The Rise of the Victorian Public Library Movement and the
Popularisation of Knowledge

Yuijia Shi
Department of History, King’s College London, London, United Kingdom

shiangelal95@gmail.com

Abstract. During the Victorian period, Britain stood at a critical moment of rapid urbanisation and
social reform, and the establishment of public libraries became a key mechanism in the
popularisation of knowledge. This paper defines “popularisation of knowledge” as having three
meanings: the class diffusion of knowledge resources, the redistribution of cultural capital and the
expansion of social participation mechanisms. The emergence of the public library movement
stemmed from multiple forces, including the working class’s desire for cultural self-improvement, the
ruling class’s intention to maintain order through cultural governance, and the changes in institutional
and material conditions brought about by the development of printing technology and the publishing
industry. The Public Library Act of 1850 not only marked the transformation of the state’s role in the
provision of cultural resources, but also became a key moment linking local politics, taxation, and
broader social reform initiatives. Through free lending services, open reading spaces and the
dissemination of popular publications, public libraries have improved people’s cultural literacy,
stimulated civic awareness, and to a certain extent, broken the structure of intellectual monopoly and
promoted social mobility.
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1. Introduction

During the Victorian era, as industrialisation and urbanisation gathered pace, Britain’s social
structure underwent profound changes. In this shifting landscape, questions around who could access
knowledge—and how it was distributed—became central to the modern state’s efforts at governance.
It was in this context that the public library system emerged. More than just a new civic institution, it
reflected a broader transformation in cultural politics: knowledge, once the preserve of elites, was
beginning to move into the public sphere. The rise of public libraries marked a turning point—not
only in how knowledge was stored and shared, but in who was deemed entitled to use it.

Scholarly research on the Victorian public library movement began at the end of the 19th century,
with much of the early focus on architectural style and institutional evolution. Scholars such as
Alistair Black have pointed out that public libraries in the Victorian era were both a mechanism for
social control and a tool for promoting the democratisation of knowledge [1]. Thomas Kelly provides
a panoramic view of the legislation of the Public Libraries Act and its subsequent institutional
construction [2]. As scholars of library architecture have observed, the spatial layout of library
buildings can profoundly shape how the public accesses and navigates knowledge [1]. F.J. Burgoyne
and Amian L. Champneys, as early researchers, analysed the social functions of libraries from the
architectural and spatial perspectives, laying the groundwork for later cultural history analyses [3].

Although the existing scholarship for understand the rise of the public library movement, there is
still a lack of detailed analyses of how the library system specifically contributes to the diffusion of
knowledge, the dissemination of knowledge among social classes, the redistribution of cultural capital
and the expansion of mechanisms of social participation Drawing on the institutional history of public
libraries and integrating perspectives from social and cultural history, especially through the lens of
working class This paper not only analyses the multiple factors that have shaped the formation of the
public library system, it also examines its key role in reorganising knowledge structures and reshaping
the social Victorian order.
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This paper argues that the establishment of the public library movement was driven by three
intersecting forces: the working class’s growing desire for cultural and intellectual improvement, the
ruling elite’s recalibration of strategies for cultural governance, and the technological innovations
emerging from the expansion of printing and publishing. Once established, the public library system,
in turn, generated new dynamics of its own, fostering forms of civic consciousness and subtly
transforming the cultural landscape of Victorian Britain.

2. Factors in the Rise of the Public Library Movement

The public library was a product of social change in Victorian England. Its development was not
driven by a single force, but by the changes that occurred during the convergence of industrialisation,
political reform, educational movements and cultural control strategies. As the demand for knowledge
grew rapidly in industrial societies, public libraries gradually became institutionalised as part of the
cultural governance of the state. The following analyses the contextual logic and social dynamics of
institutional change in the growth of the working-class desire for knowledge, the need for cultural
discipline by the ruling class, and the development of printing and publishing technology.

2.1. The Working Class’s Desire for Knowledge

One of the key factors that prompted the rise of the public library movement was the growing
desire for knowledge and culture among the working class, which intensified as literacy rates
improved in the aftermath of the Industrial Revolution. This change was driven primarily by the
combined influence of religious education, charitable schools, and affordable day schools. The
Sunday School movement, as a social extension of religious reform, expanded rapidly from the late
eighteenth century onward. According to R. Altick, by 1831, over 1.25 million children were being
educated in Sunday schools in England [4]. Although these schools were predominantly Bible-based,
they did provide basic literacy opportunities for the children of working families. The Church of
England and non-State denominations (e.g. Methodists, Baptists) generally advocated that believers
should read the Bible on their own, thus contributing to the development of literacy education for the
general public.

