Hébrard, Tower 
of Progress (1913)



FIG. 19 H.C. Andersen and E. Hébrard, Fountain of Life (1913)

FIG. 13

FIG. 20 H.C. Andersen and E. Hébrard, Perspective of the International Centre 
(1913)
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trated	 human	 intelligence’57	 FIG.19.	 Similar	 to	 the	 allegorical	 figures	
around	the	central	basin	of	the	Fountain-of-Life-sculpture,	the	bird’s-
eye	view	of	the	World	Centre	of	Communication	shows	two	large	al-
legorical	figures	in	front	of	the	city;	an	athletic	man	and	a	woman	who	
link	hands	and	hold	a	torch,	who	allegorize	humanity	united	through	
communication	and	mutual	understanding	in	its	universal	quest	for	
peace.	They	symbolize,	like	the	city	on	the	background,	the	incorpo-
ration	of	the	transcendent	universal	spirit	of	humanity;	or	the	con-
centration	of	human	intellect	FIG.20.	The	World	Centre	expressed,	in	
the	words	of	Andersen,	‘the	one	big	ideal	of	the	century’	as	well	as	the	
great	practical	solution	for	uniting	people	and	their	governments	in	
their	‘economic,	moral	and	spiritual	relations’.58

The	architecture	and	urban	design	of	the	World	Centre	of	Commu-
nication	was	modelled	on	the	architecture	and	urban	design	of	the	
Universal	Exhibitions	and	urban	renewal	projects	of	capitals	 in	the	
second	half	of	the	nineteenth	century.	Universal	Exhibitions	made	
use	of	allegorical	figures	and	the	construction	of	towers	as	symbols	of	
peace	and	human	progress;	they	were	‘scientific	centres’	in	the	sense	
that	they	were	places	where	great	international	congresses	were	held;	
they	had	an	‘Avenue	des	Nations’	where	nations	idealised	themselves	
in	national	pavilions	and	demonstrated	their	share	in	human	prog-
ress;	and	they	were	places	where	the	arts	were	celebrated	as	the	high-
est	expression	of	civilisation;	all	elements	 that	can	be	found	 in	the	
World	Centre	of	Communication.	At	the	same	time,	the	World	Cen-
tre	 of	 Communication	 was	 also	 modelled	 on	 the	 way	 capitals	 were	
radically	transformed	in	order	to	give	them	a	new	metropolitan	ap-
pearance	that	glorified	the	modernity	and	the	strength	of	the	sover-
eign	nation-state.59	The	construction	of	Regent	Street	in	London	by	
John	Nash	under	George	IV,	the	new	boulevards	in	Paris	planned	by	
Haussmann	 under	 Napoleon	 III,	 and	 the	 covering	 of	 the	 Senne	 in	
Brussels	by	order	of	Jules	Anspach	under	Leopold	II,	are	well-known	
examples	of	nineteenth-century	capital	building.	Moreover,	 the	or-
ganization	of	Universal	Exhibitions	and	the	renewal	of	capitals	often	
went	hand	in	hand	on	both	the	practical	and	ideological	levels.	The	
great	 number	 and	 grandeur	 of	 the	 Universal	 Exhibitions	 that	 the	
French	nation	organized	in	Paris,	for	example,	were	instrumental	for	
the	urban	renewal	of	the	centre	of	Paris	but	were	also	part	of	a	strat-
egy	to	equip	the	centre	of	the	French	nation	with	imposing	buildings	

57	 Hendrik	Christian	Andersen,	Letter to Paul Otlet	(1928.10.08).	MDN,	CM	8,	Corre-
spondence	Architectes.	H.C.	Andersen.

58	 Hendrik	Christian	Andersen,	Letter to Paul Otlet	(1932.11.10).	MDN,	CM	8,	Corre-
spondence	Architectes.	H.C.	Andersen.

59	 Thomas	Hall,	Planning Europe’s Capital Cities: Aspects of Nineteenth-Century Urban 
Development	(London:	Spon,	1997).
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and	constructions	that	asserted	the	economic	strength	of	the	French	
nation	 and	 celebrated	 its	 progressiveness	 in	 the	 fields	 of	 science,	
technology,	 and	 the	 arts.	 The	 organization	 of	 universal	 exhibitions	
and	 the	 monumental	 urban	 renewal	 projects	 in	 capitals	 were	 both	
tools	for	nation	building,	capable	of	expressing	not	only	the	political	
or	economic	power	of	the	nation	but	also	its	leading	cultural	or	intel-
lectual	role	on	an	international	stage.

For	 the	 World	 Centre	 of	 Communication,	 Hébrard	 manipulated	
the	typologies	and	architectural	vocabulary	used	for	capital	planning,	
and	adopted	the	monumentalness	of	universal	exhibitions	in	order	
to	evoke	not	the	power	of	the	nation	but	the	grandeur	of	a	possible	
world	state.	The	World	Centre	of	Communication	retained	the	im-
age	 of	 how	 nations	 represented	 themselves	 in	 their	 capitals	 and	 at	
universal	exhibitions,	but	disconnected	that	image	from	any	particu-
larization	in	time,	place,	and	history.	In	contrast	with	the	temporary	
classicist	 decors	 of	 stone	 and	 plaster	 by	 means	 of	 which	 Universal	
Exhibitions	transformed	themselves	into	a	temporary	centre	of	the	
world,	the	World	Centre	of	Communication	was	imagined	to	be	the	
permanent	 centre	 of	 the	 world,	 however,	 in	 an	 unnamed	 city	 at	 an	
indefinite	moment	 in	 time.	 In	 this	way	Hébrard	and	Andersen	dis-
tanced	themselves	from	the	political	rivalry	of	cities	and	nations,	and	
created	 a	 true	 utopia,	 in	 the	 meaning	 attributed	 to	 the	 concept	 by	
Thomas	More;	that	is,	 ‘a	place	which	does	not	exist’	(ou-topos)	and	‘a	
place	to	be	desired’	(eu-topia).60

8.1.5.	 The World Centre of Communication as a continuation of Leopold’s 
colonial district in Tervuren (1913)

In	September	1911,	Otlet	first	heard	about	Andersen	and	Hébrard’s	
project,	when	the	architectural	historian	Gabriel	Leroux	came	to	visit	
him	in	Brussels;	and	he	saw	Hébrard’s	plans	for	the	first	time	in	Feb-
ruary	1912	in	Paris.61	He	thought	Andersen’s	project	was	‘grandly	im-
pressive’	 and	 Hébrard’s	 architecture	 ‘worthy	 of	 its	 conception’.62	 As	
Otlet	wrote	to	Andersen,	he	had	often	thought	himself	about	mate-
rializations	‘in	stone	and	iron’,	about	the	‘bridges	that	will	be	needed	
to	span	the	space	that	separates	the	idea	from	reality’.xi	He	believed	it	
was	crucial	to	work	on	ideas	because	ideas	have	the	power	to	act:

60	 Colin	Rowe,	As I was saying: Recollections and Miscellaneous Essays	(Cambridge,	Mass.:	
MIT	Press,	1996),	213.

61	 Gresleri	and	Matteoni,	La Citta’ Mondiale.	Andersen,	Hébrard,	Otlet,	Le Corbusier,	66.	
Levie,	L’homme qui voulait classer le monde,	129.

62	 ‘grandiose	dans	sa	conception	et	certes	les	plans	que	nous	a	montrés	Mr.	Hébrard	
sont	dignes	de	la	conception’.	Paul	Otlet,	Letter to Hendrik Christian Andersen	
(1912.02.24).	MDN,	CM	8,	Correspondence	Architectes.	H.C.	Andersen.
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I	 imagine	 the	 new	 City,	 the	 Civitas	 Maxima,	 the	 City	 of	 Man	 as	 Saint	
	Augustine	 imagined	and	described	in	The City of God.	A	City	which	is	
first	of	all	purely	ideal,	a	city	of	which	the	material	structure	will	per-
haps	never	be	realized,	but	of	which	the	magnificent	plan	acts	ceaseless-
ly	through	the	eyes	of	the	spirit	like	those	of	the	body,	on	the	spirit,	the	
will,	the	imagination,	and	the	heart	of	man,	finally	to	lead	him	in	what	
he	should	and	should	not	want.	The	grandeur	and	the	beauty	of	ideas,	
drawings,	structures,	and	purposes	envisaged	are	the	physical	forces	and	
thus	social	 forces	on	which	we	can	also	rely.	Compelled	to	 live	 in	the	
immediate	present,	burdened	with	all	kind	of	things,	those	who	govern	
do	not	have	the	time	to	worry	about	the	City	that	we	must	construct.xii

And	because	politicians	will	never	make	the	plan	of	a	new	order,	he	
and	Andersen	must	make	 it	 their	mission,	Otlet	concluded.	Yet,	he	
noted,	the	difference	between	his	work	and	Andersen’s	was	that	the	
International	Centre	that	Andersen	had	dreamt	of	in	its	‘architectural	
realisation’,	he	himself	had	imagined	in	its	‘functional	activity’.xiii	Both	
men	had	in	mind	the	same	ideal	of	humanity	united	around	a	world	
centre,	but	whereas	Andersen	had	expressed	that	 ideal	 in	an	archi-
tectural	form,	Otlet	had	imagined	such	a	meeting	point	as	the	Union	
of	 International	 Associations	 (UIA)	 in	 the	 form	 of	 a	 centralized	 or-
ganization	of	 international	organizations.	After	Andersen	had	been	
introduced	by	Otlet	to	the	work	of	the	UIA,	Andersen	wrote	to	Otlet	
in	1912	that:

some	ten	years	ago,	when	I	undertook	the	project	of	a	world	capital	city,	
I	had	no	idea	that	there	was	or	was	to	be	an	international	bureau,	nei-
ther	did	I	then	know	that	there	were	so	many	societies	endeavouring	to	
unite.	The	fact	is	that	these	architectural	plans	of	a	world	centre	were	
created	absolutely	upon	idealistic	principles	of	harmonizing	humanity.	
[…]	I	now	realize	that	my	dream	of	harmony	among	all	human	endeav-
ours	coincides	with	the	great	and	righteous	movement	of	the	age,	that	
is,	internationalism.63

Andersen	not	only	found	in	Otlet	an	idealist	soul	mate	but	also	an	es-
pecially	effective	propagandist	for	his	project.	He	often	complained	
to	Otlet	to	be	‘so	occupied	with	the	propaganda	work’	and	urged	his	
dear	 friend	 to	 ‘endeavour	 to	 give	 every	 kind	 of	 publicity	 to	 our	 in-
tentions’	and	to	send	him	a	list	of	names	so	that	he	could	send	the	
pamphlets	 ‘in	 the	 most	 effective	 directions’.64	 The	 well	 established	
propaganda	machine	of	the	UIA,	he	believed,	would	help	him	bring	
his	project	to	public	attention.	But	also,	as	Theodore	Marburg,	Unit-

63	 Hendrik	Christian	Andersen,	Letter to Paul Otlet	(1912.03.10).	MDN,	CM	8,		
Correspondence	Architectes.	H.C.	Andersen.

64	 Hendrik	Christian	Andersen,	Letter to Paul Otlet	(1913.03.17).	MDN,	CM	8,	Corre-
spondence	Architectes.	H.C.	Andersen.	Hendrik	Christian	Andersen,	Letter to Paul 
Otlet	(1920.01.20).	MDN,	CM	8,	Correspondence	Architectes.	H.C.	Andersen.
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ed	States	Minister	to	Belgium	(1912–13)	and	later	Vice	Chairman	of	
the	Executive	Committee	of	the	League	of	Nations,	advised	Ander-
sen,	cooperation	with	Otlet	and	his	team	of	the	UIA	would	make	his	
World	Centre	‘more	realistic’.65	Andersen’s	project	was	presented	by	
Hébrard	and	Leroux	to	the	committee	of	the	UIA	meeting	in	April	
1912,	in	part	to	work	on	planning	the	1913	World	Congress	of	Inter-
national	Associations.	Subsequently,	the	UIA	included	the	realization	
of	the	World	City	in	its	program.

Otlet	 advocated	 Andersen’s	 plans	 enthusiastically	 and	 combined	
them	with	propaganda	for	the	centralist	aims	of	the	UIA.	One	such	an	
occasion	was	the	first	International	Congress	of	Cities	in	1913,	where	
Otlet	 presented	 Andersen’s	 project	 under	 the	 title	 ‘Un	 projet	 gran-
diose	de	cité	 internationale’	 [A	Grandiose	Plan	for	an	International	
City].66	 Otlet	 also	 tried	 to	 convince	 Andersen	 to	 include	 the	 entire	
series	of	drawings	in	the	exhibition	linked	to	the	same	conference,	
but	Andersen	refused	to	do	so	when	he	learned	that	the	organizing	
committee	led	by	Otlet	could	not	afford	the	budget	necessary	for	the	
framing	 and	 transportation	 of	 the	 drawings.67	 Andersen	 reminded	
Otlet	 that	 the	 collection	 comprised	 ‘fifty	 drawings	 illustrating	 the	
monumental	part	of	this	city	in	detail’	and	that	‘several	of	these	draw-
ings	average	from	four	to	seven	metres	in	length’.68	He	recalled	with	
pride	that	he	 ‘had	no	fewer	 than	forty	people,	 including	architects,	
engineers	and	painters	at	work	upon	this’.	Finally,	only	printed	copies	
of	the	drawings	were	hung	at	the	international	town	planning	exhi-
bition.69

The	more	Andersen	pressed	to	get	public	attention	for	his	project,	
the	more	he	began	speculating	about	particular	 locations	where	he	
hoped	his	world	capital	might	be	constructed.	He	sent	the	1913	pub-
lication	to	many	pacifist,	 juridical,	and	scientific	organizations,	gov-
ernments,	universities,	 libraries,	and	leading	intellectuals	and	could	
count	on	the	sympathy	of	many	of	his	 respondents.	Some	of	 them	
spurred	him	to	project	the	World	Centre	onto	a	particular	city.	Paul	
Henri	d’Estournelles	de	Constant	(1852–1924),	Nobel	Peace	Prize	lau-

65	 Theodore	Marburg,	Letter to Hendrik Christian Andersen	(1913.04.17).	MDN,	CM	8,	
Correspondence	Architectes.	H.C.	Andersen.

66	 Paul	Otlet,	Un projet grandiose de Cité Internationale,	in:	Union	internationale	des	
villes	(ed.),	Premier congrès international et exposition comparée des villes	(Bruxelles:	
Union	internationale	des	villes,	1913).

67	 Hendrik	Christian	Andersen,	Letter to Paul Otlet	(1913.04.24).	MDN,	CM	8,		
Correspondence	Architectes.	H.C.	Andersen.

68	 Hendrik	Christian	Andersen,	Letter to Patrick Geddes	(1913.03.05.	MDN,	CM	8,		
Correspondence	Architectes.	H.C.	Andersen.

69	 This	exceptional	collection	of	large	drawings	can	be	visited	at	the	Hendrik	
	Christian	Andersen	Museum	in	Rome.	http://www.museoandersen.beniculturali.it/
index.php?en/1/home.



reate	of	1909,	for	example,	proposed	to	use	Paris	as	the	location	for	
his	project;	Baron	Pierre	de	Coubertin	(1863–1937),	who	founded	the	
modern	Olympic	Movement,	tried	to	convince	Andersen	to	think	of	
Lausanne	as	the	preordained	world	capital,	the	city	where	he	had	set	
up	 the	 headquarters	 of	 the	 International	 Olympic	 Committee;	 and	
the	 American	 textbook	 publisher	 and	 philanthropist	 Edwin	 Ginn	
(1838–1914)	thought	that	Andersen	should	consider	his	International	
School	of	Peace	in	Boston—later	converted	in	the	World	Peace	Foun-
dation—as	the	basis	for	his	project.70	Paul	Otlet,	in	his	turn,	tried	to	
convince	Andersen	that	Tervuren	near	Brussels	was	the	most	suitable	
location	for	his	World	Centre.

Paul	Otlet	was	convinced,	not	just	out	of	internationalist	idealism	
but	also	out	of	nationalist	motives,	that	Andersen’s	World	Centre	had	
to	be	built	in	Tervuren,	which	was	known	to	be	the	centre	of	Belgium’s	
colonial	 imperialism.	 The	 colonial	 institutions	 in	 	Tervuren	 dated	
from	 1897,	 when	 a	 Universal	 Exhibition	 had	 been	 held	 in	 Brussels,	
with	a	colonial	section	in	Tervuren.	After	the	Universal	Exhibition,	
the	colonial	section	had	been	transformed	into	a	permanent	Congo	
Museum	(1906–1910)—the	current	Royal	Museum	for	Central	Afri-
ca—designed	 by	 Charles	 Girault,	 which	 was	 planned	 to	 be	 the	 first	
part	of	a	much	larger	district	of	colonial	institutions.	In	addition	to	
the	Congo	Museum,	the	Colonial	Centre	that	Leopold	II	envisioned	
in	 Tervuren	 would	 include	 an	 École	 Mondiale	 or	 World	 School,	 a	
postgraduate	 elite	 school	 for	 colonial	 officers,	 complemented	 with	
a	centre	for	research,	laboratories,	a	library,	and	residences	for	pro-
fessors	and	sport	facilities,	a	congress	palace,	an	agricultural	school,	
and	a	documentation	centre	at	its	heart.	The	school	would	raise	en-
lightened	 forces	 in	 the	 home	 country,	 and	 then	 send	 them	 off	 to	
civilize	Congo	and	other	colonies.71	Cyrille	Van	Overbergh,	who	was,	

70	 Hendrik	Christian	Andersen,	Letter to Paul Otlet	(1913.01.26).	MDN,	CM	8,		
Correspondence	Architectes.	H.C.	Andersen.

71	 Bruno	De	Meulder,	Reformisme, thuis en overzee: geschiedenis van de Belgische planning 

FIG. 21 Charles Girault, Master Plan for the Royal Domain in Tervuren (1908)
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together	with	Otlet	and	La	Fontaine	one	of	the	General	Secretaries	
of	 the	 UIA,	 coordinated	 the	 project	 of	 the	 World	 School	 for	 Leop-
old	II.	He	envisioned	the	World	School	in	1907	as	‘a	genuine	interna-
tional	University’.72	(The	similarity	with	the	International	University	
that	 the	 UIA	 tried	 to	 get	 off	 the	 ground	 after	 the	 First	 World	 War	
should	be	noted	here.)	In	the	plan	originally	drawn	by	Girault	in	1908,	
the	World	School	was	situated	opposite	the	Pavilion	of	Colonial	Con-
gresses,	on	the	west	side	of	the	Congo	Museum	FIG.21.

However,	 the	 construction	 of	 the	 World	 School	 project	 came	 to	 a	
stop	with	the	sudden	death	of	Leopold	II	in	1909.	Despite	pleas	for	a	
continuation	of	the	development	of	the	World	School	by,	among	oth-
ers,	Emile	Vandervelde,	Charles	Woeste,	and	de	Smet	de	Naeyer,	rising	
criticisms	of	Leopold’s	expensive	and	expansionist	building	projects	
rang	the	death	knell	for	the	World	School.73	The	construction	sites	of	
Leopold	II,	such	as	Tervuren	and	the	Mont	des	Arts,	were	increasingly	
perceived	as	symbols	of	the	wealth	gathered	by	Leopold	II	through	his	
exploitation	of	the	Congo	basin	that	had	been	discovered	by		Stanley.74	
In	the	period	between	1884	and	1909,	while	the	 	Belgian	presence	 in	
Congo	yielded	considerable	gains,	expenses	for	public	works	in	Brus-
sels	multiplied	tenfold.75	Construction	of	the	Congo	Museum	and	the	
colonial	sections	at	the	World	Exhibitions	were	regarded	as	designed	
to	legitimize	Leopold	II’s	brutal	system	of	exploitation	of	the	Congo-
lese	population.	Léopold	II	was	not	only	remembered	as	the	‘Builder	
King’	who	had	embarked	on	a	grandiose	building	program	to	create	of	
Brussels	a	great	city	worthy	of	a	colonial	empire;	he	was	also,	because	of	
the	horrors	of	his	Congo	regime,	remembered	as	the	‘genocidal	king’.76	
International	and	national	outrage	at	the	king’s	policies	had	grown	to	
such	an	extent	that	Leopold	II	had	agreed	in	1908,	the	year	before	his	
death,	to	turn	over	what	were	his	own	personal	possessions	to	the	state	
as	a	Belgian	colony.	During	the	reign	of	Leopold	II’s	successor,	Albert	I,	
the	Belgian	parliament	changed	the	colonial	policy,	began	to	focus	on	
the	social	and	economical	structure	of	the	colony	itself,	and	pushed	
back	the	great	works	in	the	capital.
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(Nijmegen:	SUN,	1993),	202–205	(205).

76	 Lukas	Catherine,	Léopold II: la folie des grandeurs	(Bruxelles:	Luc	Pire,	2004);	and	
Michel	Dumoulin,	Léopold II: un roi génocidaire?	(Bruxelles:	Académie	Royale	de	
Belgique,	Classe	des	Lettres,	2005).



592 Chapter 8

After	Leopold	II’s	death,	Otlet	kept	referring	to	the	grand	vision	of	
Leopold	II	 for	Brussels.	Otlet	admired	the	way	Leopold	II	had	trans-
formed	the	appearance	of	Brussels,	and	the	way	he	had	directed	the	
Belgian	expansion	in	Congo.	Although	he	acknowledged	that	there	was	
a	dramatic	other	side	of	Léopold	II’s	enrichment	and	embellishment	of	
the	Nation,	in	Otlet’s	eyes,	the	king	had	shown	himself	in	Congo	to	be	a	
great	‘sociologist’,	an	inventor	of	new	‘sociological	systems’.77	By	‘socio-
logical	systems,’	Otlet	likely	meant	the	International	African	Associa-
tion	or	the	International	Association	of	the	Congo,	of	which	Leopold	II	
was	President	and	which	at	first	had	the	pretence	of	being	philanthrop-
ic	but,	once	officially	recognized	by	the	Berlin	Conference	(1884–1885)	
and	various	governments,	was	renamed	as	 the	Congo	Free	State;	 the	
new,	privately	controlled	country	of	the	King	of	the	Belgians.78

In	 1913,	 in	 a	 plan	 of	 the	 domain	 of	 Tervuren,	 Otlet	 projected	 an		
‘International	 Palace’—a	 palace	 offering	 office	 space	 and	 facilities		
for	the	UIA—in	the	contours	of	the	plan	of	the	building	that		Leopold	

77	 Paul	Otlet,	Léopold II et nos villes	(Bruxelles:	Union	des	Villes	et	Communes	Belges,	
1927.01.30),	12.

78	 Adam	Hochschild,	King Leopold’s Ghost: A Story of Greed, Terror, and Heroism in  
Colonial Africa	(Boston:	Houghton	Mifflin,	1999),	87.

FIG. 22 Plan by the architect Tielemans situating an ‘International Palace’ on the site that was 
reserved for the construction of the World School of Leopold II in Tervuren (1913)



FIG. 23 Plan of the ‘Via Saeculorum’ as conceived by Otlet

FIG. 24 Schema of the Via Saeculorum or the ‘Road of the Centuries’ as 
conceived by Otlet (n.d.)
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II	 had	 foreseen	 as	 the	 World	 School	 FIG.22.	 And	 as	 an	 extension	 of	
this	 idea,	 Otlet	 dreamt	 of	 building	 a	 district	 of	 international	 insti-
tutions	in	Tervuren	to	replace	but	also	to	continue	in	a	certain	way	
the	 civilizing	 internationalism	 that	 he	 had	 discerned	 in	 the	 ‘work’	
undertaken	by	Leopold	II;	no	longer	the	work	of	the	colonies	but	of	
the	world	in	general.79	The	description	of	the	World	School	by	Van	
Overbergh	 as	 ‘a	 gigantic	 laboratory	 where	 the	 science	 of	 tomorrow	
will	be	created	and	which	will	contribute	to	Progress’,xiv	and	by	Otlet	
as	 ‘a	 centre	 for	 the	 preparations	 of	 the	 Belgian	 expansion	 over	 the	
universe’,80	 could	 as	 well	 describe	 the	 International	 City	 that	 they	
had	in	mind	for		Tervuren	and	for	which	they	now	used	the	plans	of	
	Andersen	and		Hébrard	to	push.	Otlet	imagined	how	the	International	
City	in		Tervuren	would	be	the	symbolic	end	point	of	the	Avenue	de	
	Tervuren;	this	is	the	monumental	lane,	drawn	by	Victor	Besme	in	1894	
and	constructed	by	order	of	Leopold	II,	which	runs	from	the	Parc	du	
Cinquantenaire,	along	Woluwe	Park,	 to	the	site	of	Tervuren81	 FIG.23.	
Otlet	renamed	the	Avenue	of	Tervuren	‘the	Via	Saeculorum’	or	‘the	
Road	of	the	Centuries’,	expressing	the	idea	that	the	realization	of	an	
International	City	in	Tervuren	was	a	necessary	phase	in	the	historical	
growth	of	Belgium	as	a	centre	of	internationalism	FIG.24.

8.1.6.	 The Capital of the League of Nations

During	 World	 War	 I,	 Otlet	 transformed	 his	 pre-war	 concept	 of	 an	
International	 City	 into	 that	 of	 an	 international	 capital	 where	 the	
headquarters	of	a	League	of	Nations	would	be	located.	During	the	
War,		Otlet	actively	lectured	on	the	problems	of	the	War	and	the	idea	
that	only	a	League	of	Nations	could	prevent	or	stop	it	in	the	future.	
He	 spoke	 at	 the	 École	 des	 Hautes	 Etudes	 Sociales	 in	 Paris	 in	 1916	
and	in	a	cycle	of	conferences	organized	by	the	Ligue	pour	une	Socié-
té	des	Nations	in	1917.	He	published	extensively	on	these	matters	in	
a	series	of	articles	and	books,	the	most	important	of	which	were	Les 
problèmes internationaux et la guerre	(1916),	a	500-page	analysis	of	war,	
international	life,	and	the	organization	of	a	League	of	Nations,	and	
Constitution mondiale de la Société des Nations. Le nouveau Droit des 
Gens	(1917),	a	250-page	exploration	of	how	a	League	of	Nations	could	

79	 A	similar	point	is	made	by	De	Cauter,	De	Clercq,	and	De	Meulder	in	their	account	
of	the	link	between	the	Cité	Mondiale	and	what	these	authors	call	Leopold	II’s	’Cité	
Coloniale’	in	Tervuren:	Lieven	De	Cauter,	Lode	De	Clercq,	and	Bruno	De	Meulder,	
‘Van	‘Exposition	coloniale’	naar	‘Cité	mondiale’.	Tervuren	als	koloniale	site’,	in:	Her-
man	Asselberghs	and	Dieter	Lesage	(eds.),	Het museum van de natie: Van kolonialisme 
tot globalisering	(Brussel:	Gevaert,	1999),	45–71.

80	 Paul	Otlet,	Letter to Jules Renkin	(1932.01.11).	MDN,	CM	4.
81	 Ranieri,	Léopold II, urbaniste,	77.



be	 constituted	 which	 ended	 with	 a	 summary	 of	 a	 juridical	 ‘world	
constitution’	comprised	of	twenty	articles.82	Article	thirteen	of	this	
constitution	or	charter	stated	that	‘The	League	of	Nations	will	have	
its	 headquarters	 in	 an	 international	 capital,	 the	 grounds	 of	 which	

82	 The	series	of	Otlet’s	publications	on	war	and	peace	include:	La fin de la guerre; Traité 
général basé sur une Charte mondiale déclarant les droits de l’Humanité et organisant 
l’Union des Etats	(Bruxelles:	Lamberty,	1914);	Les Problèmes Internationaux et la 
Guerre. Tableau des conditions et solutions nouvelles de l’économie, du droit et de la 
politique	(Genève/Paris:	Librairie	Kundig/	Rousseau	&	Cie,	1916);	Les Peuples et les 
Nationalités: Problèmes et solutions. Documents de la Conférence des Nationalités	(Laus-
anne:	Union	des	Nationalités,	1916);	Mesures concertées prises entre les Etats, l’Exécutif 
international	(publié par l’Organisation centrale pour une paix durable)	(La	Haye:	Nyhoff,	
1916);	A World Charter Organising the Union of States, translated by Ada Cunningham	
(St.	Andrews:	New	Brunswick:	Women’s	Union	for	Peace,	1916);	Projet de Charte 
mondiale	(Lausanne:	Librairie	des	Nationalités	(tiré	à	part	des	Annales	des	Nation-
alités),	1916);	Charte mondiale organisant la Société des Nations	(Paris:	Imprimerie	
de	la	Bourse	(tiré	à	part	du	Bulletin	de	l’Union	de	Solidarité	mondiale),	1917	juin);	
‘Société	des	Nations	et	Constitution	Internationale’,	in:	La Patrie Belge	(1917.01.21);	
La Politique belge et l’Avenir des Neutralités:	(la Paix par le Droit,	1917.07.10–25);	‘La	
Société	des	Nations	et	les	Problèmes	économiques	et	sociaux’,	in:	Le Devoir national 
et socialiste	(1917.08.01);	‘Le	Pape,	La	Belgique	et	la	Société	des	Nations’,	in:	La Patrie 
Belge	(1917.08.26);	and	Constitution mondiale de la Société des Nations. Le nouveau Droit 
des Gens	(Genève/Paris:	Édition	Atgar	S.A./Éditions	G.	Crès	&	Cie,	1917).

FIG. 25 Schema by H. La Fontaine comparing the annual costs of war with the  
budget spent on the functioning of the League of Nations (1924.08.15)
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will	 be	 internationalised’.xv	 Referring	 to	 Andersen’s	 World	 Centre	
of	Communication	and	the	proposal	of	the	Anglo-Irish	author	Er-
nest	Temple-Thurston	(1879–1933),	to	establish	an	Allied	memorial	
in	the	form	of	‘Sacred	Road’	running	from	the	North	Sea	to	Alsace,	
Otlet	 found	 that	 ‘a	 new	 capital	 should	 be	 established’,	 ‘a	 political,	
economic,	scientific,	artistic,	and	educational	world	centre’.83	At	the	
same	time,	Henri	La	Fontaine	published	in	Boston	The Great Solu-
tion. Magnissima Charta	(1916).84	Referring	to	the	‘Magna	Charta’	or	
the	Great	Charter	of	Liberties	issued	in	1215	in	England,	which	de-
fined	the	rights	and	liberties	of	the	nobles	and	common	citizenry	
and	led	directly	to	the	English	and	United	States	constitutions,	La	
Fontaine	 argued	 for	 a	 ‘Magnissima	 Charta’	 to	 secure	 public	 order	
within	the	 ‘Society	of	States’.	Both	Otlet	and	La	Fontaine	believed	
that	war	had	ruined	the	old	form	of	politics	to	which	imperialism	
was	central,	and	they	reasoned	that	a	new	political	order	was	neces-
sary	FIG.25.	Whereas	La	Fontaine’s	point	of	departure	was	a	descrip-
tion	of	the	role	of	the	States	to	realize	‘conventional	institutions	of	a	
direct	practical	character’,	Otlet	was	preoccupied	by	the	recognition	
and	 inclusion	 of	 international	 non-governmental	 organizations	 as	
members	of	the	League.85	Similar	to	the	Fabian	and	English	politi-
cal	theorist	Leonard	Woolf	(1880–1969),		Otlet	argued	for	an	integral	
political	 organization	 of	 the	 world	 which	 included,	 in	 addition	 to	
the	 leading	 economic	 nation-states,	 all	 sorts	 of	 international	 as-
sociations,	 which	 was	 an	 innovative	 idea	 in	 its	 time.86	 However,	 as	
Rayward	notes,	 ‘There	is	little	evidence	to	suggest	that,	though	the	
framers	 of	 the	 League	 of	 Nations’	 Covenant	 were	 aware	 of	 Otlet’s	
plan,	they	were	influenced	by	it’.87

Ten	days	after	the	armistice	was	signed	(on	11	November	1918)	be-
tween	the	Allies	and	Germany,	ending	the	fighting	of	the	First	World	
War,	Otlet	was	ordered	by	the	Ministry	of	Science	and	the	Arts,	still	
installed	in	Le	Havre,	 ‘to	come	to	Brussels	without	delay	in	order	to	
be	at	the	government’s	disposal’.xvi	After	four	years	of	exile,	Otlet	re-
turned	to	Belgium	with	only	one	aim	in	view:	to	support	and	urge	the	

83	 Otlet,	Constitution mondiale de la Société des Nations. Le nouveau Droit des Gens,	
195–197.	On	E.	Temple-Thurston’s	idea,	see:	[Anonymous],	‘Sacred	Road	of	War’,		
in:	Thames Star,	58.18450	(15	November	1917),	1.

84	 Henri	La	Fontaine,	The Great Solution. Magnissima Charta. Essay on Evolutionary and 
Constructive Pacifism	(Boston:	World	Peace	Foundation,	1916).

85	 Ibid.,	6.
86	 Craig	N.	Murphy,	International Organization and Industrial Change: Global Governance 

since 1850	(Cambridge:	Polity	Press,	1994),	157.	Clive	Archer,	International Organiza-
tions	(London:	Unwin	Hyman,	1983).

87	 Rayward,	The Universe of Information,	205.



FIG. 26 Oscar Francotte, Site of the Palace of the League of  
Nations in Woluwe Park (1919)

FIG. 27 Oscar Francotte, Plan of the Palace of the League of Nations 
(1919)



FIG. 28 Oscar Francotte, Front of the Palace of the League of Nations (1919)

FIG. 29-35 Locations where  
H.C. Andersen situated his World 
Centre of Communication (1916)
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Belgian	government	in	promoting	the	idea	that	the	headquarters	of	
the	League	of	Nations	should	be	established	in	Belgium.88

Otlet	and	Van	Overbergh	suggested	to	the	government	that	 it	fol-
low	 up	 the	 earlier	 pre-war	 scheme	 of	 creating	 a	 centre	 for	 the	 UIA	
and	by	building	a	Palace	of	the	League	of	Nations	in	Woluwe	Park	at	
the	same	location.89	Otlet	set	out	to	develop	a	new	architectural	proj-
ect	 and	 therefore	 solicited	 help	 from	 the	 Belgian	 Beaux-Arts	 archi-
tect	Oscar	Francotte	(1857–1935).	The	‘project	Francotte’	envisioned	
a	new	neoclassical	palace	for	the	League	of	Nations	in	Woluwe	Park	
in	Brussels.90	The	design	of	the	palace	provided	space	for	the	offices	
for	the	League,	included	conference	rooms	on	the	corners,	and	con-
tained	an	amphitheatre,	a	museum,	a	gallery	of	honour,	a	library,	and	
rooms	for	the	commissions	at	the	centre.	In	addition	to	the	Palace	for	
the	League	of	Nations,	Francotte’s	project	also	included	three	other	
buildings:	a	palace	reserved	for	the	International	Associations,	a	Li-
brary,	and	an	International	Museum.91	The	design	thus	envisioned	a	
headquarters	of	the	League	of	Nations	that	incorporated	offices	of	in-
ternational	organizations,	reflecting,	as	such,	Paul	Otlet’s	idea	of	what	
he	hoped	the	League	of	Nations	might	become92	FIG. 26—28.	The	project	
was	published	as	a	brochure	by	the	Union	des	villes	et	communes	bel-
ges	and	submitted	to	members	of	the	Peace	Conference.

With	the	Peace	Conference	in	sight,	Andersen	followed	Otlet	in	the	
idea	that	the	World	Centre	should	be	constructed	in	Belgium,	given	
the	role	that	Belgium	had	played	during	the	War.93	In	1918	he	tried	to	
gain	favour	from	the	President	of	the	United	States,	Woodrow	Wil-
son,	 and	 his	 right-hand	 man	 in	 Paris,	 Eward	 House,	 for	 his	 project	
that	he	renamed	a	‘World	Administrative	Centre	for	a	League	of	Na-
tions’	situated	in	Tervuren.94	This	was	different	from	the	position	he	
had	held	during	the	War,	when	in	La Conscience Mondiale	 (1916),	he	
had	listed	the	location	of	Tervuren,	following	the	proposal	of	 	Otlet,	
only	as	one	possibility,	next	to	Bern,	The	Hague,	Paris,	Fréjus	(in	the	
French	 Rivièra	 in	 between	 Cannes	 and	 Saint-Tropez),	 San	 Stefano	
(known	 since	 1926	 as	 Ye?ilköy	 near	 Istanbul),	 Rome,	 and	 even	 New	
Jersey95	FIG. 29–35.

88	 Levie,	L’homme qui voulait classer le monde,	180.
89	 Groof	and	Elaut,	Europe in Brussels,	92.
90	 Union	des	Associations	Internationales,	Le Palais de la Ligue des Nations à Bruxelles	

(Projet Francotte)	(Bruxelles:	Union	des	Villes	et	Communes	Belges,	[1919]).
91	 Ibid.
92	 Ibid.
93	 Groof	and	Elaut,	Europe in Brussels,	94.
94	 Hendrik	Christian	Andersen,	Letter to Paul Otlet	(1918.11.18).	MDN,	CM	8,	Corre-

spondence	Architectes.	H.C.	Andersen.
95	 Hendrik	C.	Andersen,	La Conscience Mondiale. Société internationale pour favoriser la 

création d’un centre mondial	(Rome:	Bureau	Permanent	Hendrik	C.	Andersen,	[1916]).
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The	 Peace	 Conference	 took	 place	 during	 the	 first	 six	 months	 of	
1919.	And	although	the	conference	officially	lasted	into	1920,	the	first	
six	months,	as	Margaret	Macmillan	has	argued,	were	the	ones	when	
the	key	decisions	were	taken	and	when	‘Paris	was	the	capital	of	the	
world’.96	One	of	the	goals	of	the	Peace	Conference	was	to	create	the	
League	 of	 Nations	 and	 embody	 in	 it	 a	 new	 system	 of	 international	
relations,	which,	as	Zara	Steiner	has	observed,	 ‘appeared	to	many	to	
offer	the	most	viable	alternative	to	the	balance-of-power	mechanism	
that	had	failed	in	1914’.97	The	‘Covenant	of	the	League	of	Nations’	was	
eventually	enshrined	in	the	first	twenty-six	articles	of	the	Treaty	of	
Versailles,	signed	on	28	June	1919	FIG. 36.

The	site	for	the	League	of	Nations	was	one	issue	settled	at	the	Peace	
Conference	 in	 Paris.	 The	 Belgian	 Minister	 of	 Foreign	 Affairs,	 Paul	
Hymans	 (1865–1941),	 who	 was	 the	 representative	 of	 Belgium	 and	

96	 Margaret	MacMillan,	Peacemakers: The Paris Peace Conference of 1919 and its Attempt 
to End War	(London:	John	Murray,	2001)	xxv.

97	 Zara	Steiner,	The Lights that Failed: European International History, 1919–1933	(Ox-
ford:	Oxford	Univerisity	Press,	2005),	349.

