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Image 1. Cover of the printed dissertation. 
 
 

This study sets out to explore the public library’s democratic and popular 
educational role in a time when knowledge- and cultural institutions are af-
fected by changes related to digitalization. The study takes its starting point 
in a society that is characterized by rapid information technology develop-
ment, migration and globalization, as well as increasing social and and eco-
nomic divides. 

In the preamble of the Swedish Library Act, that came into effect in 
2014, it is stated that the primary aim for public libraries is to promote the 
development of a democratic society (SFS 2013:801)[2]. It is further declared 
that the public libraries should work to increase knowledge about how in-
formation technology can be used for knowledge acquisition, learning and 
participation in cultural life (SFS 2013:801)[7]. These formulations are rather 
new, but the connections between the public library, democracy and infor-
mal education have deep roots. From a Swedish perspective, these roots can 
be traced back to the popular education movement in the beginning of the 
last century and to the establishment of the public library as part of a civic 
educational project. These events came to characterize the emerging Swe-
dish welfare society throughout the 20th century (c.f. Carlsson 2013; 
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Hansson 2010b; 2015). From a historical perspective, the democratic role of 
the library is closely linked to its position as a welfare and social institution. 

The purpose of the study is to examine how library activities, which in 
various ways are intended to increase individuals’ digital skills, information 
literacy and participation in society, can be understood and problematized 
from theoretical perspectives on participation, democracy and citizenship. 
The initiatives in focus of the study are a Learning forum with different kinds 
of digital learning activities focusing on adults; civic orientation at libraries 
for newly arrived refugees and immigrants with a focus on internet, e-ser-
vices and library information, and the start up of a so-called makerspace or 
a Creative space focusing on, among other things, informal learning, handi-
craft and new technology. The study investigates how these activities are 
carried out in practice as well as how librarians, library staff and other actors 
involved in the activities, give meaning to the work. Furthermore, the rela-
tionship between the activities and the construction of the public library’s 
institutional identity is analysed, as well as how this relationship is expressed 
in three local contexts. 
 
The study is guided by the following research questions: 

 
• How can the public libraries’ work to create conditions for participation 
be understood and problematized through their mission of promoting 
the development of democratic society? 
 
• How can the public libraries’ work to promote conditions for digital 
participation be understood and problematized in relation to the activities 
being studied? 
 
• What relationships exist between the studied activities and the institutional 
identity of the public library and how can these relations be 
understood? 
 

In the thesis I am interested in how contextual, historical, social and material 
factors create prerequisites for the libraries’ digital learning activities. Since 
the study explores how the public library’s democratic work is put in to ac-
tion and attributed meaning, in relation to the library’s educational assign-
ment to increase people’s digital skills, information literacy and participation 
in society, the way the work is actually performed, as well as the institutional 
prerequisites, are significant analysis units in the study. The theoretical 
framework is therefore influenced by practice theory (Nicolini 2012; Gher-
ardi 2012), as well as concepts from institutional theory (Scott 2014), with 
particular focus on institutional identity constructions (Glynn 2008; Røvik 
2004). The activities in focus for the study is analysed as a contemporary 
popular education practice. I argue that the empirical examples can, and 
should, be understood and problematized in light of the public library’s pop-
ular educational role through history and can thus be seen as repeated ac-
tivities, that are taking new forms. The library has, throughout history, been 
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a central place for popular education, which is something that characterizes 
the public library as an institution. Based on an understanding of popular 
education as a mobilizing and social practice, I examine the public libraries’ 
undertaking to increase individuals’ media and information literacy from a 
critical information literacy perspective. 

The study’s explorative character led me to work with ethnographic 
methods including interviews, conversations, observations and document 
analysis. The empirical material consists of fieldnotes from participant ob-
servations, seventeen transcribed interviews and regulatory documents, 
such as library- and project plans. The fieldwork was conducted at public li-
braries in three different cities, Småköping, Mellanköping and Storköping for 
a period of approximately two years, starting in 2014 and ending in 2016. 

The results show that from a democratic and participatory perspective, 
the libraries’ work with media and information literacy, as well as by making 
digital resources and internet available to all, can be understood as a way of 
broadening and facilitating a communicative space of action, both on an in-
dividual and a community level. At a community level, this can involve com-
munication with representatives from the various societal instances, some-
thing that can be considered necessary to be able to act and participate in 
society. At the individual level, this can mean increased opportunities for 
education and knowledge, but also new opportunities for social interaction 
and cultural experiences. 