In addition to religious groups, national educational initiatives in the early nineteenth century also
promoted basic education for the common man. Organisations such as the National Society (1811)
and the British and Foreign School Society set up low-cost day schools to extend educational
coverage. These educational practices provided the working class with access to the world of
knowledge and provided the cultural foundation and legitimacy for the later acceptance and
promotion of the public library system [5].

However, in the early 19th century, the dominant form of libraries was still subscription-based and
commercial. Subscription libraries were geared towards the middle class and gentry, with high annual
fees and a high cultural threshold with collections favouring ‘normative’ texts such as religion, history
and biography [6]. This institutional design was a clear exclusion of the worker community. It is in
this context of cultural inequality that public libraries have gradually been put on the agenda as an
“Institutional structure that responds to the cultural needs of the lower strata of society”.

2.2. Ruling Class Strategies for Cultural Discipline

Another factor that contributed to the rise of the public library movement was the ruling elite’s
pursuit of social stability. Industrialisation also brought with it a rise in urban crime and social unrest.
Problems such as alcoholism, gambling and burglary were particularly acute in the working-class
neighbourhoods. After the parliamentary reforms of 1832, the political influence of the middle classes
increased, and the ensuing Chartist Movement (1838-1848) alerted the ruling class to the political
awakening of the working class. The spread of radical newspapers such as the Northern Star, led by
Feargus O’Connor, had such a strong mobilising power that it reached a circulation of 50,000 copies
per issue in 1839 [7]. These newspapers not only reported on workers’ meetings, but also
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disseminated political demands such as the People’s Charter and universal suffrage, thereby
constituting a challenge to the established social order.

In addition, important organisations of the Chartist movement, such as the London Working Men's
Association (LWMA), explicitly listed “raising the standard of education of the next generation” as
one of their objectives and advocated “universal education” as a prerequisite for the acquisition of
political rights [8]. This concept challenged the elite’s monopoly on knowledge, discourse and moral
values, which intensified concerns among the ruling class.

In this context, public libraries came to be viewed as a “moderate mechanism of cultural
regulation”. As Robson suggests, this was underpinned by the patriarchal cultural concerns of the
Victorian middle class [7]. Through the selection of books, borrowing rules and spatial design,
libraries conveyed middle-class norms of moderation, diligence and piety to guide working-class
behaviour and thought. In addition, Leah Price notes that public opinion often associated the ‘act of
reading’” with the image of “responsible citizenship” and “civilised people” to promote public
acceptance of middle-class moral standards [5]. The 1849 Parliamentary Report went so far as to
warn: “Shall we allow the people to indulge in vulgar, weak, and even pernicious literature, without
providing a purer, nobler, and more suitable atmosphere for reading” [9]. Public libraries were thus
constructed as a “moral defence” to purify the reading environment.

2.3. Printing Technology and the Popular Publishing Industry

Moreover, innovations in printing technology during the Victorian period provided the material
foundation for the rise of the public library movement. In 1814, The Times became the first newspaper
to adopt the steam-powered double-cylinder press, greatly increasing production efficiency (reaching
about 1,100 copies per hour), far surpassing previous manual printing methods. Subsequently, the
abolition of the newspaper stamp duty in 1855 and the abolition of advertising tax in 1861 further
reduced the price of newspapers and widened the accessibility of cultural products.

At the same time, there was a notable rise in popular publications, particularly penny dreadfuls.
These publications serialised stories were highly marketable among teenagers and workers because
of their exciting content and low price. For example, George W. M. Reynolds’s The Mysteries of
London (1844) was a phenomenal seller during the Victorian era and was described as “the first book
for the working classes”. These publications, while morally controversial, invariably served as “non-
formal teachers” to promote literacy. In order to keep up with the serialised plots, readers were
required to actively improve their reading skills, constituting an effective complement to formal
education through popular culture.

