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From Benjamin Franklin’s experiment in shared books to Carnegie’s grand reading rooms and
today’s battles over access and censorship, Pennsylvania offers a revealing window into the
evolution of the American library.

Long before a library card became a familiar feature of American civic life, access to books
was largely determined by money, membership and social affiliation. Libraries existed, but
they were not necessarily public institutions in the modern sense. Over nearly three
centuries, that model was transformed into something much more ambitious: a system built
around the idea that knowledge should be broadly available, supported by communities and
shared across social and economic boundaries.

Few places illustrate that transformation as clearly as Pennsylvania.

The state occupies an unusually important position in American library history. Philadelphia
was the birthplace of one of the country’s earliest successful circulating libraries and later
hosted the founding of the American Library Association. Pennsylvania communities
experimented with philanthropy, municipal funding, rural services and outreach to
populations that conventional libraries had failed to reach. The state also became closely
associated with Andrew Carnegie, whose approach to library philanthropy helped
permanently alter the relationship between libraries and government.

That history is not simply a procession of celebrated buildings and benefactors. It is also a
history of changing definitions of who should have access to knowledge — and of recurring
arguments over who gets included, who gets overlooked and who decides what belongs on a
library shelf.
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Before the modern public library
One of the pivotal early developments came in Philadelphia in 1731, when Benjamin Franklin
and his associates established the Library Company of Philadelphia.

It was not a tax-supported public library of the sort Americans would recognize today.
Instead, stockholders pooled their resources to acquire books, while other readers could gain
access by paying membership fees. What made such institutions relatively “public” for their
time was that participation did not depend on belonging to a church, college or similar
organization.

The model demonstrated something important: books could be treated as a shared resource
rather than possessions available only to wealthy private collectors or members of particular
institutions.

During the 19th century, that principle expanded. Educators, civic leaders, women’s
organizations and other reform-minded groups increasingly argued that libraries should serve
entire communities, including people unable to pay subscription fees.

The challenge was finding a sustainable way to finance them.

Private philanthropy supplied part of the answer. Before Carnegie became synonymous with
library construction, other benefactors were already experimenting with ways of supporting
reading institutions.

In Warren, Pennsylvania, lawyer and land developer Thomas Struthers constructed a
multipurpose building in 1883 containing a library as well as commercial spaces and a
theater. Income from those activities was intended to help support the library.
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The financial model proved inadequate, and borrowers ultimately had to purchase tickets to
use the collection. The experiment nevertheless reflected a larger problem confronting library
advocates: creating a building was one thing; financing a genuinely public institution year
after year was another.

Carnegie changes the equation
Andrew Carnegie’s enormous library-building campaign offered a different solution.

Carnegie financed more than 1,600 library buildings across the United States, but the
enduring significance of his model was not merely the number of structures bearing his
name.

His grants increasingly came with conditions.

Communities seeking Carnegie money generally had to provide a site and commit public
funds for continuing operations, commonly amounting to at least 10% of the cost of the
building each year.

That requirement fundamentally changed the proposition.

Rather than treating a library as a gift that remained dependent on the generosity of a
wealthy donor, Carnegie’s system required communities themselves to assume responsibility
for maintaining it. Philanthropy could pay for much of the physical infrastructure, but local
government had to demonstrate that the institution would remain viable.

The arrangement helped establish an important principle of modern American librarianship:
libraries could be understood as public infrastructure worthy of recurring taxpayer support.
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Pennsylvania became one of the most visible landscapes for this transition. Carnegie’s
association with Pittsburgh produced major institutions, including the library at Homestead
and the Carnegie Library of Pittsburgh system. Elsewhere in the state, Carnegie money
helped communities erect buildings that would serve generations of readers.

But constructing libraries did not automatically mean that every resident enjoyed equal
access to their resources.

Bringing libraries beyond major cities
Geography created another challenge.

A library system centered on established cities and towns could leave rural populations with
few options. Pennsylvania began addressing that disparity in 1931 through Act 329, which
offered partial matching funds to counties providing library services.

The legislation represented another stage in the transformation of libraries from local
charitable projects into components of public policy. Yet its reach was incomplete.
Philadelphia and Allegheny, Pennsylvania’s two largest counties, were excluded.

Federal policy later expanded the effort.

The Library Services Act, operating from 1956 to 1962, directed assistance toward
communities with populations below 10,000. Funding helped libraries acquire books and
develop services such as bookmobiles, which could carry collections to residents who lived
far from permanent branches.

The focus on small communities addressed one form of inequality while leaving another
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unresolved: larger urban and suburban communities did not initially have an equivalent
stream of federal support.

By the 1960s, policymakers were beginning to take a broader view of what library access
actually meant.

Access means more than an unlocked door
Pennsylvania’s libraries did not operate under the legally mandated racial segregation that
characterized libraries in parts of the American South. Formal admission, however, did not
necessarily guarantee an equal experience.

The design of buildings, allocation of resources, composition of collections, recruitment of
staff and development of programs could all determine which residents felt that an institution
was truly intended for them.

That distinction became increasingly difficult to ignore.

In 1969, Augusta A. “Gussie” Clark, who worked as a librarian before later serving on
Philadelphia City Council, criticized the treatment of Black children by white librarians in
Philadelphia. She argued that attitudes toward Black communities and an unwillingness to
provide additional assistance made it difficult for those children to feel genuinely welcome in
public libraries.

