[image: Cover: Ignorance: What We Do Not Know, Cannot Know, Must Not Know, and Refuse to Know by George G. Szpiro]




Ignorance






Books by George G. Szpiro

Kepler’s Conjecture: How Some of the Greatest Minds in History Helped Solve One of the Oldest Math Problems in the World (Wiley, 2003)

The Secret Life of Numbers: 50 Easy Pieces on How Mathematicians Work and Think (Joseph Henry Press, National Academy of Sciences, 2006)

Poincaré’s Prize: The Hundred-Year Quest to Solve One of Math’s Greatest Puzzles (Penguin, 2007)

Numbers Rule: The Vexing Mathematics of Democracy, from Plato to the Present (Princeton University Press, 2010)

A Mathematical Medley: Fifty Easy Pieces on Mathematics (American Mathematical Society, 2010)

Pricing the Future: Finance, Physics, and the 300-Year Journey to the Black-Scholes Equation (Basic Books, 2011)

Risk, Choice, and Uncertainty: Three Centuries of Economic Decision-Making (Columbia University Press, 2020)

Perplexing Paradoxes: Unraveling Enigmas in the World Around Us (Columbia University Press, 2024)

Random Numbers Unveiled: The Secrets of Numbers That You Can't Predict but Can Rely On (Taylor & Francis, 2026)


[image: Statue of a trio of monkeys sitting on a wooden platform with one covering its ears, one covering its mouth, and the third covering its eyes.]

The three wise monkeys: “Hear no evil, speak no evil, see no evil.” From Wikimedia commons: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Toshogu_Three_Monkeys_Restored_2024_Crop.jpg








Ignorance

What We Do Not Know, Cannot Know, Must Not Know, and Refuse to Know

George G. Szpiro


Columbia University Press   New York






[image: Logo: Columbia University Press]

Columbia University Press

Publishers Since 1893

New York Chichester, West Sussex

cup.columbia.edu

© 2026 George G. Szpiro

All rights reserved

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Szpiro, George, 1950– author

Title: Ignorance : what we do not know, cannot know, must not know, and refuse to know / George G. Szpiro.

Description: 1. | New York : Columbia University Press, [2025] | Includes bibliographical references and index.

Identifiers: LCCN 2025032595 | ISBN 9780231221658 hardback | ISBN 9780231563833 epub | ISBN 9780231565332 (PDF)

Subjects: LCSH: Ignorance (Theory of knowledge)

Classification: LCC BD221 .S97 2025

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2025032595

A Columbia University Press E-book.

CUP would be pleased to hear about your reading experience with this e-book at cup-ebook@columbia.edu.

Cover design: Noah Arlow

Cover image: Shutterstock

GPSR Authorized Representative: Easy Access System Europe, Mustamäe tee 50, 10621 Tallinn, Estonia, gpsr.requests@easproject.com





Dedicated to the generation after the next:

Tamar, Rotem, Daniel, Ruben, Romy, Lavie, Maya, and Gali

(Status June, 2025)
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Introduction

See No Evil, Hear No Evil, Speak No Evil


A seventeenth-century carving over a door of the Tōshō-gū shrine in Nikkō, Japan, depicts three monkeys: Mizaru, covering his eyes, Kikazaru, covering his ears, and Iwazaru, covering his mouth. The carving symbolizes the Japanese principle “see no evil, hear no evil, speak no evil.” The iconic image of the three monkeys has been reproduced many times and in many different contexts. Even Mahatma Gandhi, who eschewed most worldly possessions, owned a replica.

The carving was probably inspired by a maxim of the Chinese sage Confucius (551–479 BCE), whose sayings were collected by his followers and published many years after his death as the “Sayings of Confucius,” aka The Analects. In Book XII Confucius’s disciple Yen Yuang asked the master how one should practice perfect virtue. “Look not at what is contrary to propriety; listen not to what is contrary to propriety; speak not what is contrary to propriety,” Confucius answered. In some portrayals a fourth monkey is added; he covers his genitals to indicate that one is to “do no evil.”

The motto—not to see, not to hear, not to speak—is considered a wise dictum in the Far East, indicating noble conduct, but this is not so in the Western world. To turn a blind eye toward evil, to close one’s ears to wickedness, or to fail to speak out against misdeeds suggests a lack of moral responsibility. People who refuse to acknowledge impropriety are not considered noble but rather the opposite. Feigning ignorance by looking the other way indicates spinelessness or, worse still, complicity.