In addition, a number of educational organisations served the working class, such as Mechanics'
Institutes, which catered for the working population, also served library-like functions in the
dissemination of technical knowledge and vocational training. For example, the catalogue of the
Bradford Mechanics' Institute (1832) contained practical books on industrial dyes, mechanical
engineering, and business calculations, and its annual report showed that more than 40% of the books
borrowed were “technical texts” [2]. This mechanism of access to knowledge reinforced working-
class expectations of self-education and social mobility and paved the way for the legitimacy of public
libraries.

3. The Establishment and Role of the Public Library System

The Victorian public library system emerged during a period of rapid industrial and social change,
when questions of who could access knowledge became increasingly central to national governance.
Its formation was a gradual process: early reading rooms, Mechanics’ Institutes, and other semi-
public educational spaces laid the groundwork; the Public Libraries Acts provided the legislative
framework; and municipal initiatives in industrial cities turned the idea into practice. Together, these
developments shaped the institutional foundations of the public library as a new element of Victorian
cultural governance.
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At the same time, the establishment of public libraries had far-reaching social consequences. By
expanding access to books, newspapers, and reading spaces, libraries broadened opportunities for
learning, strengthened working-class literacy, and encouraged new forms of civic awareness. They
also challenged existing monopolies of cultural capital by enabling wider engagement with elite
knowledge, even as they served, in part, as instruments for promoting middle-class norms and social
stability. This chapter examines both aspects of this development: the institutionalisation of the public
library system, and its role in the wider popularisation of knowledge in nineteenth-century Britain.

3.1. Institutionalisation of the Public Library Movement: Acts and Local Practices

3.1.1 Conceptual origins and social foundations of the public library movement

Before the mid-19th century, the idea of public libraries remained marginal. At that time, the
British library system was mainly composed of subscription libraries and circulating libraries, which
primarily served the middle class and the local gentry. The content of the service was also
biographical, historical, religious and travelling books of “good taste”. These libraries often relied on
annual membership fees, and there was a barrier to entry and cultural exclusion for the working class
[1].

Even as the number of such institutions grew in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, they failed
to respond to the demand for popular education and practical knowledge of the rapidly growing
working class in industrial cities. At the same time, the early education movement and the rise of
working-class cultural networks (e.g. Mechanics’ Institutes, Working Men’s Reading Rooms) built
the social foundations for the legitimisation of the idea of the “public” library. As the Cambridge
History of Libraries points out, by the mid-1840s a number of English cities had large, worker-
education orientated cultural venues, which served as experimental sites for the later public library
system [1].

3.1.2 Introduction and amendment of the public libraries act

In 1850, the Public Libraries Act 1850 was passed in Parliament after many rounds of debates and
became the first national legislation in the history of the UK to allow local governments to levy a tax
to build free libraries. The Act provided that councils with a population of over 10,000 could levy a
local tax of up to 0.5p, subject to a vote of the taxpayers, to cover the costs of establishing and
maintaining library buildings and management [1]. The Act was strongly shaped by the efforts of
Edward Edwards who is the former Manchester Librarian and author of the Parliamentary Select
Committee’s report on the library system, whose research and speeches greatly increased the political
and public visibility of the library idea [10].

However, the initial scope of the bill was narrow: the use of the tax was restricted (it could not be
used to purchase books), the voting threshold was set high, and the financial burden and taxpayer
concerns led to strong opposition. For example, the original proposal was originally intended to allow
municipal councils to adopt the Act automatically, but the public opposition forced a change to a
mechanism that required a two-thirds vote of the taxpayers [8].

To address these difficulties, the 1855 amendment to the Public Libraries Act broadened the
legislation’s applicability. It lowered the population threshold, allowed the joint establishment of
libraries in two towns and cities, raised the maximum rate to 1p, and unauthorised the use of funds to
purchase books, newspapers and maps in the scope of permissible expenditure [11]. These
institutional amendments significantly increased the feasibility and financial resilience of library
promotion and provided a legal basis and practical space for the integration of public cultural services
into municipal functions.

3.1.3 Early adoption in industrial cities and local models of practice

After the framework of the Act was established, industrial towns such as Manchester, Birmingham
and Liverpool responded quickly and became pioneers of the public library system. Manchester
established the first locally funded library under the Act in 1852 at the Hall of Science in Campfield,
with an initial collection of 18,028 books and a “free lending” service for the working class. In its
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first year of operation, the library had 240,000 visitors, an average of more than 800 per day [11],
demonstrating the urgent need of the urban working class for access to knowledge.