FIG. 36 Synoptic table of the League of Nations by Paul Otlet (1930.02.07)
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spokesman	for	other	small	states	in	the	League	Council	at	the	Peace	
Conference,	took	the	lead	in	promoting	Brussels	as	the	League’s	seat.	
Hymans	 had	 instructed	 the	 Belgian	 diplomats	 to	 give	 notice	 of	 the	
Belgian	candidacy	and	start	a	diplomatic	offensive	to	secure	the	seat	
of	 the	 League	 of	 Nations	 for	 Belgium.98	 On	 11	 March	 1919,	 he	 sub-
mitted	the	official	candidacy	of	Brussels	to	the	Supreme	Council	of	
the	League	of	Nations,	together	with	the	offer	of	the	Brussels	Mayor	
Adolphe	Max	(1869–1939)	to	grant	the	Egmont	Palace	to	the	League	
if	 Brussels	 were	 to	 be	 its	 seat.99	 In	 response	 to	 the	 intensity	 of	 par-
liamentary	and	public	opinion	in	Belgium	on	the	idea	that	Brussels	
should	 be	 the	 League’s	 seat,	 Hymans	 wrote	 memoranda	 and	 raised	
the	 question	 at	 every	 opportunity	 at	 the	 Peace	 Conference,	 to	 the	
point	that,	as	Sally	Marks	has	noted:

[he]	irritated	and	bored	almost	everybody	by	his	persistent	pleading	for	
Brussels	as	the	site	of	the	League	of	Nations,	a	quest	doomed	to	failure	
from	the	outset,	because	no	great	power	was	enthusiastic	about	Brussels,	
and	Wilson’s	preference	for	Geneva	was	widely	known.100

While	the	USA	and	the	United	Kingdom	were	won	over	by	Geneva,	
France	made	 it	clear	 that	 it	 favoured	Brussels.	But	 the	Netherlands	
had	also	submitted	the	candidacy	of	The	Hague	and	had	offered	the	
peace	palace	as	a	possible	location,	which	probably	spurred	Hymans	
on.101	He	wrote	to	President	Wilson	to	draw	his	attention	on	the	fact	
how	 much	 the	 Belgian	 population	 expected	 the	 seat	 to	 be	 located	
in	 Belgium	 as	 a	 moral	 compensation	 for	 its	 sacrifices	 made	 during	
the	war,	and	he	offered	to	construct	the	necessary	buildings	for	the	
League	in	Tervuren.102	Also,	Albert	I	did	what	he	could	to	support	the	
candidacy	of	Brussels.	On	1	April	the	king	travelled	to	Paris	to	meet	
President	Wilson	and	other	leaders	and	reiterated	the	Belgian	claim	
to	the	seat	of	the	League	of	Nations	to	Colonel	House.

However,	on	10	April	1919,	Vittorio	Orlando,	in	the	name	of	the	Coun-
cil	of	Four	(which	consisted	of	the	British	Prime	Minister		David	Lloyd	
George,	 the	 French	 Prime	 Minister	 Georges	 Clemenceau,	 President	
Wilson,	 and	 Orlando	 himself),	 gave	 a	 brief	 presentation	 defending	
the	choice	of	Geneva.103	In	blank	amazement,	Paul		Hymans	protested	
against	this	unanimous	conclusion.	Belgium	was	not	only	committed	to	
the	same	principle	of	neutrality	as	Switzerland;	it	had,	moreover,	sacri-

98	 Groof	and	Elaut,	Europe in Brussels,	109.
99	 Sally	Marks,	Innocent Abroad: Belgium at the Paris Peace Conference of 1919	(Chapel	

Hill:	University	of	North	Carolina	Press,	1981),	111.
100	 Ibid.	110.
101	 Ibid.	111.
102	 Groof	and	Elaut,	Europe in Brussels,	109.
103	 Paul	Otlet,	Sur l’Etablissement en Belgique du Siège de la Société des Nations	(Bruxelles,	

1919.11),	18.
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ficed	itself	for	its	neutrality	during	World	War	I.	President	Wilson	re-
sponded	that	the	seat	of	the	League	should	affirm	the	friendship	among	
nations.	The	anti-German	sentiment	in	Belgium,	he	argued,	associated	
Brussels	 with	 a	 history	 of	 antagonism,	 while	 	Geneva	 was	 character-
ized	 by	 a	 serene	 atmosphere	 of	 impartiality	 and	 reconciliation.	 Lord	
Robert	Cecil	(1864–1958),	as	England’s	representative,	shared	Wilson’s	
viewpoint,	while	Léon	Bourgeois,	in	the	name	of	France,	supported	the	
candidacy	of	Belgium.	Finally,	the	question	of	the	seat	was	passed	on	to	
a	subcommittee	of	the	Commission.	A	vote	was	taken	within	the	Com-
mission	which	decided	in	favour	of	Geneva:	the	US,	the	UK,	Japan,	Italy,	
Serbia,	Greece,	Romania,	and	Brazil	voted	in	favour	of	Geneva;	while	
France,	Czechoslovakia,		China,	and	Portugal	voted	for	Brussels.104

The	Belgian	press	reacted	with	outrage	to	the	choice	of	Geneva.	Al-
though	it	seemed	that	the	choice	of	Geneva	was	final,	one	clause	had	
been	added	in	the	Covenant,	adopted	on	28	April	1919,	which	left	a	
spark	of	hope	for	the	Belgians:	‘The	Seat	of	the	League	is	established	
at	Geneva.	The	council	may	at	any	time	decide	that	the	Seat	of	the	
League	 shall	 be	 established	 elsewhere’.	 Otlet	 seized	 that	 opportu-
nity	 with	 both	 hands.	 With	 moral	 backing	 from	 the	 Belgian	 Prime	
Minister	Léon	Delacroix	(1867–1929)	and	Minster	of	Interior	Affairs	
Charles	 de	 Broqueville	 (1860–1940),	 Otlet	 published	 a	 demand	 that	
the	 League	 of	 Nations	 revise	 its	 conclusion	 and	 establish	 its	 head-
quarters	in	a	new	city	to	be	created	in	Belgium,	a	‘Capitale	mondiale’,	
where	all	international	institutions	in	the	political,	economic,	and	in-
tellectual	sphere	were	to	be	located.105

On	30	September	1919,	Otlet	once	more	brought	attention	to	 the	
issue	in	his	lecture	at	the	Conference	of	the	Union	Internationale	des	
Villes	 and	 the	 International	 Garden	 Cities	 Associations	 in	 Brussels,	
where	he	illustrated	by	means	of	‘luminous	projections’	of		Andersen’s	
project	 how	 a	 world	 district	 in	 Belgium	 could	 look.106	 On	 the	 occa-
sion	 of	 the	 exhibition	 linked	 to	 the	 congress,	 Otlet	 also	 presented	
	Andersen’s	project	to	King	Albert;	the	project	was	displayed	also	in	
the	‘special	section	of	memorial	monuments’	(together	with	the	Pan-
theon	of	Humanity	of	Berlage	and	the	Monument	of	the	internees	in	
Holland	of	Huib	Hoste	situated	within	a	garden	designed	by	Van	der	
Swaelmen,	who	curated	the	exhibition).107

104	 Groof	and	Elaut,	Europe in Brussels,	113.
105	 Otlet,	Sur l’Etablissement en Belgique du Siège de la Société des Nations;	Paul	Otlet,	‘Sur	
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106	 Paul	Otlet,	Letter to Hendrik Christian Andersen	(1919.11.04).	MDN,	CM	8,		
Correspondence	Architectes.	H.C.	Andersen.	Paul	Otlet,	Letter to Hendrik Christian 
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FIG. 37 Plan of an International City in Tervuren by Louis Van der Swaelmen (1919)

FIG. 38 Hendrik Petrus Berlage,  
Pantheon of Humanity (1919)
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On	8	October	1919,	the	question	seemed	to	have	been	raised	for	the	
last	time	in	the	Chamber	by	Jules	Destrée.	He	pointed	to	the	fact	that	
while	‘a	neutral	city’	(Geneva)	had	been	chosen	as	the	seat,	this	choice	
was	not	final;	he	recommended	that	‘we	should	say	to	our	friends,	the	
Americans,	that	the	question	for	us	is	not	closed’—a	conviction	that	
was	shared	by	Emile	Tibbaut,	Minister	of	Interior	Affairs	Charles	de	
Broqueville,	and	Minister	of	Colonies	Louis	Franck.108

But	even	in	1920,	Otlet	continued	the	struggle.	He	was	able	to	con-
vince	 Louis	 Van	 der	 Swaelmen	 to	 elaborate	 a	 plan	 of	 a	 World	 Intel-
lectual	Centre	in	the	service	of	the	League	of	Nations	situated	in	Ter-
vuren.109	Van	der	Swaelmen	copied	the	general	structure	of	 the	plan	
of	Andersen	and	Hébrard,	with	its	 ‘Avenue	des	Nations’,	along	which	
he	organized	the	national	pavilions	in	isolation	on	an	extendible	grid	
of	square	plots,	and	at	the	bottom	of	which	he	inserted	an	octagonal	
square	where	he	imagined	the	construction	of	Berlage’s	‘Pantheon	of	
Humankind’	(1915),	a	memorial	conceived	as	the	symbol	of	worldwide	
peace110	FIG. 37, 38.	The	city	drawn	by	Van	der	Swaelmen	would	serve	not	
just	as	an	 ‘intellectual	city’	but	also	as	a	commemorative	monument	
to	Belgium’s	wartime	martyrdom—a	reference	to	Ebenezer	Howard’s	
proposal	of	1915	to	construct	a	‘Memorial	Garden	City’	in	Belgium.

8.2.	 The Cité Mondiale as secular Vatican

8.2.1. Oscar Van de Voorde’s Maison des Associations Internationales

In	 October	 1920	 the	 General	 Secretariat	 of	 the	 League	 of	 Nations	
moved	from	London	to	Geneva	and	took	up	residence	in	the	Hôtel	
National	 in	 Geneva—later	 renamed	 Palais	 Wilson—as	 a	 temporary	
location	until	new	headquarters	were	constructed111	FIG. 39.	From	then	
onwards	Otlet	started	to	conceive	the	Cité	Mondiale	as	an	intellectual	
world	city	rather	than	as	a	political	world	capital,	and	in	relation	to	
this	started	to	explore	its	possible	spiritual	meanings.	This	changed	
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conception	 was	 connected	 to	 the	 propaganda	 of	 Otlet	 and	 La	 Fon-
taine	for	the	UIA	as	a	possible	subsection	of	the	League	of	Nations	
dealing	with	issues	of	intellectual	cooperation.

On	 15	 November	 1920,	 during	 the	 first	 General	 assembly	 of	 the	
League	of	Nations	presided	over	by	Hymans,	Henri	La	Fontaine	pre-
sented	a	resolution	concerning	the	organization	of	intellectual	work.112	
The	discussions	that	followed	eventually	resulted	in	the	constitution	
by	the	Assembly	of	the	League	of	Nations	of	the	International	Com-
mission	of	Intellectual	Cooperation	(CICI),	which	met	for	the	first	time	
in	August	1922.	The	CICI	included,	among	others,	the	famous	intellec-
tuals	 and	 scientists	 Henri	 Bergson,	 Marie	 Curie,	 	Albert	 Einstein,	 and	
Gilbert	Murray.	Its	mission	was	to	study	what	could	be	the	appropriate	
institutional	form	to	coordinate	the	cooperation	among	organizations	
involved	with	intellectual	work.	Jules	Destrée,	Belgian	Minister	of	Arts	
and	Sciences,	defended	the	interests	of	the	UIA	in	the	Committee.	The	
idea	that	was	pushed	by	Otlet	and	La	Fontaine	on	behalf	of	the	UIA	was	
that	a	permanent	headquarters	or	technical	organization	for	the	CICI	
should	be	the	Palais	Mondial	in	Brussels.113

112	 Rayward,	The Universe of Information,	209–210.
113	 Paul	Otlet,	‘Introduction	aux	travaux	de	la	Commission	de	Coopération	intel-

FIG. 39 The Secretariat of the League of Nations (1919)



FIG. 40 Oscar Van De Voorde, Maison des Associations Internationales (1919)

FIG. 41 Oscar Van De Voorde, Maison des Associations Internationales (1919)



FIG. 42 Oscar Van De Voorde, Plan of the Maison des Associations Internationales. Version 1 (1919)

FIG. 43 Oscar Van De Voorde, Front Elevation of the Maison des Associations Internationales. Version 1 (1919)



FIG. 44 Oscar Van De Voorde, Plan of the 
Maison des Associations Internationales. 
Version 2 (1919)

As	a	support	to	the	campaign	of	the	UIA,	Oscar	Van	de	Voorde	(1871–
1938),	who	had	become	known	as	the	head	architect	of	the	World’s	
Fair	in	Ghent	in	1913,	made	a	design	for	new	headquarters	of	the	UIA	
which	were	 imagined	to	function	as	 the	League’s	 Institute	of	 Intel-
lectual	 Cooperation.	 It	 was	 probably	 the	 Minister	 of	 Public	 Works,	
Edward	 Anseele	 (1856–1938),	 who	 recommended	 Van	 de	 Voorde	 to	
Otlet	 and	 La	 Fontaine.	 Anseele,	 whom	 Otlet	 considered	 to	 be	 a	 so-

lectuelle	de	la	Société	des	Nations’,	in:	Union des Associations Internationales,	105	
(1922.07).	Paul	Otlet,	La Société des Nations et l’Union des Associations Internationales	
(Bruxelles:	UIA,	1923).

FIG. 45 Oscar Van De Voorde, Front Elevation of the Maison des Associations Internationales. 
Version 2 (1919)

FIG. 46 Oscar Van De Voorde, Rear Elevation of the Maison des Associations Internationales. 
Version 2 (1919)



FIG. 47 Oscar Van De Voorde, Plan of 
the Maison des Associations Internatio-
nales. Version 3 (1919)

FIG. 49 Oscar Van De Voorde, Rear Elevation of the Maison des Associations Interna-
tionales. Version 3 (1919)

FIG. 50 Oscar Van De Voorde, Sections of the Maison des Associations Internation-
ales. Version 3 (1919)

FIG. 48 Oscar Van De Voorde, Front Elevation of the Maison des Associations Interna-
tionales. Version 3 (1919)
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cialist	who	‘understood	that	ideas	must	be	incorporated	in	stones’,114	
supported	the	endeavours	of	the	UIA,	and	had	not	long	previously,	as-
signed	Van	de	Voorde	to	build	the	Belgian	Bank	of	Labour	in	Ghent.115

The	Maison	des	Associations	Internationales	which	Van	de	Voorde	
designed	for	Otlet	and	La	Fontaine	was	situated	in	Woluwe	Park,	like	
Francotte’s	project116	FIG. 40, 41.	It	was	conceived,	like	the	Palais	Mon-
dial,	as	a	sort	of	coordination	centre	for	international	organizations,	
sharing	services	such	as	a	library,	a	museum,	and	conference	rooms.	
Van	de	Voorde	made	three	versions	of	the	building	in	which	the	size	
of	the	front	court,	the	number	of	towers,	and	the	style	of	the	overall	
form	varied,	ranging	from	a	Secessionist	to	a	Neo-classicist	style.	In	all	
three	versions,	he	kept	the	shape	of	the	elliptical	floor	plan	in	which	
the	central	entrance	of	the	building	is	a	monumental	great	hall	cov-
ered	by	a	high	dome.	Behind	the	great	hall	lie	three	parallel	curved	
spaces,	respectively,	for	the	archives	of	the	IIB,	and	for	the	library	and	
the	museum	of	the	UIA.	These	spaces	were	radially	divided	in	ten	sec-
tions	according	to	the	main	branches	of	the	UDC	system	VERSION 1: FIG. 

42, 43; VERSION 2: FIG. 44–46; VERSION 3: FIG. 47–50.
At	first	sight,	Van	de	Voorde’s	project	echoes	Hébrard	and	Ander-

sen’s	plan	for	the	Congress	Palace,	with	its	Neo-classical	decoration	
and	its	two	towers.	But	on	a	closer	look,	the	temple-like	appearance	
and	the	many	towers	seem	to	evoke	a	spiritual	dimension	rather	like	
fantastic	 architectural	 projections	 of	 profane	 temples	 made	 by	 the	
architectural	avant-garde	in	Europe	between	1890	and	1920,	such	as	
the	Pantheon	of	Humanity	(1919)	by	Berlage	or	the	temple	projects	
made	by	Otto	Wagner	(1841–1918)	or	François	Garas	(1866–1925).117

8.2.2.	 The critique of Gonzague de Reynold

This	spiritual	dimension	in	the	programme	of	the	UIA,	as	it	was	ex-
pressed	in	Van	de	Voorde’s	Maison	des	Associations	Internationales,	
was	noticed	but	also	sharply	critiqued	from	a	Catholic	point	of	view	
by	the	Swiss	historian	and	writer	Gonzague	de	Reynold	(1880–1970).118	

114	 ‘Il	voit	que	les	idées	doivent	s’incorporer	dans	les	pierres’.	Paul	Otlet,	Letter to 
 Hendrik Christian Andersen	(1919.05.26).	MDN,	CM	8,	Correspondence	Architectes.	
H.C.	Andersen.

115	 Anthony	Demey,	Oscar Van de Voorde. Architect	(1871–1938)	(Gent:	Provinciebestuur	
Oost-Vlaanderen,	1997),	45–47.

116	 MDN,	AFF,	Le Futur Mundaneum. Site: La Woluwe Avenue de Tervuren	(1921).	Minis-
ter	Anseele,	Letter to UAI	(1921.09.02),	as	mentioned	in	Publication UAI,	nr.	110,	p.	19.

117	 Iain	Boyd	Whyte,	‘The	Spirit	of	the	City’,	in:	Volker	M.	Welter	(ed.),	The City after 
Patrick Geddes	(Oxford:	Peter	Lang,	2002),	15–32	(25).

118	 Gonzague	de	Reynold,	‘La	Reconstruction	Intellectuelle,	les	Catholiques	et	la	S.d.N’.,	
in:	La Revue Générale,	(1922	June	15	and	July	15),	617–633.	MDN,	HLF,	HLF	200	SDN	
Coopération	Intellectuelle.
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De	Reynold	was	part	of	a	Catholic	movement	in	the	1920s	which	de-
sired	to	see	Christianity	reinstalled	as	a	 spiritual	and	cultural	unity	
that	transcended	the	diversity	of	national	sovereignties	on	the	Euro-
pean	continent.119	He	perceived	the	attempt	to	install	an	institution	
of	intellectual	cooperation	within	the	League	of	Nations	by	Henri	La	
Fontaine,	who	‘first	posed	the	problem	of	intellectual	reconstruction	
before	 the	 League’,	 and	 ‘his	compatriot	M.	Otlet,	 founder	and	 spiri-
tus rector	of	the	International	University’,	as	the	commencement	of	‘a	
universal	“Kulturkampf”	against	religious	instruction’:

We	are,	indeed,	[…]	in	the	presence	of	a	humanitarian	syncretism	tend-
ing	to	laicize	the	Christian	idea,	to	make	the	League	of	Nations	into	a	
Church	against	the	Church.	This	Church	has	its	mysticism,	which	is	of	
a	pantheist	origin;	a	metaphysics	borrowed	from	rationalism;	it	has	its	
pseudo-scientific	 methods;	 its	 pedagogy	 is	 extracted	 from	 Rousseau,	
and	all	rubbed	in	with	psychoanalysis;	 it	has	its	universal	language,	its	
Latin:	Esperanto.xvii

The	‘followers	of	the	humanitarian	religion’	in	Geneva	‘ask	for	collab-
oration	and	a	meeting	with	the	Church	and	would	like	to	incorporate	
it	in	their	syncretism’.	But	their	humanitarian	syncretism	or	the	at-
tempt	to	reconcile	contrary	beliefs	on	the	basis	of	a	human	moral,	de	
Reynold	argued,	contradicted	the	principles	of	the	Church,	because	
Catholicism	is	itself	a	religion	of	unity	and	universality;	the	Church	
has	 a	 ‘moral	 mortgage’	 on	 the	 principle	 of	 human	 unity	 which	 the	
League	 of	 Nations	 has	 borrowed	 from	 it.	 When	 ‘the	 League	 of	 Na-
tions	becomes	the	temple	and	fortress	of	humanitarian	syncretism’	
it	will	necessarily	exclude	the	Church,	and	consequently	it	‘will	have	
killed	the	universality	 inside	it’.	Many	members	of	the	International	
Union	of	Associations	for	the	League	of	Nations	want	to	impose	‘the	
Religion	of	Humanity’	and	its	liturgy	on	us,	de	Reynold	warned.xviii	In	
addition	to	Otlet	and	La	Fontaine,	he	mentioned	the	freemason	and	
President	 of	 the	 Human	 Rights	 League	 Ferdinand	 Buisson	 (1841–
1932),	the	French	historian	and	‘preacher	of	Jacobinism’	François	Au-
lard	(1849–1928),	the	Swiss	pacifist	and	chancellor	of	the	Association	
maçonnique	internationale	Édouard	Quartier-La-Tente	(1855–1925),	
the	 ‘star	of	esperantists’	Edmond	Privat	 (1889–1962),	 the	Swiss	ped-
agogue	 Adolphe	 Ferrière	 (1879–1960),	 and	 the	 Director	 of	 the	 ILO	
Albert	 Thomas	 (1878–1932);	 he	 called	 these	 men	 followers	 of	 a	 ‘ra-
tionalist	 mysticism’,	 who	 aim	 to	 install	 the	 ‘goddess	 Reason’	 in	 Ge-
neva.	Through	the	organization	of	intellectual	work,	these	men	want	

119	 Viriginie	Riva,	‘Les	débats	intellectuels	sur	l’Europe	au	prisme	du	religieux	en	
France	et	en	Italie’,	in:	Harmattan Politique européenne,	1.24	(2008),	61–81.	Philippe	
Chenaux,	Entre Maurras et Maritain: une génération intellectuelle catholique	(1920–
1930)	(Paris:	Cerf,	1999);	and	Philippe	Chenaux,	De la chrétienté à l’Europe: les 
catholiques et l’idée européenne au XXe siècle	(Tours:	CLD,	2007).
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to	 carry	 out	 their	 ‘universal	 conquest’	 by	 the	 spirit	 and	 ‘infuse	 the	
humanitarian	 ideal	 in	 the	 schools’.	 Their	 two	 enemies,	 he	 claimed,	
were	 ‘national	 patriotism	 and	 Catholicism’;	 the	 two	 principles	 that	
de	Reynold	was	defending,	and	which	he	dreamt	of	reconciling	in	a	
Catholic,	nationalist,	corporatist	politics.

8.2.3.	 ‘Allegories of the Mundaneum’ by Garas, Henderick and Dupond

Events	in	1924	made	it	clear	that	no	temple	or	palace	for	the	UIA	re-
lated	to	the	League	of	Nations	would	ever	be	constructed.	Before	their	
eyes,	 Otlet	 and	 La	 Fontaine	 witnessed	 how	 a	 French	 group	 around	
Julien	Luchaire	set	up	an	organization	similar	to	the	UIA	and,	with	
the	support	of	Léon	Bourgeois,	lobbied	to	set	up	such	an	institute	of	
intellectual	cooperation	under	the	auspices	of	the	League	of	Nations	
in	Paris.	In	1924	the	League	of	Nations	accepted	the	French	proposal	
to	set	up	the	International	Institute	of	Intellectual	Cooperation	(IIIC)	
in	 Paris—the	 predecessor	 of	 UNESCO—and	 to	 finance	 the	 entire	
undertaking.120	The	decision	to	establish	the	IIIC	in	Paris	meant	the	
UIA’s	coup	de	grâce.	In	the	same	year,	the	Theunis	government	in	Bel-
gium	partially	closed	the	Palais	Mondial	for	a	rubber	fair,	and	there-
fore	obstructed	the	development	of	the	Mundaneum,	which	had	be-
come	the	main	goal	of	the	UIA	in	Brussels.	In	this	period	when	Otlet	
could	no	longer	count	on	the	support	of	the	Belgian	government,	Ot-
let	stopped	his	advocacy	for	a	Cité	Mondiale	to	be	located	in	Belgium.	
In	reaction	to	the	bureaucratic	institution	that	was	going	to	be	devel-
oped	in	Paris,	he	wanted	to	go	to	the	essence	of	what	he	imagined	an	
international	intellectual	centre	should	be	and	therefore	developed	
the	 spiritual	 dimensions	 of	 the	 Mundaneum,	 which,	 as	 de	 Reynold	
had	detected,	were	already	hidden	in	the	UIA’s	programme.

The	ideas	of	the	French	architect	François	Garas	had	a	long	and	last-
ing	influence	on	Otlet’s	conceptualization	of	the	allegorical	and	spiritu-
al	dimension	of	the	Mundaneum.121	Garas	had	devoted	his	entire	work	
to	the	elaboration	of	fantastic	architectural	visions.	The	culmination	of	
his	work	are	the	‘temples	for	future	religions’	dedicated	to	life,	death,	
and	thought—Temple	à	la	Vie,	Temple	à	la	Mort,	Temple	à	la	Pensée	

120	 Jean-Jacques	Renoliet,	L’Unesco oubliée. La Société des Nations et la coopération intel-
lectuelle	(1919–1946)	(Paris:	Publications	de	la	Sorbonne,	1999).

121	 The	connection	between	Otlet	and	Garas	has	also	been	noted	by	Pierre	Chab-
ard	and	Almfred	Willis:	Pierre	Chabard,	‘Towers	and	Globes:	Architectural	and	
Epistemological	Differences	between	Patrick	Geddes’	Outlook	Towers	and	Paul	
Otlet’s	Mundaneums’,	in:	W.Boyd	Rayward	(ed.),	European Modernism and the In-
formation Society: Informing the Present, Understanding the Past	(Aldershot:	Ashgate,	
2008),	105–126	(106);	and	Alfred	Willis,	‘The	Exoteric	and	Esoteric	Functions	of	Le	
Corbusier’s	Mundaneum’,	in:	Modulus/University of Virginia School of Architecture 
Review,	12.21	(1980),	13–21	(14).
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(1907).122	At	the	Universal	exhibition	in	Brussels	in	1910,	Garas	exposed	
a	model	of	the	Temple	of	Thought	in	the	French	pavilion.	Otlet	man-
aged	to	convince	Garas	to	install	the	huge	model	of	the	Temple	in	his	
International	Museum	in	Brussels,	once	the	Universal	exhibition	was	
finished	FIG.51, 52.	Otlet	also	included	the	model	in	the	Exposition	des	
Villes	that	he	organized	in	Ghent	in	1913.	On	this	occasion,	Garas	trav-
elled	from	Paris	to	Ghent	to	meet	the	curator	Patrick	Geddes	and	help	
his	 staff	 with	 the	 mounting	 of	 the	 model.123	 He	 also	 accompanied	 it	
with	a	notice	and	some	pictures	because,	Garas	complained,	its	concep-
tion	was	often	misinterpreted.124	Later,	Otlet	re-baptized	the	Temple	of	
Thought	as	the	‘Allegory	of	the	Mundaneum’.125

Garas’s	Temple	of	Thought	dramatically	stages	the	initiation	of	nov-
ices	in	a	temple	on	a	nearly	inaccessible	site	on	a	mountaintop.	Only	
by	a	narrow	mountain	path	are	the	initiates	able	to	reach	the	temple.	
Along	 the	 long	 and	 narrow	 path	 they	 are	 granted	 a	 pause	 in	 a	 little	
Swiss	chalet.	The	chalet	corresponds	to	‘ma	petite	maison’,	which	Ga-
ras	describes	as	the	reconciliation	of	the	humble	individual	life	with	
the	great	spiritual	 idea	of	the	temple.	After	the	perilous	pilgrimage,	
the	faithful	visitors	finally	reach	the	top	of	the	mountain.	Before	they	
get	access	to	the	sacred,	they	are	initiated	into	the	three	stages	of	the	
evolution	of	thought.	First	is	a	confrontation	with	the	riddles	of	the	
universe	and	the	mystery	of	thought	represented	by	the	Sphinx.	Once	
they	have	overcome	fear	and	doubt,	the	believers	are	granted	access	
to	the	dome	of	the	temple,	modelled	on	a	human	skull	FIG.53, 54.	The	
interior	 is	 developed	 in	 a	 ‘composite’	 style	 of	 Indian,	 Egyptian,	 and	
primitive	Christian	architecture	and	decorated	with	murals	evoking	
the	stages	of	the	evolution	of	humankind.	Finally,	the	pilgrims	reach	
a	level	of	eternal	thought	through	their	effort	of	thought,	which	is	re-
flected	in	the	architecture	of	the	tower.

The	fact	that	Otlet	chose	Garas’s	Temple	of	Thought	as	the	allego-
ry	of	the	Mundaneum	suggests	that	Otlet	was	aware	of	the	project’s	
symbolism.	As	late	as	1925,	Garas	contacted	Otlet	when	he	had	heard	
about	the	difficulties	that	Otlet	and	the	Palais	Mondial	were	experi-
encing,	and	he	mentioned	to	Otlet	that	he	had	been	offered	the	op-
portunity	to	display	his	model	at	the	Exposition	des	Arts	Décoratifs	
in	Paris	but	that	his	health	was	too	bad	to	transport	it	to	Paris	for	that	

122	 François	Garas,	Mes Temples	(Paris:	Michalon,	1907).	For	a	description	of	the	Temple	
projects	of	Garas,	see:	Volker	M.	Welter,	Biopolis: Patrick Geddes and the City of Life	
(Cambridge,	Mass.:	MIT	Press,	2002),	153–159.

123	 François	Garas,	Letter to Paul Otlet	(1913.03.29).	MDN,	MDN	PO	31	UAI	Associations	
Int.	UAI	2006/20,	Garas.

124	 François	Garas,	Letter to Paul Otlet	(1913.05.02).	MDN,	MDN	PO	31	UAI	Associations	
Int.	UAI	2006/20,	Garas.

125	 Arthur	De	Rudder,	L’Architecture,	L’exposition de Bruxelles	1910,	309–311.
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FIG. 51 Model of François Garas’s Temple of Thought installed at the International Museum

FIG. 52 Model of François Garas’s Temple of Thought installed at the International Museum
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FIG. 53 Section of François Garas’s Temple of Thought (1907)

FIG. 54 Plans of François Garas’s Temple of Thought (1907)
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occasion.126	 Otlet	 reassured	 him	 that	 ‘nowhere	 would	 [his	 temple]	
have	a	better	place	than	in	the	Palais	Mondial’,	for,	he	continued,	‘It	
is	only	by	means	of	symbolic	representations	that	we	can	externalize	
the	conceptions	and	ideas	that	are	at	the	heart	of	our	institution,	and	
you	have	known	 in	an	admirable	way	how	to	respect	 them	in	your	
compositions’.xix	By	linking	the	Mundaneum	to	a	project	full	of	eso-
teric	symbolism,	Otlet	indicated	that	he	intended	the	Mundaneum	to	
have	an	occult	character	like	Garas’s	Temple	of	Thought.

126	 François	Garas,	Letter to Paul Otlet	(1925.01.09).	MDN,	MDN	PO	31	UAI	Associations	
Int.	UAI	2006/20,	Garas.

FIG. 55 Jean Henderickx, Le Sacrarium (1925.05.12)
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The	claim	that	Otlet	assigned	an	occult	meaning	to	the	Mundane-
um	is	also	suggested	by	a	1919	drawing,	presumably	made	by	architect	
Geo-Jean	Henderick	(1879–1957),	which	he	dedicated	in	1925	to	Otlet	
and	his	Mundaneum.127	Henderick,	who	was	greatly	inspired	by	Ga-

127	 Dubois	Marc,	‘Les	architectes	Geo	Henderick	(1879–1957)	et	François	Garas	
(1866–1925),	The	architects	Geo	Henderick	and	François	Garas’,	in:	Revue de l’école 
nationale supérieure d’architecture de Versailles, Journal of the Versailles Higher National 
School of Architecture,	13	(2008),	86–96.

FIG. 56 Litograph by Hubert Dupond
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ras’s	work,	draws	a	group	of	sanctuaries	on	a	hill	at	the	seaside	devot-
ed	to	the	seven	sacraments	FIG.55.	The	tree	on	the	temple	symbolizes	
the	seven	sacraments	or	phases	of	life,	while	the	mountain	and	the	
tower	symbolize	a	process	of	ascension	to	the	sacred.	The	same	sym-
bolism	appear	in	a	lithograph	made	by	Hubert	Dupond	(1901–1982),	
which	Otlet	also	kept	as	one	of	the	references	for	the	Mundaneum.	
Hubert	Dupond	was	a	Belgian	artist	and	former	student	of	the	painter	
Jean	Delville.	The	lithograph	shows	an	inhospitable	dwelling	at	the	
top	of	rocks	in	the	middle	of	the	sea	FIG.56.	Dupond	provided	an	expla-
nation	of	his	drawing	with	a	quote	from	the	French	essayist	Romain	
Rolland	(1866–1944):	‘it	is	our	task	to	construct,	as	large	and	as	high	as	
possible,	dominating	injustice	and	the	hate	of	nations,	the	borders	of	
a	city	where	the	brotherly	and	free	spirits	are	able	to	assemble’.xx	The	
symbolism	in	Dupond’s	drawing	opposes	the	easiness	(symbolized	by	
the	dwelling)	of	living	without	too	much	effort	in	a	sacred	place	to	the	
difficulty	(symbolized	by	the	mountain	and	the	sea)	of	the	pilgrimage	
of	sufferings	and	trials	that	one	has	to	undergo	to	gain	the	merit	nec-
essary	for	entry	to	the	sacred.

8.2.4.	 Jean Delville and the theosophic aspect of the Cité Mondiale

That	 Otlet	 had	 a	 good	 understanding	 of	 the	 occult	 symbolism	 as	 it	
appears	in	the	drawings	of	Garas,	Henderick,	and	Dupond	is	further	
confirmed	 by	 his	 friendship	 with	 the	 Idealist	 painter	 Jean	 Delville	
(1867–1953).	 Otlet	 and	 Delville	 became	 friends	 probably	 through	

FIG. 57 Picture of the conference room in the Palais Mondial, showing Henri La Fontaine  
(standing), Paul Otlet (on the right), and the painting Prométhée of Delville behind them



Henri	 La	 Fontaine.	 Both	 La	 Fontaine	 and	 Delville	 were	 members	
of	the	freemasonry	lodge	Les	Amis	Philanthropes	and	obtained	the	
symbolic	rank	of	‘Vénérable	Maître’.128	In	1926,	Delville	invited	Otlet	
to	speak	for	Les	Amis	Philanthropes	about	 the	Cité	Mondiale’,	and	
La	Fontaine	welcomed	his	friend	and	colleague.129	Two	years	later,	in	
1928,	Delville	painted	Otlet’s	portrait,	which	can	still	be	seen	at	the	
Mundaneum	in	Mons.	And	in	the	meantime,	Delville	was	nominated	
President	of	the	Amis	du	Mundaneum,	a	society	of	faithful	support-
ers	of	Otlet	and	La	Fontaine	and	their	work	of	the	Mundaneum.

A	 significant	 indication	 of	 Otlet’s	 sympathy	 for	 occult	 symbolism	
is	 the	 fact	 that	 Delville’s	 monumental	 canvas	 Promethée	 (1907)	 dec-
orated	 the	 conference	 room	 in	 the	 Palais	 Mondial	 at	 the	 moment	
when	 the	 conferences	 of	 the	 International	 University	 took	 place130	
FIG.57.	 The	 painting	 Promethée	 depicts	 the	 Greek	 mythological	 fig-

128	 Judith	Ogonovszky-Steffens,	‘Un	Idéal	de	mur’,	in:	Michel	Draguet,	Christian	Berg,	
and	Laurence	Brogniez	(eds.),	Splendeurs de l’idéal: Rops, Khnopff, Delville et leur temps	
(Gand:	Snoeck-Ducaju,	1996),	179–197	(194).

129	 Ibid.,	194.
130	 Ibid.,	194.

FIG. 58 Jean Delville, Prométhée (1907)
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ure	Prometheus,	a	Titan	who	stole	fire	from	Zeus	and	brought	it	to	
mortals.	Delville’s	painting	is	probably	based	on	the	trilogy	about	the	
myth	of	Prometheus	by	the	French	Idealist	and	occultist	novelist	Jo-
séphin	Péladan	(1858–1918).	In	his	trilogy,	Péladan	explains	that	the	
fire	which	Prometheus	steals	is	not	physical	fire	but	the	fire	of	intel-
ligence,	and	he	recounts	how	Prometheus	wakes	the	soul	of	human-
kind	and	endows	humankind	with	intelligence.131	Delville	was	an	ar-
dent	supporter	of	the	theories	of	Péladan	and	often	borrowed	from	
the	rich	symbolism	in	Péladan’s	theosophical	writings	for	his	idealist	
paintings.	In	Prométhée,	Delville	symbolizes	the	Intelligence	of	Man	
with	a	five-pointed	star,	which	he	describes	as	the	‘esoteric	and	sym-
bolic	conception	of	the	mental	human	evolution’132	FIG.58.	The	Titan	
Prometheus	is	represented	as	a	well-muscled	athlete	who	runs	down	
to	 the	 Earth,	 holding	 the	 light	 source	 in	 his	 hand.	 He	 moves	 above	
a	crowd	of	people	who	yearn	and	beg	for	the	light	with	raised	arms.	
They	symbolize	the	ignorance	of	humanity,	while	Prometheus	is	the	
harbinger	of	the	intellectual	salvation.

An	important	theme	in	the	painting	Prométhée,	as	in	Delville’s	work	
as	 a	 whole,	 is	 the	 concept	 of	 initiation.	 Throughout	 his	 career	 as	 a	
painter,	 Delville	 aimed	 to	 represent	 what	 he	 called	 the	 ‘pure	 Idea’,	
and	drew	for	this	purpose	on	his	own	initiation	into	the	symbolism	
of	diverse	religious	groups—Delville	was	subsequently	a	member	of	
the	Ordre	du	Temple	de	la	Rose+Croix	(founded	by	Péladan),	spirit-
ist,	esotericist,	occultist,	freemason,	idealist,	theosophist,	and,	finally,	
follower	 of	 Krishnamurti.133	 The	 painting	 Prométhée	 does	 not	 only	
require	an	initiation	in	theosophical	symbolism	to	understand	how	
Delville	interprets	the	Greek	myth	of	Prometheus.	Prometheus	him-
self	is	depicted	as	an	example	of	an	initiate	who	has	acquired	great	
Truth	 and	 wants	 to	 open	 the	 eyes	 of	 those	 who	 do	 not	 yet	 see	 the	
‘light’	of	the	great	Truth.	In	his	most	important	theoretical	work,	La 
Mission de l’Art (1900)—described	by	Éduouard	Schuré	in	the	book’s	
introduction	as	 ‘an	exposition	of	perfect	Idealism	according	to	uni-
versal	 Theosophy’—Delville	 discusses	 the	 importance	 of	 initiation.	
One	has	become	initiated,	he	says,	once	the	soul	has	acquired	through	
experience	an	understanding	of	the	divine	truths,	or	a	direct	vision	
of	the	spirit,	and	remarks	that	 initiation	for	each	artist	 is	crucial	 in	

131	 ‘Prométhée.	Trilogie	d’Eschule	restituée	par	le	Sâr	Péladan’,	in:	L’Art Moderne	(1895),	
84.

132	 .‘Conception	ésotérique	et	symbolique	de	l’évolution	mentale	humaine	…	’.	Notes	
of	Jean	Delville	about	his	painting	as	quoted	in:	Els	Vermeersch,	De symbolistische 
schilderkunst en het theoretisch oeuvre van Jean Delville	(1867–1953),	Master	Thesis,	J.	
Vanbergen	(Supervisor),	Art	History	(Leuven:	KULeuven,	1987),	252.

133	 Ibid.,	iv.	Robert	Hoozee	and	MaryAnne	Stevens,	Impressionism to Symbolism: The 
Belgian Avant-Garde 1880–1900	(London:	Royal	Academy	of	Arts,	1994),	93–97.



order	to	make	beautiful	works	that	convey	the	great	truths.134	Art,	he	
believed,	could	help	the	neophyte	to	find	the	path	of	inner	exaltation.