The lack of courage to speak out calls to mind the code of Omertà, the conspiracy of silence of Mafia-type criminal organizations. Accordingly, the response of the above-mentioned Yen Yuan to the master’s exhortation befits a member of a street gang rather than an adherent to Confucian values: “Though I am deficient in intelligence and vigor, I will make it my business to practice this lesson.”

There is another facet to “See Not, Hear Not, Speak Not.” Overlooking everything by closing one’s eyes or disregarding everything by plugging one’s ears means ignoring not only the evil but also the good; keeping one’s mouth shut means not only refraining from slanderous rumors but also ignoring the praiseworthy.

 

Epistemology, the theory of knowledge, is an intellectual discipline that has been discussed, dissected, and debated for thousands of years. Ignorance, on the other hand—its nature, causes, and implications—has received relatively little systematic attention as a theory, despite its profound influence on human behavior, societal structures, and—somewhat paradoxically—even on the pursuit of knowledge itself. It is true that Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle, and myriad thinkers who followed them, discussed ignorance, but mainly as a contrast to their primary interest: the pursuit of knowledge.

Only in modern times has ignorance emerged as an area of scholarly study in its own right.1 If knowledge was defined as true belief by Socrates in the fifth century BCE, or as justified true belief by Edmund Gettier in the twentieth century, today ignorance is considered not just as the absence of belief but as a phenomenon shaped by societal, political, psychological, and even scientific and mathematical factors. Reflecting the limits of human understanding, the inherent constraints of nature and logic, the prohibitions against what must remain undisclosed, and the inner resistance to what is unwelcome, ignorance arises from what one does not know, cannot know, must not know, or refuses to know.

 

Generally, humankind’s efforts are directed toward the accumulation of knowledge through education, research, observation, innovation, and experimentation. Whereas knowledge is actively produced and shared, ignorance results from neglect, systemic barriers, or deliberate efforts. Although generally deemed a negative state, ignorance does have a redeeming feature: as long as it is acknowledged, it motivates curiosity and drives the quest for knowledge.

One could suppose that as more and more knowledge is accumulated ignorance should diminish. Paradoxically, the opposite is true. In this, ignorance may be likened to the expanding universe. The more that cosmologists explore it, the more they realize how vast the as yet unseen—and expanding—parts are. Similarly, each new piece of knowledge unveils new pockets of ignorance and raises additional questions. For this reason, ignorance should not be viewed as a static void but as a dynamic, ever-expanding expanse.

 

In this book I classify concepts, ideas, and phenomena about which we are ignorant into four categories: what we do not know, cannot know, must not know, and refuse to know. The demarcations are not strict, and the choice to include a subject in this or that category may at times be arbitrary. Some chapters could fit into multiple categories.






I Do Not Know

In this part of the book, we explore subjects that are unknown and questions that are unanswered. Some of them may become known and answered in the future if scientists and mathematicians keep looking hard enough. Ignorance about other matters may be self-imposed; still others remain unknown due to an inherent lack of self-awareness. Finally, some puzzling problems may never be solved because philosophers cannot agree on fundamental principles.







1 Do Aliens Visit Us?

Flying Saucers and Other UFOs


Theories about unidentified flying objects (UFOs) have been something of a playpen for conspiracy enthusiasts, paranoia peddlers, rumor mongers, alternative thinkers, truthers, deniers, and sundry fringe hobbyists since the late 1940s. Photographs of flying saucers, accounts of sightings, reports about visitors from outer space, and stories of abductions have filled the tabloids.

Although most dismiss UFOs, the US Air Force took it upon itself to investigate UFO reports. Project Sign in 1948 was followed by Projects Grudge and Twinkle in 1949 and Project Blue Book (1952–1969). Other countries undertook similar investigations. According to the official announcements, no evidence of alien visitations or extraterrestrial visitations was ever found. The typically fuzzy and shaky sightings, captured by sensors or cameras that were not designed or calibrated for this purpose, were explained as the result of natural phenomena, faulty technology, delusions, and practical jokes. Indeed, after further investigations, most alleged flying objects turned out to be banal occurrences that were misidentified by amateur astronomers or impressionable observers: planets or comets or bright stars, military or civilian aircraft, surveillance or weather balloons, unusual cloud formations, atmospheric occurrences, light phenomena, and even psychological hallucinations or hoaxes.

