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Abstract
	This paper looks at the development of public libraries in the United States during the 19th century within the context of the Industrial Revolution. It explores how technological developments fueled the rise of a national book trade and provided the materials necessary to meet a rising demand for books. Social factors like urbanization, growing readership, philanthropy, and moral ideals were shaped by industrialization and further advanced library growth. Drawing on sources from the history of the book, the history of technology, library science, and modern concerns of librarianship, the paper connects these historical foundations to ongoing challenges in the field, highlighting how debates and priorities rooted in the 19th century continue to shape library work today.
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The Industrial Revolution and the Rise of Public Libraries
	During the 19th-century, the United States experienced what has become popularly known as the Industrial Revolution—a period that was marked by mass-industrialization, urbanization, and immigration. Cities in the United States, bolstered by these effects, experienced massive amounts of growth in size, wealth, and population. Soon, these areas became hotbeds for social change, as the confluence of different peoples and ideas sprouted new ways of thinking and approaches to American life. Industrialization’s focus on progress lead to technological innovations that provided for the contexts from which the modern American book trade sprung from. From this, came the rise of the public library movement—a social institution that has remained a part of American life to the current day. Industrialization during the 19th century both enabled and accelerated the growth of the public library movement by transforming society and communities, driving technological process, and expanding the book trade.
	Researching the history of libraries and the book trade requires an understanding of the history of the book and its study. Book historian D. Hall (1996) explores in his book Cultures of Print the differences between the history of the book from the history of printing. He suggests that the history of the book is an interdisciplinary study, requiring knowledge of various aspects of context within the book trade. For example, Hall suggests that the study of the history of the book concerns itself with the social history of readers and reading, with popular or low culture, and with the history of texts or bibliographies (pp. 29-30). In this way, the history of the book combines various modes of study to illuminate dynamic social processes. Studying the history of the book includes studying the history of the library—libraries increase accessibility and shape and are shaped by the reading culture of a community. Through this paper, the history of the book will be examined to answer research questions on how technological developments in printing impacted the growth of the book trade and the development of the library, and how the social changes resulting from the Industrial Revolution effected United States library development in the 19th century.
	Before examining the social developments during this time, it is important to look at technological developments in printing. The growth of libraries and the dissemination of texts is largely underpinned by the constant innovations and developments that printing houses were making during the 19th century. The printing press had remained largely consistent in form and essence for “nearly four hundred years” from its inception in 15th century Germany (Moran, 1971, p. 281). The 19th century saw a series of innovations and experimentations that aimed to increase the press’s duplicating capabilities. In his highly regarded text A New Introduction to Bibliography (1972), bibliographer Philip Gaskell examines the minute technical advances made on printing technology that took printing from “the two-press shop of craft days” to a factory filled with hundreds of workers and dozens of machines (p. 188).  Gaskell suggests that, while the essential matter of printing (“inking the face of the metal, pressing sheets of paper on to it, and then folding and sewing them to make the sections of the books”) remained the same, three major changes to the form were made during the “Machine-Press Period”: the addition of steam power, cloth bindings, and machine-made paper (p. 188). 
Steam-power greatly increased the productivity of machines, and cloth bindings made binding less expensive, easier to reproduce, and provided fertile ground for artistic coverings. Bindings were finally able to be “prefabricated” in bulk as case bindings, making the binding process of book production much easier and less expensive (Dahab, 2024). Publishers were able to use the mechanized binding process and new techniques to invite individual artistry back into the process—styles and trends of these 19th century bindings reveal much about the concerns of publishers and their readers at the time (Butler, 2010, p. 27).  Machine-made paper also greatly increased the capability of print shops. Papermaking by hand was hard labor that required lots of material, and papermakers often struggled to keep up with demand (Kurlansky, 2016, pp. 229-230). The introduction of the Fourdrinier paper-making machine in France in 1801 introduced a less labor-intensive, less expensive, and more consistent means of paper production (Gaskell, 1972, p. 216). This machine made its way to the USA in 1827. By the 1850s, major American publisher Harper & Brothers (now known globally as HarperCollins) consolidated different stages of book manufacture within one factory (Casper & Rubin, 2010).