Birmingham, on the other hand, was founded as a municipal library in 1861 by reformist figures
such as George Dawson, and quickly developed into one of the most influential libraries in the country
after moving into a new building in 1882. Its annual report for 1873 shows a total circulation of
737,457 books, of which popular education and practical skills accounted for a significant proportion.
The library also set up a “News Reading Room” to provide free newspapers and popular literature,
providing a channel for citizens to understand national affairs and public policies. The localisation of
public libraries is characterised by the following three key characteristics. First, social reformers in
the city, including educators, philanthropists, legislators, actively encouraged local adoption of the
Act. Moreover, the feasibility of establishing a library depended heavily on local tax structures, the
support of municipal councils, and the willingness of ratepayers to approve the levy. Finally, most
borrowers were workers or craftsmen, and the content of borrowing was mainly practical and popular
books.

The establishment of the public library system in the Victorian period was a gradual process from
the early spontaneous organisation of the working class to the institutionalisation of the state act.
Under the guarantee of public finance, the system not only responded to the desire of the underclass
for cultural resources, but also constituted an extension of the means of national cultural governance.
Public libraries became part of the municipal functions and developed various models to serve the
local economy and social structure according to local conditions in actual operation, providing an
important sample for the institutionalisation of the popularisation of knowledge.

3.2. From the Library Movement to the Popularisation of Knowledge

3.2.1 Promoting knowledge circulation and cultural literacy

The establishment of the public library system marked the first national effort to break down class
barriers in access to knowledge, making cultural resources available beyond a small elite. Through
the allocation of free lending, reading space and popular publications, libraries provide the general
public with continuous access to classic literature, scientific knowledge and information on public
affairs. From their earliest days, many libraries set up service areas such as “news reading rooms”
and “popular bookshelves” to attract non-specialist readers, workers, and young people, and to create
a cross-section of public reading spaces.

Rising literacy rates provided the preconditions for this system to work. Research shows that by
the mid-nineteenth century, the basic literacy rate in England and Wales had reached 80-90 per cent,
meaning that the majority of the population was already capable of reading simple texts [12]. This
created a cultural groundwork necessary for the effective use of public libraries and increased the
public’s ability and willingness to use library resources.

At the same time, there is a positive interaction between the literature market and reading
behaviour. The existence of libraries has contributed to the development of popular publications, such
as serial fiction, scientific handbooks, and encyclopaedic series—which reached a wider audience
through library networks. The free public library system and the reading habits of the general public
are two mutually reinforcing processes: libraries provide a continuous supply of resources, while
popular texts stimulate frequency of use and motivation to read [1].

Thus, public libraries not only expanded the social boundaries of “who can read” and “what can
be read”, but also prompted the working class to use reading as a means of personal advancement and
social participation, and to gradually move from “marginalised cultural consumers” to legitimate
subjects of knowledge [2]. It also encourages the working class to take reading as a means of personal
improvement and social participation, gradually turning from “marginalised people of cultural
consumption” to legitimate knowledge subjects.
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3.2.2 Stimulating civic awareness and political participation

During the Victorian period, public libraries were not only places for knowledge transmission, but
also as the role of “public opinion platforms”. Many libraries set up “news reading rooms” to collect
parliamentary records, policy notices and legal texts, giving ordinary citizens their first stable access
to national politics and public affairs.

During the debate on the Public Libraries Act of 1850, opponents feared that libraries would
become “political lecture theatres” or “bases for mass mobilisation”, while supporters argued that
libraries could “keep the working classes away from radicalisation by promoting their cultural tastes”
[2]. These debates suggest that there was a general awareness in society at the time that libraries could
be mediators and instruments of political cognition.

In practice, some public library employees, such as administrators and assistants, came from lower
social classes. They gained experience in political expression and public service in the process of
management, lending and organising materials, constituting a social channel “from the library counter
to citizenship”. Social Mobility Behind the Library Desk suggests that it is through working as
assistants in local libraries, and then as administrators, that many young people enter the wider system
of citizenship management [5].

Of course, the library’s function as a place of civic education is not automatic. Time resources,
opening hours, bibliographic accessibility, and cultural capital background all influence whether a
person can actually use a library to engage in political awareness. This means that libraries offer a
“potential space for political awakening”, even though not everyone can make the leap from reading
to participation.