Doubts remain, however. Practically all large-scale studies were undertaken by military authorities, and as is the wont of secrecy-minded defense officials, most details, except for the largely meaningless conclusions, remained classified. Due to distrust in government candidness, and spurred on by books, films, television, and social media, it is no wonder that four out of ten Americans still believe that some of the UFOs are alien spacecraft from other planets or galaxies, according to a 2021 Gallup poll.

 

Belief in the existence of extraterrestrial beings is not all that is misplaced. Even though the probability of discovering aliens, or of their visiting us, may be infinitely small, the infinite vastness of the universe makes it somewhat presumptuous to assume that we earthlings are the only intelligent beings in the cosmos. To dismiss the possibility out of hand, as many “rational” scientists, afraid of being labeled pseudoscientists, would have us believe, is itself unscientific.

To remove the conversation about UFOs from the exclusive and secretive purview of military and national security officials, and to shift it from sensationalism to science, in 2022 the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) announced an independent study of what the US government now terms “unidentified anomalous phenomena” (UAP). A sixteen-member body was formed with leading experts from scientific fields, ranging from physics to astrobiology, to guide the direction of the study group.

Not to be left behind, after decades spent deflecting, debunking, and discrediting reports of unidentified flying objects, the Pentagon formed the All-domain Anomaly Resolution Office (AARO) to address questions about UAPs and to mitigate the potential threats to safety and security posed by them. Using a rigorous framework and a data-driven approach, US service members and civil aviators are encouraged to report sightings that are then analyzed by defense and intelligence professionals.

Although the existence of intelligent alien life has not been ruled out, so far both NASA and defense-intelligence officials have stressed that no evidence has been found that would suggest an extraterrestrial origin for UAP sightings.

 

The search for extraterrestrial intelligence (SETI) has spawned numerous initiatives outside of NASA and the Pentagon: for example, by the SETI Institute in Mountain View, California, or the Berkeley SETI Research Center. Both SETI research and UAP analyses investigate whether alien beings exist and are trying to visit or contact us, but their approaches differ. UAP projects interpret serendipitous chance observations, whereas SETI conducts deliberately planned searches. Examining data from ground and space-based radio telescopes and radio interferometers, SETI projects look for nonnatural radio or light signals that come from deep space.

To aid the analysis of the massive amounts of data with the limited resources at its disposal, the Berkeley SETI Research Center initiated a crowdsourced computing project named SETI@home. Volunteers from all over the world donated idle power of their laptops and home computers to scan through the data from radio telescopes and look for possible signs of extraterrestrial intelligence. For two decades, from 1999 to 2020, the crowds’ personal computers and laptops searched for signals that stood out from random noise. SETI@home ended its crowdsourced search in 2020; the organizing team has since focused on analyzing the accumulated data. To date, no extraterrestrial signals have been identified.

 

One researcher who is ready to stake his illustrious academic career on the search for signs of extraterrestrial intelligence is Avi Loeb, an Israeli-American astrophysicist at Harvard University. He cannot be labeled a pseudoscientist because he has all the right credentials: he is a tenured professor at a first-rate university with hundreds of scientific papers in peer-reviewed journals, the former chairman of Harvard’s astronomy department, a member of learned societies, and the recipient of numerous honors and awards. In addition to being a distinguished scientist, Loeb has a knack for public relations. With financial help from several enthusiastic billionaires, he founded the Galileo Project for the Systematic Scientific Search for Evidence of Extraterrestrial Technological Artifacts. The project’s aim is not only to identify and analyze electromagnetic signals but to search for physical objects—actual items that can be looked at, touched, and felt—that could possibly stem from extraterrestrial technological equipment.

Pivotal for his thinking was the discovery in 2017 of Oumuamua, the first interstellar object that passed through the solar system. Loeb speculates that this object—which is now traveling away from us again at a speed of twenty-six kilometers per second—might actually be a probe from an intelligent species from outer space that is trying to learn about our solar system. According to his theory, Oumuamua would be a kind of alien spacecraft propelled by a light sail, a super thin metallic sheet that catches sunlight in the same way a ship’s sail catches the wind. If Loeb is right, which is still very, very, very questionable, the object would not be a natural phenomenon but an artifact, manufactured by extraterrestrial aliens. A feasibility study is underway about building a spacecraft that would be able to catch up with Oumuamua and have a closer look at it in about twenty-six years.
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Oumuamua (artist’s impression)


In 2023, Loeb organized an expedition to Papua, New Guinea, where an unusual meteorite had fallen into the ocean a decade earlier. He had the ocean floor swept with specially designed machinery that found magnetic fragments. Loeb claimed that they were parts of material that belonged to a big object that must have come from outside the solar system. Proof of an extraterrestrial alien-made spacecraft? Loeb’s peers are skeptical.