Other technological developments in the world of printing helped to grow the book industry and meet rising levels of demand in the United States. Technologies like stereotyping and electrotyping made duplication and the sharing of prints easier than ever. Stereotype plates (which, unlike the hand-set days of movable type) made full plates with permanent type that could be reused continuously with little wear to produce new printed pages. Electrotyping was another technology that made derivative plates from the stereotype plate via galvanism, or “the electro-deposition of metal on to a mould in order to make a printing surface” (Gaskell, 1972, p. 206). Makala, in his 2024 book Publishing Plates, examines how these technologies helped to unify the fledgling American book and publishing industry at the time. In the early 19th century, printers began to develop a “national sense” and were interested in growing their production through these new technologies (pp. 102-103). Book fairs and trade sales, modeled after the Frankfurt book fair, looked to connect publishers and booksellers across the country, to regulate book prices nationally, and to discourage the import of foreign titles that were available as reprints through domestic print shop (p. 106). For much of the United States’ early printing history, books imported from Britain and Europe represented a massive percentage of what was available in the country (Casper & Rubin, 2010). At these trade sales, the reselling of stereotype plates from printer to printer became some of the first transactions between publishers and represented an exchange in the rights of the material the plates held. Eventually these trade sales culminated in the formation of the New York Book-Publishers Association—the first multi-publisher organization that attempted to address fair trade by organizing their own trade sales. This organization was succeeded by the American Book Trade Association in 1855, which generally succeeded in providing fair and controlled methods of operation that major publishers agreed to (Makala, 2024, p. 124). Trade sales connected publishers directly to booksellers, and stereotype sales worked down the market to bolster secondhand sellers and smaller publishers.
The American Book Trade Association represented just one of many national coordinating practices to be adopted during the 19th century. To distribute and advertise their wares, American publishers developed networks to share news (publisher magazines), circulate materials (national modes of distribution like travelling agents, bookshops, and subscription models), and exchange credit. An unofficial rule was adopted by most publishers: the “courtesy of the trade”, which suggested that materials in the public domain already being printed by another publisher were not to be printed by anyone else (Casper & Rubin, 2010). These innovations all helped to create a cohesive, national book trade that enhanced the growth of readership, facilitated the spread of ideas, and provided the foundation necessary for the expansion of both private and public libraries across the United States.
Mass production, the evolution of printing technologies, and the growing national book trade can all be seen as part of what historian Peter Burke (2016) describes as a “print revolution” in his article “Three Print Revolutions”. Burke examines five consequences of innovations in printing technology:
1. Books become cheaper and more numerous.
2. “Insurance against the loss of knowledge”—More copies of a text mean the information is less likely to disappear.
3. Greater consistency is achieved across copies, leading to standardization across scientific disciplines.
4. The rise of skepticism, something Burke contends with because of “infobesity”- if conflicting sources of “information” are both available, readers may learn to distrust or be more skeptical overall.
5. Print leads to the construction of identity and communities, like the national “learned” community that formed around printed books in the language of academia, Latin, during the 16th century (Burke, 2016, pp. 15-17).
These consequences of printing innovations are clearly visible in the 19th-century American book trade, where mechanization and national distribution networks brought cheaper, more plentiful books to a rapidly expanding readership. The resulting standardization, preservation, and spread of texts nurtured the formation of new reading communities and can ultimately be seen in the rise of the public library movement.
In his article “The Sociological Beginnings of the Library Movement”, library science scholar Arnold K. Borden examined the social factors leading to the formation of public libraries in the United States between 1850 to 1890. Borden points to three factors providing for public library development: 1. The role of the federal government 2. Generosity of philanthropists and 3. An expanding middle class and rising working class with more free time and the ability to change local politics (pp. 278-280). The role of the federal government can be seen through the work of the Smithsonian Institute, the Bureau of Education, and other federal institutions that provided access and distribution to public documents. The rise of the working class and an expanding middle class can be seen as the result of the American Labor Movement. Borden states: 
Attendant upon the increase of wealth resulting from the establishment of the factory system and the exploitation of the natural resources of the country was the increase of leisure demanded by labor. The creation of surplus wealth itself was a necessary prerequisite… but it was not until the working classes demanded a greater share of their product that the use of leisure became a subject of importance. (p. 281)
The expansion of publishing industry throughout the 19th century was in large part made possible by this growing, wealthier readership.
Urbanization led to a massive influx of immigrants looking for labor, and Christian Americans looked at the rapidly growing cities and their social instabilities as a call to action (Davis & Tucker, 2016). These missionaries were among the first publishers to use the new cheap methods of mechanized mass production to create a mass-dissemination of bibles and other spiritual materials (Casper & Rubin, 2010). Some of the first American libraries also sprung from these same religious motives, as Christians formed mobile libraries and Sunday Schools with the intent of using ideological texts to engender middle class norms and a culture of order amongst the working class (Davis & Tucker, 2016). These Sunday Schools with accompanying libraries were early forms of social libraries and emblematic of the centuries’ many benevolent organizations. 
