
CHAPTER FIVE 
 

PUBLIC LIBRARIES 
 
Public libraries have drawn more attention from historians than any other single aspect of American library history. 
Jesse Shera's essay "Literature of American Library History" (1973, 1.87; listed and discussed in Chapter 1, 

 appeal, . . . [and] the inscrutable vagaries of its 

motivation are more subject to interpretation." Among the other various treatments of public library history 
literature found in Chapter 1 the recent compilation of annotated dissertations and theses by Arthur P. Young 
(Metuchen, N.J.: Scarecrow Press, 1988) deserves special mention.  

Early studies of public library history, such as the reminiscences of Samuel Green (1913, 5.26), although valuable for 
contemporary assessments tended to be antiquarian in nature and more inclined to description and applause than 
critical analysis. However, in the 1930s scholars began to call for the application of the critical standards of historical 
research to public library history. An important stimulus to this new perspective was Arnold Borden’s brief essay, 
“Sociological Beginnings of the Library Movement" 1931, 2.20; listed in Chapter 2, "General Studies"). Influenced by 
Borden's persuasive insistence that libraries must be studied in the context of their coeval culture, a number of 
classic and still valuable studies of the public library were completed by doctoral students at Chicago and Columbia 
Most notable of these were Sidney Ditzion's Arsenals of a Democratic Culture (1947 5.66) and Jesse Shera's Foundations 
of the Public Library (1949, 4.176- listed and discussed in Chapter 4, "Predecessors of the Public Library") which together 
cover the period to 1900. Gladys Spencer's The Chicago Public Library (1943, 5.359) represents an institutional 
history of this genre. 
 
The fact that these works were such tours de force 



research. Another example of a new interpretation was Robert Lee's Continuing Education for Adults through the 
American Public Library, 1833-1964 (1966, 5.116), which, read with Margaret Monroe's pioneering work on this 
subject (1963, 5.106), revises earlier treatments. 
 
Other scholars began to investigate public library development in individual states and regions as well as 
particular issues faced by public librarians. The most impressive of the monographs in this genre is Ray Held's 
history of the public movement in California in two volumes (1963, 4.242; listed and discussed in Chapter 4, 
"Predecessors of the Public Library"; and 1973, 5.263), which carries the story to 1917. Important state studies 
in dissertation form include John Colson's study of Wisconsin, 1836-1900 (1973, 5.1080) and Chieko 



Many major studies of large public libraries and good case studies of smaller libraries remain only in 
dissertation and thesis format or have appeared as journal articles. Among these are Jerry F. Cao's "The Los 
Angeles Public Library: Origins and Development, 1872-1910" (1977, 5.265), Stanley Rubinstein's "The Role of 
the Trustees and the Librarians in the Development of the Enoch Pratt Free Library and the Free Library of 
Philadelphia, 1880-1914" (1978, 5.472), and the fine articles of Ron Blazek on Florida libraries, among them, St. 
Augustine (1979, 4.298, listed in Chapter 4, "Predecessors of the Public Library"). 
 
Students of public library history will want to read these and similar studies in conjunction with the 



Williams with his statistical study of the 1850-1870 period (1986, 5.219). The opening of new research fronts has also 
yielded fresh insight into women's roles in libraries as demonstrated in Chapter 14 "Women in Librarianship." 
 
Interest in public library history continues, and the past fifteen years demonstrate that, as a phenomenon with a 
peculiarly American stamp, the subject retains its hold on the professional imagination. 
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