2 Knowledge Under Seal

Les Plis Cachetés


Every scientist strives to be the first to establish a hitherto unknown scientific fact, to prove a mathematical theorem, to invent a new machine, to discover a new species, or to develop a new drug. The quest for priority is what drives many scientists to spend days and nights on their scientific enterprise.

Unfortunately, disagreements about priority often lead to disputes that can sometime turn ugly. In the late seventeenth and early eighteenth century, the English natural philosopher Isaac Newton and his German counterpart Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz engaged in an acrimonious dispute about who had invented the infinitesimal calculus. Awash with nationalistic overtones, they and their followers accused the other side of plagiarism, although modern historians of science are convinced that they both developed the infinitesimal calculus independently. And the wish to quickly establish priority may have led Pierre de Fermat to write a hurried note on the margin of a book. Had he taken the time to write down and publish the supposedly concise proof of his eponymous theorem, he would have saved hundreds of mathematicians many years of hard labor.

Actually, the quest for priority has an important and decidedly positive aspect. If priority were of no concern, science would advance at an unhurried pace and new research results would be circulated in a very leisurely manner. It is the desire to be first that provides the incentive for scientists to work tirelessly on their projects and thus make rapid advances possible.

But as beneficial as this desire is for science and society, why do individuals themselves subscribe to it? Why do researchers want the world to know that they were the first to make a discovery? Recognition and reputation that come with being a forerunner are the principal motives. Immortality—by having a theory, a theorem, an elementary particle, a plant, an animal, an island, or a lunar crater named after them—is another. An additional reason is that pioneers are able to inspire others and shape the direction of future research. Of course, there are also financial rewards for the first person to state a scientific finding, through fellowships, professorships, commercial ventures, and prizes that encourage the progress of science (for example, the million-dollar Nobel Prizes, the Clay Prizes, the Genesis Prize, and others). Last but not least, there is the personal satisfaction for a scholar to know that he or she discovered something that nobody else was aware of yet.

With so many reasons to announce one’s discovery to the world as fast as possible, would anyone consider hiding one’s findings? Would any serious scientist want to keep the scientific community ignorant of a discovery?

Apparently yes. The Académie des sciences (the French Academy of Sciences, founded in 1666, then named the Académie royale des sciences) instituted a policy in 1735 that allows any person to deposit a sealed envelope, a pli cacheté, in its archive that the academy would keep secret. In it the depositor may have put either a paper containing his ideas or an object of her invention. (Today the size of the envelope is limited to 38 × 25 × 1.5 centimeters.) Upon deposition of the envelope, the date is noted and the envelope is kept secret for a minimum of two years. After that time, the depositor or, if deceased, the heirs may demand the opening under the auspices of the Commission des plis cachetés. The commission takes note of the subject matter and after consultation decides whether to publish the contents. The academy reserves the right to open any as yet unopened plis after one hundred years. In all cases, the original content remains in the academy’s archives.

Why might someone want to keep an idea or an invention or a discovery secret in this way? One reason is that the sealed envelope method ensures that the depositor would one day, upon opening of the pli, be recognized as the first to have made that particular scientific contribution. But that could have been achieved by publishing the contribution, so why bother with the pli?

There are reasons why authors may not want to share their findings publicly but nevertheless reserve the right to be recognized one day as the progenitors. For example, the idea may not yet be fully developed; by depositing the envelope, even if the work is not yet complete or fully verified, the researcher can continue to refine it or gather additional evidence without risking that someone else would be able to claim priority. Or he or she may need to secure additional funding or resources to pursue further research. Or the findings may not be politically correct at the time they are made, and the depositor may have concerns about potential implications, backlash, or criticism. Some authors may want to wait for the right time to publicly share their work, such as when it would have the greatest impact, align with a planned conference, or coincide with a favorable political or social climate.

Today researchers are usually not coy about their discoveries, and secrecy is usually no longer of any concern. Manuscripts are submitted to preprint servers, preliminary results are presented at scientific conferences, and patents are filed. Many half-baked ideas find their way to the public.

