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Insight & Strategy: The Uncensored
Library /
Reporters without borders

How a press freedom NGO built a virtual library inside a computer game to raise awareness of censorship
issues among a younger audience

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=elzpDttHJ28

INSIGHT & STRATEGY 7 MAY 2020

In March, Contagious reported on how non-government organisation Reporters Without Borders (also known as Reporters
Sans Frontières) created a library within the computer game Minecraft to house content that had been censored in its country of
origin.

Ahead of World Day Against Cyber Censorship (12 March), with the help of DDB Berlin in Germany, the NGO sourced books,
blogs and newspapers from countries like Egypt, Saudi Arabia and Vietnam and hosted them on its own open server.

Each wing of The Uncensored Library is dedicated to a different country and visitors can read the articles inside Minecraft’s
books (each has 100 pages). Visitors are also encouraged to donate to the organisation, sign petitions and share the campaign
on social media using the hashtag #TruthFindsAWay.

Contagious caught up with Kristin Bässe, the media and public relations officer at Reporters Without Borders, Patrik
Lenhart, the creative director at DDB Berlin, and Tobias Natterer, a senior creative at the agency, to find out why Minecraft
was the best platform to champion press freedom and how they created the library within the game.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=elzpDttHJ28
https://www.contagious.com/io/article/the-uncensored-library
https://uncensoredlibrary.com/en
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Can you give me an overview of Reporters Without Borders and how it has evolved over the past few years.

Kristin Bässe: Reporters Without Borders was founded in 1985 by a small group of journalists in France. Over the years, it has
evolved into a global NGO advocating for media freedom worldwide and now has 15 national chapters and offices on five
continents, as well as some 130 correspondents. Apart from documenting and publicly denouncing media freedom violations,
our work also includes advocating for concrete issues, such as the release of jailed journalists, and for policy change, such as
whistleblower protection laws and restrictions on state surveillance. We also provide practical assistance to journalists who are
persecuted because of their work. A key step in our organisation’s history was the broadening of our mandate to include
bloggers and online media freedoms. In the past few years, we have opened new offices in the Americas, Asia and most recently
West Africa, which has brought us closer to journalists and their needs in these regions. 

Patrik Lenhart: As a result of the changing times, Reporters Without Borders has had to start thinking a lot more about the
different ways that people are being censored as a result of our world becoming increasingly digital. On the one hand, there are
more ways that journalists are able to spread their articles. But, on the other hand, there has been a significant rise in the number
and the capability of tools being used by restrictive governments to stop journalists from reporting the truth, which has
presented a new set of challenges.

Who is the NGO’s target audience?

Bässe: Traditionally, much of our work targeted journalists because we mostly relied on classical media in order to relay our
information. Nowadays, we also make a lot of use of social networks in order to reach an interested public more directly,
including younger people who may rely much less on traditional news outlets for their daily news consumption.

Tobias Natterer: In terms of the age we were targeting with this campaign, we had to keep in mind that we needed to address
an older audience in order to increase awareness and raise donations. But we also wanted to address the younger groups
because they are gaining influence and that’s not something you should dismiss.

What are the key challenges facing Reporters Without Borders?

Bässe: The challenges we face in our work are constantly evolving. In recent years, they have included the rise of populist
movements in established democracies that are questioning basic assumptions formerly taken for granted. Other key issues now
are questions related to regulating powerful online platforms, such as Facebook or Google, the rise of fake news and of laws
presumably banning disinformation, which often do more harm than good. Most recently, the Covid-19 pandemic has set loose a
worldwide wave of restrictions of basic rights and other challenges to media freedom around the world that is likely to keep us
preoccupied for a while.

Minecraft is all about creativity and freedom; it’s a place where you can
build what you want, interact with who you want and express your ideas
in terms of the world that you create
Patrik Lenhart, DDB Berlin
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Did you receive a brief for this campaign?

Lenhart: Two years ago, we were working pro bono for Reporters Without Border and created the Uncensored Playlist
campaign for the World Day Against Cyber Censorship, where we published previously censored articles as songs on a Spotify
playlist. We found a loophole for free information and we knew that we wanted to build on this idea and take it further. And, this
year felt like a good time for the organisation and for us to do something again. That was really the brief: do something against
cyber censorship that is at least as strong as the Uncensored Playlist.