Social libraries, like the Christian libraries described above, are among the institutional precedents for later public libraries. According to Kevane and Sundstrom (2014), 3,296 social libraries were identified as having been in existence at some point in time in the United States before 1876, and many of them ultimately became public libraries as control of the collection was turned over from private organization to town governments (p. 126). These social libraries laid the groundwork to later state-supported public libraries. As Kevane and Sundstrom note, “social libraries commonly shared the same basic organizational form as free public libraries, being governed by a board of trustees whose membership often constituted a “who’s who” of local residents” (p.126). Social libraries remained popular and active well into the existence of public libraries, and some are reported as being active as late as the early 1930s (McMullen, 1985; Kevane & Sundstrom, 2014, p. 126). These social libraries worked to fulfill a demand for reading that rising education and wages created. Public education also played a part in the development of libraries, as school libraries opened to adults and legislature allowing for the use of state taxes to fund education (Kevane & Sundstrom, 2014, p. 126-127). Borden (1931) states that “logically, the public school was a necessary prelude of a library… The public school did in fact precede the library by a decade or more” (p. 280).
	Borden also mentions the importance of philanthropy to early library development. Industrialization created massive wealth in the United States, and much of it was concentrated in the hands of the capitalist owners of industry. One such individual was Andrew Carnegie, who (through his private secretary James Bertram and later, the Carnegie Corporation) allotted charitable donations to fulfill the construction of libraries across the United States (and occasionally Great Britain) (Bobinski, 1968, p. 1361). Carnegie had a specific set of requirements before he and his corporation gifted the money requisite for the library’s construction: to provide all the funding for the library’s operations through its own means, to have approval from the city governance or whatever governing body could ensure the first requirement, and to provide the site for the library’s construction (pp. 1362-1366). Carnegie is representative of post-industrial wealth being reinvested into public institutions.
	While industrial wealth and philanthropy provided the material foundation for many libraries, their development was also shaped by the social and ideological currents of the time. The leaders of the early library movement were not merely erecting buildings and opening doors—they were advancing a vision of what libraries should represent in American life. Library historian Wayne A. Weigand (1989) describes how early libraries formed around an “ideology of reading”, which he defines as there being “good” reading (that which betters the lives and morals of its readers) and “bad” reading (which leads one into potentially harmful immoral territory) (p. 100). Weigand suggests that this ideology of reading, although adopted by public library professionals from the start, is determined from outside the professional class. He proposes that librarianship really aimed to tackle two practical concerns: the “science” of managing an institution and expertise. It is common belief now, especially amongst library professionals, that libraries are an important cornerstone to a functioning democracy, providing educational and political resources for the public (Jaeger et al, 2013, p. 168). But much of the early library history shows that ideological concerns, like those of the Christian libraries and Sunday Schools, persisted where librarianship was concerned. As Jaeger et al. (2013) state, “local political leaders believed that public libraries could provide a civilizing influence on the masses and be a means to shape the populace into adhering to hegemonic social norms” (p. 168). 
It was not until WWII that libraries reoriented to support the war effort, adopting intellectual freedom as a political stance against fascism and censorship, which later evolved into their rebranding as a “marketplace of ideas” committed to providing nonpartisan information to support the process. (Jaeger et al, 2013, p. 170). As Haas (1996) notes, the postwar decades brought renewed calls to reaffirm and expand the mission of American libraries, with recommendations for increased federal support, national coordination, and a stronger emphasis on scholarship and professional development. While these efforts have often fallen short, they reflect a broader evolution in the mission of libraries from societal moral guides to essential democratic institutions capable of adapting to the needs of a rapidly changing information society.
	Studying the emergence of the American public library alongside the rise of the national book trade can shed light on the enduring structural tensions that exist between access and control. Courtney and Ziskina (2023) examine the ongoing and in some ways heightening legal battles between publishers and libraries, showing that the same forces that shaped early print culture—ownership rights, distribution rights, and public demand—still define the library’s mission in the digital era. By understanding how these dynamics first took shape in the 19th century, we can better interpret modern conflicts over information access.
	The history of technology remains central to library work today, especially in preservation. Silverman (2007) suggests that understanding the materials and production processes of 19th-century printing technology is essential for developing informed and effective preservation strategies. Silverman emphasizes the historical value of original bindings and examines how practices like oversewing have caused long-term damage to collections. By actively studying and reassessing the technologies used in 19th-century book manufacture, libraries can refine their methods to better align with their core mission of preservation and access.
	The foundations of today’s public libraries were laid in the 19th century, when technological advances in printing, the expansion of the national book trade, and shifting social and political currents converged to create institutions devoted to public access. The structural models and missions that shaped early libraries remain visible today as information professionals face new and persistent obstacles. In both their ideals and their challenges, modern libraries carry forward the perspectives forged during their formative century, adapting them to meet the needs of a continually changing information landscape. In this way, the libraries of today remain products of the Industrial Revolution.
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