 

One of the most intriguing sealed envelopes was sent to the academy in early 1940 from the front lines of the battles of the Second World War by a soldier by the name of Wolfgang Döblin.1 Son of the famous German writer Alfred Döblin, his family had left Berlin in 1938. They were of Jewish origin, and even though they considered themselves Protestant, they did not feel safe in Nazi Germany. In Paris where they had found refuge, Wofgang, now Vincent, quickly made a name for himself as a brilliant student of mathematics. By the time he was twenty-three, he had already published eight papers and another nine announcements in the Comptes Rendus de l’Académie des Sciences. A rising star, he was destined for a brilliant academic career. But he insisted on enlisting in the French army and serving as a simple soldier. In this manner, he told his brothers, he could show his gratitude to a country that had accepted him and his family at a time of desperation.

Serving as a radio operator at the front, he continued his mathematical research. But the French battle lines were failing, and as the Germans drew near he knew that as a Jew and as the son of the decadent socialist writer Alfred Döblin his fate would be sealed if he were to be caught. On the morning that the German army invaded the village in which he had found refuge, Vincent burned all his papers and shot himself.


[image: A plaque mounted on a wall featuring engraved text and decorative elements.]

Memorial plaque at the Döblin family’s home in Paris


Unbeknown to anyone, four months before his death, Döblin had sent a pli cacheté to the academy. A single reference to the pli was contained in one of his letters from the front. It was only in 1991, half a century after Döblin’s death, that Bernard Bru, a historian of science, discovered that letter. Bru contacted Döblin’s surviving brother, who agreed to the opening of the sealed envelope. On May 18, 2000, the secret was lifted.

And what a surprise it was! The subject treated in Döblin’s booklet was Brownian motion, the random movement of a particle in a liquid medium. Döblin had discovered extremely important properties of so-called stochastic processes that were rediscovered only some twenty years later by the Japanese mathematician Kiyoshi Itō and others, generally under more restrictive hypotheses.

When Itō was ceremoniously inducted into the French Academy of Sciences in 1989, the pli cacheté still rested, its seal unbroken, in the dusty catacombs of the same institution. Itō had trodden the paths of stochastic theory, ignorant of the fact that these same paths had been broken long before by the unknown French soldier who had preferred to die by his own hand rather than fall into the hands of the enemy.







3 A Mathematical Riddle

The Riemann Hypothesis


For several years Edge.org, a lively website for academics and intellectuals interested in science and technology, posed an annual question that would stimulate the entire community. In 2013 the annual question was: “What should we be worried about?” In all, 155 responses were received, but unfortunately I missed the deadline, a slip that I still regret because I was, and still am, very worried about a mathematical riddle.

The riddle is the so-called Riemann Hypothesis, named after the German mathematician Bernhard Riemann (1826–1866). It is a question about the Zeta function, specifically, about where in the xy-plane of complex numbers the function becomes zero. The so-called trivial zeros lie along the x-axis at −2, −4, −6, . . . It is the set of nontrivial zeros, however, the zeros that do not lie along the x-axis, that puzzled Riemann. Although he had a hunch about them, he was unable to prove it. He could only claim that it is “sehr wahrscheinlich” (very likely) that all nontrivial zeros of the Zeta function have a real part equal to ½. According to his hunch, it is “very likely” that all nontrivial zeros lie on this critical line, the vertical line along x = ½.


[image: Coordinate system illustrated with intersecting lines, highlighting axes and grid layout.]

Trivial zeros (on the left), nontrivial zeros (on the vertical), and prime numbers (on the right)


This hypothesis still remains no more than a conjecture; mathematicians are ignorant about whether Riemann’s hunch is correct. The vast majority believe the hypothesis to be true, but nobody knows for sure. And the worry that keeps me up at night (well, not every night) is that it could turn out to be false.

Why worry? Many mathematical hypotheses exist and, apart from the people specifically working on them, hardly anybody loses any sleep over them. But the Riemann Hypothesis is in a class of its own. It is important: very, very important! In fact, a one million dollar prize has been offered by the Clay Foundation to anybody who proves or disproves it. The reason for the importance of Riemann’s Hypothesis is that there is a subtle connection of the hypothesis to the distribution of prime numbers, the building blocks of our number system. Among other things, the Zeta function’s nontrivial zeros can be used to describe how prime numbers are distributed among the integers. Therefore, the Riemann Hypothesis has profound consequences for our understanding of numbers.