Beyond	his	friendship	with	Delville,	Otlet	maintained	relations	with	
several	 occult	 societies,	 which	 suggests	 that	 he	 supported	 or	 at	 least	
strongly	sympathized	with	definite	theosophist,	spiritist,	and	other	oc-
cult	theories.	Probably	also	through	Delville,	Otlet	was	invited	to	speak	
about	the	spiritual	aspect	of	the	Cité	Mondiale	in	1923	for	the	Société	
Théosophique	of	Brussels,	of	which	Delville	had	become	Secretary	in	
1910.135	Three	years	later,	on	29	July	1926,	Otlet	gave	another	lecture	for	
a	theosophical	society	about	the	Cité	Mondiale,	this	time	for	the	Or-
der	of	the	Star	in	the	East,	a	splinter	group	of	the	Theosophical	Society	
founded	by	Annie	Besant	(1847–1933)	in	1911	in	India	and	disbanded	
in	Ommen	in	1929	by	Krishnamurti	(1895–1986).	The	Order	of	the	Star	
in	the	East	aimed	to	form	a	universal	brotherhood	of	humanity	with-
out	discrimination,	encouraging	the	comparative	study	of	religion,	phi-
losophy,	and	science	and	preparing	humanity	for	the	reception	of	the	
World	Teacher	on	Earth.136	The	sermon	that	Otlet	delivered	before	two	

134	 Jean	Delville,	The New Mission of Art: A Study of Idealism in Art	(London:	Francis	
Griffiths,	1910).

135	 Paul	Otlet,	‘L’aspect	spirituel	de	la	Cité	Internationale’,	in:	Ordre de l’Etoile d’Orient 
Bulletin	(1924.01).

136	 Mary	Lutyens,	Krishnamurti: The Years of Awakening	(London:	J.	Murray,	1975),	
72–79.	For	a	history	of	the	Theosophical	Society,	see:	Antoine	Faivre,	Theosophy, 

FIG. 59 Encounter between Paul Otlet and  
Krishnamurti in 1926 in Ommen
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thousand	people	in	the	desert	of	the	temporary	city	of	Ommen	(the	
Netherlands),	was	published	in	the	Herald of the Star,	a	monthly	maga-
zine	edited	by	Krishnamurti137	FIG.59.

Otlet’s	two	lectures	before	the	theological	society	about	the	spiritual	
aspect	of	the	Cité	Mondiale	show	how	much	his	approach	to	ontolog-
ical	and	cosmological	questions	was	similar	to	idealist,	theosophical,	
and	spiritist	views.	Firstly,	Otlet	agreed	to	the	idealist	assumption	that	
each	form	is	the	result	of	an	idea	and	that	each	idea	must	have	a	form	

Imagination, Tradition: Studies in Western Esotericism	(Albany,	N.Y.:	State	University	
of	New	York	Press,	2000).

137	 Paul	Otlet,	‘La	Cité	Mondiale’,	in:	the Herald of the Star,	XV.10	(1926.10),	435–442.

FIG. 60 Paul Otlet, The Conception of the World (n.d.)
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in	order	to	exist.	The	Cité	Mondiale	should	have,	according	to	Otlet,	
‘as	its	first	foundation,	an	Idea’,	and	then	become	incorporated	in	an	
‘architectural	and	monumental	body’	in	the	same	way	that	we	must	
ensure	that	‘in	the	being	that	we	call	man,	one	must	consider	materi-
ality	and	spirituality’	but	also	that	‘the	spiritual	prevails	over	the	ma-
terial’.xxi	Otlet	presented	the	Cité	Mondiale	before	the	Theosophical	
Society	as	the	 ‘symbol	and	representation’	of	the	idea	of	 ‘Humanity	
taking	conscience	of	itself,	and	of	its	unity	of	spirit	and	action’.138	The	
Cité	Mondiale	would	be	‘a	permanent	representation	of	this	spiritu-
ality’;	 that	 spirituality	 that	 people	 yearn	 for	 (as	 in	 the	 painting	 Pro-
mothée	of	Delville),	and	which	Otlet	compared	to	a	hunger	caused	not	
by	a	lack	of	‘bread	made	of	wheat,	but	of	intellectual	bread,	of	beauty	
and	goodness’.xxii	Otlet	often	referred	to	the	three	universal	truths	of	
platonic	 idealism—Truth,	 Beauty,	 and	 Goodness—as	 the	 ideals	 par	
excellence	to	which	humanity	aspired.	In	a	typical	esoteric	stance,	he	
attached	great	importance	to	the	representation	and	symbolization	
of	spiritual	ideas	and	ideals.	Because	humans	could	not	see	ideas	with	
their	physical	senses,	it	was	necessary	to	show	them	reflections	or	im-
ages	of	the	invisible	 ideas.139	 ‘The	human	being	has	but	five	senses’,	
Otlet	 preached,	 ‘who	 on	 the	 huge	 scale	 of	 vibrations,	 can	 each	 per-
ceive	only	his	own	little	octave’.xxiii	To	see	further,	Otlet	thought,	like	
the	theosophists,	that	we	should	develop	those	organs	that	enable	us	
to	perceive	ideas.	To	elucidate	his	idealist	view	further	to	the	Theoso-
phist	Society,	Otlet	quoted	the	reputed	scientist	and	collaborator	of	
the	IIB,	Charles	Richet	(1850–1935),140	who	had	a	long	standing	inter-
est	in	spiritism/spiritualism:

The	world	is	a	curtain.	We	are	in	the	auditorium	and	on	the	stage	the	
play	is	being	performed.	Take	a	pin;	make	a	hole	in	the	curtain;	move	
back	six	metres;	look	through	the	hole	at	what	is	happening	on	the	stage.	
What	you	will	see,	is	more	or	less	what	we	know	of	the	Universe.xxiv

For	 Otlet	 and	 Richet,	 humanity	 aspired	 to	 have	 secret	 knowledge	
of	the	Mystery	or	Infinity	behind	the	curtain.	In	one	of	his	spiritual	
schemas,	Otlet	showed	how	he,	as	a	‘Universalist’,	believed	in	a	sort	of	
‘socio-spirituality’	through	which	humanity	could	gain	access	to	that	
mysterious	Infinite,	and	think	the	great	problem	of	spirituality:	‘the	
great	Unknown	or	the	future	of	Humanity’	FIG.60.	The	Cité	Mondiale	

138	 Otlet,	‘L’aspect	spirituel	de	la	Cité	Internationale’,	34.
139	 Sixten	Ringbom	and	Wassily	Kandinsky,	The Sounding Cosmos: A Study in the Spir-

itualism of Kandinsky and the Genesis of Abstract Painting	(Abo:	Abo	Akademi,	1970).	
Maurice	Tuchman,	Judi	Freeman,	Carel	Blotkamp,	The Spiritual in Art: Abstract 
Painting 1890–1985	(New	York:	Abbeville	Press,	1986).

140	 Charles	Richet	was	a	physiologist	and	Nobel	Prize	laureate.	By	applying	the	UDC	
to	the	Revue scientifique	of	which	he	was	the	editor,	he	was	one	of	the	most	notable	
collaborators	in	the	early	phase	of	the	IIB.
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would	be	 like	the	tower	depicted	in	the	schema:	a	tower	built	with	
machines	and	social	forces	that	enables	humanity	to	think	the	Uni-
versal,	to	mediate	between	the	physical	and	the	metaphysical	(or	as	
Richet	would	say	between	the	physical	and	the	‘meta-psychical’).

8.2.5.	 The 1927 Mundaneum plan of Otlet

The	presence	of	religious	symbolism	and	occult	meaning	 in	Otlet’s	
conception	of	Mundaneum	is	most	obvious	in	an	architectural	sche-
ma	which	situates	the	Mundaneum	at	the	Belgian	seaside,	between	
Wenduine	and	De	Haan,	on	300	untouched	hectares	of	land	owned	by	
the	government141	VERSION 1: FIG.61, VERSION 2: FIG.62 AND VERSION 3: FIG.63.	The	
occult	character	of	the	Mundaneum	manifests	itself	first	by	the	way	
it	is	shown	fenced	off	from	the	outside	world	(by	an	artificial	canal,	a	
railway,	and	an	embankment)	and	seems	to	be	accessible	only	for	the	

141	 Paul	Otlet,	Déscription de la Cité Mondiale—Mundaneum. D’après le plan Paul Otlet 
1927.09.15	(1927.09.16).	MDN,	CM,	Note	n°	5589.

FIG. 61 Paul Otlet, Schematic plan of the Mundaneum situated at the seaside between Wendu-
ine and De Haan. Version 1 (1927.09.15)



FIG. 62 Paul Otlet, Schematic plan of the Mundaneum at the seaside between 
Wenduine and De Haan. Version 2 (1927)

FIG. 63 Paul Otlet, Schematic Plan of the Mundaneum at the seaside between 
Wenduine and De Haan. Version 3 (1927)
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initiates	 or	 those	 who	 were	 to	 be	 initiated	 in	 the	 cult	 of	 Universal-
ism	professed	at	the	Mundaneum.	Insiders	and	prospective	members	
could	access	the	building	from	the	beach,	through	an	opening	in	the	
talus	of	the	dunes;	those	who	came	from	overseas	could	moor	their	
boat	at	a	pier	marked	with	a	lighthouse;	and	those	who	came	by	air-
plane	landed	on	the	field	of	aviation	where	lighthouses	projected	the	
name	‘Mundaneum’	on	the	ground	at	night;	while	‘intellectual	work-
ers’	(university	students,	teachers,	delegates,	societies,	business	men,	
etc.)	entered	the	grounds	through	gates	 for	 trams	and	buses,	which	
gave	 access	 to	 the	 camping	 and	 the	 garden	 city	 with	 its	 temporary	
residences.

The	visit	or	initiation	in	the	symbolism	of	the	Mundaneum	is	shown	
in	the	schema	to	start	in	the	circular	forecourt	or	the	so	called	‘encycle’,	
covered	by	a	field	of	grass	transected	by	paths	in	the	form	of	a	Saint-
Andrew’s	cross	and	provided	with	a	lapidarium	at	the	sides	and	a	gilded	
sundial	in	the	middle.	The	forecourt	gave	access	to	the	‘Centre’	of	the	
Mundaneum,	which	had	the	form	of	an	elliptical	meeting	hall	in	glass.	
Otlet	described	the	‘Centre’	as	if	was	the	choir	of	his	Church	of	Inter-
nationalism,	with	‘an	altar’	at	the	centre	and	‘tables’	summarizing	the	
aphorisms	of	the	great	truths.	Here	could	be	found	the	‘Registrum’,	a	
record	of	the	select	members	of	the	International	City,	and	the	‘Liber	
Librorum’,	the	Book	which	contained	the	essential	page	of	all	the	great	
books	of	Humanity—perhaps	a	glancing	reference	to	the	Liber	Mundi	
or	Livre	Sacré	of	the	Rosencreutz,	described	by	the	Rosicrucian	F.	Wit-
temans,	a	friend	of	Otlet.142	The	spiritual	mission	assigned	to	the	mem-
bers	who	were	allowed	to	access	the	Centre	was	to	fuse	the	national	and	
the	international-scientific	intellectual	goods	which	were	being	stored	
in	the	left	and	right	aisles	of	the	main	building.	The	spiritual	coales-
cence	 of	 the	 ‘national’	 and	 the	 ‘international’	 into	 the	 Universal	 was	
articulated	 in	 four	 towers	 that	 crowned	 the	 four	 hemicycles	 around	
the	Centre.	The	four	towers	contained,	respectively,	a	congress	hall,	a	
music	theatre,	a	documentation-library,	and	a	university	auditorium.

Around	the	square	central	court	behind	the	Centre,	there	were	sev-
eral	pavilions	annexed	to	the	main	building	which	demonstrated	the	
existence	and	possibility	of	a	universal	culture:	a	museum	on	the	his-
tory	of	humanity,	a	museum	on	universal	art,	an	Olympic	stadium,	a	
planetarium,	a	Sacrarium	symbolizing	the	religious	unity	of	the	dif-
ferent	churches	and	sects,	nature	study	centres	(Botanicum-Arbore-
tum,	 Zoologicum-Aquarium,	 Mineralum-Rupestretum),	 an	 open-air	
museum	on	the	history	of	the	house,	and	a	series	of	‘Pavilions	of	Cit-
ies’.	 In	 the	 middle	 of	 the	 central	 court	 stood	 the	 ‘Sacrarium’,	 while	
he	positioned	the	‘Planetarium’	in	the	front	yard.	The	‘Centre’	of	the	

142	 Frans	Wittemans,	Geschiedenis der Rozenkruisers	(Den	Haag:	Boucher,	1924).



FIG. 64 Schema of the structure of League of Nations as envisioned by Paul Otlet

Mundaneum,	 where	 internationalist	 assemblies	 were	 held	 follow-
ing	Otlet’s	 liturgical	codes	and	rituals,	was	 thus	symbolically	placed	
between	the	Earth	(Planetarium)	and	the	Sacred	(Sacrarium);	which	
makes	the	Mundaneum	a	sort	of	initiatory	trajectory	that	guides	the	
visitor	from	the	chaos	of	the	outside	world,	through	the	round	square	
devoted	 to	 the	 natural	 world,	 to	 the	 rectangular	 square	 devoted	 to	
the	world	of	ideas.	The	Mundaneum	is	imagined	as	an	imago mundi,	a	
place	that	brings	down	the	Sacred	to	the	Profane	world.

8.2.6.	 Otlet and Le Corbusier in Geneva

Similar	 to	 his	 conceptualization	 of	 the	 Mundaneum	 as	 an	 interna-
tional	 intellectual	 and	 spiritual	 centre,	 in	 antithesis	 to	 the	 limited	
bureaucratic	programme	of	the	IIIC	in	Paris,	Otlet	conceived	of	the	
Cité	 Mondiale	 as	 an	 extraterritorial	 district	 for	 what	 he	 called,	 the	
‘Greater	 League	 of	 Nations’,	 a	 League	 which,	 unlike	 the	 League	 of	
Nations,	would	not	only	be	concerned	about	political	and	economic	
affairs	but	also	intellectual	affairs	FIG.64.	Since	1924	Otlet	had	begun	
to	 consider	 moving	 the	 Mundaneum	 to	 Geneva	 and	 thought	 about	
how	the	existing	international	institutions	in	Geneva	could	be	trans-
formed	into	a	complete	International	City.	The	first	evidence	of	this	



is	a	meeting	that	Otlet	and	La	Fontaine	had	in	1924	with	the	Geneva-
based	architect	Jean	Jacques	Dériaz,	about	his	1920	study	which	had	
imagined	how	the	Palais	des	Nations	could	be	integrated	at	the	end	of	
the	‘Rue	du	Mont-Blanc’	in	Geneva	and	how,	by	extending	this	road,	
an	 ‘International	 City’	 could	 develop	 along	 a	 monumental	 ‘Avenue	
des	Nations’xxv	FIG.65.

However,	Otlet’s	campaign	in	Geneva	only	got	started	when	he	found	
the	monstre sacré	of	modern	architecture,	 the	Swiss	architect	Le	Cor-
busier,	prepared	to	elaborate	his	1927	schema	of	the	Mundaneum	into	
detailed	plans	of	an	architectural	complex	situated	in	Geneva.	Like	Ot-
let,	Le	Corbusier	was	interested	in	planning	for	the	urban	integration	
of	the	institutions	of	the	League	of	Nations	in	Geneva.	That	interest	
had	 resulted	 from	 his	 participation	 in	 the	 architectural	 competition	
for	the	Palace	of	the	League	of	Nations.	From	among	377	submissions	
in	the	competition,	Le	Corbusier	had	been	selected	in	May	1927	as	one	
of	the	nine	first-prize	winners.	In	the	context	of	the	competition,	Ot-
let	and	Le	Corbusier	came	to	know	each	other	better	and	supported	
one	other	in	their	endeavours.	As	a	gesture	towards	Le	Corbusier,	Otlet	
contacted	his	old	acquaintance	Victor	Horta,	President	of	the	jury,	to	
support	Le	Corbusier	in	the	competition.	Otlet	declared	to	Horta	that	
‘the	radicalism	of	Le	Corbusier	would	be	a	solution’	because

FIG. 65 Study by the architect Jean Jaques Dériaz of the location of the Palace of the 
League of Nations in Geneva (1924.09.13)
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We,	the	pioneers	of	the	League	of	Nations	have	a	very	great	conception	
of	it.	It	must	be	something	very	new,	very	powerful	and	very	seductive.	‘A	
page	in	history	which	one	turns’	[…]	we	need	a	symbol	of	this	conception,	
of	this	feeling,	of	the	major	interest.	To	see	it	housed	in	a	palace	of	the	old	
style,	is	immediately	and	at	a	first	impression,	to	classify	it	as	antiquated.xxvi

Le	Corbusier	thanked	Otlet	for	his	support	and	told	him	that	he	appre-
ciated	his	‘magnificent	and	moving	idea’	of	the	Mundaneum;	also	that	
he	had	taken	notice	of	his	plans	to	transfer	his	institutions	of	the	Palais	
Mondial	from	Brussels	to	Geneva.143	When	the	prize	committee	of	five	
diplomats	made	public	in	February	1928	that	it	had	chosen	to	support	
the	Neo-classicist	design	of	Henri-Paul	Nénot	and	Julien	Flegenheimer	
in	collaboration	with	three	other	first-prize	winners	(Carlo	Broggi,	Ca-
mille	Lefèvre,	and	Giuseppe	Vago),	Le	Corbusier	and	his	partner	Pierre	
Jeanneret	appealed	against	this	decision144	FIG.66.	They	approached	the	
Parisian	barrister	André	Prudhomme,	Professor	at	the	Faculty	of	Law	at	
the	Sorbonne,	who	helped	his	clients	to	draw	up	their	objections	in	the	
form	of	a	36-page	printed	publication	called	Requête,	which	was	sent	to	
the	League	of	Nations.145	In	response	to	the	Requête,	Le	Corbusier	was	
informed	that	the	Council	of	the	League	of	Nations	could	not	act	upon	
complaints	of	private	individuals	and	that,	therefore,	their	‘Request’	had	
not	been	passed	on	to	the	committee	of	diplomats.146

143	 Otlet,	Letter to Le Corbusier	(1927.10.07)	MDN,	CM	8
144	 Richard	Quincerot,	‘Le	champ	de	bataille	du	Palais	des	Nations,	1923–1931’,	in:	

Isabelle	Charollais	and	André	Ducret	(eds.),	Le Corbusier à Genève 1922–1932. Projets 
et Réalisations.	(Lausanne:	Éditions	Payot,	1987),	35–48.

145	 Le	Corbusier,	Requête de M.M. Le Corbusier et P. Jeanneret à M. Le President du Conseil 
la Societé des Nations	(Paris:	Union,	1928).

146	 Quincerot,	‘Le	champ	de	bataille	du	Palais	des	Nations,	1923–1931’,	44–45.

FIG. 66 The new Palace of the League of Nations in Geneva by Nénot and Flegenheimer
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FIG. 67 Le Corbusier, Plan of the Mundaneum (1928)

FIG. 68 Le Corbusier, Ground Floor of the Mundaneum (1928)



Le	Corbusier	was	a	fierce	critic	of	 ‘academic	architecture’.	In	De-
cember	1928	he	published	Une Maison—Un Palais,	in	which	he	criti-
cized	the	‘dying	production	and	smelly	rotting	corpse	of	the	conser-
vative	Academies	blinded	by	the	pre-machinist	epoch’	and	illustrated	
his	understanding	of	the	 ‘academic	voice’	with	the	designs	for	the	
Palace	of	the	League	by	Nénot,	Flegenheimer,	and	their	partners.147	
Having	this	critical	mindset	toward	conservative	or	academic	archi-
tectural	attitude	reflected	in	the	League	of	Nations	establishment,	
Le	Corbusier	accepted	Otlet’s	invitation	to	give	architectural	form	
to	his	critical	programme	of	a	 ‘greater	League	of	Nations’.	In	1928,	
Otlet	 and	 Le	 Corbusier	 published	 a	 booklet	 with	 the	 plans	 for	 a	
centre	 of	 information,	 science,	 and	 education	 to	 complement	 the	
political	League	of	Nations.	The	most	pronounced	building	of	the	
Intellectual	Centre	of	the	Mundaneum	was	the	World	Museum	(1)	
in	the	form	of	a	spiralling	pyramid	that	reconfigured	Otlet’s	Inter-
national	 Museum	 in	 Brussels	 FIG.67.	 Behind	 it,	 the	 World	 Museum	
was	connected	to	the	Halls	of	Modern	Times	(2)	that	gave	abundant	

147	 Le	Corbusier,	Une Maison—Un Palais	(Paris:	Les	Éditions	G.	Crès	et	Cie,	1928).

FIG. 69 Le Corbusier, Master Plan 
of the Mundaneum (1928)
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FIG. 70 Le Corbusier, Plan of the Cité Internationale in Geneva (1929.02)

FIG. 71 Le Corbusier, Skyline of the Cité Internationale in Geneva (1929.04)
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place	to	exhibitions	of	all	sorts.	To	the	left	of	the	World	Museum,	
the	‘Domus	Societatum’	assembled	the	main	International	Associa-
tions	in	a	permanent	centre	(3).	To	the	right	of	the	World	Museum,	
Le	Corbusier	designed	a	World	Library	(4),	which	would	function	as	
a	world	centre	for	documentation,	and	an	International	University	
(5),	which	would	train	young	people	interested	in	international	rela-
tions	(5).	At	the	extreme	right,	a	series	of	five	pavilions	was	reserved	
for	 a	 permanent	 exhibition	 on	 the	 ‘continents-nations-cities’	 (9)	
FIG.68.	Around	the	Mundaneum	he	foresaw,	among	areas,	a	residen-
tial	district	(10),	a	university	city	(6),	and	a	stadium	(7).	The	elabora-
tion	of	the	context	instigated	a	design	of	a	complete	International	
City	which	Le	Corbusier	completed	in	February	1929	FIG.69.	In	a	sec-
ond	booklet	in	1929,	Otlet	and	Le	Corbusier	published	the	plans	of	
the	Cité	Mondiale	that	included	the	existing	international	institu-
tions	 in	 Geneva	 with	 additional	 institutions	 imagined	 by	 Otlet.	 It	
integrated	the	existing	headquarters	of	the	ILO	(1),	a	new	design	by	
Le	Corbusier	for	the	palace	of	the	League	of	Nations	(2),	the	Munda-
neum	(3),	and	an	economic	and	financial	district	in	the	form	of	two	
skyscrapers	 (4)	 FIG.70.	 Instant	 communication	 with	 the	 rest	 of	 the	
world	was	provided	by	an	international	TSF	(Télégraphie	or	Trans-
mission	sans	fil)	or	broadcasting	station	(5).	An	airport	(6),	an	inter-
national	stop	served	by	the	Swiss	Federal	Railways	(7),	a	port	(11),	an	
underground	canal	linking	the	Rhone	and	the	Rhine	(12),	and	new	
highways	to	France	positioned	the	new	‘World	Civic	Centre’	at	the	
junction	of	important	traffic	routes.	A	garden	city	(8),	hotel	district	
(9),	and	a	stadium	(10)	provided	guests	and	workers	of	the	Cité	Mon-
diale	with	places	of	rest	or	leisure	FIG.71.

The	plans	of	the	Cité	Mondiale	served	Otlet	well	to	demonstrate	
his	vision	of	an	enlarged	League	of	Nations	to	the	press	and	mem-
bers	 of	 the	 League	 of	 Nations.	 During	 the	 summer	 of	 1929,	 Otlet	
and	Le	Corbusier	set	up	at	the	Villa	Bartholoni	in	Geneva	an	exhibi-
tion	to	showcase	Le	Corbusier’s	many	drawings.	The	Villa	Bartholo-
ni	 had	 been	 acquired	 by	 the	 League	 of	 Nations,	 and	 the	 grounds	
on	 which	the	building	stood	would	serve,	after	 the	demolition	 of	
the	villa,	as	the	site	for	the	Palace	of	the	League	of	Nations.	When	
it	was	decided	to	construct	the	Palace	of	the	League	of	Nations	in	
the	 Ariana	 Park,	 the	 villa	 became	 the	 property	 of	 the	 Canton	 of	
Geneva.	Otlet	had	good	contacts	with	the	Canton	and	received	per-
mission	to	hold	an	exhibition	on	the	Cité	Mondiale	in	the	villa.xxvii	
Le	 Corbusier	 designed	 a	 giant	 exhibition	 room	 with	 a	 diorama	 10	
metres	wide	showing	the	perspective	on	the	Cité	Mondiale	FIG.72, 73.	
The	 other	 plans	 of	 the	 Cité	 Mondiale	 and	 the	 Mundaneum	 were	
exposed	on	the	walls	of	the	show-box.	Furthermore,	the	booklet	by	
Otlet	and	Le	Corbusier	was	circulated	among	the	members	of	the	
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FIG. 72 Le Corbusier, Diorama of the Cité Mondiale in Geneva (1929)

FIG. 73 Le Corbusier, Installation of the diorama of the Cité Mondiale (1929. 07.23)



Assembly	of	the	League	of	Nations	in	their	session	of	5	September	
1929.148

Another	 provocative	 issue	 which	 the	 plans	 of	 the	 Cité	 Mondiale	
raised	 was	 the	 principle	 of	 extraterritoriality,	 which	 Otlet	 thought	
should	be	assigned	to	the	district	of	international	institutions	in	Ge-
neva,	just	as	Italy	had	recently	designated	the	grounds	of	the	Vatican	
in	 Rome.149	 In	 order	 to	 exemplify	 the	 extraterritoriality	 principle,	
Otlet	 had	 asked	 Le	 Corbusier	 explicitly	 to	 design	 the	 Cité	 Mondia-
le	as	a	separate	district	in	the	same	way	as	the	Vatican	distinguishes	
itself	 from	 Rome.	 He	 asked	 that	 the	 borders	 of	 the	 city	 be	 defined	
by	means	of	roads,	hedges,	walls,	and	barriers	so	that	the	city	could	
be	closed	off	on	feast-days.150	The	question	of	extraterritoriality	had	
been	raised	for	the	first	time	in	relation	to	the	quest	for	grounds	next	
to	the	French	border	for	the	new	Palace	of	the	League	of	Nations,	at	a	
French-Swiss	conference	held	on	11	November	1928	by	the	Ministry	
of	Foreign	Affairs	of	France151	FIG.74.	In	1929	and	1930,	Otlet	continu-

148	 Gresleri	and	Matteoni,	La Citta’ Mondiale.	Andersen,	Hébrard,	Otlet,	Le Corbusier,	184.
149	 Ibid.,	183.
150	 Paul	Otlet,	Letter to Le Corbusier	(1929.02.16).	MDN,	CM	8,	Correspondance	Archi-

tectes,	Folder	Le	Corbusier.
151	 Paul	Otlet,	note	n°	5991	(1930.01.15),	9.	MDN,	CM.

FIG. 74 Le Corbusier,  
Location of the Munda-
neum between Geneva 
and the border of France  
(1929)
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ally	urged	the	authorities	of	Geneva	and	the	Swiss	government	to	de-
cide	‘whether	it	wants,	or	not,	an	extraterritorial	City	like	the	Vatican	
City’,	by	organizing	several	conferences	on	the	issue.152	In	a	brochure	
Sur la Cité internationale et les moyens de la realiser,	Otlet	asked	that	the	
Cité	 Mondiale	 be	 granted	 extraterritoriality	 for	 a	 period	 of	 ninety	
years	and	to	have	its	own	administration.153	However,	all	attempts	in	
that	direction	failed,	as	Catherine	Coutiau	observes,	because	of	 the	
unsuccessful	attempt	of	the	different	municipalities	in	the	region	of	
Geneva	 to	 agree	 on	 an	 exterritorial	 zone	 for	 the	 international	 city;	
the	opposition	of	the	authorities	of	Bern	who	feared	losing	their	role	
as	the	most	important	diplomatic	centre	in	Switzerland;	the	authori-
ties	of	Geneva,	who	feared	that	the	personality	of	their	city	would	be-
come	absorbed	by	such	a	new	international	city;	and	the	international	
governmental	institutions	in	Geneva,	which	were	not	keen	on	having	
influential	international	non-governmental	organizations	nearby.154

8.2.7. The Mundaneum polemic

Otlet	compared	the	Cité	Mondiale	to	the	Vatican,	not	only	in	terms	
of	its	envisioned	extraterritoriality	but	also	in	terms	of	its	function.155

The	Papacy	now	owns	Vatican	City	for	spiritual	ends.	The	papacy	owns	
it,	before	the	League	of	Nations	has	yet	been	able	to	organize	the	Cité	
Mondiale	for	its	great	temporal	goals.xxviii

The	League	of	Nations,	Otlet	thought,	needed	to	equip	itself	with	the	
appropriate	institutions,	in	the	same	way	the	Church	had	developed	
a	robust	institutional	complex.	One	of	the	crucial	institutions	which	
the	 ‘greater	 League	 of	 Nations’	 still	 lacked,	 in	 Otlet’s	 eyes,	 was	 the	
Mundaneum	 or	 a	 ‘scientific,	 documentary,	 and	 educational	 World	
Centre’,	which	he	described	as	a	‘sacred	place’:

The	desire	is:	That	from	one	place	on	Earth,	the	image	and	total	mean-
ing	of	the	World	be	perceived	and	understood;	That	this	become	a	sacred 
place,	a	place	that	inspires	and	that	coordinates	great	ideas	and	noble	ac-
tivities;—That	a	treasure	be	created,	made	up	of	the	sum	of	intellectual	
work,	offered	as	a	contribution	of	the	great	epic	and	magnificent	adven-
ture	pursued	by	humanity	through	the	ages.xxix

152	 ‘Genève	est	obligée	de	se	prononcer.	Si	elle	veut,	ou	non,	d’une	Cité	exterritorialisée	
comme	la	Cité	Vaticane.	Le	Gouvernement	de	Berne	émettrait	la	prétention	de	
s’opposer	à	ce	que	se	trouve	à	notre	Conférence	de	Septembre	prochain	à	ce	sujet	
à	Genève’.	Paul	Otlet,	Letter to Patrick Geddes	(1930.05.18).	National	Library	of	Scot-
land,	Patrick	Geddes	Papers	MS	10564127.

153	 Gresleri	and	Matteoni,	La Citta’ Mondiale.	Andersen,	Hébrard,	Otlet,	Le Corbusier,	
182–184.

154	 Courtiau,	Le champ de bataille du Palais des Nations, 1923–1931,	67.
155	 Paul	Otlet,	La Cité Vaticane et la Cité Mondiale	(1929.03.07).	MDN,	CM,	Note	n°	5841.
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FIG. 75 Paul Otlet, Bird’s-eye view of the schematic plan of the Mundaneum (1935.01.15)

FIG. 76 Photograph of a model of the schematic  
structure of the Mundaneum (n.d.)

FIG. 77 Paul Otlet, Schematic plan of the  
Mundaneum (n.d.)



FIG. 78 Le Corbusier, Perspective of the Mundaneum (1928.08)

FIG. 79 Le Corbusier, The World Museum (1928)
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The	Mundaneum	was	for	Otlet	a	‘sacred	place’	because	it	reified	univer-
salist	ideals	respected	by	the	followers	of	the	League	of	Nations	move-
ment	and	also,	at	the	same	time,	secularized	that	sacredness	as	it	was	
meant	to	be	a	place	of	‘intellectual	work’,	a	scientific	and	documentary	
centre.	 This	 ambiguity	 is	 expressed	 in	 a	 schematic	 model	 FIG.75, 76	 in	
which	 the	 Mundaneum	 is	 represented	 by	 four	 different	 basilica-like	
buildings,	structured	around	a	central	hall	and	enclosed,	like	the	Vati-
can,	by	a	giant	wall	and	colonnade.	Each	of	these	religious-like	buildings	
shelters	secular	functions:	a	documentation	centre,	a	university,	an	in-
ternational	museum,	and	offices	for	the	international	associations	FIG.77.

The	same	secularization	is	evident	in	Le	Corbusier’s	design	of	the	
Mundaneum	 FIG.78,	which	gives	 the	 impression	of	a	sort	of	a	sacred	
temple	complex	dating	from	the	Babylonian	or	Assyrian	times.	This	
is	 especially	 the	 case	 of	 the	 seven-tiered,	 ziggurat-like	 form	 of	 the	
World	Museum,	which	resembles	formally	the	observatory	of	the	pal-
ace	of	Khorsabad,	with	which	we	know	Le	Corbusier	was	familiar156	

FIG.79.	Both	the	World	Museum	and	the	tower	of	Khorsabad	combine	
the	spiral	with	the	rectangular	floor	plan	and	have	a	sanctuary	in	the	
base.	In	addition	to	the	palace	of	Khorsabad,	the	temple	in	Jerusalem	
and	the	myth	of	the	tower	of	Babel	probably	provided	inspiration	as	
well;	all	were	mentioned	by	the	architectural	historian	Gabriel	Ler-
oux	in	the	introduction	to	Andersen’s World Centre of Communication.	
Another	inspiration,	presumably,	was	Otlet’s	references	to	the	works	
and	monuments	of	the	past	which	he	considered	precursors	of	the	
Mundaneum,	such	as	the	 ‘great	temples	of	Egypt	and	Chaldea’,	 ‘the	
sanctuaries	in	Greece,	Delphi	and	Olympia’,	and	the	Museum	and	Li-
brary	in	Alexandria.157

Considered	in	the	context	of	the	aftermath	of	the	competition	for	
the	Palace	of	the	League	of	Nations,	these	alleged	references	to	an-
cient	 monuments	 seem	 an	 odd	 digression	 in	 the	 curriculum	 of	 Le	
Corbusier.	It	would	seem	only	logical	that	the	Mundaneum,	which	Le	
Corbusier	designed	between	March	and	September	1928,	was	in	line	
with	his	offensive	against	historicist	academicism.	A	reading	of	 the	
Mundaneum	as	the	evocation	of	a	modern	version	of	an	ancient	sanc-
tuary	would	seem	erroneous,	given	the	reputation	of	Le	Corbusier	as	

156	 Giuliano	Gresleri	and	Marcello	Fagiolo	both	make	the	comparison:	Marcello	
Fagiolo,	‘La	nuova	Babilonia	secondo	Le	Corbusier’,	in:	Ottagono,	13.48		(1978),	22–29;	
Gresleri	and	Matteoni,	La Citta’ Mondiale. Andersen, Hébrard, Otlet, Le Corbusier,	
152–158.	Le	Corbusier	refers	to	the	Khorsabad	complex	in:	Le	Corbusier,	Urbanisme	
(Paris:	Flammarion,	1994	[1925]),	80.	On	possible	other	references,	see:	Stanislaus	
Von	Moos,	Le Corbusier: Elements of a Synthesis	(Cambridge,	Mass.:	MIT	Press,	1985),	
244.

157	 Section	‘Oeuvres	et	monument	du	passé’	in:	Otlet	and	Corbusier,	Mundaneum,	
25–26.
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the	most	notable	critic	of	historicist	architecture	and	as	the	leading	
avant-gardist	of	the	new	machine	aesthetics	in	modern	architecture.

The	fierce	reaction	of	contemporary	critics	on	the	historicist	traits	
and	academic	tendencies	of	the	Mundaneum	confirms	the	presence	
of	 these	 references	 to	 ancient	 sanctuaries.	 The	 Czech	 critic	 Karel	
Teige	drew	a	bead	on	the	historical	reminiscences	of	the	Mundaneum	
and	 the	 aestheticizing,	 non-functional	 principles	 of	 Le	 Corbusier’s	
work	 in	 the	 architectural	 journal	 Stabva	 in	 September	1929.	 He	 ad-
monished	Le	Corbusier	that	through	his	reluctance	to	abandon	mon-
umentality	he,	of	all	people,	had	taken	the	perilous	road	towards	aca-
demicism.158	He	reproached	Le	Corbusier	for	his	readiness	to	use	the	
classicist	rule	of	the	golden	section	to	control	the	proportions	of	the	
Mundaneum-plan	and	for	the	religious	symbolism	of	the	World	Mu-
seum	with	its	‘Sacrarium’	on	the	inside.	Furthermore,	he	thought	that	
the	ziggurat-like	form	of	World	Museum	attested	to	traditionalism	
and	historicist	formalism	and	that	the	empty	interior	of	the	World	
Museum	illustrated	the	uneconomical	and	therefore	asocial	charac-
ter	of	his	architectural	approach.159	The	Mundaneum	was,	Teige	con-
cluded,	‘the	expression	of	ideological	and	metaphysical	imagination’	
and	proved	that	Le	Corbusier	was	unable	to	break	with	the	histori-
cism	of	the	old	capitalist	world.160

El	Lissitzky	made	a	similar	critique	of	the	Mundaneum	in	Marxist	
terms	 in	 the	 journal	 Bauindustrie.161	 In	 an	 essay	 Idole und Idolvereh-
rer,	 Lissitzky	 focussed	 on	 the	 ‘pseudo-functionalism’	 of	 Le	 Corbusi-
er,	against	 which	the	Soviet	 idolaters	amidst	 the	Constructivist	and	
Functionalist	movement	should	be	on	their	guard.	Le	Corbusier,	who	
had	once	written	that	history	courses	in	schools	could	not	teach	any-
thing	to	architecture,	had	behaved	in	his	design	of	the	Mundaneum	
like	a	sculptor	who	copied	a	plaster	model.	It	was	clear	for	Lissitzsky	
that	the	Mundaneum	was	a	pseudo-functionalist	copy	of	the	Palace	
of	 the	 King	 Sargon	 of	 Chorsabad,	 as	 reproduced	 in	 the	 second	 vol-
ume	of	The History of Art in Chaldaea & Assyria	by	Georges	Perrot	and	
Charles	Chipiez.162	The	‘encyclopaedic	poem	of	the	programme’	had	

158	 Karel	Teige,	‘Mundaneum’,	in:	Stavba,	7.10	(1929).	George	Baird,	‘Karel	Teige’s	Mun-
daneum,	1929	and	Le	Corbusier’s	In	Defense	of	Architecture,	1933’,	in:	K.	Michael	
Hays	(ed.),	Oppositions Reader: Selected Readings From a Journal for Ideas and Criticism 
in Architecture 1973–1984	(New	York:	Princeton	Architectural	Press,	1974),	585–614.

159	 Eric	Dluhosch	and	Rostislav	Svàcha,	Karel Tiege, 1900–1951: l’enfant terrible of the 
Czech modernist avant-garde	(Cambridge,	Mass.:	MIT	Press,	1999),	119–122.

160	 Baird,	‘Karel	Teige’s	Mundaneum,	1929	and	Le	Corbusier’s	In	Defense	of	Architec-
ture’, 1933’,	597.

161	 El	Lissitzky,	‘Idole	und	Idolverehrer’,	in:	Bauindustrie,	11–12	(1928),	as	reproduced	in:	
El	Lissitzky,	Proun und Wolkenbügel.	Schriften, Briefe, Dokumente	(Dresden:	Verlag	der	
Kunst	Dresden,	1977),	41–54.

162	 Lissitzky,	‘Idole	und	Idolverehrer’,	as	reproduced	in:	Lissitzky,	Proun und Wolken-
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led	Le	Corbusier	back	to	historic	forms	of	an	Egyptian	pyramid	with	a	
pharaoh’s	grave,	namely	‘the	“Sacrarium”,	a	place	of	worship	for	Idols	
and	Gods’.	A	better	reference,	he	thought,	would	have	been	the	Turm	
der	III	 Internationale	by	Tatlin	 (1920),	a	 true	example	of	 the	avant-
garde	of	history	which	gave	expression	to	the	socialist	conception	of	
the	existing	world	order	which	had	changed	fundamentally	in	the	So-
viet	Union	since	the	October	Revolution	(1917).