What were the key business objectives for this campaign?

Lenhart: The key business challenge was to raise awareness, but also to encourage people to find solutions to the problem.
The Uncensored Playlist gave us the inspiration to come up with the library. And, hopefully, the library will inspire people to do
something else that is even more amazing.

How did the idea to build a virtual library come about?

Natterer: First of all, we thought it would be nice to reach a younger audience with this campaign. We heard the phrase ‘If you
want to change the future, you need to reach the next generation’ and I think that’s incredibly true. In the end, we decided that
computer games were the medium that we wanted to use. At first, we had the idea of creating some sort of newsstand where
people could read a newspaper and we did some research on what computer games could offer that. That’s when we stumbled
across Minecraft books. These books in Minecraft can be written by anyone and are capable of holding a lot of information: six
A4 pages of text in a font size twelve, that’s basically an entire article. The step from book to library was a relatively obvious one
for us.

The idea for the library was not to create one library, but to create
thousands of libraries that multiply through the internet quickly
Tobias Natterer, DDB Berlin

Did you do any more research into Minecraft before deciding this was the creative route that you wanted to
take?

Natterer: Yes, we looked a lot into the way the game is structured before deciding it was the right route for us to go down.
Other games, such as Fortnite, have one big server that players are able to lock onto, but Minecraft allows you to host your own
private server, which gave us full access over the game and the data created on our server. This was really important because we
knew that we were going to have players logging on from different countries and the data had to be secure. Also, by using
Minecraft, we didn’t have to collaborate with a gaming publisher like Microsoft and ask them if we had permission to do
something within the game because we had the creative freedom to do whatever we wanted on our own server. The other thing is
that Minecraft gives you a lot of creative freedom when you hit a problem. If something doesn’t work there’s always a way around
it. That is unique to the game and really helped us with the library.

Lenhart: I think using Minecraft also fit the campaign on an ideological level. Minecraft is all about creativity and freedom; it’s a
place where you can build what you want, interact with who you want and express your ideas in terms of the world that you
create. And, these worlds become a safe space for creative freedom.

How did you develop the idea?

Natterer: We knew Minecraft was big, but after doing some research we were shocked to find out just how massive a
community it has. We discovered that it is played in pretty much every single country in the entire world. We used Google data to
find out which countries have the largest Minecraft communities and we compared them to the Press Freedom Index [an annual
ranking of companies based on Reporters Without Borders’ assessment of their press freedom]. We overlaid this data and
decided which countries we wanted to target based on how active their gaming community was and how low they were ranked
on the Press Freedom Index.

https://www.uncensoredplaylist.com/en/
https://rsf.org/en/ranking
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Can you tell me a bit about how you created the library and chose its aesthetic?

Natterer: Minecraft is very adaptable. You can do lots of things on your own, you can alter literally anything in the game to make
it look the way that you want. When we started crafting the library we thought it should look very modern because it’s a modern
topic. But, we knew the building had to be recognisable as a library and we wanted it to make people think of a temple devoted
to press freedom. We found out that often neoclassical architecture is used for these types of buildings, which is what it’s
inspired by. But, we were quite lucky because the CEO of BlockWorks, the design studio helping us, had studied architecture.
So, we just gave him some guidelines and he took over. All in all, it’s made of 12.5 million blocks, took more than three months to
build, with 24 builders from 16 different countries spending more than 250 hours on its design and creation.

How did you decide on the content featured inside the library?

Natterer: We told Reporters Without Borders about the countries that we wanted to target based on their gaming communities
and press freedom scores and then the NGO reached out to its network in these countries and regions to source the material. In
the end, the only issue that we had with content was that it needed to be appropriate because kids playing this game might be
around 11 years old. It was fine if they couldn’t understand the full weight of the political discussions, but we didn’t want to scare
them. In the end, we handed Reporters Without Borders the stage to publish the content that they thought would be interesting
and important for the people in these countries.

What challenges did you face along the way?

Natterer: One of the challenges was that we wanted to have both the original language that the text was written in and the
English translation. So, I found myself spending whole weekends using Google translate to decipher Vietnamese texts.