One easy way to disprove a hypothesis is to find a counterexample. All it would take to blow the Riemann Hypothesis asunder is one nontrivial zero that does not lie on the critical line. So starting in 1859, the year when Riemann proposed his hypothesis, the race was on to find such a counterexample. In 1903, the Danish actuary J. P. Gram computed the first fifteen zeros; they all lay on the critical line. In 1956, mathematicians had extended the search to fifteen thousand zeros, by 1966, to a quarter of a million, by 1977 to forty million, and people were just getting started. Using the idle times of thousands of laptops and personal computers of volunteers around the world, the search for a counterexample was extended to two hundred million in 1982, to ten billion in 2001; by 2004, ten trillion zeros (1013) had been verified. They all lay on the critical line!

Where does this leave us in terms of proving the Riemann Hypothesis? Precisely nowhere, because although one counterexample suffices to disprove a conjecture, even a googol (10100) of supportive examples do not a proof make.

With no counterexamples in sight, efforts are underway, and have been for one and a half centuries, to prove that the nontrivial zeros must lie on the critical line. As of this writing, there are no takers for the million-dollar prize and the honor that would go with a successful, watertight proof.

 

And why does that keep me up some nights? As I pointed out, Riemann’s Hypothesis has deep implications for the distribution of prime numbers. And prime numbers are the basic building blocks of number theory, somewhat akin to atoms in chemistry or cells in biology. So, yes, the Riemann Hypothesis is very important.

It is therefore not surprising that thousands of papers depend on the hypothesis being true. Hundreds of mathematical theorems begin with a sentence such as “under the assumption that the Riemann Hypothesis is true, xyz is true.” If the hypothesis is false, xyz and all such theorems will be wrong . . . unless they can be proved by other means. It would be a real paradigm change. As a mathematician once said: “If [the Riemann Hypothesis is] not true, then the world is a very different place. The whole structure of integers and prime numbers would be very different to what we could imagine. . . . it would be a disaster because we’ve built so much around assuming its truth.”1 On the other hand, this opens a different avenue for disproving the Riemann Hypothesis. From “under the assumption that the Riemann Hypothesis is true, xyz is true” it follows by contraposition that “if xyz can be shown to be false, the Riemann Hypothesis must be false.”

The implications of the Riemann Hypothesis span many areas beyond mathematics: the hypothesis has consequences even for electromagnetics and quantum mechanics; the efficiency or correctness of some algorithms depend on the Riemann Hypothesis being true; and, of course, encryption, as we use it for example on the internet, depends crucially on prime numbers and hence on the correctness of the Riemann Hypothesis.

For now, and for the foreseeable future, we remain ignorant of the truth of the Riemann Hypothesis.


Appendix

The Riemann Hypothesis deals with the Zeta function,

[image: ], check the zeta-function!

where s is a complex number, made up of a real part and an imaginary part: s = a + bi. In the xy-plane, a-values (the real parts) are plotted along the x-axis, b-values (the imaginary parts) along the y-axis. It is obvious, to mathematicians at least, that the Zeta function is equal to zero when b=0 and a= −2, −4, −6, . . . . These are the trivial zeros. But there are infinitely more nontrivial zeros, with positive real parts. The Riemann Hypothesis says that the real parts of all nontrivial zeros are exactly equal to ½.








4 Restricted Access

Top Secret vs. Freedom of Information


“Presidential Libraries and Museums promote understanding of the presidency and the American experience. We preserve and provide access to historical materials, support research, and create interactive programs and exhibits that educate and inspire.” So says the website of the National Archives, the depository of governmental and historical records of the United States.

The fifteen Presidential Libraries currently in existence in the United States “hold the raw materials of history: evidence of democracy at work and of the continuing relevance of the Presidents’ past decisions.” They are not traditional libraries but are repositories for preserving and making accessible the papers, records, and other historical materials of US presidents. The Presidential Records Act (PRA), enacted in 1978, allows public access to records of a president’s administration five years after the end of that administration.

Can we, therefore, learn all about what went on in the Oval Office? Well, not quite! Access to historical material, in particular about the goings-on in the Oval Office, is not unfettered. There are limitations to what and when the public is permitted to know.

The American president may invoke a right to restrict public access to certain information and documents for up to twelve years. The specific restrictions relate to national security, foreign policy, appointments to federal office, certain trade secrets, certain commercial or financial information, confidential communications between the president and the president’s advisers, and medical files. The president’s restrictions are only overridden if the information is necessary
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