In	a	 long	essay,	In defense of Architecture,	Le	Corbusier	answered	to	
the	 accusations	 of	 academicism,	 historicist	 formalism,	 and	 religious	
symbolism	that	were	being	made	about	his	design	for	the	Mundane-
um.	Patiently,	he	explained	that	beauty	could	not	simply	be	equated	
with	functionality.	He	built	up	his	counter-attack	against	the	value	of	
‘Sachlickheit’	on	the	basis	of	which	Teige,	Lissitizky,	Mart	Stam,	and	
Hannes	 Meyer	 were	 building	 a	 front	 against	 Le	 Corbusier,	 starting	
from	a	statement	made	by	Meyer,	and	quoted	by	Teige,	that	‘all	things	
in	 this	 world	 are	 a	 product	 of	 the	 formula:	 function	 times	 econom-
ics’.	In	his	defence,	Le	Corbusier	directly	addressed	Teige	and	told	him	
that	in	his	opinion,	aesthetics	was	a	fundamental	human	function	and	
that	he	therefore	opposed	‘Sachlichkeit’	or	functional	directness	of	ex-
pression	as	the	sole	foundation	of	modern	architecture.	Although	the	
Mundaneum	was	 ‘only	a	provisional	image	destined,	through	its	ico-
nography,	to	work	its	way	into	the	minds	of	those	who	had	the	means	
or	interest	to	occupy	themselves	with	it’,	each	building	type,	Le	Cor-
busier	assured,	was	‘rigorously	appropriate	to	each	specific	function’.163

Le	 Corbusier	 then	 arrived	 to	 respond	 on	 the	 central	 issue	 in	 the	
Mundaneum	 design	 that	 Teige	 and	 Lissitzsky	 objected	 to,	 namely,	
that	 the	 Sacrarium	 in	 the	 World	 Museum	 revealed	 that	 the	 World	
Museum	was	not	a	museum	but,	rather,	a	sort	of	‘sanctuary’,	and	that	
the	pyramidal	form	which	is	reminiscent	of	Babylonian	or	Assyrian	
temples	 expressed	 this	 sacred	 function	 in	 a	 classical	 monumental	
fashion.	In	the	same	nuanced	manner,	Le	Corbusier	argued	that	the	
functionality	 of	 modern	 architecture	 did	 not	 exclude	 it	 from	 hav-
ing	a	spiritual	dimension.	The	museum	of	human	creation	had	the	
shape	of	a	spiralling	pyramid	to	respond	to	‘the	absolute	continuity	of	
events	in	history’;	and	the	Sacrarium	was	designed	in	such	a	way	as	to	
show	‘how	great	geniuses	have,	in	their	time,	incarnated	the	general	
current	of	ideas	and	have	convulsed	the	world.	For	new	things	have	
not	convulsed	the	world,	new	ideas	have:	the	things	being	merely	the	
manifestation	 of	 ideas’.164	 In	 reaction	 to	 the	 supposed	 sacred	 func-

bügel.	Schriften, Briefe, Dokumente,	41–54	(53).
163	 Baird,	‘Karel	Teige’s	Mundaneum,	1929	and	Le	Corbusier’s	In	Defense	of	Architec-

ture, 1933’,	608.
164	 Ibid.,	605.
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tion	of	the	World	Museum,	Le	Corbusier	referred	to	and	defended	
the	‘organizational	efforts’	of	Paul	Otlet,	whom	he	described	as	‘one	
of	those	ardent	youths	with	grey	hair’,	‘visionaries’,	and	‘organizers	of	
ideas’	 whose	 ‘intellectual	 awakening	 dates	 from	 1870s’.165	 Otlet	 had	
felt,	Le	Corbusier	said,	that

Thus,	 after	 the	 attempts	 of	 practical	 adjustment	 of	 the	 ILO	 and	 the	
League	of	Nations,	 it	was	necessary	to	go	back	to	the	source:	we	have	
gone	back	to	what	dominates	the	great	balance	of	the	world,	pure	idea,	
pure	thought.	This	is	the	conception	of	Paul	Otlet,	of	Brussels,	the	bril-
liant	promoter	of	the	Cité	Mondiale.	Hence,	a	new	spiritual	dimension	
in	architecture	is	called	for.xxx

In	the	same	way	that	Eiffel	had	made	the	Eiffel	Tower	as	a	‘temple	to	
calculation’,	Le	Corbusier	stated,	he	had	 intended	to	show	with	the	
Mundaneum	that	architecture	is	‘a	manifestation	of	order’.

8.2.8.	 The Occult character of the Mundaneum in Geneva

While	 Le	 Corbusier	 emphasized	 the	 ‘strictly	 utilitarian,	 function-
al’	character	of	 the	World	Museum,	 ‘so	violently	attacked’,xxxi	 there	
seems	to	be	good	reason	to	believe	that	he	intended	the	Mundane-
um	to	be	a	modern	sanctuary	charged	with	occult	symbolism.	In	Vers 
une architecture	(1927),	Le	Corbusier	had	written	that	architecture	is	a	
‘pure	creation	of	the	spirit’;	and	none	of	his	critics	seem	to	deny	the	
spiritual	content	of	the	Mundaneum,	especially	of	the	Sacrarium	in	
the	empty	cave	of	the	World	Museum.166	In	various	other	works	Le	
Corbusier	had	used	a	mystical	and	occult	iconography	that	J.K.	Birk-
sted	 characterizes	 as	 ‘personal,	 mysterious,	 and	 secretive,	 if	 not,	 at	
times	blank’	and	which	‘reveals	itself	to	those	whom	it	may	concern’	
and	therefore	has	an	aura	that,	he	argues,	 ‘parallels	exactly	the	Ma-
sonic	and	compagnonnique	notion	of	initiation’.167

The	same	kind	of	revelation	reserved	for	initiates	can	be	found	in	
the	Sacrarium,	which	Le	Corbusier	described	as	‘a	surrounding	cylin-
drical,	smooth	and	blank	wall’	which	had	sculptures	on	the	inside	of	
‘figures	of	the	great	initiates	in	which	humanity,	in	the	course	of	its	
history,	had	incarnated	all	its	mystic	power,	its	need	of	elevation,	self-
sacrifice,	and	altruism’.xxxii	Probably,	the	notion	of	‘great	initiates’	that	
Le	Corbusier	used	in	his	description	referred	to	Les Grands Initiés,	a	
book	by	Edouard	Schuré	(1841–1929)	which	Le	Corbusier	is	known	to	

165	 Ibid.,	605–607.
166	 Martin	Purdy,	‘Le	Corbusier	and	the	Theological	Program’,	in:	Russell	Walden	(ed.),	

The Open Hand: Essays on Le Corbusier	(Cambridge,	Mass.	/London:	MIT	Press,	1977),	
286–321	(317).

167	 J.K.	Birksted,	Le Corbusier and the Occult	(Cambridge,	Mass./London:	MIT	Press,	
2009),	305–306.
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have	read.168	Schuré	was	a	member	of	the	Theosophical	Society	and	
an	 acquaintance	 of	 Richard	 Wagner,	 Rudolf	 Steiner,	 and	 Jean	 Del-
ville.	In	Les Grands Initiés	(1889)	he	recounts	the	path	of	‘initiation’	or	
the	search	for	profound	esoteric	knowledge	by	figures	such	as	Rama,	
Krishna,	Hermes,	Moses,	Orpheus,	Pythagoras,	Plato,	and	Jesus.169	He	
considered	 these	 men,	 whom	 he	 believed	 had	 secret	 occult	 knowl-
edge	known	only	to	them,	to	be	the	pillars	of	civilization.	The	pres-
ence	of	the	sculpted	portraits	of	‘the	great	initiates’	in	the	Sacrarium	
suggests	 that	 the	 World	 Museum	 was	 projected	 by	 Le	 Corbusier	 as	
a	centre	of	initiation	in	occult	knowledge,	and	throws	another	light	
on	 the	 ‘promenade	 architecturale’	 developed	 in	 the	 pyramid-shape	
that	 hovers	 above	 the	 Sacrarium.	 Just	 as	 the	 visitor	 was	 introduced	
to	 the	secrets	of	 the	human	genius	 in	 the	Sacrarium,	one	could	 in-
terpret	the	spiral	trajectory	of	the	World	Museum	as	an	initiation	in	
the	‘essence’	of	human	history.	After	all,	Le	Corbusier	mentions	how	
the	visitor	in	that	trajectory	sees	the	paintings	about	‘the	separation	
of	air,	water	and	the	earth’,	representations	of	Giotto,	Michelangelo,	
‘the	 portraits	 of	 Rousseau	 and	 Voltaire’,	 ‘the	 Sun	 King,	 its	 men	 and	
their	works’,	and	of	‘all	Enlightened	Europe’	until	‘Haussmann,	Napo-
leon	III,	and	the	plan	of	Paris’.170	Through	documents	of	all	sorts,	in	
the	same	way	as	they	were	presented	at	the	International	Museum	in	
Brussels,	the	World	Museum	was	deemed	to	reveal	the	occult	dimen-
sion	of	human	history,	its	‘mystic	power’,	the	‘synthesis	of	humanity’.	
The	panoramic	promenade	was	not	just	an	exhibition	about	human	
history;	it	had	the	intention	to	visualize	the	hidden	idea	of	the	spirit	
of	history	itself.

In	the	spatial	symbolism	of	the	World	Museum,	Le	Corbusier	dem-
onstrated	that	he	had	grasped	the	esoteric	dimensions	in	Otlet’s	for-
mulation	of	the	Cité	Mondiale	and	Mundaneum	programme.171	Otlet	
meant	the	Sacrarium	to	be	a	symbolic	monument	which	gave	a	place	
to	the	Spirit	of	History,	those	ideals	or	principles	which	had	acted	as	
the	arrowhead	of	historical	progress:

Spirituality	 (Sacrarium).—From	 all	 philosophies,	 from	 all	 particular	
religions	 emanates	 an	 element	 that	 they	 have	 in	 common.	 What	 one	
finds	in	every	man:	an	ethical	principle,	a	trend	towards	an	ever	higher	

168	 Anthony	Vidler,	‘The	Space	of	History:	Modern	Museums	from	Patrick	Geddes	
to	Le	Corbusier’,	in:	Michaela	Giebelhausen	(ed.),	The Architecture of the Museum: 
Symbolic Structures, Urban Contexts	(Manchester/New	York:	Manchester	University	
Press,	2003),	160–182	(174).

169	 Édouard	Schuré,	The Great Initiates. A Study of the Secret History of Religions	(San	
Francisco:	Harper	&	Row,	1961).

170	 Otlet	and	Corbusier,	Mundaneum,	38.
171	 Alfred	Willis	makes	a	similar	argument	in:	Willis,	‘The	Exoteric	and	Esoteric	Func-

tions	of	Le	Corbusier’s	Mundaneum’,	17–18.
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ideal,	an	expression	of	the	supreme	relation	of	the	self	to	the	Universe,	
the	Totality,	the	Infinite.	This	spirituality	must	find	its	place	in	a	very	
delicate	and	pure	form.	It	works	for	peace,	universal	humanitarianism,	
harmony	of	cultures:	In	the	course	of	the	ages,	before	the	spectacle	of	
both	limitation	and	greatness,	it	has	never	ceased	to	proclaim:	‘Oremus, 
Adoremus’	[Let	us	pray,	let	us	worship].xxxiii

The	Sacrarium	was,	like	all	other	religious	constructions,	a	sacred	place	
where	one	could	have	direct	contact	with	the	sacred;	a	space	that	ma-
terialized	the	‘Centre’	or	that	place	which	is	sacred	above	all.	The	act	of	
climbing	and	descending	established	by	the	World	Museum	can	be	in-
terpreted	as	the	symbolic	expression	of	an	ecstatic	journey	to	the	Cen-
tre	of	the	World,	a	constructed	ritual	 in	which	one	first	breaks	away	
from	 the	 profane	 space	 in	 order	 to	 discover	 the	 sacred,	 and	 then	 to	
bring	back	the	divine	Spirit	to	the	Earth,	symbolized	by	the	Planetari-
um	in	front	of	the	World	Museum	(in	the	same	way	as	in	the	1927	sche-
ma	of	the	Mundaneum	situated	at	the	Belgian	coast).	Furthermore,	the	
pyramidal	form	of	the	World	Museum	is	reminiscent	of	the	religious	
metaphors	of	the	mountain	and	the	tower,	which	we	also	found	in	the	
drawings	of	Garas,	Henderick,	and	Dupond,	which	symbolize	a	centre	
where	along	a	vertical	axis	heaven	touches	the	earth,	or	where	the	divine	
comes	into	contact	with	the	profane.172	The	Mundaneum	expressed	in	
stone	and	made	into	a	monument	the	Thought	of	Mankind—or	what	
Otlet	called	the	‘Union	of	Spirits’;	it	would	concentrate	‘the	diffuse	rays	
of	thought’	and	make	these	rays	solid	in	the	form	of	a	‘world	deposi-
tory	of	ideas’.173	In	the	same	way	as	the	Sacrarium	sculpted	in	stone	the	
ineffable	Spirituality	of	Mankind,	Otlet	imagined	the	architecture	of	
the	Mundaneum	to	consist	of	 ‘pierres	parlantes’,	of	 ‘material	objects	
charged	with	meaning’.	For	Otlet,	the	Mundaneum	is	what	Mircea	Eli-
ade	would	describe	as	a	real	place	that	is	consecrated	by	‘hierophany’,	
by	a	breakthrough	or	a	manifestation	of	sacred	Ideas	into	the	world.174

8.3.	 The Cité Mondiale as Cosmopolis

8.3.1.	 Bourgeois in 1931 in Tervuren

After	 the	 polemic	 around	 Le	 Corbusier’s	 design	 of	 the	 Mundaneum	
and	the	Cité	Mondiale,	in	the	1930s	Otlet	found	different	prominent	
Belgian	 architects	 prepared	 to	 give	 shape	 to	 his	 programme	 of	 the	

172	 Mircea	Eliade,	Images and Symbols	(Princeton:	Princeton	University	Press,	1991),	163.	
They	can	be	found,	e.g.,	in	the	descriptions	of	the	temple	of	Jerusalem,	the	Babylo-
nian	temples,	and	the	myth	of	the	Tower	of	Babel.	Ibid.,	41–42.

173	 Otlet	and	Corbusier,	Mundaneum,	18.
174	 Eliade,	Images and Symbols,	27–57.



FIG. 80 Paul Otlet, The “Cité Mondiale”  in all of Brussels (n.d. [1931])

FIG. 81 Paul Otlet, Tervuren. Nature-Sciences-World (n.d.)



Cité	Mondiale.	The	first	was	the	modernist	architect	Victor	Bourgeois	
(1897–1962),	who	had	developed	good	contacts	with	Le	Corbusier	from	
his	role	as	Vice-President	of	the	Congrès	Internationaux	d’Architecture	
Moderne	(CIAM)	and	organizer	of	the	third	CIAM	congress	in	1930	in	
Brussels.	 In	1931,	 in	association	with	Bourgeois,	Otlet	brought	up	the	
idea	 of	 re-creating	 the	 Cité	 Mondiale	 for	 the	 world’s	 fair	 planned	 to	
for	Brussels	in	1935.	Although	the	world’s	fair	was	to	be	situated	on	the	
grounds	of	the	Heizel	Park	in	Brussels,	Otlet	and	Bourgeois’s	plans	for	
the	Cité	Mondiale	placed	it,	as	in	Otlet’s	proposals	before	World	War	
I,	on	the	site	of	Tervuren.175	They	conceived	of	the	Cité	Mondiale,	like	
the	Universal	Exhibition,	as	an	instrument	to	transform	Brussels	into	
a	‘world	city’	 ‘in	the	tradition	established	by	King	Leopold	in	matters	
of	urbanism’176	FIG.80.	An	airport	and	a	station	for	the	electric	railway	
were	envisioned	to	connect	the	Cité	Mondiale	to	the	world’s	fair	and	
the	other	European	cities	FIG.81.

Otlet	conceived	the	Cité	Mondiale	at	 that	moment	as	 ‘one	of	 the	
three	centres’	of	international	life	which	he	thought	was	needed,	‘de-
voted	to	work,	cooperation,	matters	concerning	private	life,	individu-
als,	associations	and	groups—whereas	the	centres	of	Geneva	and	The	
Hague	are	devoted	principally	to	public	international	life	(diploma-
cy,	administration,	and	justice)’xxxiv	FIG.82.	Otlet	addressed	himself	to	
the	Belgian	government	and	claimed	that	there	was	an	urgent	need	
on	the	occasion	of	the	fair	to	make	a	city	for	the	 ’400	international	
non-profit	organizations,	200	international	trusts	of	financial	charac-
ter	and	the	five	great	universal	religions’.xxxv	Otlet	was	in	a	sanguine	
mood	when	he	was	given	an	interview	with	Prime	Minister	Henri	Jas-

175	 Victor	Bourgeois,	‘Malheurs	et	espoirs	de	Tervueren	‘,	in:	Bruxelles	(1933),	4–9.
176	 Paul	Otlet,	‘L’Urbaneum’,	in:	La Cité,	9.10	(1931),	121–129	(123).

FIG. 82 Schema showing the three most important centers of internationalism 
according to Otlet: The Hague, Brussels, and Geneva
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par	and	a	bit	later	with	his	successor,	Jules	Renkin,	about	his	plan	to	
transform	the	buildings	of	the	world’s	fair	afterwards	into	a	perma-
nent	centre	of	international	organizations.

Despite	 the	 idealism	 that	 drove	 Otlet	 and	 Bourgeois	 to	 invent	
a	 universal	 city,	 they	 also	 viewed	 their	 project	 for	 Tervuren	 from	
pragmatic	and	financial	angles.	Otlet	started	negotiations	with	the	
owner	of	a	large	piece	of	land	in	Tervuren,	the	contractor	Maurice	
Braun	 ter	 Meeren,	 and	 they	 agreed	 on	 a	 financial	 proposition.177	
While	Otlet	was	relying	on	his	experience	gained	in	the	construc-

177	 Paul	Otlet,	note	n°	6438	(1931.07.10).	Paul	Otlet,	Letter to Maurice Braun aan Paul Otlet	
(1931.08.26).	Paul	Otlet	Cité Mondiale. Avenue des Colonies	(1931.09.22).	MDN,	CM	4.

FIG. 83 [Victor Bourgeois], Plan of a new Avenue des Colonies (n.d. [1931])

FIG. 84 Victor Bourgeois, Tervueren Cité Mondiale (n.d. [1931])
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tion	of	Westend,	the	first	plans	of	Bourgeois	were	reminiscent	of	his	
earlier	 municipal	 housing	 schemes,	 such	 as	 for	 the	 Cité	 Moderne	
in	Sint-Agatha	Berchem.	Victor	Bourgeois	elaborated	plans	for	the	
Cité	Mondiale	in	Tervuren,	which	he	had	given	the	shape	of	‘a	nor-
mal	urban	residential	district	of	some	size,	of	an	ordinary	function-
ing	city’.178	Bourgeois	first	studied	how	a	new	‘Avenue	des	Colonies’,	
centred	on	the	Congo	Museum,	could	be	integrated	in	the	existing	
pattern	 of	 streets	 to	 serve	 as	 the	 basis	 for	 the	 Cité	 Mondiale	 plan	
FIG.83.	Above	that	avenue,	six	long	parcels	are	shown	which	were	re-
served	for	the	national	pavilions	of	the	six	continents.	On	the	south-
ern	side,	Bourgeois	provided	new	housing,	and	at	the	end	of	the	av-
enue,	next	to	the	Congo	Museum	(renamed	by	Otlet	and	Bourgeois	
as	‘Congoleum’),	Bourgeois	located	a	museum	with	a	hotel	FIG.84.

Bourgeois’s	 final	 plan	 was	 structured	 around	 an	 Avenue	 des	 Na-
tions,	 in	 a	 way	 typical	 for	 world’s	 fairs	 of	 the	 time	 FIG.85.	 Six	 strips	
along	the	central	avenue,	one	for	each	continent,	contained	the	na-
tional	pavilions,	and	a	continental	pavilion	was	 located	at	 the	end-
ing	of	each	strip.	The	Avenue	of	Nations	symbolically	ended	in	the	
International	Centre,	which	consisted	of	a	university-library,	a	con-
gress	centre,	and	a	centre	of	social,	economic,	and	intellectual	orga-
nizations.	The	centrepiece	of	the	International	Centre	was	an	ellipti-
cally	shaped	‘Mondaneum’,	referring	formally	to	Le	Play’s	exposition	
palace	of	1867.	In	this	way,	Bourgeois	combined	two	different	tradi-
tional	world’s-fair	layouts	in	one	plan:	the	older	fashion	of	enclosing	
the	 world	 in	 one	 large	 building	 (as	 in	 the	 case	 of	 Le	 Play),	 and	 the	
traditional	 fashion,	 since	 the	 world’s	 fair	 of	 Vienna	 in	 1873,	 which	
presented	the	world	in	urban	setting	of	many	diverse	pavilions.179

Like	all	world’s	fairs	of	their	time,	the	Cité	Mondiale	of	Otlet	and	
Bourgeois	 was	 a	 showcase	 of	 national	 accomplishments,	 especially	
of	 the	 organizing	 nation,	 enveloped	 in	 a	 unifying	 discourse	 about	
universal	 progress	 in	 science,	 art,	 and	 industry.180	 The	 essential	 dif-
ference,	however,	was	 that	 the	Cité	Mondiale	was	 imagined	to	be	a	
permanent	world’s	fair;	national	pavilions	were	imagined	to	function	
as	embassies,	temporary	exhibitions	as	museums,	and	congresses	as	
academies	 and	 universities.	 While	 a	 temporary	 ‘panorama’	 of	 the	
world	was	to	be	organized	on	the	grounds	of	the	Heizel	in	Brussels,	

178	 Victor	Bourgeois,	‘Het	Plan	Groot	Brussel,	“La	Cité	Mondiale”’,	in:	De 8 en Opbouw,	
(1935),	38.

179	 Lieven	de	Cauter,	‘Over	wereldtentoonstellingen.	Opkomst	en	verval	van	de	pano-
ramische	blik’,	in:	Mandy	Nauwelaerts	and	Jan-Lodewijk	Grootaers	(eds.),	De pano-
ramische droom: Antwerpen en de wereldtentoonstellingen: 1885, 1894, 1930. Tentoonstel-
lingscatalogus Antwerpen ’93	(Antwerpen:	Bouwcentrum,	1993),	37–49.

180	 R.	Rydell,	All the World’s a Fair	(Chicago/London:	University	of	Chicago	Press,	1984),	
154.



FIG. 85 Victor Bourgeois, La Cité Mondiale à Tervueren (n.d. [1931])
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FIG. 86 Paul Otlet, Why should Belgium wish for the establishment of the World City? (1932.02.18)

FIG. 87 Victor Bourgeois, the Cité Mondiale in Tervueren (n.d.)
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Otlet	envisioned	the	world’s	fair’s	counter-image	in	Tervuren:	a	per-
manent	 ‘panopticon’	 consisting	 of	 highly	 influential	 national	 and	
international	organizations.	The	Cité	Mondiale	made	clear	that	the	
Universal	Exhibition	in	Brussels	could	be	more	than	a	parade	of	na-
tionalisms	wrapped	up	in	an	artistic	and	scientific	amusement	park.	
It	was	an	opportunity—on	an	economic,	touristic	and	cultural	level—
for	the	Belgian	government	to	use	the	world’s	fair	as	a	vehicle	‘to	tie	
the	international	movement	to	Belgium’	FIG.86.

However,	 in	 addition	 to	 the	 international	 and	 national	 scale,	 the	
Cité	Mondiale	of	Otlet	and	Bourgeois	also	addressed	the	regional	and	
local	scale.	The	integration	of	the	Urbaneum	or	‘Maison	du	Brabant’	
next	to	the	Congo	Museum	indicated	that	the	Cité	Mondiale	was	to	
be	a	knowledge	centre,	not	only	of	the	world	and	of	Belgium	but	also	
of	Greater	Brussels.	In	1931,	Paul	Otlet	and	Victor	Bourgeois	were	also	
working	on	the	idea	of	the	Urbaneum—a	regional	planning	institute,	
observatory	 tower,	 and	 civic	 centre	 for	 Greater	 Brussels—and	 inte-
grated	the	concept	into	their	plan	for	the	Cité	Mondiale	in	Tervuren.	
In	another	version	of	the	Cité	Mondiale	plan,	the	Urbaneum	or	Mai-
son	du	Brabant	was	replaced	by	the	‘Belganeum’;	the	national	version	
of	the	Urbaneum	or	Mundaneum	FIG.87.	The	presence	of	the	Urbane-
um	and	Belganeum	announced	Otlet’s	conception	of	the	Cité	Mondi-
ale	as	‘Civitas	Mundaneum’;	of	the	Cité	Mondiale	as	the	cosmopolitan	
centre	 of	 a	 global	 network	 of	 ‘eum’-institutes	 (Mundaneum,	 Conti-
nentaneum,	 Nationeum,	 Urbaneum,	 etc.).	 In	 December	 1934	 Otlet	

FIG. 88 Otlet’s non-realized project to transform the Universal 
Exhibition into an ‘Expositio Semper Exemplarium – Locus 
Internationum Associationum’ (ESELIA) (1934.12.03)



moved	the	idea	of	a	local,	national,	international	and	colonial	centre	
to	the	grounds	of	the	Heizel,	when	he	proposed	to	reuse	a	part	of	the	
buildings	of	1935	fair	at	the	end	of	the	‘Avenue	du	Centenaire’,	and	
to	transform	these	into	an	‘Expositio	Semper	Exemplarium	–	Locus	
Internationum	Associationum’	(ESELIA)	(a	‘Permanent	exposition	of	
prototypes	–	Place	devoted	to	International	Organisms’)181	FIG.88.

8.3.2.	 Cosmometapoli(tic)s and H.L. Follin

In	the	1930s,	Otlet	increasingly	used	the	notion	‘Cosmopolis’	to	de-
scribe	his	concept	of	the	Cité	Mondiale182	FIG.89, 90.	The	originally	Sto-
ic	notion	‘Cosmopolis’	(literally	translated	‘city	of	the	world’)	enunci-
ates	an	ethic	in	which	a	citizen	should	consider	him	or	herself	not	

181	 Paul	Otlet,	Letter to Henri Jaspar,	doc	n°6352	(1931.05.16);	and	Paul	Otlet,	Letter to 
Henri Jaspar (1931.05.19).	MDN,	CM	4.

182	 The	first	time	he	used	it	seems	to	have	been	in	1932	in	the	article	‘Bibliopolis	dans	
Cosmopolis’.	Paul	Otlet,	‘Bibliopolis	dans	Cosmopolis’,	in:	La Librairie,	29	février.295	
(1932).

FIG. 89 Paul Otlet, the Cité Mondiale. Cosmopolis (1932.01.18)



just	a	citizen	of	his	or	her	own	city	but	also	a	 ‘citizen	of	the	world’	
(‘kosmopolites’),	and	by	extension	it	conveys	an	ethical	conception	
of	a	harmonious	world	order,	in	which	each	urban	community	or	po-
lis	 is	based	on	values	that	are	 in	the	 interest	of	 the	well-being,	not	
only	of	a	single	polis	but	also	of	the	entire	world.183	Otlet’s	use	of	the	
term	‘Cosmopolis’	might	have	derived	from	the	milieu	of	urban	in-
ternationalists	in	which	he	was	engaged.184	However,	it	is	more	prob-
able	that	his	use	of	the	term	was	inspired	by	the	anarchist	and	paci-
fist	Henri	Léon	Follin	(1866–1935),	who	publicized	his	individualist	
ideology	under	the	concept	‘Cosmométapolis’.185

183	 Derek	Heater,	World Citizenship: Cosmopolitan Thinking and its Opponents	(London:	
Continuum,	2004).

184	 Paul	Otlet,	‘Genève—Cité	Internationale’,	in:	L’Administration Locale,	38–40	(févri-
er–avril,	1928),	492–497	(496).	P.	Otlet,	‘L’Urbaneum’,	in:	La Cité,	9:10	(1931),	124.

185	 Henri	Léon	Follin	was	the	pseudonym	of	Léon	Hendryk.	Follin	was	director	of	a	
French	company	in	the	shipping	industry	in	Le	Havre	and	member	of	the	Déléga-
tion	permanente	des	sociétés	françaises	de	la	paix.	His	date	of	death	is	unknown,	
but	his	activities	seemed	to	have	stopped	in	1935.	Stéphanie	Manfroid	and	Jacques	

FIG. 90 Paul Otlet, the Cité Mondiale. Cosmopolis (n.d.)



FIG. 91 Paul Otlet, Intellectual Power and the World Society (1931.06)

FIG. 92 Schema by Otlet of H.L. Follin’s theory of the Supranational Republic 
(1929.03.19)
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Similar	to	Otlet,	who	had	drafted	constitutional	schemes	in	which	
he	reflected	on	what	could	be	a	 ‘World	Republic’	 in	relation	to	 the	
League	of	Nations186	FIG.91,	Henri	Léon	Follin	had	drafted	a	constitu-
tion	of	a	‘Universal	Republic’	or	‘Supranation’,	which	he	conceived	of	
as	a	voluntary	association	of	men	who	guarantee	one	other’s	freedom	
and	security	FIG.92.	Otlet	seems	to	have	first	met	Follin	at	a	Congress	
organized	in	June	1926	by	L’Internationale	des	amis	de	l’Ordre	spiri-
tuel,	founded	by	A.N.	Briantchaninoff	de	Starya	Lipy,	a	Russian	ideal-
ist	pacifist	and	President	of	 the	Association	nationale	russe	pour	 la	
Ligue	des	nations.	During	one	of	the	sessions	of	the	congress	which	
had	Charles	Richet	as	honorary	President	and	Henri	La	Fontaine	as	
President,	 Otlet	and	Follin	elaborated	on	the	concept	 of	 ‘metapoli-
tics’,	or	the	transformation	of	politics	in	accordance	with	the	general	
interests	of	humanity.187

Follin	was	fascinated	by	the	concept	of	‘metapolitics’	as	it	had	come	
to	the	fore	at	the	1926	conference	and	therefore	renamed	his	concept	
of	 the	 ‘Universal	 Republic’	 as	 ‘Cosmométapolis’	 in	 1929.	 Cosmomé-
tapolis,	 as	 he	 defined	 it,	 was	 ‘the	 City	 (polis)	 postsuperior	 (meta)	 and	
universal	 (cosmo),	which	 is	 […]	constituted	exclusively	by	 the	mem-
bership	 of	 individuals	 and	 groupings	 of	 the	 whole	 world	 who	 […]	
recognize	 the	 validity	 of	 supreme individual rights	 and	 the	 methods	
of	 claiming	 these	 rights’.xxxvi	 Cosmométapolis	 was	 a	 ‘meta’-city	 that	
existed	‘”above	and	below”	(méta)	all	the	cities	of	the	world’;	a	union	
of	all	the	individuals	who	claim	‘métapolitical’	or	human	rights	that	
transcend	national	political	rights.188	Furthermore,	Cosmométapolis	
was	conceived	by	Follin	to	anticipate	‘the	creation	of	the	exterritorial	
“Cité	Mondiale”’	of	Otlet.

In	1931,	Follin	installed,	with	the	approval	of	Otlet,	the	official	head-
quarters	of	the	organization	Cosmométapolis,	of	which	he	counted	
Otlet	a	member,	in	the	Palais	Mondial	in	Brussels,	although	he	kept	
his	secretariat	in	Honfleur.189	But,	while	Follin	desired	Otlet’s	full	sup-
port,	Otlet	only	engaged	in	Follin’s	enterprise	by	welcoming	him	as	
one	of	the	friends	of	the	Mundaneum.	Otlet	had	many	reservations	

Gillen,	‘Les	papiers	personnels	de	Paul	Otlet’,	in:	Jacques	Gillen,	Stéphanie	Man-
froid,	and	Raphaèle	Cornille	(eds.),	Paul Otlet. Fondateur du Mundaneum	(1868–1944).	
Architecte du savoir, Artisan de paix	(Liège:	Les	Impressions	Nouvelles,	2010),	51–74,	
66–73.

186	 Otlet,	Constitution mondiale de la Société des Nations. Le nouveau Droit des Gens.	Otlet,	
‘Société	des	Nations	et	Constitution	Internationale’.	Paul	Otlet,	De la République 
Mondiale. Crise, Guerre, Revolution, Paix, Prospérité, Progrès, Humanité, Civilisation. Une 
Deuxième Société des Nations	(1931.01.17).	MDN,	Notes	Numerotées,	Note	n°	6268.

187	 Eugen	Relgis,	Cosmométapolis	(Paris:	G.	Mignolet	et	Storz,	1935),	18–21.
188	 H.L.	Follin,	Letter to Relgis	(1932.06.08):	MDN,	Mundapaix,	Folder	23–214	Munda-

paix,	Correspondence	H.L.	Follin	+/-1935.
189	 Relgis,	Cosmométapolis,	35–36.
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about	Follin’s	political	viewpoint	and	therefore	kept	his	own	institu-
tions	at	a	safe	distance	from	Follin’s	anarchist	propositions.

Despite	 many	 differences,	 Otlet	 and	 Follin	 held	 similar	 political	
viewpoints	in	the	sense	that	they	both	believed	that	more	power	had	
to	be	attributed	to	those	levels	above	and	below	the	national	level.	Ot-
let	wrote	to	Follin	that	the	political	unity	of	cities	had	to	be	organized:

We	should	fortify	cities	 in	my	opinion.	Cities	are	realities	that	have	a	
life	more	durable	than	states.	[…]	The	cities	which	contain	80	million	of	
the	350	million	inhabitants	of	Europe	would	have	to	protect	themselves	
against	a	gas	war	,while	the	states	would	abandon	them	to	follow	their	
own	politics.	Civic	spirit	must	counterbalance	national	spirit.xxxvii

At	 the	 same	 time,	 he	 continued,	 the	 geo-political	 level	 had	 to	 be	
given	shape:	‘The	nation	is	not	longer	the	basic	organic	unity	which	
confines	the	economic	activities.	It	is	the	world’.190	Similar	to	Otlet,	
Follin	 thought	 that	 political	 thought	 should	 be	 channelled	 in	 ‘re-
gionalism	(local	country)	and	universalism	(human	country)’,	while	
national	politics	should	be	reduced	to	mere	administrative	and	ju-
ridical	 work.191	 The	 main	 difference	 between	 their	 respective	 po-
litical	 visions,	 however,	 was	 that	 Otlet	 acknowledged	 that	 the	 geo-
political	condition	could	only	be	ameliorated	through	a	‘systematic	
grouping	of	organs’,	whereas	Follin	believed	that	a	spontaneous	po-
litical	revolution	would	naturally	emerge	from	the	moral	and	intel-
lectual	assimilation	of	 the	new	cosmopolitan	belief192	FIG.93, 94.	 In	a	
letter	to	Follin,	Otlet	pointed	out	this	difference;	he	wrote	that	‘we	
must	always	organize,	because	spontaneity	does	not	bring	about	a	ra-
tional	organization’.xxxviii	Follin	in	turn	reproached	Otlet’s	organiza-
tion	theory	as	naïve:

Organizing	two	billion	producer-consumers	and	organizing	them	ratio-
nally!!!	This	is	where	I	see	‘constructive	megalomania’	becoming	visible!	
‘Spontaneity’,	 you	 say,	 doesn’t	 realize	 a	 rational	 form	 of	 organization’.	
But	who	will	organize	this	systematic	rationalization,	if	not	the	sponta-
neity	of	one	or	more	rationalizing	brains?xxxix

The	difference	between	their	cosmopolitan	vision	reveals	itself	most	
clearly	in	their	different	interpretation	of	the	notion	of	Cosmopolis.	
While	Follin’s	Cosmo(meta)polis	was	a	metaphysical	city	of	the	hu-
man	spirit,	Otlet’s	Cosmopolis	or	Cité	Mondiale	was	a	city	that	turned	
the	cosmopolitan	spirit	in	a	physical	and	institutionalized	form.	Or,	
as	Follin	summarized	the	spiritual	complementarity	of	their	respec-
tive	cosmopoleis:	‘The	Cité	Mondiale	must	be	the	central	place	of	uni-

190	 ‘La	nation	n’est	plus	une	unité	organique	de	base	qui	convient	aux	activités	
économiques.	C’est	le	monde’.

191	 Relgis,	Cosmométapolis,	24.
192	 Follin,	Letter to Otlet	(commentaire sure note 6746 Otlet	(1932.05.11)	(1932.06.23).	MDN,	

Mundapaix,	Folder	23–214	Mundapaix,	Correspondence	H.L.	Follin	+/-1935.



FIG. 93 ‘Project’ of Otlet for a new ‘World Constitution’ (1934)

FIG. 94 Paul Otlet, The Future of the Peace Movement and the Universal Civilisation. A 
free organization of world life by circulation of ideas and systematic grouping of organs 
(1934.03.27)



658 Chapter 8

versalism,	 just	as	Cosmométapolis	must	be	 its	fundamental	bond’.xl	
‘Cosmometapolis	will	be	the link	that	guarantees	the	minimum	of	in-
dividualism	[…]	of	which	the	Cité	Mondiale	will	be	the	place	and	the	
Mundaneum	its	representation’.xli

8.3.3.	 A ‘Metropolis of Europe’ on the left bank of Antwerp (1933)

‘Great	 opportunity	 urgent	 Cité	 Mondiale	 Antwerp’,	 Otlet	 cabled	 to	
Le	Corbusier	on	6	October	1932193	FIG.95.	Two	weeks	later,	Otlet	tried	
to	contact	Le	Corbusier	again:	‘My	dear	friend,	I	am	returning	to	the	
question	of	Antwerp.	There	are	very	 interesting	possibilities	as	you	
were	able	to	see	in	the	documents	I	sent	you.	The	competition	is	open	

193	 Commers,	Lombaerde,	and	Commers,	Le Corbusier en de Linkeroever te Antwer-
pen,	91.	The	historiography	of	Le	Corbusier’s	contribution	to	the	competition	in	
Antwerp	is	extensive:	Lombaerde,	‘Les	Projets	pour	la	Rive	Gauche	d’Anvers,	ou	la	
Ville	Radieuse	en	question’;	Ronald	Commers,	‘Omtrent	Le	Corbusiers	deelname	
aan	de	Imalso-wedstrijd	van	1933	en	zijn	samenwerking	met	de	heren	Huib	Hoste,	
Fé	Loquet	en	Paul	Otlet’,	in:	Ronald	Commers,	Piet	Lombaerde,	and	Frank	Com-
mers	(eds.),	Le Corbusier en de Linkeroever te Antwerpen	(Antwerpen:	Stad	Antwer-
pen.	Hoger	architectuurinstituut	van	het	Rijk,	1987),	55–89;	Jan	Tanghe	and	Albert	
Bontridder,	‘Europark	en	de	Linkeroever	van	Antwerpen’,	in:	Wonen,	64–65	(1975),	
43–59;	Christian	Leysen,	Marie-Anne	Wilssens,	and	Axel	Polis,	Antwerpen—onvol-
tooide stad: ontwikkeling tussen droom en daad	(Tielt:	Lannoo,	2003);	and	Jo	Braeken,	
Jo	Braeken,	Dirk	Laureys,	Marc	Van	Pottelberghe,	Hildegard	Van	de	Velde,	and	Piet	
Lombaerde,	Hoger: panoramisch Antwerpen. Wandelgids	(Antwerpen:	Antwerpen	
Open,	2006).

FIG. 95 Photo of Paul Otlet and the staff of the Palais Mondial assessing the left bank in  
Antwerp as a possible location for the Cité Mondiale
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for	 the	development	of	1000	hectares	on	the	Head	of	Flanders	 fac-
ing	Antwerp,	grounds	absolutely	vacant	at	present’.xlii	The	competi-
tion	that	Otlet	wrote	Le	Corbusier	about	was	organized	from	October	
1932	 through	 May	 1933	 by	 the	 Intercommunale	 Maatschappij	 voor	
de	 Linker	 Schelde	 (IMALSO),	 an	 intermunicipal	 company	 founded	
in	1929	which	coordinated	the	construction	(1931–1933)	of	a	tunnel	
for	pedestrians	and	cyclists	 (Sint-Anna	tunnel)	and	one	for	vehicles	
(Waaslandtunnel)	 to	connect	 the	 left	and	right	bank	of	Antwerp.194	
With	this	new	connection	in	prospect,	IMALSO	organized	an	inter-
national	 town-planning	 competition	 for	 the	 extension	 of	 Antwerp	
on	grounds	which	it	owned	on	the	 left	bank	of	Antwerp,	described	
by	Otlet	as	 ‘a	desert	only	five	hundred	meters	from	the	city	hall’.195	
A	 reputable	 international	 jury	 was	 composed	 consisting	 of	 Victor	
Horta,	 Hendrik	 Petrus	 Berlage,	 Gérard	 de	 Ridder,	 Henri	 Prost,	 Paul	
De	Heem,	Henry	Van	de	Velde,	J.	de	Braey,	and	Thonet.196

As	soon	as	Otlet	heard	from	Le	Corbusier	that	he	had	decided	to	par-
ticipate	in	the	competition	and	that	he	was	prepared	to	lead	a	team	of	
Belgian	architects	for	a	competition	design	that	would	have	the	Cité	
Mondiale	 in	 the	 middle	 of	 the	 ‘Tête	 de	 Flandre’,	 Otlet	 built	 up	 his	
team.	He	arranged	a	meeting	with	two	other	members:	Huib	Hoste	
and	Fé	Loquet197	FIG.96.	Huib	Hoste	was	one	of	the	key	figures	in	the	
Belgian	modernist	movement	who	had	created	the	journal	Opbouwen	
and	was	teaching	(like	Victor	Bourgeois	and	Raphaël	Verwilghen)	at	

194	 Tanghe	and	Bontridder,	‘Europark	en	de	Linkeroever	van	Antwerpen’,	54.
195	 Paul	Otlet,	‘Anvers	qui	va	grandir’,	in:	Le Mouvement Communal,	150	(1933),	245–248	

(245).
196	 In:	KMBA	nr.	10	(1932),	201.
197	 Paul	Otlet,	La Cité Mondiale à Anvers	(1932.10.26).	MDN,	Notes	Numerotés,	Note	n°	

6874.