3.2.3 Challenging the monopoly of knowledge and the redistribution of cultural capital

As Bourdieu points out in Reproduction in Education, Society and Culture, cultural capital is not
only embodied in educational achievement and cultural taste but is also an important mechanism for
class reproduction [9]. The upper classes continue to consolidate their social advantages through the
mechanism of cultural exclusivity. The establishment of the public library system challenged this
mechanism by providing, for the first time, a legitimate and large-scale institutional channel through
which the working class could access “elite knowledge”, thereby reshaping the distribution of
“legitimate knowledge”. It reconfigured the distributional structure of “legitimate knowledge”.

When the Manchester Library opened in 1852, more than 60 percent of its borrowers were working
class, and the books they borrowed most often included the literature of Shakespeare and Milton, as
well as the scientific works of Huxley and Darwin. This suggests that public libraries not only fulfilled
an instrumental need, but also guided the working class into the semantic space of mainstream culture,
engaging in a process of redefining what was “worth knowing” [10].

More importantly, this redistribution of cultural capital has institutional consequences. When
knowledge is no longer monopolised by a few, its symbolic power is loosened. This shift contributed
to gradual change in the structure of education and occupational mobility, while also opening up a
new social structure on the cognitive level: a society in which the ability to read was no longer
determined by one’s origin, and a modern order in which the worker could also become a “man of
culture”.

In Victorian society, the public library system occupied a dual role as both a “cultural and
educational institution” and an “ideological device”. It served as a vehicle for working-class self-
education and cultural equalisation, while simultaneously operating as a tool of social regulation and
integration for the ruling classes. Regardless of its starting point, however, it did introduce new
dynamic variables into the intellectual order and social structure of nineteenth-century Britain:
reading became a medium for class mobility, and knowledge became a public resource to be
redistributed. This institutional transformation not only addressed cultural anxieties of the industrial
age, but also signalled the institutional search for “cultural equality” in modern society.
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4. Conclusion

The public library movement in the Victorian period represented an institutional reconfiguration
of nineteenth-century Britain’s knowledge landscape. Its emergence and development did not stem
from a linear historical necessity but was the result of the interaction of multiple social forces. On the
one hand, the literacy and cultural aspirations of the working class inspired by the process of
industrialisation constituted a challenge to the traditional knowledge monopoly; on the other hand,
the state and the middle class attempted to regulate and guide the movement through the mechanism
of culture for the purpose of preserving the stability of the society and the moral order. Meanwhile,
the innovation of printing technology and the commercialisation of the publishing market provided
the practical feasibility and dissemination basis for the above motives.

The enactment of the Public Libraries Act in 1850 brought reading resources, originally promoted
by charities and self-organisation, into the legal orbit of the state, and empowered local governments
to levy taxes for the construction of libraries, marking a major transition in the role of the state in
cultural governance. As the early examples of Manchester, Birmingham, and other cities demonstrate,
public libraries have not only expanded the accessibility of knowledge by making it “free” and
“universal” but have also contributed to the redistribution of cultural capital, the formation of public
space, and the awakening of civic consciousness in practice.

In this paper, universal access to knowledge is understood as a process shaped by institutions,
cultural diffusion and social participation. For the State, the public library is a tool for maintaining
social order and providing basic cultural services; for workers and ordinary citizens, it provides an
important avenue for education and public discourse. This “dual role” shows that modern public
cultural institutions are never purely regulatory. While fulfilling certain disciplinary functions, public
libraries also open up new opportunities for learning and create public spaces for groups with limited
social resources. Situated between these two dynamics, public libraries facilitated wider access to
knowledge, allowing people excluded from mainstream culture to participate in society, learn about
themselves, and interact with the wider public world.

Moreover, the establishment of Victorian public libraries provides an important historical lesson:
the dissemination of knowledge is never the result of natural diffusion, but is the product of political,
economic, and cultural mechanisms. This lesson is equally educational for today. With the advent of
the digital age, the modes of knowledge production and distribution are changing dramatically, and
new “cultural ruptures” and “information inequalities” are emerging. Against this backdrop, the
question of how to institutionalise equity in access to knowledge, so that "universal access to
knowledge™ is no longer a privilege but a genuine public right, remains a contemporary issue that
individuals must continue to ponder.
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