People with disabilities and older residents confronted different barriers. Historic library
buildings frequently had stairs, narrow entrances or other architectural features that made
access difficult. Residents and advocacy groups sought ramps, elevators and adaptations,
along with equipment that could make audiovisual resources more accessible.
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The evolving debate revealed an important change in the meaning of a public library. It was
no longer sufficient simply to say that everybody was permitted to enter. Increasingly, the
institution was expected to consider whether everybody could actually use what it provided.

A broader public mission
Pennsylvania expanded state support with Act 188 of 1961, creating an aid program
encompassing municipal and county libraries. The legislation also directed additional
resources to the Free Library of Philadelphia and Carnegie Library of Pittsburgh, which
became Statewide Library Resource Centers and provided services extending beyond their
immediate communities.

Federal policy moved in a similar direction.

The Library Services and Construction Act replaced the earlier Library Services Act in 1964
and eliminated the previous exclusion of more populous urban and suburban communities.

That opened possibilities for a much broader conception of library outreach.

Pennsylvania approved projects serving residents who could easily have remained outside
traditional library networks. Montgomery County-Norristown Public Library developed
outreach to public housing communities and prisons. Altoona Area Public Library created its
L.I.F.E. program for people with intellectual disabilities. Cumberland County’s library system
established services for homebound older residents.

Such programs reflected an expanding definition of librarianship. Libraries were no longer
simply buildings where collections waited for readers to arrive. Increasingly, libraries were
expected to identify people who were not being served and find ways of reaching them.
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From books to broadband
By the end of the 20th century, access to information had acquired another dimension.

Computers and the internet promised unprecedented access to knowledge, but they also
created a new divide between people and communities that could afford the necessary
technology and those that could not.

Libraries once again found themselves functioning as equalizers.

The federal Library Services and Technology Act and Pennsylvania initiatives such as the
Link-to-Learn program during Gov. Tom Ridge’s administration helped libraries acquire
computers, internet connections and related technological upgrades.

For many Americans, the public library became one of the few places where internet access
did not depend on purchasing a computer or paying a monthly bill.

That role has not entirely disappeared. Parts of rural and mountainous Pennsylvania still lack
adequate broadband infrastructure, even as state and federal investments continue to
extend high-speed connections into underserved communities.

The technology has changed dramatically since Franklin’s era, but the underlying problem is
strikingly familiar: information may technically exist, yet access to it remains uneven.

Libraries in the age of Google and AI
The rise of search engines, digital databases and artificial intelligence has prompted a new
question: If enormous quantities of information can be retrieved from a phone or computer,
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are public libraries still necessary?

The history of libraries suggests that the question is more complicated than the technology
implies.

Much valuable information remains behind subscription barriers. Books, journals,
newspapers, databases and entertainment services often cost money. Libraries reduce those
costs by purchasing resources collectively and allowing communities to share them.

The Pennsylvania Library Association estimates that every dollar of tax investment in libraries
produces $5.50 in benefits. The economics rests partly on an old principle: instead of
requiring every person to buy every resource individually, communities purchase and reuse
materials collectively.

That logic resembles the idea articulated more than a century ago by influential American
librarian Melvil Dewey — making resources available to the greatest number of people at the
lowest cost.

What librarians provide has expanded considerably beyond books. Modern libraries may offer
digital databases, computers, internet access, research assistance, educational programming
and connections to community resources. Professional librarians also help users navigate an
information environment in which abundance can be almost as difficult to manage as
scarcity.

An old argument returns to the shelves
At the same time, another longstanding dispute has intensified: who determines which books
people should be allowed to encounter?



How Pennsylvania Helped Build the American Public Library

www.oneworldoutlook.com | 9

Attempts to remove controversial material from libraries are hardly new.

In Scranton in 1898, Catholic residents sought the removal of Augusta Jane Evans-Wilson’s
novel “Inez: A Tale of the Alamo,” objecting to its portrayal of a priest and its treatment of
Catholic sacraments.

More than a century later, libraries again find themselves at the center of arguments about
collections. Contemporary challenges have targeted books dealing with subjects including
race, sexuality and gender identity. National organizations tracking library legislation have
also identified proposals in some states that could expose library workers to criminal
penalties over materials held by their institutions.

Pennsylvania has experienced its own disputes, particularly involving school-library
collections, even though the legislative situation varies significantly from state to state.

The controversies demonstrate that libraries have never been merely warehouses for books.
They are institutions where societies negotiate difficult questions about knowledge, authority,
public money and individual freedom.

Pennsylvania’s nearly three centuries of library history make that especially clear.

From Franklin’s subscription experiment to Carnegie’s insistence on municipal support, from
rural bookmobiles to disability access, from early computer grants to today’s broadband
initiatives, the form of the library has repeatedly changed.

The central challenge has remained remarkably consistent.

Every generation has had to decide what it means to make knowledge genuinely accessible
— who pays for it, who can reach it, what resources are included and whether institutions
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designed to serve everyone actually do so.

The American public library is therefore not the product of a single philanthropist, law or
technological era. It is the result of centuries of experimentation over how information can be
shared.

Pennsylvania has been one of the places where that experiment has unfolded most visibly.
And as libraries confront artificial intelligence, digital inequality, funding pressures and
renewed battles over their collections, the questions that shaped their past remain very
much alive in their future.