FIG. 96 Le Corbusier, Sketch of the situation of Antwerp within the region of Flanders (1933)
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the	Institut	Supérieur	des	Arts	Décoratifs	(ISAD).	Fé	Loquet	was	the	
spokesman	for	an	association	denouncing	‘the	unprecedented	scan-
dal	of	the	terrible	tunnels’	of	IMALSO,	who	in	his	study	‘Antverpien-
sis	 Metropolis.	 De	 Wereldstad’	 had	 set	 forth	 his	 view	 that	 with	 the	
development	of	‘the	City’	on	the	left	bank,	Antwerp	had	to	raise	itself	
to	the	rank	of	a	‘World	City’	or	of	a	‘Metropolis	of	Commerce	and	Art’	
FIG.97.	The	fourth	member	of	the	team	would	have	been	Victor	Bour-
geois,	but	he	withdrew	when	he	was	asked	to	be	part	of	the	jury.	Even-
tually,	Bourgeois	was	not	included	in	the	jury	and	positioned	himself	
as	a	merciless	critic	of	the	competition	in	the	journal	La Cité.198

The	plan	of	the	team	of	Le	Corbusier	did	not	hold	on	to	the	fixed	
points	 of	 interest	 of	 IMALSO,	 as	 this	 in	 their	 eyes	 would	 have	 in-
evitably	led	to	a	 ‘bad	design’.199	Instead,	Le	Corbusier,	Otlet,	and	his	

198	 Commers,	Lombaerde,	and	Commers,	Le Corbusier en de Linkeroever te Antwerpen,	
23.

199	 Marcel	Smets,	Huib Hoste, voorvechter van een vernieuwde architektuur	(Brussel:	Na-
tionale	confederatie	van	het	bouwbedrijf,	1972),	71–73.

FIG. 97 Pamphlet by Fé Loquet about ‘the unprecedented 
scandal of the terrible tunnels’ of IMALSO (1933)
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FIG. 98 Le Corbusier, Study of the Circulation and Network for pedestrians (1933)

FIG. 99 Le Corbusier, Plan of Left Bank in Antwerp (1933)
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correspondents	in	Antwerp	developed	‘a	complex	of	suggestions’	to	
develop	an	ideal	modernist	city,	taking	into	account	‘the	local	condi-
tions	and	the	current	demands	of	urbanism’.200	The	plan	was,	as	Le	
Corbusier	expressed	it,	a	confrontation	between	his	theory	of	the	Ra-
diant	 City	 as	 it	 had	 ‘emerged	 from	 its	 utopian	 framework’	 and	 ‘the	
world	as	it	is	in	reality’.201	The	Radiant	City,	the	principles	of	which	he	
had	first	presented	at	the	third	CIAM	Congress	(1930)	in	Brussels,	was	
characterized	by	a	concentration	of	working	and	housing	in	medium	
high	 rise,	 lifted	 from	 the	 ground	 by	 ‘pilotis’	 and	 thereby	 creating	 a	
continuous	pedestrian	area	on	the	ground	level	with	parks	and	rec-
reational	zones,	strictly	separated	from	the	road	infrastructure	FIG.98.	
The	plan	for	Antwerp	was	built	on	the	Radiant	City	pattern,	which	
is	evident	in	the	typical	recessed-line	pattern	of	the	high-rise	apart-
ments,	the	highways	which	were	built	five	metres	above	the	ground,	
setting	it	aside	from	pedestrian	movement,	and	the	parks	and	leisure	
activities	on	the	ground	level	FIG.99.	However,	Le	Corbusier	concluded	
that	the	grounds	on	the	left	bank	could	not	be	earmarked	just	to	cre-
ate	a	residential	city	to	absorb	Antwerp’s	growth.	The	new	city	needed	
another	‘reason	for	existing’,	and	his	solution	was	to	give	Antwerp	all	
the	elements	to	make	it	the	‘biggest	port	on	the	continent’,	the	‘point	
of	exchange’	between	America	and	Europe.202	Therefore,	he	included	
in	his	plan,	in	addition	to	new	residences,	a	‘future	international	busi-
ness	city’	with	office	buildings	of	150	to	200	meters	high,	an	Olympic	
Sports	Centre	(43),	a	Zoological	Garden	(45),	and	a	‘World	City’	or	‘Cité	
Mondiale’	including	an	‘international	centre	of	information’.	The	Cité	
Mondiale	was	a	reduced	and	restructured	version	of	the	Mundaneum	
he	had	designed	for	Otlet	in	Geneva;	it	included	a	‘grand	cloister’,	of-
fice	buildings	 (52),	a	University	of	World	Science	(53),	and	of	course	
the	World	Museum	(40)	that	had	again	a	pyramidal	shape	formed	by	
the	spiralling	up	to	a	height	of	100	meters	of	the	 ‘avenue	du	Musée	
Mondial’	which	passed	above	the	roofs	of	the	World	City’s	Exhibition	
Hall	FIG.100.

The	plans	of	Le	Corbusier	were	just	one	contribution	to	the	‘one	ki-
lometre	and	a	half’	of	plans	that	were	received	from	the	ninety-three	
participating	teams.	These	plans	were	all	exhibited	in	the	old	covered	
velodrome	in	the	south	of	Antwerp.203	The	sum	of	300,000	franks	was	
offered	by	the	city	of	Antwerp	as	prize	money,	to	be	divided	by	the	
jury	among	the	winners.	Because	of	the	vagueness	of	the	programme	

200	 Huib	Hoste,	‘Een	stad	in	het	groen’,	in:	Opbouwen,	3.9–11	and	19	(1933),	143.	Liesbeth	
De	Winter,	Marcel	Smets,	Ann	Verdonck,	Tom	Avermaete,	and	Bregje	Provo,	Huib 
Hoste: 1881–1957	(Antwerpen:	Centrum	Vlaamse	Architectuurarchieven,	2005),	166.

201	 Le	Corbusier,	The Radiant City	(1933;	New	York:	Orion	Press,	1964),	156.
202	 Ibid.,	270–287	(270	and	272).
203	 Otlet,	‘Anvers	qui	va	grandir’,	245.



FIG. 100 Le Corbusier, Air view of the New City (1933)

and	thus	of	the	selection	criteria,	Berlage,	the	French	town	planner	
Henri	 Prost,	 and	 the	 British	 town	 planner	 Raymond	 Unwin	 with-
drew.204	The	remaining	and	weakened	jury	could	not	easily	agree	on	a	
winning	project.	After	two	weeks	of	deliberations,	the	jury	agreed	not	
to	award	a	first	prize	but	instead	to	award	three	projects	the	second	
prize	(of	50,000	francs),	four	projects	the	third	prize	(of	25,000	francs),	
and	to	spend	the	rest	of	the	prize	money	to	buy	five	original	projects	
which	the	jury	considered	useful	for	future	studies.205	Teams	which	
had	interpreted	the	competition	as	one	of	ideas,	such	as	the	team	of	
Le	Corbusier,	were	eliminated,	as	well	as	those	teams	whose	contribu-
tion	was	not	strictly	in	conformity	with	the	programme	as	formulated	
by	IMALSO.	Too	many	competitors,	the	jury	stated,	had	shown	them-
selves	 ‘overconfident’	 by	 concluding	 that	 Antwerp	 would	 become	 a	
‘metropolis	 of	 Europe’	 with	 no	 fewer	 than	 ’2,500,000	 inhabitants’.206	
This	critique	was	addressed	especially	to	the	group	of	modernist	ar-
chitects	whose	contributions	was	thus	largely	ignored;	only	the	team	
Stynen	and	the	team	Beaudoin-Lods	received	a	prize.207

Nevertheless,	for	Paul	Otlet,	the	competition	had	been	a	successful	
operation	in	terms	of	propaganda	for	the	idea	of	the	Cité	Mondiale.	
As	the	Nieuwe Rotterdamsche Courant	mentioned,	it	was	remarkable	
how	 many	 projects	 took	 up	 the	 idea	 of	 a	 Cité	 Mondiale.208	 Besides	

204	 Gaston	Brunfaut,	‘A	propos	de	l’Urbanisation	d’Anvers	rive	gauche’,	in:	L’Emulation,	
53.11	(1933),	225–240	(225).

205	 P.Bonduelle,	‘Le	concours	de	l’I.M.A.L.S.O’.,ibid.,	241–247.
206	 De	Winter,	Smets,	Verdonck,	Avermaete,	and	Provo,	Huib Hoste: 1881–1957,	266.
207	 Anne	Van	Loo	and	Federica	Zampa,	Urbanisme et architecture. Vers un monde plus har-

monieux,	in:	Winston	Spriet	Ronny	Gobyn	(ed.),	Les années 30 en Belgique: la séduction 
des masses	(Bruxelles:	CGER,	1994),	197–228	(201).

208	 Nieuwe Rotterdamsche Courant	(1933.08.05).MDN,	CM	7.



the	team	of	Le	Corbusier,	the	teams	Raphaël	Verwilghen	(1885–1963)	
and	Jean-Jules	Eggericx	(1884–1963);	Maurice	Heymans	(1909–?)	and	
Emile	 Henvaux	 (1903–1991);	 Emile	 Van	 Leemputten	 (1887–1970);	
Pierre	Verbruggen	(1860–1940)	and	Georges	France	(1896–1943);	and	
F.	Bodart	and	Vyvermans	had	included	a	Cité	Mondiale.	These	archi-
tects	 had	 made	 use	 of	 the	 file	 that	 Otlet	 had	 sent	 them,	 informing	
about	the	history	and	current	socio-economic	situation	of	Antwerp,	
and	about	the	arrangement	of	the	elements	of	the	Cité	Mondiale.

Victor	Bourgeois’s	review	of	the	competition	results	discussed	sev-
eral	of	these	projects	that	included	a	Cité	Mondiale	and	frames	them	
within	 a	 regionalist	 critique	 on	 the	 competition	 programme.	 The	
competition	had	departed,	he	argued,	from	the	false	assumption	that	
the	creation	of	 two	tunnels	and	an	urban	development	plan	would	
arouse	a	viable	city.	If	IMALSO	had	studied	the	development	of	its	in-
dustry	and	its	demography,	it	would	have	come	to	the	conclusion	that	
Antwerp	had	no	need	to	use	the	left	bank	as	a	‘colony	of	settlement’	
despite	the	anticipated	growth	of	its	harbour.209	Furthermore,	Bour-
geois	thought	that	the	left	bank	could	not	be	isolated	from	the	wider	
regional	and	national	context.	A	plan	for	Greater	Antwerp	was	to	be	
made	and	had	to	be	situated	within	‘the	industrial	basin	of	Western	
Europe’.	Most	competitors	had	simply	submitted	a	housing	scheme	
which	divided	the	left	bank	into	plots	of	a	small	scale	FIG.101	and	had	
forgotten	 to	 provide	 ‘a	 complete	 and	 rational	 urbanistic	 system’,	 as	
had	 been	 done	 in	 the	 projects	 of	 Le	 Corbusier	 FIG.102,	 Eggericx	 and	
Verwilghen	 FIG.103,	 and	 by	 Henvaux	 and	 Heymans	 FIG.104.	 Bourgeois	

209	 V.	Bourgeois,	‘Le	Concours	International	pour	l’Urbanisation	de	la	Rive	gauche	de	
l’Escaut,	à	Anvers’,	in:	La Cité,	11.8	(1933),	145–168	(146).

FIG. 101 Victor Bourgeois, ‘Comparative schema of certain types of housing 
schemes advocated by the competitors’ (1933)
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FIG. 102 Victor Bourgeois, Schema of the project 
of the team of Le Corbusier (1933)

FIG. 103 Victor Bourgeois, Schema of the project of the 
team Verwilghen-Eggericx (1933)

FIG. 104 Victor Bourgeois, Schema of the project of the team of Henvaux-Heymans (1933)



discussed	 the	 latter	 three	 projects	 at	 great	 length	 and	 even	 made	
schematic	drawings	of	their	projects.

Similar	 critiques	 on	 the	 outcome	 of	 the	 competition	 were	 ex-
pressed	 at	 a	 conference	 in	 1933	 organized	 by	 the	 Société	 Belge	 des	
Urbanistes	 et	 Architectes	 Modernistes	 (SBUAM)	 on	 which	 occasion	
different	participants	presented	their	competition	project	and	their	
view	on	the	course	of	events.	Otlet	stressed	that	the	plan	of	the	left	
bank	of	Antwerp	needed	to	be	considered	in	a	larger	regional	frame-
work,	as	a	part	of	a	national	plan	for	Belgium;	and	that	for	the	same	
reasons	the	Cité	Mondiale	could	also	be	situated	further	to	north	of	
Antwerp,	near	Breskens,	on	the	border	between	Holland	and	Belgium	
(as	shown	in	the	plan	drawn	by	Raphaël	Delville,	the	son	of	Jean	Del-
ville,	in	November	1933)210	FIG.105.	Le	Corbusier	also	spoke	at	the	con-
ference	presenting	his	plans	and	urging	action	against	the	jury’s	deci-
sion.211	In	response	to	Le	Corbusier’s	appeal,	Raphaël	Verwilghen	and	
Huib	Hoste	proposed	to	found	a	study	group	for	the	plan	of	the	left	
bank	and	Greater	Antwerp.	The	manifesto	of	the	study	group	listed	a	
series	of	principles,	including	the	principle	that	any	urbanization	on	

210	 Paul	Otlet,	La Cité Mondiale à Anvers. Discussion au Sujet des Emplacements	
(1933.06.06).	MDN,	Notes	Numerotés,	Note	n°	7073.

211	 ‘Conférences	organisées	par	la	S.B.U.A.M’.	in:	La Cité,	nr.10,	11	(1933),	199.

FIG. 105 R. Delville, Plan of the Cité 
Mondiale situated on the border between 
Belgium and the Netherlands, right above 
Doel (1933.11)



FIG. 106 Pierre Verbruggen and Georges France, Schema of their project for the 
competition of the left bank Antwerp (1933)

FIG. 107 Bodart and Vijvermans, Model of their project for the competition of the 
left bank Antwerp (1933)
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the	left	bank	should	be	preceded	by	a	general	development	plan	and	
a	zoning	plan	which	considers	‘economic	and	social	necessities	of	the	
conurbation	and	the	region’.212	The	group	included	the	same	group	
of	architects	who	had	included	the	Cité	Mondiale	in	their	plans	and	
some	sympathizing	critics.213

The	argument,	emphasized	at	the	1933	conference,	that	the	devel-
opment	 of	 the	 left	 bank	 had	 to	 be	 studied	 in	 a	 larger	 regional,	 na-
tional,	and	even	global	perspective	seems	to	have	been	the	main	mo-
tivation	for	these	different	teams	to	include	a	Cité	Mondiale	in	their	
project.	Verbruggen	and	France,	Bodart	and	Vyvermans,	and	Van	Le-
emputten	did	not	elaborate	a	Cité	Mondiale	in	detail,	as	Le	Corbus-
ier	had	done,	but	rather	inserted	it	as	a	sort	of	modernist	stamp	on	
their	projects	that	conveyed	a	globalist	critique	on	the	local-minded	
programme	advanced	by	the	organizers	of	the	competition.	Georges	
France	and	Pierre	Verbruggen,	respectively	Vice-President	and	Presi-
dent	 of	 SBUAM,	 submitted	 a	 plan	 which	 reserved	 the	 central	 zone	
for	the	Cité	Mondiale,	with	the	Mundaneum	at	the	end	of	the	cen-
tral	axis	FIG.106;214	Bodart	and	Vyvermans	reserved	the	central	district	
in	the	east	of	their	plan	for	an	international	and	university	quarter	
FIG.107;215	and	Emile	van	Leemputten	based	his	design	on	a	preparato-
ry	study	by	Gérard	de	Ridder	which	contained	an	International	City	
in	the	form	of	a	couple	of	towers,	giving	the	left	bank	the	appearance	
of	a	pyramid.216

The	 projects	 of	 Eggericx-Verwilghen	 and	 Heymans-Henvaux	 also	
took	up	the	Cité	Mondiale,	but	integrated	it	as	a	solution	to	deal	with	
the	larger	national	and	international	socio-economic	context	which	
they	had	studied	in	a	well-documented	survey217	FIG.108, 109.	The	team	
of	Eggericx	and	Verwilghen	submitted	two	projects.	In	the	first,	called	
‘Anvers,	Métropole	de	la	Belgique’,	they	created	a	satellite	city	which	
did	 not	 go	 beyond	 the	 limits	 of	 the	 left	 bank,	 while	 in	 the	 second,	
called	‘Anvers,	Métropole	de	l’Europe’,	they	studied	the	impact	that	
development	of	Antwerp’s	harbour	might	have	on	Greater		Antwerp	
FIG.110, 111.	In	this	second	study,	they	concluded	that	Antwerp	might	

212	 ‘Studiekomité	voor	het	Plan	van	de	Linkeroever	en	Groot-Antwerpen’,	in:	Opbou-
wen,	3.19	(1933.12.15),	321–322	(322).

213	 The	group	consisted	of	Fr.	Bodart,	V.	Bourgeois,	Le	Corbusier,	J.	Eggerickx,	G.	
France,	E.	Henvaux,	M.C.	Heymans,	H.	Hoste,	Dr.	Leurs,	K.	van	Riel,	P.	Verbruggen,	
R.	Verwilghen,	Ds.	Van	de	Voort,	and	Vyvermans.	Ibid.	Huib	Hoste	and	Raphaël	
Verwilghen,	Letter	to	Bourgeois,	Eggerickx	and	France.	VRWL-Doss.3.8.

214	 Pierre	Verbruggen	and	Georges	France,	‘Nieuw	Antwerpen’,	329.
215	 ‘Projet	des	architectes	Bodart	et	Vyvermans’,	in:	La Cité,	8.11	(1933),	165.
216	 Gérard	de	Ridder,	‘Stedenbouw	te	Antwerpen’,	in:	K.M.B.A.,	3.10	(1932),	197.
217	 Raphaël	Verwilghen,	‘L’Urbanisation	du	Grand-Anvers’,	in:	La Cité,	11.1	(1932),	

15–20	(17).	For	an	analysis	of	the	role	of	Verwilghen	in	the	competition,	see:	Zampa,	
La Continuité d’une Illusion	382–393.
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FIG. 108, 109 J. Eggericx and R. Verwilghen, Schemas of their survey of Antwerp (1933)



develop,	because	of	the	rapid	growth	of	its	harbour,	into	a	culmina-
tion	point	of	the	‘Great	Trans-European	River’,	the	Rhine-Main-Dan-
ube	Canal,218	or	into	a	‘New	York	of	Europe’	with	a	‘huge	business	cen-
tre	consisting	of	a	great	series	of	skyscrapers’	and	a	‘world	city’	(in	the	
form	of	a	semicircle)	where	each	international	consortium	and	world	
association	would	have	their	seat219	FIG.112.

Like	the	team	Verwilghen	and	Eggericx,	the	team	of	Emile	Henvaux	
and	Maurice	Heymans	did	not	limit	itself	to	a	plan	for	a	city	extension	
as	 the	 competition	 programme	 had	 prescribed.	 ‘IMALSO	 disabused	
itself	of	 the	sweet	 illusion	that	a	city	 “invents	 itself”,	and	that	a	plan	
of	urbanization	creates	itself	as	if	it	were	a	painting	to	hang	on	a	wall’,	
Heymans	criticized.xliii	‘Urbanism’	is	too	often	misconceived	as	a	‘sim-
ple	graphic	procedure	of	ordering’	the	limited	space	of	the	city,	Hey-
mans	thought,	and	should	instead	be	reconsidered	in	relation	to	the	
aims	of	the	society	and	the	laws	of	economy.220	The	development	of	the	
left	 bank	 therefore	 had	 to	 be	 considered	 within	 the	 socio-economic	
context	of	the	entire	region	of	Antwerp.	There	was	only	one	solution	

218	 Brunfaut,	‘A	propos	de	l’Urbanisation	d’Anvers	rive	gauche’,	227–229.
219	 Bourgeois,	‘Le	Concours	International	pour	l’Urbanisation	de	la	Rive	gauche	de	

l’Escaut,	à	Anvers’,	154–157.
220	 Maurice	Heymans,	‘Urbanisme?’,	in:	L’Epoque,	2.4	(1934),	61–71.

FIG. 110 Masterplan of the first project, ‘Antwerp Metropolis 
of Belgium’, of J. Eggericx and R. Verwilghen (1933)
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FIG. 111 Model of the first project, ‘Antwerp, Metropolis of Belgium, of J. Eggericx and 
R. Verwilghen (1933)

FIG. 112 Plan of the second project, ‘Antwerp Metropolis of Europe’, of J. Eggericx and  
R. Verwilghen (1933)
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for	the	left	bank	according	to	Heymans:	‘to	create	an	independent	city	
and	to	find	a	reason	for	its	existence.	This	could	be	found	in	the	Mun-
daneum	for	example;	or	in	the	creation	of	an	industrial	city’xliv	FIG.113.	
The	 urbanization	 method	 of	 the	 Soviet	 Union	 should	 be	 followed,	
Heymans	stated,	because	Soviet	planners	know	how	a	liveable	city	can	
be	created	through	the	development	of	industry	and	employment221	
FIG.114.	In	a	zoning	plan	of	housing	and	industry,	based	on	a	grid	of	pri-
mary	and	secondary	roads,	Henvaux	and	Heymans	planned	a	sort	of	
Russian	linear	city	developing	linearly	from	the	left	bank	of	Antwerp	
towards	Temse222	FIG.115, 116.	In	the	more	detailed	part	of	their	project,	
they	elaborated	a	model	city	on	the	left	bank	on	a	smaller	scale,	reck-
oning	 nonetheless	 with	 the	 larger	 regional	 context.	 That	 model	 city	
would	be	‘the	head	of	a	new	industrial	region’,	an	area	of	housing	and	
recreation	that	completed	the	centre	of	Antwerp.223	A	new	railway	con-
nection,	new	roads	and	a	new	airport	would	break	open	the	left	bank	
from	its	economic	and	spatial	isolation,	priming	a	process	of	industri-
alisation	that	would	in	its	turn	necessitate	the	construction	of	working-
class	areas	near	to	the	new	factories.	The	Mundaneum	with	its	scientif-
ic	and	administrative	institutions	was	part	of	a	programme	to	provide	
the	new	city	with	sufficient	economic	strength.

221	 Heymans,	‘Antwerpen	Linkeroever’.
222	 See	Cohen	for	a	description	of	the	modernist	fascination	with	the	Russian	ap-

proach	of	a	planned	economy:	Jean-Louis	Cohen,	Le Corbusier et le mystique de 
l’URSS: théories et projets pour Moscou, 1928–1936	(Bruxelles:	Mardaga,	1987).	De	
Meulder,	Reformisme, thuis en overzee: geschiedenis van de Belgische planning in een 
kolonie	(1880–1960),	941–942.

223	 Bourgeois,	‘Le	Concours	International	pour	l’Urbanisation	de	la	Rive	gauche	de	
l’Escaut,	à	Anvers’,	159.

FIG. 113 Heymans and Henvaux, perspective of competition design left bank (1933)



FIG. 114 Town planning models from Russia, drawn by Maurice Heymans

FIG. 115, 116 E. Henvaux and M.C. Heymans, Plans and schemas of their left bank 
project (1933)
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The	projects	of	Heymans-Henvaux	and	Verwilghen-Eggericx	both	
combined	a	detailed	study	of	a	satellite	city	with	a	study	of	the	metro-
politan	region	on	a	large	scale.	This	perspective	on	a	dual	scale	char-
acterized	the	town-planning	methodology	taught	at	 the	ISAD	in	La	
Cambre,	 the	 ‘Bauhaus	 belge’	 as	 Jacques	 Aron	 calls	 it.224	 Verwilghen,	
Eggericx,	and	Henvaux	all	gave	courses	at	the	ISAD;	and	Heymans	was	
a	 former	 student	 of	 Eggerickx	 and	 Verwilghen.	 The	 Cité	 Mondiale	
was	well	known	at	the	ISAD	as	Verwilghen	had	made	it	a	town-plan-
ning	exercise	in	his	studio	at	the	ISAD	(1931–1932),	one	of	the	results	
being	a	satellite	town	in	Tervuren	by	Luis	Olarte	that	had	the	form	
of	a	huge	intersection,	and	thus	was	conceived	to	be	an	autonomous	
modernist	urban	structure	that	was	at	the	same	time	continuous	with	
the	wider	regional	context225	FIG.117.	The	Cité	Mondiale	embodied	in	
one	local	city	a	programme	of	worldwide	interaction,	and	the	same	
ambiguity	 characterized	 the	 model	 cities	 that	 Verwilghen-Eggericx	
and	Heymans-Henvaux	projected	on	the	left	bank	in	Antwerp.

After	the	competition,	Otlet	continued	to	argue	for	Antwerp	as	the	
most	appropriate	location	for	the	construction	of	a	Cité	Mondiale,	on	
account	of	its	local	and	regional	characteristics,	its	being	the	largest	

224	 Jacques	Aron,	La Cambre et l’architecture: un regard sur le Bauhaus belge	(Bruxelles:	
Mardaga,	1982)

225	 Verwilghen	Archives	(KULeuven),	Doss.1.2.20.

FIG. 117 Luis Olarte, Projet de Ville Satellite (1931–1932)



city	of	the	region	of	Flanders,	its	flourishing	harbour	activity,	which	
made	it	an	economical	world	city;	more	than	Brussels,	which	was	pri-
marily	 a	 capital	 representing	 the	 Belgian	 nation.	 He	 predicted	 that	
Antwerp	would	merge	in	thirty-five	years	with	Brussels,	and	he	imag-
ined	a	Cité	Mondiale	located	in	Antwerp	and	a	Belganeum—a	nation-
al	centre	of	intellectual	life—located	in	Brussels226	FIG.118.	In	1934,	he	
argued	that	the	Cité	Mondiale	in	Antwerp	could	even	be	a	means	to	
solve	the	political	deadlock	in	Belgium	between	the	different	commu-
nities.	He	alluded	to	the	weakness	of	the	organization	of	Belgium	as	
a	constitutional	‘state’	and	the	differences	within	the	Belgian	‘nation’	
consisting	of	the	three	communities	of	Flanders,	the	Walloon	prov-
inces,	and	Brussels.	He	proposed	to	solve	the	Belgian	problem	within	
the	framework	of	the	‘world	problem’,	and	to	‘connect	the	national	to	
the	international	life’.	‘Europe	needs	unity!’,	Otlet	declaimed,	and	this	
‘Europeanization	of	our	continent’	will	enable	the	two	parts	of	Bel-
gium	to	act	forcefully	internally	and	externally.	Otlet	referred	to	the	
proposition	of	‘a	regime	of	a	Federal	European	Union’	that	Aristide	
Briand	 had	 made	 in	 1930	 to	 the	 European	 members	 of	 the	 League	

226	 Otlet,	‘Anvers	qui	va	grandir’,	247.

FIG. 118 Paul Otlet, Antwerp–Brussels (n.d.)
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of	 Nations,	 and	 similarly,	 Otlet	 imagined	 the	 Cité	 Mondiale	 as	 the	
centre	of	the	‘United	Nations	of	Europe’	in	Antwerp,	linked	to	other	
‘continental	Cities’	in	a	‘Network	around	the	World’.227	Cosmopolitan	
ideology	and	localist	opportunism	merged	in	the	way	Otlet	charmed	
the	Flemish	intellectual	leaders	to	whom	he	ascribed	the	quality	of	
being	‘European’	and	‘mondiale’	[transglobal];	he	also	emphasized	the	
glorious	history	of	Antwerp	as	an	international	port	and	the	cultural	
centre	it	had	in	the	sixteenth	century	with	artists	such	as	Peter	Paul	
Rubens	(1577–1640)	and	Peter	Benoit	(1834–1901).228

8.3.4.	 The modernist memory theatre of Maurice Heymans

In	1934,	the	year	after	his	participation	together	with	Henvaux	in	the	
competition	for	the	left	bank	of	Antwerp,	Maurice	Heymans	started	
to	elaborate,	in	the	footsteps	of	Le	Corbusier,	different	detailed	ver-
sions	of	the	Mundaneum	and	the	Cité	Mondiale	for	Otlet.	Heymans	
is	especially	known	as	the	head	of	the	urbanist	department	in	Congo	
after	World	War	II,	but	at	the	moment	when	he	designed	the	Mun-
daneum	he	was	still	at	the	beginning	of	his	career.229	He	had	gradu-
ated	 in	 1930	 from	 the	 ISAD	 in	 La	 Cambre	 and	 had	 interned	 at	 the	
architectural	offices	of	Victor	Bourgeois,	Gaston	Brunfaut,	Eggericx,	
and	 Verwilghen.230	 He	 was	 a	 member	 of	 the	 Belgian	 CIAM	 group,	
published	regularly	in	journals	such	as	L’Époque	and	La Cité,	and	in	
1932	had	won	the	competition	for	an	urbanization	plan	of	Termonde.	
From	1934	to	1938,	Heymans	provided	Otlet	with	numerous	drawings,	
sketches	and	highly	elaborated	plans	of	the	Mundaneum.

The	collaboration	between	Otlet	and	Heymans	emerged	in	October	
1934	when	Heymans	wrote	Otlet	and	begged	him	to	help	him	prepare	
an	article	on	urbanism	for	the	architectural	 journal	L’Epoque.	After	
praising	Otlet’s	‘special	expertise	in	the	field	of	urbanism’,	Heymans	
asked	 for	 an	 appointment	 and	 promised	 ‘to	 break	 a	 lance’	 for	 the	
Mundaneum	in	reward	for	his	services	rendered.231	Otlet’s	influence	
was	noticeable	in	Heymans’s	article	in	the	way	he	defined	urbanism	
in	a	sociological	and	holistic	manner	as	‘a	tool	resulting	from	the	ac-
tivity	which	sociology	unfolds	to	reach	its	goals’.xlv	The	impact	of	his	
discussion	with	Otlet	could	also	be	felt	in	the	way	he	defined	the	ur-

227	 Paul	Otlet,	Anvers et le siège des Etats-Unis d’Europe	(1930.05.19).	MDN,	Notes	Nu-
merotés,	Note	n°	6054b.

228	 Paul	Otlet,	‘La	Cité	Mondiale	à	Anvers’,	in:	La Cité,	11.4	(1933),	73–74.
229	 ‘Lorsqu’un	urbaniste	devient	architecte.	Maurice	Heymans.	Vingt	années	d’activité	

soutenue’,	in:	La Maison,	15.11	(1959),	372.
230	 Paul	Emile	Vincent	(ed.),	La Cambre a 60 ans	(Bruxelles:	ISAE-La	Cambre,	1987).
231	 Maurice	Heymans,	Letter to Paul Otlet	(1934.10.16).	MDN,	CM,	box	8,	Correspon-

dance	Architectes,	Folder	Heymans.
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banist	as	a	 ‘conductor’	who	has	acquired	enough	experience	to	con-
duct	an	orchestra	of	assistant	experts	and	technicians.	Rephrasing	the	
Urbaneum-concept,	Heymans	wrote	that	no	single	person,	and	only	a	
centre	of	management,	could	claim	to	possess	all	expertise	required	
for	a	profession	as	complex	as	urbanism.xlvi

In	return	for	Otlet’s	help	with	the	article,	Heymans	started	to	make	
drawings	of	the	Mundaneum	and	continued	to	deal	with	ideas	that	Ot-
let	and	Le	Corbusier	had	explored	a	few	years	earlier.	Sketches	from	
December	1934	show	the	first	 results	of	his	quest	 for	 the	appropri-
ate	symbolic	abstraction	for	the	Mundaneum.	Because	in	the	Dutch	
modernist	idiom	of	the	‘Nieuwe	Zakelijkheid’	(‘Neue	Sachlichkeit’	in	
German,	or	sometimes	translated	in	English	as	‘New	Objectivity’),	the	
use	of	spiritual	symbolism	was	considered	a	pernicious	practice,	Hey-
mans	sought	a	symbolism	which	did	not	lose	‘the	neutrality	of	rigour’.	
Like	 artists	 such	 as	 Wassily	 Kandinsky,	 Piet	 Mondrian,	 or	 Kazimir	
Malevich,	Heymans	explored	compositions	with	abstract	geometrical	
forms	which	were	not	purely	formal	but	also	showed	an	interest	in	
spiritual	meanings.232	The	figure	of	a	circle	that	spirals	upward	fasci-
nated	Heymans	in	that	it	could	symbolize	the	‘climbing	walk	of	Hu-
manity’	and	conveys	the	idea	of	‘evolution’	FIG.119.	Another	geometric	
figure	that	he	associated	with	the	Mundaneum	was	the	cone,	which	
he	 thought	 could	 represent	 the	 growth	 and	 subdivision	 of	 knowl-

232	 Robert	P.	Welsh,	‘Sacred	Geometry:	French	Symbolism	and	Early	Abstraction’,	in:	
Maurice	Tuchman,	Judi	Freeman,	Carel	Blotkamp,	The Spiritual in Art: Abstract 
Painting 1890–1985	(New	York:	Abbeville	Press,	1986),	63–87	(64).

FIG. 119 Maurice Heymans, Note-Sketch (1934.12.01)



FIG. 120 Maurice Heymans, Sketch (1935.01.01)

FIG. 121 Maurice Heymans, Sketch of the Mundaneum (1934.12.07)

edge	as	well	as	 its	classification	and	synthesis	FIG.120.	These	symbols	
had	the	positive	ability	not	only	to	provide	an	architectural	structure	
for	a	plan	but	also	facilitate	memory,	for,	as	he	noted	in	the	margins	
of	 a	 sketch:	 ‘Symbolism	 helps	 comprehension,	 through	 visualiza-
tion,	strikes	the	spirit,	and	leaves	behind	images	(things)	favourable	
for	their	retention	(memory)’.xlvii	Because	symbols	such	as	the	spiral,	
the	 cross,	 or	 the	 cone	 could	 be	 easily	 remembered	 and	 recognized,	
they	could	function,	when	integrated	as	an	architectural	structure,	as	
the	basis	for	organizing	a	theatre	of	memory.	Adjusting	symbolic	to	



functionalist	concerns,	he	schematized	the	Mundaneum	by	means	of	
three	structures:	firstly,	a	corridor	introduced	the	universe	in	its	dif-
ferent	 aspects	 and	 included	 a	 planetarium	 and	 a	 clock;	 secondly,	 a	
spiroid	represented	the	history	of	the	world	and	its	inhabitants;	and	
thirdly,	the	four	arms	of	a	diagonal	cross	described	the	‘relative	val-
ues’	 of	 the	 universe	 (nature,	 man,	 society	 and	 divinity)	 FIG.121.	 Even	
the	position	of	the	entrance	was	symbolic:	he	situated	the	entrance	
between	 the	 rooms	 attributed	 to	 ‘Nature’	 and	 ‘Divinity’	 in	 order	 to	
emphasize	 the	 Mundaneum’s	 ‘impartiality	 concerning	 the	 finalist	
convictions	of	Man’.	Above	the	schema,	Heymans	observed	that	this	
is	the	structure	of	the	Mundaneum	as	a	‘machine	to	create	the	univer-
sal	spirit’.	In	January	1935	he	converted	the	previous	schema	into	the	
form	of	a	circular	building	and	filled	up	the	intermediate	spaces	with	
conference	rooms	and	offices	FIG.122.	In	this	plan,	the	circular	move-
ment	of	history	was	kept	in	the	form	of	the	outside	corridor,	and	in	
the	central	room,	which	Heymans	called	the	‘Pantheon	of	Humanity’	
[universal	spirit],	stood	a	monument	for	the	‘total	synthesis-idea’.233

233	 Maurice	Heymans,	Sketches	(1935.01.07)	MDN,	CM,	box	8,	Correspondance	Archi-
tectes,	folder	Heymans

FIG. 122 M.C. Heymans, Mundaneum. Schematic Layout 
(1935.01.20)



By	 March	 1935,	 Heymans	 had	 elaborated	 the	 previous	 schematic	
design	 of	 the	 Mundaneum	 into	 a	 first	 complete	 virtual	 or	 ‘paper’	
building	with	sections,	floor	plans,	and	perspectives.	The	building	was	
the	result	of	a	‘translation	in	three	dimensions	of	the	programmatic	
classification’.234	 It	 was	 designed	 with	 a	 park	 around	 it	 that	 had	 pa-
vilions,	 laboratories,	and	monuments	allocated	to	 the	different	dis-
ciplines	 that	 pertain	 to	 Otlet’s	 four	 ontological	 categories	 (nature,	
man,	society,	divinity)	FIG.123.	He	positioned	an	international	library	
and	 museum	 as	 two	 sphinxes	 in	 front	 of	 the	 main	 building,	 guard-
ing	the	collections	of	the	museum.	A	forecourt	between	the	library	
and	the	university	provided	the	main	entrance	for	 the	visitor,	with	
a	 drop-off	 zone	 for	 cars	 underneath	 the	 broad	 stairway	 FIG.124.	 The	
stairs	led	to	the	entrance	hall	on	the	first	floor,	with	the	planetarium	
on	the	left	and	the	‘horloge	zimmer’	on	the	right,	and	a	globe	in	the	
middle	of	the	room	FIG.125, 126.	The	visitor	who	walked	straight	ahead	
entered	 the	 central	 hall	 of	 the	 building,	 the	 ‘Pantheon	 of	 Thought’	
which	contained	the	Sacrarium.235	From	here	the	visitor	could	either	

234	 M.C.	Heymans,	Sketch of the Mundaneum	(1935.01.20).	MDN,	AFF,	scan	nr.	MUND-
xxxxxx72_2008_0001_MA.

235	 Maurice	Heymans,	Sketches	(1935.02.25)	MDN,	CM,	box	8,	Correspondance	Archi-

FIG. 125 M.C. Heymans, Mundaneum. First Floor (1935.03.15)
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FIG. 123 M.C. Heymans, Mundaneum 1. Comprehensive Plan (1935.03.15)



FIG. 127 M.C. Heymans, Mundaneum. Third and Fourth Floor 
(1935.03.15)

turn	left	into	the	section	‘World	according	to	Space’,	which	had	differ-
ent	rooms	allocated	to	the	different	countries,	or	turn	right	into	the	
section	‘World	according	to	Time’,	which	ran	through	the	history	of	
the	world.	On	the	third	floor,	the	‘World	according	to	Things’	was	ex-
hibited,	organized	around	four	zones	(Nature,	Man,	Society,	Divinity).	
Four	roof	terraces	were	inserted	between	the	courtyards	in	the	four	
corners.	The	galleries	around	these	courtyards	and	terraces	were	de-
voted	to	either	knowledge,	applied	knowledge	(action),	or	art	FIG.127.

In	a	more	explicit	manner	than	Le	Corbusier’s	design,	Heymans’s	
Mundaneum	hesitates	between	esoteric	symbolism	and	functionalist	
modernism.	On	his	drawings,	he	noted	that	he	equated	the	‘architec-
ture	of	the	museum’	with	 ‘scientific	objectivity’,	 in	such	a	way	as	to	
satisfy	everyone.	The	architecture	of	the	Mundaneum	conveyed	‘nei-
ther	orthodox	materialism	nor	orthodox	religiosity’.	It	would	be	‘an	
instrument	(not	more)’.236	The	hesitation	in	these	quotes	is	that	be-
tween	giving	the	Mundaneum	the	appearance	of	a	‘temple’	or	that	of	

tectes,	folder	Heymans
236	 Maurice	Heymans,	Note	(1935.01.01).	MDN,	CM,	box	8,	Correspondance	Architecte,	

Folder	Heymans.