Lenhart: But, it was also important for us to read all of the content in order to design and build the rooms to reflect the material.

Natterer: Another issue was that one week before the launch, we found out that we couldn’t display Arabic text in the game and
we had material from two Arabic countries. The problem was that in the game, the text gets stretched to the point where you
can’t read it anymore. But, we discovered that Minecraft does have jukeboxes and a vinyl-type feature that allows you to record
these books as audio books and then we could allow people to place these discs on the jukeboxes in the library to listen to the
Arabic content. On a more logistical level, we had a lot of coordination challenges because there were six companies from four
countries in three different time zones working on this project. So, it was difficult to organise meetings and get everyone what
they needed when they needed it.
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Perhaps one of the more amusing issues was that the players found out that they could bring two cats inside the library, breed
them, give them names and make them stay in the library. So in the end, we had 500 cats running around the library named things
like Free Hong Kong. We eventually managed to turn it into a ‘no cat zone’, which got some protests from the players so we
allowed the cats to stay in the Egypt room alone as a bit of a joke.

The large issues facing the world can only be solved if we have access
to accurate facts that help us inform ourselves
Tobias Natterer, DDB Berlin

How did you promote the library? 

Natterer: We promoted the idea to a lot of news publications around the world – I think it ended up being featured in about
700, which is a success PR-wise. At the same time, the Minecraft community is always quite curious about creative uses of the
game. So, we had a lot of interest from them and we also approached a lot of gaming influencers who pointed people to the idea.

You’ve recently added a new room to the library to cover the issue of press freedom in relation to Covid-19. Can
you tell me a bit about why you decided to do this and the content featured in this room?

Natterer: You can craft new books very quickly, it’s a simple matter of copy and paste. This makes the library very flexible and
easy to adapt. When the coronavirus hit and we found out that there were a lot of countries censoring information, reporting false
numbers and trying to cover up the pandemic. We thought that it was important to tell people exposed to misinformation the
truth about the threat they are facing and give them a chance to protect themselves. We built the extra room in one day and over
the weekend, we put in all the information from Reporters Without Borders, as well as censored information from particular
countries.

What kind of results do you have so far?

Natterer: After two months, we have reached 200,000 players within the game and about 100,000 of those players downloaded
the map. We reached all of our target countries with visitors from 145 countries coming into the library, a lot of whom suffer
censorship restrictions. We also saw 450,000 people access the Uncensored Library website to find out more about the
campaign.

What I think is the most interesting is what we’ve seen happening on YouTube. A lot of people have been making videos about
the library – at the moment, there’s more than 220 of them. People are taking the time to make an hour-long video of themselves
walking through the library and explaining it to their community. Through these videos, we have reached more than 6 million
people.

What has been your single greatest learning from this campaign?

Lenhart: I suppose I have to say how to play Minecraft because I had never been on it until December [3 months before the
campaign launch]. But, I was also a bit prejudiced before this campaign. When we attacked this whole topic I thought that it was
going to be really hard to interest young people in it because it’s such a serious topic. But this is the group that has been the
most enthusiastic about it. They’re not just excited about the building, but they are also excited about the topic. We should cut
the next generation a bit of slack because they are actually very passionate and organised as a community which, in times like
these, is a big ray of hope.

Natterer: That was also probably one of my biggest learnings. We were sure that our target audience of 15- to 25-year-olds
wasn’t going to be interested in politics or reading books. I also didn’t expect that the library would become such an active
discussion platform. We have people using a chat function to discuss issues like how to tackle the opium crisis in the US, if
President Trump should be re-elected and if Brexit a good thing. We had a young boy from Canada saying that he didn’t know
why this information would be important for him because he has freedom in his country and a boy from Hong Kong explained to
him how it feels to be in the dark and that press freedom needs to be defended.

For me, a massive learning was the importance of protecting the press, which I didn’t really consider the most important issue
that we have over problems like climate change. But I realised that we wouldn’t be able to tackle things like climate change as a
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world if there was no free press to talk about this issue. The large issues facing the world can only be solved if we have access to
accurate facts that help us inform ourselves.
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