The libraries’ work with media- and information literacy can also be un-
derstood from a human rights perspective. By making information and ma-
terial resources available, the library contributes to fulfilling the right to in-
formation and culture for individuals and groups in society, who for various 
reasons do not have access to digital resources or who need support in their 
use (cf. Hall 2010; Hoyer 2013; Samek 2007). Parts of this study took place 
during the autumn of 2015 – a period that can be described as extraordinary 
in such a way that an unusually large number of refugees sought protection 
in Sweden. The study shows how the libraries in Storköping and Mellankö-
ping enabled people’s communicative space of action through making space, 
digital communication resources and library staff available. Based on an un-
derstanding of citizenship as a performative practice, this communicative 
space of action can be understood as a way of enabling people to act as po-
litical subjects and participate in social life (cf. Leurs 2017). When people are 
given the opportunity to participate in the city and in community life through 
the libraries as a place and through its digital infrastructure, the libraries en-
able citizenship as a social practice and rights exercise translated into every-
day information-related activities and situations (cf. Lundberg & Dahlquist 
2018). The libraries’ ability to adapt their organization and activities to cur-
rent needs also shows that libraries as part of society’s social infrastructure 
can play an important role in the development of socially sustainable and 
resilient cities (Dudley 2013). 
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The library’s democratic role is recognised among the librarians and li-
brary staff in the study. However, the study shows that the democratic as-
signment also raises difficult questions about demarcations, such as the 
question of if everyone should be allowed to use the library as a platform for 
all causes. This complexity emphasizes the importance of an ongoing dia-
logue among the librarians on how the democratic role of the library should 
be interpreted, not least since it is an assignment with an inherent area of 
conflict and tensions. Through dialogue and reflection, a pluralistic, dia-
logue-oriented democracy work can begin among the library staff; not with 
the aim to arrive at one common good, but to discuss how to meet the needs 
of different groups and how to enable for more voices to be heard in the 
public sphere, among other things through co-creation in the libraries’ activ-
ities. Thereby the libraries have the possibility to enable a multitude of over-
lapping public spheres in a diversified society (cf. Fraser 1990). 

The analysis show that participation can be understood in different 
ways in relation to the libraries’ work to support digital participation. It can 
be seen as a requirement in a society characterized by a neoliberal, selfgov-
erning discourse, where citizens are expected to be active and responsible 
for their own lives (cf. Dahlstedt 2009). Participation can also be seen as an 
opportunity where the focus is on giving individuals increased knowledge, in 
order to be able to act and critically use, or choose not to use, digital tools 
and resources. Through the latter, participation involves a critical and reflec-
tive approach to both the digital societal development at large and the in-
formation we meet on the internet, but also the possibility of acquiring skills 
that make it possible to participate on everyone’s own terms. It is thus a 
form of civic literacy that is based on a critical perspective of information 
literacy. In the context of digital participation and digital learning, it may for 
example be about acquiring knowledge about integrity issues, online secu-
rity and about how algorithms affect our digital information flows. In the 
analysis of the three digital learning activities, I find participation to be ne-
gotiated in the intersection between societal demands of participation and 
individual needs. 

Lastly, my study points to that the work with the Creative space at Lillkö-
ping’s library, the Learning Forum at Storköping’s library and the civic orien-
tation at Mellanköping’s library, as well as the everyday work at the libraries, 
influence and shape the library’s institutional identities in different ways. 
The creative activities have elements of both learning and creative expres-
sion and thus link the library’s identities as both an educational and cultural 
institution in an effective way. When the concept of culture is broadened, 
Makerspace-activities can be a way for the cultural identity and educational 
identity to be further strengthened and to merge. The activities undertaken 
at the Learning forum and in the civic orientation can also be considered to 
strengthen an educational identity, while all three activities strengthen the 
library’s identity as a popular education institution. An enhanced popular 
education identity can also be used to reinforce a library identity that is 
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characterized by a ”social agenda” (c.f. Hansson 2010). When the library is 
understood as an assemblage, relations with other actors in society can also 
be an opportunity to work for social justice in various ways, which, however, 
can open up to the question of how the library’s neutral position should be 
managed. 

Through cooperation with other organizations and actors in the local 
community, one or several of the identities may also appear enhanced or 
diminish. That it may be difficult for the library to maintain one identity in a 
late modern society characterized by increased reflexivity (Hvenegaard  

Rasmussen & Jochumsen 2007, p. 54) does not need to be something 
problematic. Instead, increased complexity, pluralism and diversity leads to 
a library that is able to adapt to both change and different needs. Rather 
than as a ‘border institution’ [gränsinstitution], the library appears as a 
cross-border institution in my study. There is a constant cross-bordering be-
tween different political and policy areas: cultural policy, educational policy 
and information policy. One identity can thus be more prominent during cer-
tain periods than in others. In the dissertation I have shown how identity is 
something that is negotiated at different levels: at the individual level, in the 
local community, in relation to the state and also transnationally. Intersec-
tions between these levels have been highlighted by illustrating how human 
rights are something that can be done at libraries at local level, but with ref-
erence to regulations at international level, such as to the UN and IFLA. Thus, 
there is an interaction between norms and regulations on different levels, 
which also affect the identity construction. 

In conclusion, the thesis shows that it is important to view the library as 
part of a knowledge-, cultural-mediating and social infrastructure that con-
stitutes a whole. All parts interact, but in times of increased social and eco-
nomic gaps and polarization, the social role and the library as part of the 
social infrastructure may need to be further emphasized. As long as there is 
a cohesive narrative, an epistemological framework for the libraries to relate 
to, which explains how the library, in various ways, can provide support for 
learning, knowledge gathering and cultural experiences, all parts can coexist 
and be given space. Hence, such a cohesive narrative can be the library’s 
popular educational role adapted to today’s global, multicultural and in-
creasingly digitalized society. 
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