FIG. 124 M.C. Heymans, Mundaneum. Ground Floor (1935.03.15)

FIG. 126 M.C. Heymans, Mundaneum. Façade (1935.03.15)
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a	‘permanent	cerebral	(+/-	materialist)	instrument’.237	Through	archi-
tectural	features	such	as	the	long	promenades,	monumental	staircas-
es,	the	large	white	walls,	glass	surfaces,	and	the	frieze	with	bas-reliefs	
he	gave	the	building	a	monumental	functionalist	appearance	FIG.128.	
But	at	the	same	time,	the	different	‘functional	and	expressive	forms	
(in	the	antique	way)’	that	he	inserted	‘objectively’	aimed	to	hold	the	
visitors	‘spellbound’,	not	by	offering	a	view	on	a	‘beautiful’	monument	
but	by	inciting	reflection.	Both	the	sequence	and	form	of	the	spaces	
were	 charged	 with	 symbolic	 meaning.	 ‘As	 such,	 the	 Mundaneum’,	
Heymans	thought,	 ‘is	a	conflict	between	utility	and	symbolism.	The	
provision	of	each	ploy	is	only	useful	if	it	helps	(psychologically)	to	a	
better	comprehension	of	the	things	that	are	to	be	expressed’.238

In	October	1935,	Heymans	finished	a	second,	highly	detailed	version	
of	the	Mundaneum.	The	plans	of	the	different	floor	levels	of	a	hyper-
building	were	now	complemented	with	a	Cité	Mondiale	around	it,	or	
as	he	noted	in	one	of	the	preparatory	sketches,	a	‘Cosmopolis’	or	‘Mun-

237	 Maurice	Heymans,	Note	(1935.01.15).	MDN,	CM,	box	8,	Correspondance	Architecte,	
Folder	Heymans.

238	 Maurice	Heymans,	Sketch of the Mundaneum	(1935.01.01)	MDN,	CM,	box	8,	Corre-
spondance	Architectes,	folder	Heymans

FIG. 128 M.C. Heymans, Perspective of the Mundaneum (1935.03.15)
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FIG. 129 M.C. Heymans, Centrum Mundaneum (1935.10.15)

FIG. 130 M.C. Heymans, Plan of the Mundaneum (1935.10.15)
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daneis’—the	Mundaneum	as	a	polis.239	Around	the	Mundaneum	com-
plex	he	had	now	imagined	a	complete	city	including	a	documentation	
centre,	office	buildings	for	international	associations,	plots	for	nation-
al	pavilions,	residential	blocks,	studios,	a	sport	centre,	a	train	station,	
and	a	park	(with	a	geological,	botanical,	and	zoological	centre)	FIG.129.

The	 second	 design	 of	 the	 Mundaneum	 was	 more	 precise	 than	 the	
first	design	in	its	translation	of	Otlet’s	metaphysics	as	 it	made	visible	
the	‘architecture’	of	the	book	Monde	which	Otlet	had	published	during	
the	same	year	FIG.130, 131.	The	pyramid	at	the	centre	exposed	‘Le	Monde	
selon	les	Choses’;	the	first	and	largest	chapter	of	Monde.	The	four	steps	
of	the	pyramid	(allocated	to	the	elements	of	Nature,	Man,	Society,	and	
Divinity)	progressed,	as	Heymans	noted,	as	a	‘Tower	of	Babel’,	express-
ing	‘the	conquest	of	heaven’	by	Man	through	science.	It	was	crowned	by	
a	cupola	symbolizing	the	‘Unknown’	or	the	‘ultimate	finality’	of	things,	
corresponding	to	Chapter	7	of	Monde	FIG.132.	The	two	U-shaped	build-
ings	 on	 the	 left	 and	 right	 of	 the	 pyramid	 informed	 about	 the	 world	
respectively	considered	in	its	spatial	and	temporal	dimension	(Chap-
ter	2	and	3	of	Monde).	Behind	the	pyramid	was	a	small	hall	devoted	to	
‘the	World	according	to	the	Self’	[‘le	Moi’]	(Chapter	4	of	Monde),	which	
gave	access	to	a	longitudinal	building	devoted	to	the	‘Creations	of	Man’	
(Chapter	5	of	Monde).	A	hall	in	front	of	the	pyramid,	plus	the	university	

239	 M.C.	Heymans,	Le M. selon Choses	(1935.07.15)	MDN,	CM,	box	8,	Correspondance	
Architectes,	folder	Heymans

FIG. 131 M.C. Heymans, Perspective of the Mundaneum (1935.10.15)



FIG. 132 M.C. Heymans, The World according to Things (1935)

FIG. 133 M.C. Heymans, Successive Enlargements of the Mundaneum (1935)
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FIG. 134 Maurice Heymans, Mondiaque (1935)

and	the	library,	represented	the	theme	that	had	been	described	in	the	
sixth	chapter	of	Monde:	‘Expression	and	Documentation’.

Heymans	 conceived	 this	 second	 Mundaneum	 design	 of	 1935	 as	 a	
building	that	could	be	realized	in	different	phases,	as	he	showed	in	an	
expansion	schema	FIG.133.	The	expansion	plan	was	an	elaboration	of	an	
idea	that	Heymans	had	formulated	earlier;	the	idea	to	lay	the	‘first	stone’	
of	the	Cité	Mondiale	in	the	form	of	a	garden	sculpture	which	he	had	
called	the	‘Mondiaque’	FIG.134.	He	asked	Otlet	if	it	might	not	be	possible	
to	construct	such	a	small	monument	for	the	Universal	Exhibition	held	
in	 Brussels	 in	 1935,	 in	 a	 pyramid-sphere-form,	 considered	 as	 the	 first	
step	to	give	‘birth	to	a	future	construction’.240	The	idea	probably	led	to	
the	conception,	elaborated	in	March	1935,	of	a	(non-realized)	Munda-
neum-monument	for	the	Universal	Exhibition	in	the	form	of	a	wall	in	
wood,	metal,	and	glass	FIG.135.	Its	front	side	would	have	schematic	figures	
on	the	‘fundamental	aspects’	of	the	world	as	considered	by	the	sciences;	

240	 Maurice	Heymans,	Letter to Paul Otlet	(1935.07.19).	MDN,	CM,	box	8,	Correspon-
dance	Architecte,	Folder	Heymans.
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the	back	side	named	the	main	international	organizations	and	showed	
an	allegory	of	manual	and	intellectual	work	on	a	bas-relief	in	bronze.	At	
the	sides,	newsflashes	would	be	displayed.	In	front	of	the	wall,	Heymans	
positioned	the	‘Mondiaque’	or	pyramid-sphere-form,	where	the	sphere	
symbolized	‘the	unity	and	the	connection	between	all	the	parts	of	the	
world’	and	the	pyramid	‘the	Mundaneum	itself	of	which	the	levels	cor-
respond	to	its	different	departments’.	The	sculpture	was	positioned	on	
top	of	a	table	of	orientation	which	symbolized	the	Earth	and	indicated	
the	relationship	between	Brussels	and	other	capitals.

The	different	plans	of	the	Mundaneum	designed	by	Heymans	seemed	
to	 garner	 little	 public	 attention.	 They	 were	 shown	 in	 a	 hall	 on	 the	
grounds	of	the	Heysel	where	the	Universal	Exhibition	was	being	held,	in	
an	exhibition	linked	to	the	conference	of	the	Congrès	Permanent	des	
Associations	de	Belgique	organized	by	Otlet	 FIG.136—138.	 In	addition	to	
Heymans’s	plans	for	the	Cité	Mondiale,	plans	for	the	competition	of	the	
left	bank	of	Antwerp	were	shown	on	that	occasion,	as	well	as	maps	and	
schemas	of	Otlet’s	Atlas Belgique.	Between	the	plans	of	Heymans	was	dis-
played	a	huge	schema	drawn	by	the	Brussels	architect	and	editor	of	the	
journal	L’Epoque,		Léonard	Homez,	which	organized	the	programme	of	
the	Cité	Mondiale	around	four	centres	(a	touristic,	economic,	social,	and	
cultural	centre)241	FIG. 139.	Another	occasion	when	the	plans	of	Heymans	
were	exhibited	was	the	Exposition	de	l’Union	professionalle	des	archi-
tectes	(UPA)	in	1938	in	Brussels.242

241	 ‘L.	Homez,	Archit.	U.P.A.	Bruxelles.	Habitation	à	Ixelles,	1928’,	in:	L’Epoque,	1.8	(1933),	131.
242	 ‘Oeuvres	présentés	à	l’Exposition	de	l’Union	Professionel	des	Architectes	(UPA)’,	in:	

L’Epoque,	2	(1938),	22.

FIG. 135 M.C. Heymans, Mundaneum-monument for the Universal Exhibition of 1935 in Brussels 
(1935.03.13)



FIG. 136, 137, 138 Three pictures of the exhibition of the Permanent Congress 
of Associations of Belgium, organized by Otlet (1935.12.05)
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One	reason	why	Heymans’s	plans	might	have	received	so	little	at-
tention	 is	 that	 he	 did	 not	 address	 a	 political	 reality,	 like	 previous	
plans	had,	and	that	he	had	instead	given	a	more	faithful	and	pure	ar-
chitectural	translation	of	the	metaphysical	world	order	as	conceived	
by	Otlet.	Although	the	plans	do	not	mention	any	location,	and	thus	
seem	to	avoid	any	political	reality,	there	is	one	exception.	Two	words	
written	 on	 a	 coloured	 version	 of	 an	 aerial	 perspective	 of	 the	 Cité	
Mondiale	design	of	1935	indicate	that	the	Cité	Mondiale	of	Heymans	
was	not	situated	in	a	political	‘nowhere’	but	next	to	‘Chesapeake	Bay’.	
The	political	reality	is	never	far	off	in	utopia;	the	new	location	of	the	
Cité	Mondiale	was	Washington	D.C.,	safely	removed	from	the	politi-
cal	crisis	facing	Europe.	In	1935,	Hitler	had	repudiated	the	Treaty	of	
Versailles	 and	 had	 sped	 up	 his	 rearmament	 programme.	 Further-
more,	the	inability	of	the	League	of	Nations	to	prevent	a	re-arming	

FIG. 139 L. Homez, Permanent international Centre ‘Cité Mondiale’ (1935.09.05)
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FIG. 140 M.C. Heymans, Perspective of the Mundaneum (1935)
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FIG. 140 M.C. Heymans, Perspective of the Mundaneum (1935)
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of	 the	 League’s	 members	 had	 shown	 that	 the	 political	 world	 order	
in	Europe	was	still	based	on	a	system	of	sovereign	nation-states	and	
that	no	supranational	political	body	was	able	to	constrain	individual	
nation-states.	Because	the	League	of	Nations	project	seemed	to	have	
failed	and	a	United	States	of	Europe	was	still	remote,	Otlet	imagined	
a	Cité	Mondiale	not	in	Europe	but	in	the	United	States	of	America.	It	
was	in	the	‘new	world’	that	Otlet	and	La	Fontaine	now	hoped	to	see	es-
tablished	the	‘world	seat’	with	the	help	of	benevolent	philanthropists	
such	as	Rockefeller243	FIG.140.

8.3.5.	 The New Atlantis of Jasinski and Delville

In	 October	 1941,	 Raphaël	 Deville	 (1894–1970)	 and	 Stanislas	 Jasinski	
(1901–1978)	gave	form	to	the	Cité	Mondiale	for	a	last	time	and	situat-
ed	their	design	again	on	the	left	bank	of	Antwerp	FIG.141.	Raphaël	Dev-
ille	was,	as	already	mentioned,	the	son	of	the	painter	Jean	Delville.	He	
had	interned	at	the	office	of	Victor	Horta	and	evolved,	in	his	architec-
tural	practice,	from	a	regionalist	art	deco	to	a	modernist	style.	Stanis-
las	Jasinski	had	interned	at	the	office	of	Victor	Horta	and	Henry	Van	
de	Velde.	He	is	especially	known	for	his	proposal,	inspired	by	the	Plan	
Voisin	of	Le	Corbusier,	to	raze	the	neighbourhood	around	the	stock	
market	in	Brussels	and	replace	it	with	a	series	of	cruciform	towers	for	
the	ministerial	administration.	During	the	Second	World	War,	when	
Jasinski	and	Delville	planned	the	Cité	Mondiale,	they	received,	like	
most	architects,	very	few	commissions.244	Jasinski	occupied	himself	
more	with	theoretical	speculations	about	urbanism,	and,	as	he	wrote	
to	Otlet,	his	design	for	the	Cité	Mondiale	should	be	understood	as	an	
exercise	in	the	creation	of	an	‘exemplary	and	model	city’.245

Like	Le	Corbusier	and	their	Belgian	modernist	friends	in	their	plans	
of	 1933,	 Jasinski	 and	 Delville	 envisioned	 a	 new	 city	 on	 the	 left	 bank	
which	elevated	itself	to	the	rank	of	a	World	City	through	a	programme	
of	 international	 institutions	 FIG.142.	Again	they	connected	the	 local	 to	
the	global	and	hence	the	universal,	but	their	plan,	as	Jasinski	wrote	to	
Otlet,	highlighted	the	 ‘intelligible’	character	of	the	City	and	made	 ‘its	
symbolic	signification	intelligible’.xlviii	‘The	dominant	sign	of	the	urban	
development	of	the	Cité	Mondiale	 is	 the	symbol	of	the	cross	+	 (sym-
bol)’,	Jasinski	explained,	‘constituted	by	the	intersection	of	a	radial	road	
which	has	the	Mondaneum	at	its	centre,	and	a	concentric	road	which	

243	 Paul	Otlet,	‘Le	transfert	du	Mundaneum	en	Amérique	et	l’établissement	d’un	foyer	
mondial	dans	le	nouveau	monde’,	in:	Unknown	(1939.04.05).	MDN,	AFF.

244	 Serge	Goyens	de	Heusch,	Stanislas Jasinski. Architecte 1901–1978. Exposition Galerie 
Claude Jongen, Brussel van 15.11 tot 15.12.1979	(Bruxelles,	1979).

245	 Stanislas	Jasinski,	Letter to Paul Otlet	(1941.01.01).	MDN,	CM	8.	MDN,	CM,	box	8	Cor-
respondance	Architectes,	Folder	Jasinski.



695La Cité Mondiale

links	up	with	the	exit	of	the	new	tunnel	under	the	Scheldt’.xlix	These	two	
intersecting	axes	‘organize	the	secondary	urbanization	of	the	city’	as	if	
they	were	‘the	“vertebrates”	of	the	organism’.	A	‘malleable	coincidence’	
of	 buildings	 with	 commercial	 and	 industrial	 functions	 was	 affixed	 to	
the	 skeleton.	 Delville	 and	 Jasinski	 based	 this	 cruciform	 structure	 on	
the	schema	of	the	Cité	Mondiale	that	Otlet	had	sent	to	participants	of	
the	competition	of	the	left	bank	in	1933	FIG.143.	In	that	schema,	the	lon-
gitudinal	axis	assembled	the	pavilions	of	the	Nations,	while	the	trans-
verse	axis	assembled	the	international	organizations	and	associations.	

FIG. 141 R. Delville and S. Jasinski, City of the Mundaneum in Anvers after Professor Paul Otlet (1941)
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Delville	and	Jasinski	gave	a	different	interpretation	to	those	two	axes.	
The	longitudinal	radial	axis,	also	referred	to	as	the	‘heliothermic’	axis,	
linked	the	more	local	residential	and	industrial	functions	at	the	side	of	
the	station	to	the	international	functions	at	the	side	of	the	Mondane-
um	FIG.144.	A	‘heliothermic’	axis	normally	indicates	the	best	orientation	
for	buildings	to	have	an	optimal	insulation,	but	in	this	case	the	axis	also	
symbolized	a	progression	towards	‘enlightenment’	in	the	Mondaneum	
FIG.145.	The	curved	(or	concentric)	transverse	axis	organized	the	interna-
tional	functions,	located	in	a	series	of	twelve	elongated	towers:	six	for	
the	International	Organizations	at	one	side,	and	six	for	the	continents	
at	the	other	side.	Parallel	to	these	towers,	again	along	the	(concentric)	
transverse	axis,	a	quasi	continuous	string	of	buildings	united	several	in-
ternational	institutes	devoted	to	science,	culture	and	documentation.

The	Mondaneum,	symbolically	positioned	at	 the	end	of	 the	 ‘helio-
thermic	axis’,	looked	like	an	inversion	of	Le	Corbusier’s	World	Muse-
um	FIG.146.	It	had	the	shape	of	a	reversed	‘cone’,	formed	by	a	spiral	that	
grew	from	the	ground	up	to	a	size	of	116	metres	across	and	36	metres	
high.	Consequently,	the	columns	were	not	positioned	as	in	Le	Corbus-
ier’s	World	Museum	on	the	inside	of	the	pyramid,	but	on	the	outside.	
The	building	was	supported	by	thirty	posts	at	the	perimeter	and	by	a	
second	series	of	columns	in	the	middle.	Taking	up	the	spiritual	symbol-
ism	in	the	design	of	Le	Corbusier	and	Heymans,	the	spiral	functioned,	
according	to	Jasinski,	as	a	‘symbol	of	the	progressive	movement’	of	ci-
vilisation	(art,	science,	and	religion),	before	and	after	the	birth	of	Christ.	
The	circulation	in	the	helix	forced	the	visitors	to	mount	along	the	spi-
ral	in	the	sense	of	the	‘development	of	civilisation’,	and	once	they	had	
reached	the	top,	they	were	brought	down	again	by	escalators	along	the	

FIG. 142 R. Delville and S. Jasinski, Development of the Left Bank of Antwerp into an Interna-
tional City (Mundaneum) (1941)



oblique	columns,	and	elevators	in	the	interior	of	the	vertical	columns.	
At	an	indeterminate	moment	in	the	future,	a	new	series	of	higher	col-
umns	could	be	added	to	extend	the	spiral.	‘This	seems	to	us,	after	care-
ful	thought’,	Jasinki	concluded,	‘the	ideal	form	that	corresponds	sculp-
turally	to	the	organic	functions	of	the	Mundaneum’.l

FIG. 143 Paul Otlet, Schematic Plan of the Cité Mondiale (1932)

FIG. 144 R. Delville and S. Jasinski, Sketch of the 
radial or heliothermic axis, looking toward the 
Mundaneum (1941)

FIG. 145 R. Delville and S. Jasinski, Sketches of the trans-
verse or concentric axis (1941)



8.3.6.	 Resurrections of the Cité Mondiale. The UN Headquarters in New 
York (1947) and the Palace of International Cooperation at Expo 58

Although	it	seemed	that	by	Otlet’s	death	in	1944	the	Cité	Mondiale	
had	become	a	design	exercise	that	was	of	interest	only	for	the	initiate	
‘Amis	du	Palais	Mondial’,	as	the	plan	of	P.	Platounoff	illustrates,	the	
plans	of	the	Cité	Mondiale	resurfaced	in	the	post-war	era	on	some	oc-
casions	FIG.147.	Otlet’s	idea	of	the	Cité	Mondiale	was	brought	up	again	
for	the	first	time	by	Le	Corbusier	in	relation	to	the	construction	of	the	
United	Nations	Headquarters	on	the	site	along	the	East	River	on	Man-
hattan	Island	in	New	York.	The	United	Nations	(UN),	which	had	been	
founded	after	the	Second	World	War	as	the	successor	to	the	League	
of	Nations,	had	appointed	Le	Corbusier	as	one	of	the	ten	members	of	
the	Board	of	Design	Consultants	for	their	headquarters,	directed	by	
chief	architect	Wallace	K.	Harrison	(United	States).	In	1947,	Le	Cor-
busier	had	published	his	reflections	on	the	creation	of	the	UN	Head-
quarters	as	a	member	of	this	commission.	The	whole	event	had	a	déjà	
vu	effect	on	Le	Corbusier,	who	had	participated	in	the	contest	for	the	
palace	of	the	League	of	Nations	in	Geneva	in	1927.	He	observed	that	
‘[The]	United	Nations	thought	rises	to	quite	another	level	as	soon	as	
we	regard	it	as	the	potential	of	the	modern	world.	Spirit	must	prevail.	

FIG. 146 R. Delville and S. Jasinski, Sketch of the Mondaneum on 
the left bank in Antwerp (1941)
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The	 spirit	 of	 sites	 and	 premises,	 purifying	 element	 of	 architecture	
and	urbanism’.246	As	in	the	design	of	the	Mundaneum,	Le	Corbusier	
went	back	again	to	the	roots,	the	 ‘spirit’	of	internationalism.	His	re-
flections	started	from	the	vision	of	a	World	City	that	he	had	elabo-
rated	in	Geneva.	Therefore,	he	proposed	to	include	in	New	York	not	
only	international	political	institutions	but	also	cultural	institutions	
and	residences	for	administrators	and	diplomats.	And	he	continued,

At	this	point	it	is	opportune	to	speak	of	the	legacy	of	Paul	Otlet.	This	
Belgian,	who	during	fifty	years	was	the	proponent	of	‘Mondialisme’,	de-
voted	to	it	his	fortune,	his	life	and,	above	all,	an	untiring	passion.	He	was	
derided,	blamed,	opposed,	sneered	at.	[…]	He	submitted	plans	for	a	‘Cité	
Mondiale’	on	the	hills	of	Grand	Saconney	[in	Geneva	in	1928].	In	1933,	
he	pursued	the	task	in	Antwerp,	at	the	time	of	the	planning	of	a	new	
city	on	the	left	bank	of	the	Scheldt.	I	helped	him	in	this	work	both	as	
an	architect	and	as	an	urbanist/city	planner.	I	undertook	extensive	stud-
ies	for	him.	Is	it	possible	that	the	work	of	such	a	forerunner	might	be	
wasted?	Of	this	heritage,	the	United	Nations	may	well	take	into	consid-
eration	the	World	Museum,	rather	poorly	named	 ‘Mundaneum’,	with	
its	annex	the	temporary	exhibit,	the	building	of	International	Associa-

246	 Le	Corbusier,	UN Headquarters	(New	York:	Reinhold	Publishing,	1947),	35.

FIG. 147 P. Platounnoff , Pilot study of the development of the Cité Mondiale on the left bank of 
Antwerp (1944.11.29)
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tions,	the	world	library,	the	world	law	faculty	and	lastly,	the	‘URB’;	that	
is,	a	continuously	renewed	exhibit	of	applied	urbanism,	kept	up	to	date	
by	each	nation—the	social	regulator	par	excellence.247

Although	Le	Corbusier	reminded	of	Otlet’s	 legacy,	he	noted	that	the	
UN	Headquarters	should	be	wary	of	the	dangers	of	the	inter-war	dream	
of	a	‘world	capital’;	of	an	excessive	centralization	of	all	functions	in	one	
city.	 He	 distinguished	 the	 term	 ‘headquarters’	 from	 the	 term	 ‘world	
capital’.	The	expression	‘headquarters’	is,	according	to	Le	Corbusier,	an	
‘operation	zone’	which	evokes	the	insight	that	‘Everything	is	mortal	be-
ginning	with	leagues,	confederations,	unions’,	referring,	as	such,	to	the	
collapse	of	the	League	of	Nations	during	the	1930s.248	The	expression	
‘world	capital’,	similarly,	is	a	‘source	of	error’,	‘a	vision	of	a	capital	bur-
dened	at	the	outset	by	the	construction	of	a	palace	necessarily	pomp-
ous	and	“capable	of	expressing	for	future	centuries	the	majesty	of	the	

247	 Ibid.,	35.
248	 Ibid.,	2.

FIG. 148 Paul Otlet, Where should the Cité Mondiale be established? (n.d.)
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FIG. 149, 150 Stanislas Jasinski, Plan and section for the ‘Exposition Internationale Bruxelles 58’  (1954)



institution”	(League	of	Nations,	Geneva,	1927).’249	Although	‘one	man-
ages	well	only	what	one	controls’,	Le	Corbusier	remarked,	‘There	is	one	
tendency,	that	of	the	weak:	you	centralize	everything,	put	everything	
in	 the	same	basket.	Thus	you	simplify,	annihilate,	dry	out,	drain	 the	
substance,	paralyze’.250	But	it	seemed	that	the	Cité	Mondiale,	by	chang-
ing	its	location	so	many	times	during	Otlet’s	lifetime,	was	unconscious-
ly	conscious	of	that	contradiction.	Its	role	as	the	World	Capital	of	all	
the	nations	and	peoples	of	the	world	was	each	time	exemplified	anew	
on	a	new	location.	In	The Radiant City,	Le	Corbusier	aptly	described	this	
ambiguous	character	of	the	Cité	Mondiale:	‘Like	a	Wandering	Jew,	this	
World	City	seeks	a	home’251	FIG.148.

A	second	moment	when	Otlet’s	conception	of	the	Mundaneum	and	
the	 Cité	 Mondiale	 resurfaced,	 was	 ten	 years	 after	 his	 death,	 in	 No-
vember	1954,	when	Jasinski	worked	out	in	detail	the	floor	plan	and	
the	sections	of	his	1941	design	of	the	Mondaneum	in	the	prospectus	
for	the	Universal	Exhibition	in	Brussels	 in	1958	FIG.149, 150.	He	com-
pleted	 several	 sketches	 which	 show	 how	 the	 spiral	 hovers	 over	 the	
circular	hall	and	how	a	terrestrial	globe	is	positioned	in	the	middle	of	
the	construction	FIG.151, 152.	Jasinski	sent	these	drawings	to	the	com-
mission	of	Expo	58	as	a	proposal	for	the	Palace	of	International	Coop-
eration,	which	was	eventually	designed	by	the	Belgian	architect	Hugo	
Van	Kuyck.252	The	Palace	of	International	Cooperation	was	originally	
conceived	by	the	organizers	of	Expo	58	as	the	centre	of	a	series	of	pa-
vilions	for	supranational	organizations.	It	would	inform	on	the	prin-
cipal	problems	of	 international	co-operation	and	show	the	interde-
pendence	and	solidarity	between	individuals	and	peoples.253

249	 Ibid.,	2.
250	 Ibid.,	23.
251	 Corbusier,	The Radiant City,	263.
252	 See	the	chapter	‘5.2.	Packaging	the	Message	of	Expo	58:	The	Theme	and	the	Promo-

tion	of	the	Fair’,	in:	Rika	Devos,	Modern at Expo 58: Discussions on Post-War Architec-
tural Representation,	PhD	diss.,	Architecture	and	Urbansim	(Ghent:	Ghent	Univer-
sity,	2008).

FIG. 151 Stanislas Jasinski, Exposition Internationale Bruxelles 1958. Sketch of the Mondaneum (1954.11.10)
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Again	it	was	Le	Corbusier,	who	along	with	Jasinski,	thought	that	the	
work	of	Otlet	should	be	remembered	in	this	pavilion.254	Le	Corbusier,	
who	built	the	Philips	Pavilion	at	the	world’s	fair,	wrote	the	Commis-
sioner	General	to	ask	why	they	did	not	pay	tribute	to	Otlet.255	He	told	
them	that	he	had	read	that	a	‘Palace	of	Mundial	Cooperation’	would	
be	built	and	that	the	pavilion	would	give	a	place	to	the	international	
organizations	 which	 ‘contribute	 above	 all	 to	 the	 spiritual	 elevation	
of	mankind’.	Although	he	knew	‘that	Otlet	was	not	well	understood	
within	 his	 own	 country’,	 he	 thought	 that	 the	 documents	 related	 to	
the	Mondaneum	manifest	‘a	truly	prophetic	form	of	the	institution	
of	 the	United	Nations’.li	Furthermore,	he	reminded	of	 the	diorama	
of	the	Cité	Mondiale	that	had	been	exhibited	in	Geneva	‘during	the	
famous	assembly	of	the	League	of	Nations	when	Briand	delivered	his	
great	speech	about	the	“United	States	of	Europe”’.lii

8.4.	 Conclusion

Otlet’s	 Cité	 Mondiale	 was	 a	 utopia	 in	 the	 sense	 that	 it	 exemplified	
a	model	of	a	new	social	order,	in	the	same	way	as	Francis	Bacon	had	
made	concrete	his	vision	of	a	new	State	in	New Atlantis.	Francis	Bacon	
was,	according	to	Otlet,	a	man	‘Upset	by	humanity’s	waste	of	intellec-
tual	effort’;	a	man	who	‘had	dreamt	of	assembling	entire	phalanxes,	
of	coordinating	all	work	in	one	direction’.liii	Bacon’s	New Atlantis	at	
the	same	modelled	a	new	form	of	social	organization	and	portrayed	a	
particular	setting.	Otlet	especially	admired	how	Bacon	had	described	
the	 architecture	 of	 the	 House	 of	 Salomon,	 located	 on	 the	 island	 of	
Bensalem,	as:

an	Academy	with	observatory	 towers,	deep	artificial	caves	of	artificial	
springs	for	experiments,	surface	water	with	rocks,	deep	pools	and	wa-
terfalls,	gardens	and	enclosures	where	all	sorts	of	plants	and	animals	can	
be	raised,	buildings	for	making	all	sorts	of	food,	drink	and	medicines,	
establishments	for	experiments	in	optics,	acoustics,	taste	and	smell,	all	
sorts	of	extraordinarily	powerful	machines.	His	House	of	Solomon	was	
in	reality	an	extraordinary	locality	which	exerted	a	profound	effect	in	
his	day	and	subsequently.liv

The	imagination	and	prefiguration	of	a	social	order	in	the	form	of	an	
urban	 vision	 was,	 according	 to	 Otlet,	 the	 ‘domain	 par	 excellence	 of	
hypothesis,	of	creation,	of	utopia’.lv

253	 Ibid.
254	 Jasinski	knew	Le	Corbusier	and	had	met	him	in	Paris,	but	there	is	no	evidence	so	

far	that	Le	Corbusier	wrote	the	letter	in	support	of	Jasinski’s	plans.
255	 Le	Corbusier,	Letter to the Commissioner General of the World Exhibition in Brussels of 

1958	(1957.10.03).	FLC	E2	11	358.
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It	is	remarkable	that	all	of	these	imaginary	States	have	been	described	
by	men	fully	cognizant	of	the	evils	of	their	times	and	that	these	authors	
were	 committed	 to	 the	 value	 of	 predicting	 and	 modelling	 the	 social	
forms	that	they	described.	It	is	also	remarkable	that	in	these	intellectual	
creations	they	should	be	committed	to	the	ideal	construction	of	cities	
assuming	a	material	 form	and	endowing	 imaginary	social	 institutions	
with	a	mantle	of	stone.lvi

Otlet’s	 dual	 characterisation	 of	 utopias	 as	 a	 model	 given	 physical	
form	 as	 a	 particular	 city,	 is	 reminiscent	 of	 Françoise	 Choay’s	 de-
scription	of	Thomas	More’s	Utopia.	Choay	recognizes	two	figures	in	
the	Utopia	of	More:	that	of	a	spatial	model	and	that	of	a	portrait	of	
a	place.	More’s	Utopia	is,	according	to	Choay,	at	the	same	time	the	
portrait	or	depiction	of	the	unique	characteristics	of	the	island	‘Uto-
pia’	and	 the	description	of	 ‘Utopia’	as	a	model	that	makes	abstrac-
tion	 of	 the	 portrait	 and	 only	 retains	 its	 prototype,	 its	 ‘delocalised	
and	reproducible	characteristics’	of	order.256

Unlike	the	Utopia	of	More	or	the	New	Atlantis	of	Bacon,	however,	
the	 Cité	 Mondiale	 was	 not	 located	 on	 some	 fictional	 island	 in	 the	
Ocean	but	next	to	particular	cities	in	particular	nations.	Despite	this	

FIG. 153 Paul Otlet, La Cité Mondiale. Culmination of the natural and great historic movements 
(n.d.)
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non	 negligible	 datum,	 however,	 the	 visual	 appearance	 of	 the	 Cité	
Mondiale	remains	determined	by	the	same	two-faced	figure	of	uto-
pia.	On	the	one	hand	the	Cité	Mondiale	is	a	‘model	city’	or,	as	Otlet	
called	it,	a	 ‘Cité	Modèle’.	Like	the	garden	city	of	Ebenezer	Howard	
or	the	Radiant	City	of	Le	Corbusier,	the	Cité	Mondiale	was	meant	to	
be	a	‘model	city’;	not	a	model	of	a	residential	city	but	of	a	political	
World	City.	On	the	other	hand,	the	Cité	Mondiale	was	a	particular	
portrait	of	the	Cité	Mondiale	as	Cité	Mondiale	(in	Brussels,	Geneva,	
Antwerp,	etc.).	In	the	same	way	as	a	portrait	of	the	king	can	only	por-
tray	‘the’	king	for	the	umpteenth	time	as	king,	the	Cité	Mondiale	is	
a	series	of	portraits	of	‘the’	Centre	of	the	World	on	a	particular	loca-
tion	at	a	particular	moment.

By	modelling	and	portraying	the	World	Centre	as	a	world	centre,	
the	designs	express	the	World	Centre	as	an	‘example’	of	the	World	
Centre.	An	example	is,	as	Jacques	Derrida	noted,	at	once	‘an	undis-
tinguished	sample	and	a	teleological	model’.257	The	example	appears	
at	the	same	time	as	a	unique	example	(or	portrayal)	of	the	general	
model	and	as	a	model	that	serves	as	an	example	to	others.	All	 the	
designs	of	the	Cité	Mondiale	express	this	dual	logic	of	exemplarity:	
they	 express	 a	 universalist	 aspiration	 to	 be	 the	 World	 Centre,	 but	
they	can	only	do	so	by	inscribing	that	role	of	the	World	Centre	in	a	
particular	city	with	a	particular	architectural	design	at	a	particular	
location.

All	the	different	designs	of	the	Cité	Mondiale	that	we	have	discussed	
express	the	idea	of	the Centre.	What	comes	to	the	fore	in	this	study	
is	that	the	exemplary	role	of	centrality	is	claimed	each	time	opportu-
nistically	in	the	name	of	some	universal	spirit	or	internationalist	ide-
als.	Otlet	claims	for	a	city	like	Brussels,	Geneva,	or	Antwerp	the	role	
of	Centre	of	 the	World	because,	 through	the	 institutional	complex	
of	the	Cité	Mondiale,	it	then	is	assumed	to	have	a	privileged	access	to	
the	Universal	Spirit	or	the	high	Ideals	of	Internationalism.	The	Cité	
Mondiale	stands	for	the	institutional	incorporation	of	international-
ist	idealism;	the	ideal	city	where	Humanity	becomes	conscious	of	its	
own	 Thought	 FIG.153.	 As	 if	 the	 Cité	 Mondiale	 was	 a	 late	 descendant	
of	 Hegel’s	 view	 of	 the	 collective	 human	 spirit	 that	 actualizes	 itself	
through	 gradual	 self-comprehension,	 the	 Cité	 Mondiale	 embodies	
the	relationship	between	spirit	and	humanity,	between	thought	and	
life	itself.258	As	Otlet	observed:

256	 Françoise	Choay,	La règle et le modèle: sur la théorie de l’architecture et de l’urbanisme	
(Paris:	Éditions	du	Seuil,	1980),	165.	Françoise	Choay,	L’Urbanisme. Utopies et réalités. 
Une anthologie	(Paris:	Éditions	du	Seuil,	1965),	15–16.

257	 Jacques	Derrida,	Edmund Husserl’s ‘Origin of Geometry’: An Introduction	(Stony	Brook,	
N.Y.:	Nicholas	Hays,	1978),	250.

258	 Jürgen	Habermas,	The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity	(Cambridge,	Mass.:	MIT	
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Science,	 machine,	 art,	 literature	 have,	 in	 addition	 to	 their	 individu-
al	 and	 concrete	 forms,	 an	 element	 in	 common	 that	 they	 must	 push	
ahead:	 an	 element	 which	 is	 the	 very	 notion	 of	 Thought	 itself	 which	
identifies	and	opposes	itself	to	the	life	of	the	world	itself.	Thus,	all	in-
tellects	 are	 contributing	 to	 a	 great	 work:	 of	 which,	 from	 a	 historical	
perspective,	our	age	can	take	full	cognizance,	with	the	result	that	we	
must	organize	for	this	wonderful	creation	cooperation	among	all	divi-
sions	and	even	to	a	global	level.lvii

The	 accumulation	 and	 epitomization	 of	 that	 transcendental	 and	
supranational	 substance,	 called	 ‘spirit’,	 ‘culture’,	 or	 ‘intellect’,	 in	 the	
Mundaneum,	provides	the	basis	for	the	Cité	Mondiale	to	claim	that	
it	is	superior	to	or	ahead	of	all	other	cities	FIG.154.	Spirit	is,	according	
to	Derrida,	what	‘comes	before	and	in front,	what	anticipates	and	ques-
tions	before	all	else’.259	By	claiming	to	possess	the	spirit	of	the	world,	
the	 Cité	 Mondiale	 sets	 itself	 the	 mission	 to	 become	 the	 advanced	
point	 of	 memory	 and	 decision-making.	 Or,	 rephrased,	 in	 the	 name	
of	Universalism	(especially	the	idea	of	the	universality	of	science	and	
morality),	the	Cité	Mondiale	authorizes	itself	to	civilize	the	world,	to	
position	itself	before	or	in	front	of	all	other	cities,	and	to	take	up	the	
leadership	in	awakening	the	nations	and	peoples	of	the	world.

Press,	1987),	40.
259	 Jacques	Derrida,	Of Spirit: Heidegger and the Question	(Chicago/London:	The	Univer-

sity	of	Chicago	Press,	1989),	43.
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FIG. 154 Paul Otlet, The Mundaneum in the Cité Mondiale (1937.03.23)
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i.	 ‘[…]	l’espèce	humaine	s’est	engagée	dans	
une	immense	aventure	…	Aventure	dont	
elle	ignore	le	but,	dont	elle	ignore	le	terme,	
et	même,	dont	elle	croit	ignorer	les	limites.	
Elle	s’est	engagée	dans	une	aventure,	et	
ce	que	j’appelle	l’esprit	lui	en	a	fourni	à	la	
fois	la	direction	instantanée,	l’aiguillon,	la	
pointe,	la	poussée,	l’impulsion,	comme	il	
lui	a	fourni	les	prétextes	et	toutes	les	illu-
sions	qu’il	faut	pour	l’action’.	Paul	Valéry,	
Regards sur le monde actuel & autres essais	
([S.l.]:	Gallimard,	1945),	209.

ii.	 ‘[…]	c’est	à	elle	en	effet	qu’il	incombe	d’ap-
porter	quelque	corrélation	dans	les	efforts	
et	les	institutions	jusqu’à	présent	indépen-
dantes	les	unes	des	autres,	de	déterminer	
quelles	sont	celles	qui	doivent	collaborer	
plus	directement	les	unes	avec	les	autres	et	
d’élaborer	une	Organisation	qui	puisse	leur	
servir	d’organe	centralisateur	ou	les	com-
prendre	toutes,	en	reconnaissant	cependant	
à	chacune	un	domaine	propre’.	Paul	Reinsch	
in:	The North-American Review	(1911).	Pieter	
Hendrik	Eijkman,	L’Internationalisme Scien-
tifique	(Sciences Pures et Lettres)	(La	Haye:	
Bureau	Préliminaire	de	la	Fondation	pour	
l’Internationalisme,	1911),	104.

iii.	 ‘La	Cité	mondiale	se	définit	par:	1°	la	Cité	
modèle,	qui	réalise	les	standards	inter-
nationaux	les	plus	élevés;	2°	le	centre	de	
coopération	appelant	aux	échanges	et	aux	
affaires	les	collectivités	et	les	individus	de	
partout;	3°	le	symbole	et	la	représentation	
visibles	de	l’idée	d’Unité	et	d’Humanité,	les	
homes	s’associant	pour	réaliser	en	vastes	
réseaux	sur	la	terre	les	bienfaits	du	Travail	
en	commun,	d’une	Justice	fondée	sur	
l’équité	universelle,	d’une	Paix	apportant	
la	sérénité	et	la	contrainte	aux	efforts;	4°	le	
lieu	où	chaque	nation	aura	son	pavillon,	et	
chaque	groupe,	Association	internationale,	
sa	maison;	5°	le	terme	d’aboutissement	et	
le	point	de	liaison	des	mouvements	qui	ont	
abouti,	au	cours	des	âges,	aux	grandes	insti-
tutions	dans	la	vie	économique	:	les	sociétés	
devenues	les	Trusts,	la	Bourse,	la	Banque	
internationale;	dans	la	vie	sociale	:	les	ins-
tituts	auxiliaires	de	travailleurs	du	monde	
entier;	dans	la	vie	intellectuelle	:	les	organes	
de	quatre	grandes	formes	d’organisation	
traditionnelles	:	pour	l’enseignement,	
l’Université	mondiale;	pour	l’association,	le	
Foyer	des	Congrès	Internationaux;	pour	la	
documentation,	la	Bibliothèque	mon-
diale;	pour	la	vision	des	choses,	le	Musée	
mondial;	pour	les	sports,	les	installations	
permanentes	des	Jeux	Olympiques	et	des	
Fédérations	sportives’.	Paul	Otlet,	‘Sociolo-
gie	et	Urbanisme’,	in:	L’ Époque,	2.4	and	5	
(1934),	72–76	and	81–92	(88).

iv.	 ‘Ici	les	nouvelles	sont	peu	nombreuses.	
Eykman	et	Horrix	ont	passé	ici	plusieurs	
jours	en	tentatives	[voués?]	pour	récolter	
des	signatures.	Ils	ont	fait	le	siège	de	Solvay	
qui	les	a	renvoyés	à	Van	O	et	à	nous	deux.	
Horrix	a	essayé	de	me	rencontrer	mais	sans	
y	réussir.	Van	O	l’a	vu	et	l’a	confessé,	mais	
Masure	n’a	pu	causer	avec	lui	qu’un	instant	
et	ne	connaissait	pas	les	détails	de	l’entre-
vue’.	Henri	La	Fontaine,	Letter to Paul Otlet	
(1907.10.17)

v.	 ‘La	présence	solennelle	des	apôtres	de	la	
Paix	dans	notre	ville	est	un	événement	
auquel	nos	populations	se	sont	vivement	
intéressées.	J’en	prends	acte	et	je	dis	que	la	
première	pierre	du	Temple	de	la	Paix	a	été	
posée	à	Bruxelles	par	vous	!’	Louis	Frank,	La 
Paix et le District Fédéral du Monde. L’avenir 
de la Belgique au point de vue international	
(Paris:	Librarie	Larousse,	1910),	10.

vi.	 ‘À	cette	époque,	les	autres	nations	accep-
taient	le	choix	de	La	Haye	comme	siège	de	
la	Haute	Cour	en	le	considérant	comme	
le	corollaire	naturel	du	choix	de	La	Haye	
comme	siège	de	la	Conférence	de	la	Paix’.	
William	T.	Stead,	‘La	Haye.	La	Capitale	des	
États-Unis	du	Monde’,	in:	Courrier de la 
Conférence de la Paix,	50	(1907.08.11)

vii.	 ‘Il	est	pourtant	bon	de	se	rappeler	que	la	
création	d’un	centre	neutralisé	et	inter-
nationalisé,	ou	d’une	Cité	Mondiale,	était	
l’idée	centrale	de	presque	tous	les	projets	
des	rêveurs	des	siècles	passés	et	du	siècle	
présent	qui	ont	publié	des	projets	de	paix	
universelle.	Écartant	donc	pour	le	moment	
l’idée	de	la	cession	d’un	territoire	national	
au	contrôle	d’une	Conférence	Internatio-
nale,	il	faudrait	au	moins	signer	un	accord,	
sinon	une	Convention	positive,	garantis-
sant	à	la	Troisième	Conférence	la	certitude	
qu’elle	sera	bien	accueillie	à	La	Haye’.	
Stead,	‘La	Haye.	La	Capitale	des	États-Unis	
du	Monde’

viii.	 ‘L’enquête	entreprise	récemment	à	ce	sujet	
a	révélé	cette	situation	:	Des	109	institu-
tions	internationales	permanentes	qui	
existent	actuellement	dans	le	monde,	17	
n’ont	pas	de	siège	fixe,	42	sont	domiciliées	
en	Belgique,	15	en	Suisse	et	2	seulement	en	
Hollande’.	Paul	Otlet,	Une Ville Internatio-
nale,	L’Exposition de Bruxelles. Organe Offi-
ciel de l’Exposition Universelle 1910. Premier 
Volume	(Bruxelles:	Em.	Rossel,	1910),	12.

ix.	 ‘Ce	qui	certes	lui	est	nécessaire	ces	ont	
des	centres	actifs	d’internationalisme,	mis	
étroitement	en	connexion	les	uns	avec	
les	autres	et	coopérant	assidûment.	L’idée	
d’une	“Capitale”	évoque	celle	corrélative	
d’une	hégémonie	et	celle-ci	est	intolérable.	
Le	monde	ne	peut	vouloir	d’une	sorte	d’im-
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périalisme	de	plus	ajouté	à	tous	les	autres	
qui	ont	fait	leur	temps.	Un	examen	même	
superficiel	des	faites	permet	de	constater	
qu’il	existe	actuellement	plusieurs	centres	
d’internationalisme	très	actifs’.	Otlet,	Note 
sur le project ‘La Haye Capitale du Monde’,	4.

x.	 ‘Un	centre	commun,	unissant	toutes	
les	branches	des	sciences	théoriques	et	
appliquées,	ne	pourrait	que	favoriser	le	
progrès	de	chacune	en	particulier	et	per-
mettrait	aux	savants	de	tous	les	pays	de	se	
rencontrer	pour	mettre	en	harmonie	leurs	
travaux’.	Andersen	and	Hébrard,	Création 
d’un Centre Mondial de Communication,	46.

xi.	 ‘…	nous	avons	souvent	pensé	aux	matéria-
lisations	de	pierre	et	de	fer	qui	devraient	
quelque	jour	loger	les	organismes,	les	
collections	et	les	services	qui	sont	les	
parties	constitutives	de	la	vie	internationale	
[…]‘nous	avons	immédiatement	entrevu	des	
possibilités	diverses,	les	“ponts”	qui	doivent	
permettre	de	franchir	l’espace	qui	sépare	
l’idée	de	la	réalité’.	Paul	Otlet,	Letter to Hen-
drik Chrisian Andersen (1912.02.24)	MDN,	CM	
8,	Correspondence	H.C.	Andersen.

xii.	 ‘Je	m’imagine	la	nouvelle	Cité,	la	Civitas	
Maxima,	la	Cité	de	l’Homme	“comme	St.	
Augustin	a	imaginé	et,	décrit	la	Cité	de	
Dieu.”	Une	cité	qui	soit	d’abord	de	pur	idéal,	
une	cité	dont	toute	la	structure	matérielle	
ne	sera	peut-être	jamais	réalisée,	mais	
dont	le	plan	magnifique	pour	les	yeux	de	
l’esprit	comme	pour	ceux	du	corps,	agisse	
perpétuellement	sur	l’esprit,	la	volonté,	
l’imagination	et	le	cœur	de	l’homme,	enfin	
de	l’induire	en	ce	qu’il	doit	vouloir	et	ne	
pas	vouloir.	La	grandeur	et	la	beauté	des	
idées,	des	dessins,	des	structures,	des	buts	
entrevus	sont	des	forces	physiques	donc	
des	forces	sociales	sur	lesquelles	on	peut	
aussi	compter.	Obligés	de	vivre	avec	le	
présent	immédiat,	lourd	de	tout,	ceux	qui	
gouvernent	ne	peuvent	soucier	à	la	Cité,	
qu’il	faudrait	édifier.	Il	n’en	feront	donc	
jamais	les	plans’.	Paul	Otlet,	Letter to Hendrik 
Christian Andersen	(1917.08.04).	MDN,	CM	8,	
Correspondence	Architectes.	H.C.	Andersen.

xiii.	 ‘[…]	donner	un	point	de	ralliement	aux	
organismes	internationaux	et	doter	d’un	
centre	les	nombreuses	associations	qui,	
animées	toutes	des	mêmes	intentions,	ne	
peuvent,	faute	d’ensemble,	de	coopération,	
de	coordination,	accomplir	leur	tâche	avec	
toute	l’ampleur	désirée.	Le	Centre	Inter-
national,	que	vous	avez	rêvé	dans	sa	réali-
sation	architecturale,	nous	nous	le	sommes	
imaginé	dans	son	activité	fonctionnelle’.	Paul	
Otlet,	Letter to Hendrik Chrisian Andersen 
(1912.02.24)	MDN,	CM	8,	Correspondence	
H.C.	Andersen.

xiv.	 ‘L’Ecole	mondiale	[…]	sera,	comme	les	
Universités	dignes	de	ce	nom,	un	labora-
toire	gigantesque	où	se	créera	la	science	de	
demain	et	qui	apportera	sa	contribution	
au	Progrès’.	Cyriel	Van	Overbergh,	Ecole 
Mondiale. Rapport général sur les conclusions 
des sous-commissions, présenté à la Commis-
sion Plénière de l’Ecole Mondiale	(Bruxelles,	
1907),	99.

xv.	 ‘La	Société	des	Nations	aura	son	siège	dans	
une	capitale	internationale	dont	le	terri-
toire	sera	internationalisé’.	Otlet,	Consti-
tution mondiale de la Société des Nations. Le 
nouveau Droit des Gens,	195.

xvi.	 ‘Il	est	ordonné	à	M.	Paul	Otlet,	Directeur	de	
l’Institut	international	de	Bibliographie,	de	
se	rendre	dans	le	plus	bref	délai	à	Bruxelles	
pour	se	mettre	à	la	disposition	du	gouver-
nement’.	As	quoted	in:	Levie,	L’homme qui 
voulait classer le monde,	179.

xvii.	 ‘Nous	sommes,	en	effet,—les	documents	
que	nous	avons	cites	le	démontrent,	et	l’on	
ne	saurait	assez	le	répéter,—en	présence	
d’un	syncrétisme	humanitaire	tendant	
à	laïciser	l’idée	chrétienne,	à	faire	pour	
cela	de	la	S.D.N.	une	Église	contre	l’Église.	
Cette	Église	a	son	mysticisme	qui	est	
de	source	panthéiste,	sa	métaphysique	
empruntée	au	rationalisme;	elle	a	ses	
méthodes	pseudo-scientifiques,	sa	péda-
gogie	extraite	de	Rousseau	et	toute	frottée	
de	psychanalyse;	elle	a	enfin	sa	langue	
universelle,	son	latin:	l’espéranto’.	De	Rey-
nold,	‘La	Reconstruction	Intellectuelle,	les	
Catholiques	et	la	S.d.N’.,	627.

xviii.	 ‘Il	y	a	du	mysticisme	dans	ces	vœux,	le	
cinquième	surtout—un	mysticisme	ratio-
naliste:	la	déesse	Raison	dans	le	temple	de	
l’Humanité.	Car	c’est	bien	la	Religion	de	
l’Humanité	qu’on	voudrait	nous	imposer.	
Cette	religion	et	sa	liturgie	semblent	
tenir	à	cœur	aux	très	nombreux	adeptes	
qu’elle	compte	dans	les	associations	pour	
la	S.D.N’.	Ibid.

xix.	 ‘Nulle	part	elle	n’est	à	une	place	mieux	
indiquée	qu’au	Palais	mondial.	C’est	seu-
lement	par	des	représentations	symbo-
liques	que	nous	pouvons	extérioriser	les	
conceptions	et	les	idées	qui	sont	la	base	de	
l’institution,	et	vous	avez	su	admirablement	
les	respecter	dans	vos	compositions’.	Paul	
Otlet,	Letter to François Garas	(1926.01.29).	
MDN,	MDN	PO	31	UAI	Associations	Int.	
UAI	2006/20,	Garas.

xx.	 ‘Le	devoir	est	de	construire,	et	plus	large		
et	plus	haute,	dominant	l’injustice	et		
les	haines	des	nations,	l’enceinte	de	la	
ville	où	doivent	s’assembler	les	âmes	
fraternelles	et	libres	du	monde’.	Caption	
of	FIG.	56
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xxi.	 ‘avant	tout,	la	Cité	Mondiale	est	une	Idée.	
Et	de	même	que	dans	tout	organisme	et	
dans	l’être	qu’on	appelle	l’homme,	il	y	a	à	
considérer	la	matérialité	et	la	spiritualité,	à	
faire	emporter	le	spirituel	sur	le	maté-
riel,	de	même	la	grand	création	qu’il	est	
proposé	d’entreprendre,	doit	avoir	comme	
premier	fondement,	l’Idée’.	Otlet,	‘L’aspect	
spirituel	de	la	Cité	Internationale’,	19.

xxii.	 ‘[…]	des	voix	s’élèvent	pour	dire	que	le	
peuple	a	faim	non	seulement	de	pain	fait	
de	froment	mais	de	pain	intellectuel,	de	
beauté,	de	bonté,	une	faim	qui	au	total,	
peut	être	définie	comme	un	besoin	de	
spiritualité.	Cela	étant,	il	faut	que	dans	la	
Cité	internationale,	il	y	en	ait	une	repré-
sentation	permanente	de	cette	spiritua-
lité.	Peut-être	faudra-t-il	qu’il	y	ait	là	une	
représentation	de	la	synthèse	de	tous	ces	
éléments	et	par	suite	un	monument	et	une	
institution	consacrés	à	la	synthèse.	Et	cela	
aussi	n’est	pas	une	utopie’.	Ibid.,	34.

xxiii.	 ‘L’être	humain	n’a	que	ses	cinq	sens	qui,	
dans	l’immense	échelle	des	vibrations,	ne	
peuvent	percevoir	chacun	que	leur	petite	
octave’.	Ibid.,	33.

xxiv.	 ‘Le	monde	est	un	rideau.	Nous	sommes	
dans	la	salle	et	sur	la	scène	se	joue	la	pièce.	
Prenez	une	épingle;	faites	le	trou	dans	le	
rideau;	reculez-vous	à	six	mètres;	regardes	
par	ce	trou	d’épingle	ce	qui	se	passe	sur	la	
scène.	Ce	que	vous	verrez,	c’est	à	peu	près	
ce	qui	nous	connaissons	de	l’Univers’.	Ibid.,	
33.

xxv.	 ‘La	Ville	Internationale,	dont	le	plan	n’a	
pas	été	étudié	ici	pourrait	faire	pendant	
sur	cette	colline	de	la	rive	droite	à	la	Vieille	
Cité	sur	la	rive	gauche’.	Jean	Jacques	Dériaz,	
Letter to Paul Otlet and Henri La Fontaine 	
(1924.09.13).	MDN,	CM	8,	Correspondance	
Architectes,	Folder	J.J.	Dériaz.

xxvi.	 ‘Nous,	les	pionniers	de	la	Société	des	
Nations,	nous	en	avions	une	conception	
très	large.	Ce	devait	être	quelque	chose	
de	très	neuf,	de	très	puissant,	de	très	
séduisant.	“Une	page	de	l’Histoire	qu’on	
retourne”.	[…]	il	nous	faut	un	symbole	de	
cette	conception,	de	ce	sentiment,	de	cet	
intérêt	majeur.	La	voir	logée	dans	un	Palais	
selon	l’ancienne	formule,	c’est	du	coup,	et	
de	prime	impression,	la	classer	elle-même	
parmi	le	vieux	matériel’.	Paul	Otlet,	Letter 
to Horta	(1927.08.26).	MDN,	CM	8,	farde	
correspondence	Horta.

xxvii.	 ‘C’est	le	premier	essai.	De	Genève	m’ar-
rivent	des	nouvelles	que	nous	pourrions	
éventuellement	obtenir	l’usage	de	la	Villa	
Bartoloni.	C’est	la	villa	qu’avait	acquise	
la	Société	des	Nations,	après	démolition	
servir	de	terrain	à	son	Palais.	Comme	elle	

va	s’établir	dans	le	Parc	de	l’Ariana,	la	villa	
est	disponible	et	appartient	au	Canton	
de	Genève,	avec	le	quel	je	suis	en	termes	
amicaux’.	Paul	Otlet,	Letter to Patrick Geddes	
(1929.06.08).	National	Library	of	Scotland,	
Patrick	Geddes	Papers	Ms10631124.

xxviii.	 ‘La	Papauté	possède	maintenant	la	Cité	
Vaticane	pour	des	fins	spirituelles.	Il	la	
possède	avant	que	la	Société	des	Nations	
pour	de	larges	fins	temporelles,	n’ait	encore	
pu	organiser	la	Cité	mondiale’.	Paul	Otlet,	
Cité Mondiale. Geneva: World Civic Center: 
Mundaneum	(Bruxelles:	Palais	Mondial,	
1929),	24.

xxix.	 ‘Le	désir	est:	Qu’un	point	du	Globe,	l’image	
et	la	signification	totales	du	Monde	puissent	
être	perçues	et	comprises;—Que	ce	point	
devienne	un	lieu	sacré,	inspirateur	et	
coordinateur	de	grandes	idées,	de	nobles	
activités;—Qu’il	soit	formé	un	Trésor,	fait	
de	la	somme	des	œuvres	intellectuelles,	
apporté	comme	une	contribution	de	l’im-
mense	Epopée	et	de	l’Aventure	magnifique	
poursuivies	à	travers	les	âges	par	l’Humanité.	
Paul	Otlet	and	Le	Corbusier,	Mundaneum	
(Bruxelles:	Palais	Mondial,	1928),	42.

xxx.	 ‘Ainsi,	après	les	tentatives	d’ajustement	
pratique	du	B.I.T.	et	de	la	S.D.N.,	on	a	senti	
qu’il	faillait	remonter	à	la	source	:	on	est	
allé	à	ce	qui	domine	l’immense	équilibre	
du	monde,	à	l’idée	pure,	à	la	pensée	pure.	
Telle	est	la	conception	de	Paul	Otlet,	de	
Bruxelles,	le	magnifique	promoteur	de	
la	Cité	Mondiale.	Ainsi,	un	état	spirituel	
nouveau	en	appelle	à	l’architecture’.	Le	
Corbusier,	Précisions. Sun un état présent de 
l’architecture et de l’urbanisme	(Paris:	Édi-
tions	Vincent,	Fréal	&	Cie,	1960	[1930]),	218.

xxxi.	 ‘Les	bâtiments	projetés	sont	strictement	
utilitaires,	fonctionnels	avec	la	rigueur	d’une	
machine	:	tout	particulièrement	ce	«	Musée	
Mondial	»	en	hélicoïde,	si	violemment	
incriminé	(210),	et	la	bibliothèque	et	les	
salles	d’exposition,	et	l’Université	et	le	
bâtiment	des	Associations	internationales’.	
Ibid.,	219.

xxxii.	‘Il	entre	dans	cette	enceinte	cylindrique,	
lisse	et	muette	qu’il	avait	aperçue	d’en	
haut,	et	dedans,	il	trouve,	façonnées	dans	
la	Pierre	aux	époques	où	elles	surgirent,	
et	taillées	par	la	main	de	ceux	qui	les	ado-
rèrent,	les	figures	des	grands	initiés	en	qui	
l’humanité,	au	cours	de	sa	marche,	incarna	
toute	sa	puissance	mystique,	son	besoin	
d’élévation,	d’abnégation,	d’altruisme.	
Grands	et	indiscutables	moments	de	
l’histoire	humaine’.	Otlet	and	Corbusier,	
Mundaneum,	38–39.

xxxiii.	 ‘La	Spiritualité	(Sacrarium).—De	toutes	les	
philosophies,	de	toutes	les	religions	parti-
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culières	se	dégage	un	élément	en	commun.	
Celui	qu’on	retrouve	en	tout	homme	:	prin-
cipe	de	l’Éthique,	tendance	vers	l’idéal	de	
plus	en	plus	élevé,	expression	de	la	liaison	
suprême	du	moi	avec	l’Univers,	la	Totalité,	
l’Infini.	En	une	forme	très	délicate	et	très	
pure	devra	trouver	place	cette	spiritualité.	
Elle	travaille	pour	la	paix,	pour	l’huma-
nitarisme	universel,	pour	l’harmonie	des	
cultures	:	Au	cours	des	âges,	au	spectacle	
des	limitations	et	des	grandeurs,	elle	n’a	
cessé	de	clamer	«	Oremus,	Adoremus	»’.	
Otlet	and	Corbusier,	Mundaneum,	18.

xxxiv.	‘[La	Cité	Mondiale]	en	effet	est	l’un	des	
trois	centres	dont	cette	vie	a	besoin	actuel-
lement.	Elle	doit	être	consacrée	au	travail,	à	
la	coopération,	aux	affaires	dans	l’ordre	de	
la	vie	privée,	les	individus,	les	associations	
et	les	groupes—tandis	que	les	centres	de	
Genève	et	La	Haye	sont	consacrés	princi-
palement	à	la	vie	internationale	publique	
(la	Diplomatie,	l’Administration,	la	Justice)’.	
Otlet,	‘L’Urbaneum’,	122.

xxxv.	 ‘Il	y	a	environ	400	associations	internatio-
nales	poursuivant	le	progrès	systématique	
en	dehors	de	tout	esprit	de	lucre;	200	trusts	
internationaux	de	caractère	financier;	5	
grandes	religions	universelles’.	Paul	Otlet,	
‘La	Cité	Mondiale.	Demande	présentée	au	
gouvernement	et	au	parlement	de	Belgique	
au	sujet	de	la	Cité	Mondiale’,	in:	Publication 
de l’UAI,	138	(1931.05.08)

xxxvi.	‘Cosmométapolis	est	la	Cité	(polis)	postsupé-
rieure	(meta)	et	universelle	(cosmo),	s’élevant	
pour	son	objet	propre,	mais	pour	cela	seul,	
au-dessus	de	toutes	les	Cités	particulières.	
[…]	constituées	uniquement	par	l’adhésion	
des	individus	et	groupements	du	monde	
entier	qui	[…]	reconnaissent	la	validité	des	
droits individuels suprêmes	et	des	méthodes	
de	revendication	de	ces	droits’.	Relgis,	
Cosmométapolis,	35–36.

xxxvii.	 ‘Il	faut	fortifier	les	villes	à	mon	avis.	Les	
villes	sont	des	réalités	qui	ont	une	vie	plus	
durable	que	les	Etats.	Que	de	tribulations	
une	Rome,	une	Constantinople,	une	Craco-
vie,	un	Avers	!	[…]	Les	villes	qui	contiennent	
80	millions	sur	les	350	millions	des	habi-
tants	de	l’Europe	pourraient	bien	avoir	à	
chercher	à	se	protéger	contre	la	guerre	des	
gaz	alors	que	les	Etats,	les	abandonnent	
pour	suivre	leur	politique.	L’esprit	civique	
doit	contrebalancer	l’esprit	national’.	Paul	
Otlet,	Letter to H.L. Follin	(1931.02.19).	MDN,	
Papiers	personels	Paul	Otlet,	Correspon-
dance	H.L.	Follin	+/-	1935.

xxxviii.	 ‘Mais	il	faudra	toujours	organiser	
ceux-ci,	car	la	spontanéité	ne	réalise	pas	
l’organisation	rationnelle.	Le	trust	égoïste	
triomphera	nécessairement	après	peu	de	

temps.	Il	faut	le	diriger,	le	coordonner,	le	
lier	à	un	Plan	Mondial	qui	joue	vis-à-vis	
de	l’ensemble	le	rôle	de	ce	qu’en	appe-
lait	jusque	récemment	“l’ordre	public”,	
the	structure’.	Otlet,	Letter to H.L. Follin	
(1931.02.19).	MDN,	Mundapaix,	Folder	
23–214	Mundapaix,	Correspondence	H.L.	
Follin	+/-1935.

xxxix.	 ‘Organiser	les	deux	milliards	de	produc-
teurs-consommateurs	et	les	organiser	
rationnellement	!!!	Voilà	où	je	vois	appa-
raître	la	“mégalomanie	constructive”	!	
“La	spontanéité,	dites-vous,	ne	réalise	pas	
l’organisation	rationnelle”.	Mais	qui	orga-
nisera	cette	rationalisation	systématique,	
sinon	la	spontanéité	du	ou	des	quelques	
cerveaux	rationnalisateurs?’	H.L.	Follin,	
Note en réponse au paragraphe II, 3e de la 
lettre d’Otlet du 19 février 1931	(1931).	MDN,	
Mundapaix,	Folder	23–214	Mundapaix,	
Correspondence	H.L.	Follin	+/-1935.

xl.	 ‘[…]	cette	“Cité	Mondiale”	doit	être	“le	lieu	
central	de	l’universalisme,	comme	Cosmo-
métapolis	doit	en	être	le	lien	fondamen-
tal”‘.	Relgis,	Cosmométapolis,	111.

xli.	 ‘Cosmometapolis	sera	le	lien	garantissant	
le	minimum	d’individualisme	par	quoi	
la	solidarité	universaliste	des	individus	
et	de	leurs	groupements	traditionnels	ou	
spontanés	opposera	la	nécessaire	mystique	
libertaire	et	responsabilitaire	humaine	aux	
diverses	mystiques	autoritaires	et	tutélaires	
gouvernementales	qui	mènent	le	monde	à	
la	ruine	en	se	le	disputant—comme	la	Cité	
Mondiale	en	sera	le	lieu	et	le	Mundaneum	
la	représentation’.	H.L.	Follin,	Letter to M. 
De Lausnay, Président de l’Union des Importa-
teurs, exportateurs et expéditeurs	(1934.04.09).	
MDN,	CM	6,	Note	n°	7406.

xlii.	 ‘Mon	cher	ami,	Je	reviens	sur	la	question	
d’Anvers,	il	y	a	des	possibilités	très	intéres-
sants	comme	vous	avez	pu	le	voir	par	les	
documents	envoyés.	Le	concours	est	ouvert	
pour	l’aménagement	de	1000	hectares	
de	terrains	à	la	Tête	de	Flandre	en	face	
d’Anvers,	terrains	absolument	vides	actuel-
lement’.	Paul	Otlet,	Letter to Le Corbusier	
(1932.10.25).	MDN,	CM	8	Correspondance	
Architecte,	file	Le	Corbusier,	doc	n°	3438.

xliii.	 ‘En	vérité,	l’IMALSO	se	berçait	de	la	douce	
illusion	qu’une	ville	s’	«	invente	»,	et	qu’un	
plan	d’urbanisation	se	crée	comme	une	
toile	à	accrocher	au	mur’.	Maurice	Hey-
mans,	‘Reflections	sur	le	concours	du	Mont	
des	Arts’,	in:	Époque,	5.1	(1938),	7.

xliv.	 ‘Gezien	de	ontoereikendheid	der	tunnels	
is,	in	de	huidige	omstandigheden,	slechts	
één	oplossing	mogelijk:	te	weten	een	
onafhankelijke	stad	scheppen	en	er	een	
bestaansreden	voor	zoeken.	Die	is	te	
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vinden	in	een	Mundaneum	b.v.;	ofwel	in	
het	schappen	van	een	industriehinterland’.	
Maurice	Heymans,	‘Antwerpen	Linkeroe-
ver’,	in:	Opbouwen,	3.17	(1933),	284–285	(285).

xlv.	 ‘Ainsi,	l’URBANISME	EST	UN	OUTIL	
RESULTANT	DE	L’ACTIVITE	QU4UNE	
SOCIETE	DPLOIE	POUR	PARVENIR	A	SES	
FINS.	Il	est	l’expression	de	l’organisation	
et	des	possibilités	d’une	collectivité’.	Hey-
mans,	‘Urbanisme?’,	62.

xlvi.	 ‘Ce	spécialiste,	de	nos	jours,	devient	un	
centre	directeur,	jugeant	et	répartissant,	
veillant	à	ce	que	les	divers	concours	appor-
tés	à	une	œuvre	se	fusionnent	harmonieuse-
ment	et	se	suppléent	sans	se	nuire’.	Ibid.,	68.

xlvii.	 ‘Symbolisme	aide	le	compréhension,	par	
visualisation,	frappe	l’esprit,	y	laisse	des	
images	(trucs)	propices	à	leur	conser-
vation	(mémoire)’.	M.C.	Heymans,	Note	
(1943.12.01).	MDN,	CM	8,	Correspondance	
Architectes,	folder	Heymans.

xlviii.	‘Nous	nous	attachons	à	dégager	de	prime	
abord	le	caractère	immédiatement—clai-
rement	“intelligible”	de	la	Cité—de	rendre	
“saisissante”	sa	signification	symbolique’.	
Stanislas	Jasinski,	Letter to Paul Otlet	
(1941.01.01).	MDN,	CM	8	Correspondance	
Architectes,	Folder	Jasinski.

xlix.	 ‘Le	signe	dominant	de	l’urbanisation	de	la	
cite	mondiale	est	une	croix	+	(symbole),	
constituée	par	l’intersection	d’une	voie	
radiale,	ayant	pour	centre	le	Mondaneum,	
coupée	par	une	concentrique,	accueillant	
à	sa	sortie	le	nouveau	tunnel	sous	l’Escaut’.	
Ibid.	MDN,	CM	8	Correspondance	Archi-
tectes,	Folder	Jasinski.

l.	 ‘Telle	nous	parait-être,	après	mure	
réflexion,	la	forme	idéale,	répondant	
plastiquement	aux	fonctions	organiques	du	
Mondaneum’.	Stanislas	Jasinski,	Letter to 
Paul Otlet	(1941.01.01).	MDN,	CM	8,	Corres-
pondance	Architectes,	Folder	Jasinski.

li.	 ‘De	tout	cela	il	existe	des	documents	d’une	
certaine	importance,	étude	extrêmement	
détaillée	manifestant	une	forme	vraiment	
prophétique	de	l’institution	des	Nations	
Unies	et	dont	la	gloire	revient	à	Paul	Otlet.	
Mais	je	sais	que	Paul	Otlet	fut	peu	compris	
dans	son	pays’.	Le	Corbusier,	Letter to the 
commissioner general of the World Exhibition 
in Brussels of 1958 (1957.10.03).	FLC,	E2	11	358.

lii.	 ‘Ce	diorama	en	couleur	de	50	m2	était	
exposé	à	Genève	pendant	la	célèbre	
assemblée	de	la	S.D.N.	où	Briand	pronon-
çait	son	grand	discours	sur	les	«	Etats-Unis	
d’Europe	»’.	Ibid.

liii.	 ‘Bacon,	rappé	de	l’éparpillement	des	efforts	
intellectuels	dans	l’Humanité,	où	tant	de	
forces	se	dépensent	sans	profit,	avait	rêvé	
de	grouper	des	phalanges	entières,	de	

coordonner	tous	les	travaux	dans	une	voie	:	
organisation	qui	aurait	donné	un	échange	
rapide	et	fécond	à	toutes	les	découvertes’.	
Otlet,	‘Sociologie	et	Urbanisme’,	87.

liv.	 ‘Son	académie	possédait	des	tours	avec	
des	observatoires,	de	profondes	cavernes	
des	sources	artificielles,	servant	à	des	
expériences,	des	nappes	d’eau	avec	des	
roches,	des	gouffres	et	des	cataractes,	des	
jardins	et	des	enclos	où	on	élevait	toutes	
sortes	de	plantes	et	d’animaux,	des	mai-
sons	pour	la	fabrication	de	toutes	sortes	
d’aliments,	boissons	et	remèdes,	des	palais	
pour	expériences	d’optique,	d’acoustique,	
de	saveur	et	d’odeur,	des	machines	de	tous	
genres	douées	de	forces	extraordinaires.	
Son	Institut	Salomon	qui	fut	en	réalité	une	
extraordinaire	Cité	exerça	une	action	pro-
fonde	sur	son	temps	et	après’.	Ibid.,	87.

lv.	 ‘C’est	par	excellence	le	domaine	de	l’hypo-
thèse,	de	la	création,	voir	de	l’utopie,	le	
domaine	où	l’imagination,	qui	combine	et	
préfigure,	devance	le	raisonnement	qui	tra-
vaille	sur	les	données	d’un	réel	immédiat’.	
Ibid.,	86.

lvi.	 ‘Il	est	remarquable	que	tous	les	Etats	
imaginaires	aient	été	décrits	par	des	homes	
bien	au	courant	des	maux	de	leur	temps	
et	que	leurs	auteurs	aient	attaché	une	
valeur	de	modèle,	sinon	de	prévision,	aux	
formes	sociales	qu’ils	ont	décrites.	Il	est	
remarquable	aussi	que,	dans	les	créations	
de	leur	esprit,	ils	se	soient	attachés	à	des	
constructions	idéales	de	Cités	prenant	
forme	matérielle	et	donnant	vêtement	de	
pierre	aux	institutions	sociales	imaginées’	
(emphasis	mine).	Ibid.,	87.

lvii.	 ‘Mais	la	science,	la	machine,	l’art,	la	littéra-
ture	ont	au	delà	de	leurs	formes	indivi-
duelles	et	concrètes	un	élément	qui	leur	
est	commun	à	faire	avancer,	élément	qui	
est	la	Pensée	même	laquelle	s’identifie	ou	
s’oppose	à	la	vie	la	Pensée	même	laquelle	
s’identifie	ou	s’oppose	à	la	vie	même	du	
monde.	Ainsi	tous	les	esprits	sont	à	l’œuvre,	
à	une	grande	œuvre	:	c’est	bien	ce	dont,	
avec	la	perspective	de	l’histoire,	notre	
temps	peut	prendre	la	pleine	conscience,	
avec	cette	conséquence	qu’il	y	a	à	organiser	
pour	cette	création	merveilleuse	la	coopé-
ration	entre	toutes	les	branches	et	jusqu’au	
degré	mondial’.	Paul	Otlet,	Monde,	350.
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FIG. 4 Photograph of Otlet seated behind a scale model of the Cité Mondiale designed by the 
Belgian modernist architect Stanislas Jasinski in 1941 



Chapter	9

Conclusion

9.1.	 Knives pressed against the future

It	 is	 Otlet’s	 extraordinary	 organizational	 imagination	 that	 makes	 him	
such	a	unique	figure	and	original	thinker—a	gift	which	enabled	him	to	
progressively	explore	the	issue	of	knowledge	organization	in	its	social,	
cultural,	and	political	dimensions,	and	which	found	expression	in	con-
crete	projects	and	in	many	visionary	schemes	and	schemas,	most	nota-
bly	in	his	vision	of	a	worldwide	network	of	knowledge	institutions	cen-
tralized	around	the	Mundaneum	and	the	Cité	Mondiale;	a	vision	which	
could	be	considered	that	of	an	early	information	society	in	the	way	that	
it	envisions	a	world	society	that	is	increasingly	unified,	globalized,	and	
controlled	by	knowledge	institutions.	I	have	used	the	notion	of	‘utopia’	
to	categorize	this	particular	mode	of	thought,	which	functions	on	the	ba-
sis	of	organizational	and	anticipatory	imagination,	and	which	explores	
possible	new	directions	in	reality	by	means	of	imaginary	structures	and	
experimental	projects.	This	capacity	for	a	truly	utopian	mode	of	thought	
gave	Otlet’s	visionary	schemes,	as	he	propagated	them,	the	power—to	
borrow	a	metaphor	from	Zygmunt	Bauman—to	act	as	knives	with	their	
edges	pressed	against	the	future,	and	as	acts	which	aimed	to	provoke	a	
reaction	between	the	future	and	the	present.1

In	the	work	and	career	of	Otlet	that	spans	the	half-century	between	
1894	and	1944,	it	is	hard	to	draw	a	line	between	the	more	visionary,	utopi-
an	schemes	and	his	practical	accomplishments.	The	abstract,	visionary	
structures	that	his	imagination	conjured	up	can	be	seen	as	extensions	
to	the	concrete,	practical	projects	that	he	pursued	throughout	his	ca-
reer;	while	his	concrete	projects	may	also	be	considered	as	laboratories	
in	which	his	abstract	arrangements	could	be	tested	in	a	preliminary	and	
uncompleted	form.	The	Documentary Encyclopaedia	(1907)	gave	form	to	
or	tested	what	he	had	theorized	as	the	Universal Book	(1903);	the	Mun-
daneum	(1924)	stood	at	the	same	time	for	both	the	Palais	Mondial	(1920)	
and	 as	 an	 abstract	 institutional	 concept;	 the	 Encyclopaedia Universalis 
Mundaneum	(1925)	was	conceived	as	having	its	spatialized,	scenographic	
version	 in	the	International	Museum	(1910);	and	the	development	of	
the	International	Institute	of	Documentation	(1931)	was	influenced	by	
and	gave	rise	to	his	vision	of	the	Universal	Network	of	Documentation	
(1934).

1	 Zygmunt	Bauman,	Socialism, the Active Utopia	(London:	Allen	and	Unwin,	1976),	12.
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The	portrait	of	Otlet’s	utopian	temperament	that	is	given	in	this	the-
sis	differs	from	the	accounts	given	by	W.	Boyd	Rayward	and	Francoise	
Levie	 in	 their	biographies.	Although	Rayward,	 in	his	biography,	does	
not	explicitly	brand	Otlet	as	a	‘utopian’,	he	detects	a	growing	‘abstract-
ness’	in	his	proposals,	and	an	increased	detachment	‘from	actual,	com-
petitive,	international	organization’.2	This	tendency	is	confirmed	in	his	
final	chapter,	‘Last	Decades’,	in	which	Rayward	concludes	that	Otlet	in	
his	seventies	‘appears	to	have	become	increasingly	introspective’:

One	can	imagine	him	hunched	over	his	desk,	surrounded	by	perilously	
balanced	mountains	of	documents,	cards,	books	and	papers,	drawing	be-
fore	him	some	sheets	of	papers	to	note	down	the	thoughts	that	came	as	
he	contemplated	his	life.3	

The	photograph	which	seems	to	correspond	to	this	description	was	
used	by	Françoise	Levie	for	the	cover	of	her	documentary	film	FIG. 1.	For	
the	cover	of	her	biography,	however,	Levie	used	a	drawing	by	François	
Schuiten	that	is	inspired	by	a	photograph	that	shows	Otlet	at	about	
seventy	 years	 of	 age,	 seated	 before	 the	 staircase	 in	 the	 municipal	
school	in	the	Rue	Fétis,	 in	front	of	where	he	lived,	a	scene	which	is	
described	by	Levie	as	giving	FIG. 2:4

An	impression	of	infinite	sadness,	juvenile	fiddling	around	and	unfor-
giving	failure.	In	this	photo,	the	secretary	of	the	Palais	Mondial	appears	
resigned	to	his	lot.	Cut-off	from	his	beloved	museum,	he	goes	around	

2	 W.	Boyd	Rayward,	The Universe of Information. The Work of Paul Otlet for Documenta-
tion and International Organisation	(Moscow:	VINITI,	1975),	283.

3	 Ibid.,	359.
4	 Françoise	Levie,	L’homme qui voulait classer le monde: Paul Otlet et le Mundaneum 

(Bruxelles:	Les	Impressions	Nouvelles,	2006),	279..

FIG. 1 Photograph of Otlet at his desk in his house in the Rue Fétis
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in	circles,	repeats	himself,	and	lapses	into	dotage	or	even	monomania.	
How	to	escape	this	situation?i

Schuiten	transforms	the	scene	described	by	Levie	into	a	laboratory	of	
dreams	that	Otlet	fantasized	about	living	in,	as	an	escape	from	a	life	
of	disappointments	FIG. 3.	

In	contrast	to	the	portraits	of	Rayward	and	Levie,	and	in	apposition	
to	 the	 portrait	 of	 Otlet	 at	 thirty	 with	 which	 this	 thesis	 opened,	 my	
perception	of	Otlet	in	his	early	seventies	corresponds	to	a	photograph	
that	shows	him	seated	on	a	high-backed	chair	behind	a	scale	model	
of	the	Cité	Mondiale	as	designed	by	the	Belgian	modernist	architect	
Stanislas	Jasinski	in	1941	FIG. 4.	From	the	picture	emerges	a	man,	who	
despite	all	his	setbacks,	tenaciously	continued	to	reflect	on	what	he	
understood	and	imagined	to	be	the	drift	and	potential	of	the	society	
in	which	he	lived,	suggesting	not	so	much	the	failure	and	drama	of	
Otlet’s	pursuit	of	his	dreams,	but	the	increasing	perfection	and	con-
creteness	he	gave	to	his	schemes.	

While	previous	historical	research	has	justly	emphasized	how	Ot-
let	appeared	to	many	outsiders	as	someone	who	had	become	increas-
ingly	obsessed	by	his	own	visions,	and	while	it	is	therefore	tempting	
to	characterize	him—in	terms	of	a	stereotypical	utopian—as	a	tragic	
and	 even	 tragicomic	 figure	 who	 died	 unfulfilled,	 his	 utopia	 cannot	
be	explained	or	assessed	by	turning	only	to	its	life-context.	As	Frank	
and	Fritzie	Manuel	have	stated:	‘One	of	the	most	prickly	tasks	for	the	
commentator	 on	 utopia	 is	 to	 assess	 the	 commitment	 of	 a	 utopian	
author	to	his	own	work.’5	Utopian	theories	are	in	principle	unrealiz-

5	 Frank	E.	Manuel	and	Fritzie	P.	Manuel,	Utopian Thought in the Western World	(Cam-

FIG. 3 Cover image by F. Schuiten 
of F. Levie’s biography of Otlet

FIG. 2 Photograph of Otlet before the staircase in the municipal school in 
the Rue Fétis
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able	and	so	to	evaluate	utopian	theories	on	the	basis	of	the	extent	to	
which	a	utopian’s	dreams	were	realized	is	therefore	a	deluded	crite-
rion	for	 judgment.	An	historical	appraisal	of	Otlet’s	utopian	visions	
must	also	go	inside	the	utopian	theory	itself,	search	for	its	intent,	un-
ravel	its	toolbox	of	concepts,	reveal	the	provocative	realist	behind	the	
megalomaniac,	and	analyse	what	he	repudiated	 in	 the	present,	and	
what	he	sensed	to	have	potential	for	the	future.	It	is	in	this	sense	that	
this	thesis	has	engaged	in	an	in-depth	analysis	of	Otlet’s	theoretical	
framework,	with	the	aim	of	restoring	his	schemes	to	the	imaginative	
instruments	of	reflection	that	they	once	were	intended	to	be.

9.2.	 Schemas as historical evidence

As	Louis	Marin	observed,	because	utopian	practice	functions	on	the	
level	of	imagination	as	a	scheme,	this	thesis	has	tried	to	unravel	the	
schemes	 of	 Otlet	 by	 researching	 more	 than	 three	 thousand	 of	 his	
schemas.6	 The	 utopian	 mode	 of	 anticipating	 the	 future	 makes	 pre-
cise	what	is	foreseen	through	the	imagination	and	thus	through	im-
ages.7	 In	 the	case	of	Otlet,	however,	his	utopian	visions	do	not	 take	
the	form,	as	in	More’s	Utopia,	of	a	novelistic	text	that	assembles	the	
different	imagined	scenarios	and	structures,	but	of	a	series	of	graphic	
schemas	containing	a	mix	of	symbolic,	 iconographic	and	geometric	
figures,	complemented	by	a	loose	collection	of	notes	and	passages	in	
articles	and	books.

Otlet	 produced	 and	 made	 use	 of	 schemas	 for	 different	 reasons.	
First	of	all,	schemas	were	for	him	an	instrument	of	‘visual	thinking’;	
a	way	for	him	to	organize	his	thoughts	while	drawing.	Secondly,	they	
helped	him	to	propagandize	and	maintain	high	visibility	for	his	 in-
ternationalist	ideas	and	projects	by	means	of	exhibitions,	pamphlets,	
articles,	lectures,	and	not	least,	by	the	International	Museum	occupy-
ing	the	prestigious	Palais	du	Cinquantenaire	in	Brussels,	to	the	point	
that	a	kind	of	Otlet	fatigue	arose	in	diplomatic	and	political	circles,	
although	 his	 visualizations	 also	 allowed	 him	 to	 successfully	 attract	
the	support	of	leading	modernist	architects	and	urban	planners	such	
as	Patrick	Geddes,	Le	Corbusier,	Victor	Bourgeois,	and	Raphaël	Ver-
wilghen.	Thirdly,	the	collection	of	schemas	were	conceived	to	form	a	
visual	educational	encyclopaedia,	called	the	Encyclopedia Universalis 
Mundaneum	 (EUM),	which	was	a	notable	encyclopaedic	experiment	

bridge,	Mass.:	Belknap	Press	of	Harvard	University	Press,	1979),	27..
6	 Louis	Marin,	Utopiques: Jeux d’ Espaces	(Paris:	Les	Éditions	de	Minuit,	1973),	25-26.
7	 Jean-Jacques	Wunenburger,	Philosophie des images	(Paris:	Presses	Universitaires	de	

France,	2002),	230..
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set	 against	 the	 background	 of	 the	 longstanding	 research	 of	 the	 IIB,	
but	 whose	 graphical	 techniques	 and	 synthetic	 pyramidal	 approach,	
as	I	have	argued	in	chapter	5,	set	him	apart	from	others,	such	as	Otto	
Neurath,	using	more	rigorous	forms	of	statistical	representation	and	
adopting	a	dynamic,	anti-foundational,	logical-positivistic	conception	
of	encyclopaedic	unity.	Finally,	his	collection	of	schemas	also	seemed	
to	be	 intended	as	a	sort	of	unpublished	visual	autobiography	of	his	
own	ideas.	

The	 schemas	 are	 a	 largely	 unexploited	 source	 of	 historical	 evi-
dence	and	proved	highly	relevant	for	historical	research	in	a	number	
of	different	ways.	First	of	all,	 the	substantive	collection	of	schemas	
are	 informative	 documents	 that	 explain	 the	 ideas	 that	 Otlet	 found	
to	be	essential,	and	were	therefore	treated	in	my	thesis	as	an	impor-
tant	complement	to	the	books	and	articles	that	he	wrote.	Secondly,	
through	 a	 hermeneutic	 of	 the	 iconography	 of	 the	 schemas	 and	 by	
restoring	them	in	their	dialogue	with	textual	sources,	it	became	pos-
sible	to	discover	and	demonstrate	particular	concepts	and	narratives	
that	Otlet	appropriated	from	other	domains	for	his	reflections	about	
the	 organization	 of	 knowledge.	 Thirdly,	 Otlet	 made	 use	 of	 what	 I	
have	referred	to	in	the	introduction	as	 ‘dead	metaphors’;	cryptic	vi-
sual	metaphors	for	abstract	ideas	that	were	central	to	his	thought,	but	
which	he	associated	with	so	many	different	references	and	meanings	
that	 they	 conceal	 the	 intended	 meaning	 to	 outsiders.	 The	 pyramid	
with	a	sphere	on	top	that	he	used	to	represent	the	Mundaneum	is	an	
example	of	such	a	dead	metaphor,	and	it	reveals	its	different	mean-
ings	as	an	observatory	for	knowledge	once	the	various	references	it	
incorporates	are	unravelled	(such	as	references	to	the	Tower	of	Babel,	
the	 palace	 of	 Khorsabad,	 the	 armillary	 spheres	 of	 the	 Renaissance,	
Geddes’s	Outlook	Tower,	etc).	The	analysis	of	these	dead	metaphors,	
that	he	assembled	in	the	Atlas	Monde	and	spatialized	in	the	Cellulla	
Mundaneum,	 led	 to	 frequently	 unexpected	 discoveries,	 such	 as	 his	
eschatological	views,	his	esoterism,	or	his	conception	of	spirituality	in	
terms	of	centrality.	

9.3.	 Particular universalism

In	their	particular	use	of	visual	language	and	concepts,	utopias	reveal	
how	 they	 are	 rooted	 in	 the	 reality	 of	 their	 time	 and	 coincide	 with	
the	 dreams	 of	 a	 particular	 moment,	 which	 makes	 utopias	 interest-
ing	entries	into	the	history	of	ideas.8	The	utopia	of	Otlet	is,	as	I	have	

8	 Jay	Winter,	Dreams of Peace and Freedom. Utopian Moments in the 20th Century (New	
Haven	&	London:	Yale	University	Press,	2006),	205.
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argued	throughout	this	thesis,	an	interesting	entry	into	the	history	of	
universalism	and	cosmopolitanism	at	the	beginning	of	the	twentieth	
century.	Through	a	systematic	approach,	Otlet	tried	to	reconcile	and	
neutralize	 conflicting	 particularistic	 and	 universalistic	 conceptions,	
but	 therefore	 left	 the	 paradox	 of	 their	 respective	 exclusionary	 and	
inclusionary	logic	unsolved.	He	inserted	the	principle	of	difference,	
of	Same	and	Other	(characteristic	of	particularistic,	nationalist	con-
ceptions	of	community)	into	the	principle	of	the	sameness	of	com-
munities	(characteristic	of	universalistic	visions),	but	in	so	doing,	he	
corrupted	the	logic	of	the	latter	and	hence	its	credibility.9	Otlet	imag-
ined,	for	example,	a	centralized	world	system	that	would	coordinate	
the	‘universal	interests’	of	International	Associations,	and	the	‘nation-
al	 interests’	 of	 States,	 and	 propagated	 in	 the	 name	 of	 universalism,	
schemes	that	included	a	centralist,	nationalist	and	civilizational	logic.

Despite	 their	 transnational	 aspirations,	 his	 universalistic	 visions	
did	not	only	rely	conceptually	on	a	particularistic	logic;	Otlet	also	en-
deavoured	effectively	for	their	realization	through	international	or-
ganizations,	which	made	his	visions	even	more	particularistic,	since	
it	related	them	to	initiatives	that	were	particularistic	in	origin	and	to	
the	Belgian	state	in	particular,	from	which	these	organizations	often	
received	support	and	protection.	Otlet,	for	example	attempted	to	or-
ganize	concretely	his	conception	of	the	Unity	of	Humanity	by	means	
of	the	Union	of	International	Association,	which	was	itself	created	as	
a	direct	result	of	endeavours	to	boost	Belgian	expansionism.	It	may	
be	concluded,	therefore,	that	his	visions,	in	analogy	with	Sandi	E.	Coo-
per’s	 notion	 of	 ‘patriotic	 pacifism’,	 were	 trapped	 in	 a	 contradiction	
between	 the	 impulse	 to	 defend	 universal	 values	 and	 particularistic	
interests,	while	adhering	to	a	form	of	what	Bruno	Latour	calls	‘partic-
ular	universalism’,	the	presumption	that	one	culture	has	‘a	privileged	
access	to	Nature	which	sets	it	apart	from	others’.10

There	are	similarities	and	also	differences	in	the	way	in	which	Ot-
let’s	visions	were	compromised	by	the	paradoxes	of	universalism	and	
the	case	of	the	liberal	banker	Albert	Kahn	(1860-1940),	for	example,	
who	 launched	 the	 project	 ‘The	 Archives	 of	 the	 Planet’	 in	 order	 to	
photograph	the	face	of	the	Earth	in	order	to	persuade	people	of	the	
absurdity	of	armed	conflict,	but	could	not	prevent	the	Western-cen-
tralist	gaze	of	the	camera	from	classifying	people	into	specimens;	or	
that	 of	 the	 French	 socialist	 leader	 Jean	 Jaurès	 (1859-1914),	 who	 be-

9	 For	an	extensive	analysis	of	the	tensions	between	particularistic	and	universalistic	
visions	of	community,	see:	Jens	Bartelson,	Visions of world community	(Cambridge:	
Cambridge	University	Press,	2009).

10	 Sandi	E.	Cooper,	Patriotic pacifism: waging war on war in Europe, 1815-1914	(Oxford:	
Oxford	University	Press,	1991).	Bruno	Latour,	We have never been modern	(New	York:	
Harvester	Wheatsheaf,	1993),	105.
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lieved	in	a	socialist	peace,	with	armies	that	would	be	directed	by	the	
universal	working	class	and	serve	the	people	itself,	and	yet	in	1914,	as	
is	well-known,	 the	working	class	and	the	nation	became	one	 in	de-
fense	 against	 the	 enemy;	 or	 the	 Swiss	 catholic,	 conservative	 writer	
Gonzague	de	Reynold	(1880-1970),	who	dreamt	of	how	the	universal	
values	of	the	catholic	religion	could	form	the	basis	of	a	European	uni-
ty	of	nations	(see	chapter	8).11	Therefore,	it	must	be	asked	what	kind	
of	universalism	the	visions	of	Otlet	actually	embodied	and	from	what	
kind	of	internationalism	they	resulted.	

While	Otlet	claimed	that	he	transcended	traditional	political	party	
divisions,	and	that	his	utopia	was	apolitical	since	it	was	built	on	sci-
ence	and	reason,	such	a	claim	of	apolitical	status	must	be	read	as	a	
political	 statement	 in	 its	 own	 right.	 The	 political	 flavour	 of	 Otlet’s	
internationalism	is	best	characterized	by	comparing	it	to	that	of	the	
Union	 of	 International	 Associations	 which,	 as	 I	 argue	 in	 chapter	 4,	
was	founded	on	an	organicist	mode	of	thinking	in	terms	of	division	
of	labour	and	functional	representation	that	was	popular	both	in	the	
catholic	 and	 in	 the	 positivist	 milieu,	 and	 that	 opposed	 liberal	 indi-
vidualism.	While	Otlet	grew	up	in	a	catholic	milieu—his	father	was	a	
senator	for	the	catholic	party—and	collaborated	throughout	his	life	
with	the	socialist	that	was	Henri	La	Fontaine,	what	seemed	to	domi-
nate	in	his	internationalist	activism	and	in	his	account	of	universal-
ism	was	a	positivistic	approach	to	unity	and	synthesis;	the	attempt	to	
bring	the	progress	of	science	and	humanity	into	balance;	the	desire	
to	rhyme	the	order	of	nature	and	of	society	as	discovered	by	the	sci-
ences,	on	the	one	hand,	and	the	efforts	for	better	social	and	political	
organization	on	the	other;	this	agenda	that	was	so	central	to	Ernest	
Solvay,	Guillaume	De	Greef	and	Hector	Denis,	that	Brussels	milieu	in	
which	he	grew	up	intellectually	and	whose	ideas	he	elaborated	with	
great	originality	in	his	time	to	improve	the	organization	of	informa-
tion	 and	documentation	to	such	an	extent	 that	 we	 now	see	 in	him	
a	kind	of	a	visionary	for	what	we	describe	today	as	the	information	
society.	

9.4.	 Epilogue

In	part	because	the	different	case-studies	of	this	thesis	have	explored	
Otlet’s	schemes	and	schemas	within	the	historical	context	of	his	life,	
some	 issues	 that	 have	 been	 touched	 upon	 have	 not	 been	 explored	
fully	and	are	worthy	of	further	investigation.	A	more	detailed	study	

11	 See	chapter	1	‘1900.	The	Face	of	Humanity	and	Visions	of	Peace’	of	Winter,	Dreams 
of Peace and Freedom. Utopian Moments in the 20th Century,	11-47.
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in	a	broader	time	frame	of	the	traditional	and	more	recent	religious	
and	occult	symbolisms	that	Otlet	refers	to	in	his	schemas,	such	as	the	
image	of	the	tower	of	Babel,	seems	to	be	particularly	useful.	Some	of	
the	 images	 and	 structures	 that	 he	 used	 were	 influenced	 by	 theoso-
phy,	Christianity,	or	Renaissance	occultism	and	deserve	the	attention	
of	specialists	trained	in	religious	iconography.	Furthermore,	some	of	
Otlet’s	personal	relationships	with	other	intellectuals	of	his	time	de-
serve	further	exploration,	in	particular	that	with	Henri	La	Fontaine,	
which	 has	 never	 been	 explored	 in	 depth.	 More	 broadly,	 it	 seems	
worthwhile	to	develop	a	collective	biography	of	the	generation	of	Bel-
gian	internationalists	who	were	born	in	the	1850s	and	1860s,	whose	
intellectual	 awaking	 occurred	 in	 the	 nineteenth	 century,	 many	 of	
whom	were	freethinkers,	socialist	reformers,	progressive	liberals,	so-
ciologists,	lawyers,	and	art-lovers.12		This	group	of	‘intellectuals’	came	
to	power	and	organized	large-scale	international	events	between	1890	
and	 1913,	 and	 while	 for	 a	 core	 of	 the	 group	 their	 influence	 contin-
ued	 vitally	 but	 in	 a	 new	 way	 politically	 in	 the	 inter-war	 period	 (for	
example	Jules	Destrée,	Paul	Hymans,	Emile	Vandervelde,	and	Henri	
Carton	 de	 Wiart),	 others,	 such	 as	 Paul	 Otlet	 and	 La	 Fontaine,	 were	
gradually	marginalized.13

Finally,	as	an	epilogue	to	this	thesis,	it	is	worthwhile	to	briefly	ex-
plore	some	of	the	ideas	that	resonate	with	questions	that	occupy	us	
today;	 to	 teleport	some	of	Otlet’s	visions	back	to	the	future;	and	to	
outline	some	of	the	differences	and	continuations	between	his	uni-
versalistic	 vision	 from	 the	 past	 and	 some	 universalistic	 tendencies	
which	pertain	in	the	present.

A	first	dimension	in	Otlet’s	work	that	may	be	called	visionary	is	the	
way	he	approached	‘information’	as	consisting	of	‘morselized’,	quan-
tifiable,	and	coded	units	or	pieces	of	information,	much	in	the	same	
way	as	Geoffrey	Nunberg,	for	example,	characterizes	information	to-
day.14	Otlet’s	idea	to	record	information	in	separate	chunks	or	units	
according	to	the	‘monographic	principle’	foreshadowed,	in	a	certain	
sense,	the	present	tendency	to	conceive	of	information	as	detachable	
and	manipulable	units	or	atoms	of	content,	whose	retrieveability	has	
become	more	important	than	the	information	itself.	As	Rayward	ar-
gues,	Otlet’s	monographic	principle	was	intended	to	function	similar-

12	 See,	for	example,	the	study	of	an	‘intellectual	generation’	by	Sirinelli.	Jean-François	
Sirinelli,	Génération intellectuelle: Khâgneux et normaliens dans l’entre-deux-guerres	
(Paris:	Fayard,	1988).

13	 Emmanuel	Gérard,	‘La	démocratie	rêvée,	bridée,	et	bafouée	1918–1939’,	in:	Michel	
Dumoulin	(ed.),	Nouvelle histoire de Belgique. Volume 2	(Bruxelles:	Complexe,	2005),	7.

14	 Geoffrey	Nunberg,	‘Farewell	to	the	Information	Age’,	in:	Geoffrey	Nunberg	(ed.),	
The Future of the Book	(Berkeley/Los	Angeles:	University	of	California	Press,	1996),	
103–138	(117).
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FIG. 5 Illustration by Igor Platounoff of Otlet’s concept of the Mundaneum as an Institution standing on a 
mountains of books and radiating knowledge to the world (1938.12)
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ly	to	‘nodes’	in	modern	hypertext	systems,	and	in	a	broader	sense	may	
be	related	to	the	notion	of	‘ontological	discontinuity’	which	William	
Everdell	thinks	of	as	an	important	characteristic	of	modernism	as	it	
began	to	emerge	at	the	end	of	the	nineteenth	century	(in	anything	
from	genes	to	pointillism	in	painting	to	chromatism	in	music).15

Although	 Otlet	 applied	 in	 innovative	 ways	 the	 new	 technology	
that	had	become	available	to	him,	such	as	the	file	folder	and	the	fil-
ing	 cabinet	 to	 the	 format	 of	 the	 book	 (and	 even	 the	 technology	 of	
the	telephone	and	television	in	his	vision	of	the	desk	of	the	future),	
his	vision	also	remained	rooted	 in	 interesting	ways	 in	 the	material,	
technological,	 and	 institutional	 culture	 of	 the	 book.	 Otlet	 was	 con-
vinced	 that	 the	 classification,	 conservation,	 dissemination,	 and	 cer-
tainly	the	selection,	revision,	and	interpretation	of	facts	or	data	were	
privileged	institutional	activities	FIG. 5.	The	museum,	the	library,	the	
university,	the	association,	and	the	laboratory	were	for	Paul	Otlet	the	
five	great	institutions	that	had	a	privileged	hold	on	the	sources	of	in-
formation.	As	such,	Otlet	reminds	us	of	how	interesting	it	is	to	study	
the	way	in	which	institutional	contexts	provide	information	with	its	
credibility.	Although	we	are	currently	told	in	these	times	of	blogs	that	
everybody	is	an	author,	we	know	very	well	that,	despite	some	occa-
sional	‘wikileaks’	that	subvert	the	current	order,	media	and	informa-
tion	are	controlled	by	power	structures.	Further,	as	Régis	Debray	ob-
serves,	transmission	of	information	unfolds	between	poles	that	 ‘are	
from	the	outset	placed	at	uneven	levels	by	an	institutional	relation	
of	inequality,	which	is	precisely	what	gives	to	the	message	its	index	of	
credibility’.16

A	second	level	on	which	Otlet’s	utopia	still	resonates	with	our	pres-
ent	times	is	the	similarity	between	his	vision	of	a	collective,	mechani-
cal	brain,	on	the	one	hand,	and	the	emergence	of	a	global	brain	that	
some	theoreticians	and	philosophers	observe	to	be	emerging	today.17	

15	 See	the	section	‘Hypertext:	Nodes,	Chunks	and	The	Monographic	Principle’,	in:	W.	
Boyd	Rayward,	‘Visions	of	Xanadu:	Paul	Otlet	(1968–1944)	and	Hypertext’,	in:	JASIS,	
45	(1994),	235–250;	W.	Boyd	Rayward,	‘European	Modernism	and	the	Information	
Society:	Introduction’,	in:	W.	Boyd	Rayward,	European Modernism and the Informa-
tion Society: Informing the Present, Understanding the Past	(Aldershot:	Ashgate,	2008),	
1–25	(8).	The	reference	by	Rayward	to	Everdell	is	to:	William	R.	Everdell,	The First 
Moderns: Profiles in the Origins of Twentieth-Century Thought	(Chicago,;	Ill./London:	
University	of	Chicago	Press,	1997),	282.

16	 Régis	Debray,	Media Manifestos: On the Technological Transmission of Cultural Forms	
(London:	Verso,	1996),	47.

17	 For	other	work	on	this	see:	Gregory	Stock,	Metaman: The Merging of Humans and 
Machines into a Global Superorganism	(New	York:	Simon	&	Schuster,	1993);	Ben	Goet-
zel,	‘World	Wide	Brain:	Self-Organizing	Internet	Intelligence	as	the	Actualization	of	
the	Collective	Unconscious’,	in:	Jayne	Gackenbach	(ed.),	Psychology and the Internet: 
Intrapersonal, Interpersonal and Transpersonal Implications	(New	York:	Academic	
Press,	1998);	Francis	Heylighen,	‘The	Global	Superorganism:	An	Evolutionary-cy-
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From	the	‘collective,	mechanical	brain’	of	Otlet,	the	‘super-organism’	
of	Herbert	Spencer	(1820–1903),	the	‘world	brain’	of	H.G.	Wells	(1866–
1946),	 the	 ‘noosphere’	 of	 the	 French	 philosopher	 and	 Jesuit	 priest	
Pierre	Teilhard	de	Chardin	(1881–1955),	different	scholars	have	tried	
to	conceptualize	in	terms	of	evolutionary,	humanist,	and	organicist	
models	 what	 seems	 to	 be	 an	 emergent	 cognitive	 system	 that	 func-
tions	 at	 a	 planetary	 level.18	 Leading	 experts	 in	 these	 matters	 today	
are	 grouped	 around	 the	 Principia	 Cybernetica	 Project,	 founded	 by	
the	computer	scientist	Valentin	Turchin,	the	systems	scientist	Cliff	
Joslyn,	and	the	cyberneticist	Francis	Heylighen,	who	all	aim	to	devel-
op	a	world-view	based	on	the	principles	of	evolutionary	cybernetics	
and	 supported	 by	 collaborative	 computer	 technologies.19	 Linked	 to	
Principia	Cybernetica	Project	is	the	Global	Brain	Group,	which	 ‘has	
been	 created	 to	 discuss	 the	 emergence	 of	 a	 global	 brain	 out	 of	 the	
computer	network,	which	would	function	as	a	nervous	system	for	the	
human	 superorganism’.20	 Among	 the	 members	 of	 the	 Global	 Brain	
Group	we	find	Pierre	Lévy,	for	example,	who	has	attempted	to	map	
the	emergence	of	what	he	has	called	collective	 intelligence;	a	form	
of	universally	distributed	intelligence	that	is	enhanced,	coordinated,	
and	mobilized	in	real	time.	Only	humanity	as	a	whole	is	able	to	con-
tain	all	knowledge,	Lévy	observes,	and	therefore	he	calls	for	‘a	new	hu-
manism	that	incorporates	and	enlarges	the	scope	of	self	knowledge	
into	 a	 form	 of	 group	 knowledge	 and	 collective	 thought.’21	 Another	
leading	member	of	the	Global	Brain	Group	is	Francis	Heylighen,	who	

bernetic	Model	of	the	Emerging	Network	Society’,	in:	Social Evolution & History,	6.1	
(2007),	58–119.

18	 For	a	historical	review	of	the	‘global	brain’	idea,	see:	Francis	Heylighen,	‘Concep-
tions	of	a	Global	Brain:	an	historical	review’,	in:	Technological Forecasting and Social 
Change	[in	press],	available	at:	http://pespmc1.vub.ac.be/Papers/GBconceptions.pdf.	
On	H.G.	Wells’s	‘World	Brain’	and	its	relation	to	more	recent	reflections,	see:	W.	
Boyd	Rayward,	‘H.G.	Wells’s	Idea	of	a	World	Brain:	A	Critical	Reassessment’,	in:	Jour-
nal of the American Society for Information Science,	50.7	(1999),	557–573;	and	Rayward,	
‘The	March	of	the	Modern	and	the	Reconstitution	of	the	World’s	Knowledge	Appa-
ratus:	H.G.	Wells,	Encyclopedism	and	the	World	Brain’,	in:	Rayward	(ed.),	European 
Modernism and teh Information Society,	223–239.	For	the	analogies	between	the	Web	
2.0	as	conceived	by	Tim	Berners-Lee	and	Otlet,	see:	Charles	van	den	Heuvel,	‘Web	
2.0	and	the	Semantic	Web	in	Research	from	a	Historical	Perspective.	The	Designs	
of	Paul	Otlet	(1868–1944)	for	telecommunication	and	machine	readable	documen-
tation	to	organize	research	and	society’,	in:	Knowledge Organization,	36.4	(2009),	
214–226.

19	 This	definition	is	taken	from	the	website	of	the	Principia	Cybernetica	Project:	
http://pespmc1.vub.ac.be/DEFAULT.html.

20	 This	definition	is	taken	from	the	website	of	The	Global	Brain	Group:	http://
pespmc1.vub.ac.be/gbrain-l.html.

21	 Pierre	Lévy,	Collective Intelligence: Mankind’s Emerging World in Cyberspace	(New	
York:	Plenum	Press,	1997),	17;	and	Michel	Authier	and	Pierre	Lévy,	Les arbres de con-
naissances	(Paris:	Éditions	La	Découverte,	1998).
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also	considers	humanity	together	with	its	shared	knowledge	system	
as	an	intelligent,	organism-like	‘global	brain’.	The	‘global	brain’	is,	ac-
cording	 to	 Heylighen,	 ‘the	 name	 given	 to	 the	 emerging	 intelligent	
network	that	is	formed	by	all	people	on	this	planet	together	with	the	
computers,	knowledge	bases	and	communication	links	that	connect	
them	together.’22

Although	 Otlet’s	 humanist	 dream	 of	 collective	 brain	 might	 seem	
for	us	more	a	dystopia	than	a	utopia,	because	of	its	elitist	and	authori-
tarian	characteristics,	his	hierarchical	view	is	still	relevant	in	that	it	
is	more	concerned	about	historical	continuity	than	about	real-time	
coordination.23	 When	 he	 defined	 the	 notion	 of	 documentation,	 he	
emphasized	the	importance	of	transmitting	knowledge	from	genera-
tion	to	generation	and	from	place	to	place:

In	a	general	way,	we	could	say	that	documents	of	all	kinds,	created	over	
centuries	and	continuously	produced	in	all	countries,	record	and	have	
recorded,	day	by	day,	all	 that	has	been	discovered,	 thought,	 imagined,	
and	planned.	They	constitute	as	such	the	means	through	which	all	of	
this	has	been	transmitted	from	generation	to	generation	and	from	place	
to	place.	As	a	whole,	documents	form	the	graphic	memory	of	humanity,	
the	physical	body	of	our	knowledge.	ii

Otlet’s	concern	for	knowledge	to	be	passed	on	continuously	through	
time	 and	 space	 also	 expresses	 itself	 in	 the	 central	 role	 that	 he	 at-
tributed	 to	 education.	 For	 Otlet,	 education	 was	 crucial	 in	 securing	
the	transmission	of	knowledge	to	future	generations	and	ever	larger	
social	bodies.	It	is	this	concern	for	the	collective	process	of	commu-
nication	as	a	historical	process	which	is	worth	emphasizing	in	times	
when	the	focus	on	inter-individual	real-time	communication	seems	
to	dominate.

Thirdly,	Otlet’s	ideas	about	planning	on	multiple	scales	and	the	Cité	
Mondiale	resonate	with	some	of	the	trends	that	characterize	current	
European	planning	policies	and	politics.	For	example,	his	plea	for	the	
planning	of	the	quadrangle	London–Paris–Cologne–Amsterdam	as	
one	great	European	urban	area	is	reminiscent	of	the	European	strat-
egy	for	global	economic	integration	zones	to	develop	outside	the	one	
and	only	European	megalopolis	that	is	also	called	the	 ‘Blue	Banana’	
(the	highly	developed	area	stretching	from	London	to	northern	Italy),	

22	 Francis	Heylighen,	‘Das	Globale	Gehirn	als	neues	Utopia’,	in:	Rudolf	Maresch	and	
Florian	Rötzer	(eds.),	Renaissance der Utopie. Zukunftsfiguren des 21. Jahrhunderts	
(Frankfurt	a.M.:	Suhrkamp,	2004),	92–112.	Translation	is	taken	from	p.	2	in	the	Eng-
lish	version:	‘The	Global	Brain	as	a	New	Utopia’,	available	online	at:	http://pespmc1.
vub.ac.be/Papers/GB-Utopia.pdf.

23	 Institut	International	de	Bibliographie,	Actes de la Conférence Internationale de Bibli-
ographie et de Documentation. Bruxelles, 10 et 11 Juillet 1908. Tome premier	(Bruxelles/
Paris/Zürich:	IIB,	1908),	5.
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or	the	‘pentagon’	(the	global	economic	integration	zone	consisting	of	
London,	Paris,	Milan,	Munich,	and	Hamburg).24	Furthermore,	Otlet’s	
campaign	for	building	a	 ‘Cité	Mondiale’	 in	Brussels	is	part	of	a	long	
and	ongoing	series	of	efforts	by	Belgian	actors	to	promote	Brussels	as	
the	centre	of	international	relations.	However,	Otlet’s	 idealist	activ-
ism	for	the	location	of	international	organization	in	one	world	capital	
seems	outdated	in	that	the	capital	of	Europe	is	today	in	fact	a	super-
position	 of	 the	 three	 official	 capitals	 (Luxembourg,	 Strasbourg,	 and	
Brussels),	a	network	of	cities	hosting	European	Agencies,	and	a	rotat-
ing	European	Capital	of	Culture.25	Yet,	even	within	this	new	paradigm	
of	a	polycentric	capital,	 the	process	of	centre	formation	within	the	
European	Union	continues,	as	well	as	the	competition	for	that	mat-
ter	between	political,	cultural,	and	economic	centres.	These	centres	
continue	 to	 proclaim	 themselves	 on	 various	 occasions	 in	 the	 name	
of	 the	 higher	 cultural	 idea	 of	 the	 Europe	 or	 the	 European	 spirit	 to	
be	the	‘heart	of	Europe’,	much	in	the	same	way	as	Otlet	and	others	in	
the	early	twentieth	century	claimed	in	the	name	of	various	interna-
tionalist	ideals	and	programmes	that	Brussels,	Geneva,	or	The	Hague	
deserved	to	be	entitled	the	Capital	of	the	World.26

24	 Andreas	Faludi,	‘The	Megalopolis,	the	Blue	Banana,	and	Global	Economic	Integra-
tion	Zones	in	European	Planning	Thought’,	in:	Catherine	Laverne	Ross	(ed.),	Mega-
regions: Planning for Global Competitiveness	(Washington,	;D.D./London:	Island	Press,	
2009),	18–34.

25	 Carola	Hein,	The Capital of Europe	(Westport:	Praeger,	2004),	166.
26	 My	own	analysis	here	has	been	influenced	by	that	of	Derrida	in:	Jacques	Derrida,	

The Other Heading	(1991;	Bloomington	&	Indianapolis:	Indiana	University	Press,	
1992).
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i.	 ‘L’ensemble	dégage	une	impression	de	
tristesse	infinie,	de	bricolage	puéril	et	
d’échec	inéluctable.	Sur	cette	photo,	le	
secrétaire	du	Palais	Mondial	semble	ré-
signé	à	son	sort.	Coupé	de	son	cher	musée,	
il	tourne	en	rond,	se	répète,	a	tendance	
au	gâtisme	et	même	à	la	monomanie.	
Comment	sortir	de	cette	situation?’	Levie,	
L’homme qui voulait classer le monde,	279.

ii.	 D’une	manière	générale,	on	peut	dire	que	
les	documents	de	toute	nature,	établis	
depuis	des	siècles	et	qui	continuent	inces-
samment	à	être	produits	dans	tous	les	pays,	
enregistrent	et	ont	enregistré,	au	jour	le	

jour,	tout	ce	qui	a	été	découvert,	pensé,	
imaginé,	projeté.	Ils	constituent	ainsi	les	
moyens	par	lesquels	tout	cela	nous	a	été	
transmis	de	génération	en	génération	et	de	
lieu	en	lieu.	Dans	leur	ensemble,	les	docu-
ments	forment	donc	la	mémoire	graphique	
de	l’humanité,	le	corps	matériel	de	nos	
connaissances.	[…].	Institut	International	
de	Bibliographie,	L’Organisation systéma-
tique de la documentation et le développement 
de l’Institut International de Bibliographie 
(Bruxelles:	Institut	International	de	Bibliog-
raphie,	1907),	7.
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xxxxxx46_2008_0001_MA
FIG. 6:	MDN,	MI,	scan	nr.	MUND-

00010496_2008_0001_MA
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FIG. 8:	MDN,	AFF,	EUM	
FIG. 9:	MDN,	AFF,	scan	nr.	Mundaneum_
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FIG. 18:	MDN,	MI,	scan	nr.	Mundaneum_A400004
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FIG. 26:	MDN,	MI,	scan	nr.	Mundaneum_A400012
FIG. 27:	MDN,	MI,	scan	nr.	Mundaneum_A400019
FIG. 28:	MDN,	MI,	scan	nr.	Mundaneum_A400021
FIG. 29:	MDN,	MI,	scan	nr.	Mundaneum_A400020
FIG. 30:	MDN,	MI,	scan	nr.	Mundaneum_A400036
FIG. 31:	MDN,	MI,	scan	nr.	Mundaneum_A400029
FIG. 32:	MDN,	MI,	scan	nr.	Mundaneum_A400029
FIG. 33:	MDN,	MI,	scan	nr.	Mundaneum_A400015
FIG. 34:	MDN,	MI,	scan	nr.	Mundaneum_A400018
FIG. 35:	MDN,	MI,	scan	nr.	Mundaneum_A400016
FIG. 36:	MDN,	MI,	scan	nr.	Mundaneum_A400033
FIG. 37:	MDN,	MI,	scan	nr.	Mundaneum_A400037
FIG. 38:	MDN,	MI,	scan	nr.	Mundaneum_A400039
FIG. 39:	MDN,	AFF,	doc	n°	3100,	doc	nr.	00	009395,	

MUND-00009395_2008_0001_MA
FIG. 40:	MDN,	AFF,	doc	n°	3100,	doc	nr.	00	009396,	

scan	nr.	MUND-00009396_2008_0001_MA
FIG. 41:	MDN,	MI,	scan	nr.	Mundaneum_A400040
FIG. 42:	MDN,	MI,	scan	nr.	Mundaneum_A400085
FIG. 43:	MDN,	MI,	scan	nr.	Mundaneum_A400084
FIG. 44:	MDN,	MI,	scan	nr.	Mundaneum_A400046
FIG. 45:	MDN,	MI,	scan	nr.	Mundaneum_A400132
FIG. 46:	MDN,	MI,	scan	nr.	Mundaneum_A400102
FIG. 47:	MDN,	MI,	scan	nr.	Mundaneum_A400051
FIG. 48:	MDN,	MI,	scan	nr.	Mundaneum_A400052
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FIG. 49:	MDN,	MI,	scan	nr.	Mundaneum_A400053
FIG. 50:	MDN,	MI,	scan	nr.	Mundaneum_A400054
FIG. 51:	MDN,	MI,	scan	nr.	Mundaneum_A400121
FIG. 52:	MDN,	MI,	scan	nr.	Mundaneum_A400131
FIG. 53:	MDN,	MI,	scan	nr.	Mundaneum_A400058
FIG. 54:	MDN,	MI,	scan	nr.	Mundaneum_A400058
FIG. 55:	MDN,	MI,	scan	nr.	Mundaneum_A400059
FIG. 56:	MDN,	MI,	scan	nr.	Mundaneum_A400060
FIG. 57:	MDN,	MI,	scan	nr.	Mundaneum_A400061
FIG. 58:	MDN,	AFF,	scan	nr.	Mundaneum_004
FIG. 59:	MDN,	EUM
FIG. 60:	MDN,	EUM	10,	scan	nr.	Mundaneum	
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FIG. 61:	Amelia	Dorothy	Defries,	The	interpreter	
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ledge,	1927),	page	facing	129.

FIG. 62:	Ibid.,	92.	
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FIG. 64:	L’Illustration	(5	March	1898),	Biblio-

thèque	municipale	de	Lille.	Jean-Marc	Besse,	
Face	au	monde:	atlas,	jardins,	géoramas	(Paris:	
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FIG. 65:	MDN,	AFF,	scan	nr.	MUND-
00009061_2008_0001_MA

FIG. 66:	MDN,	AFF,	scan	nr.	Mundaneum_048
FIG. 67:	FLC,	doc	nr.	24510
FIG. 68:	MDN,	EUM	6
FIG. 69:	MDN,	EUM	1,	Farde	3,	doc	nr.	8136
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FIG. 71:	MDN,	AFF,	scan	nr.	Mundaneum-batch-
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FIG. 72:	MDN,	AFF,	scan	nr.	Mundaneum-batch-

3-058-STITCHED
FIG. 73:	MDN,	AFF,	doc	n°	3464,	scan	nr.	Munda-

neum_071
FIG. 74:	MDN,	EUM,	doc	n°	8629,	scan	nr.		Mun-

daneum_A400257
FIG. 75:	Rudolf	Haller	and	Robin	Kinross,	Otto	

Neurath.	Gesammelte	bildpädagogische	
Schriften	(Wien:	Hölder-Pichier-Tempsky,	
1991),	326.

FIG. 76:	Ibid.,		323.
FIG. 77:	MDN,	EUM		5,	dossier	665.5
FIG. 78:	Otto	Neurath,	Modern	man	in	the	mak-

ing	(New	York:	Knopf,	1939),	47.
FIG. 79:	MDN,	CM	7,	farde	VMT	EUM	MI
FIG. 80:	Haller	and	Kinross,	Otto	Neurath.	Gesa-

mmelte	bildpädagogische	Schriften,	250.
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