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Abstract: This paper aims to sketch the Swedish government policy regarding the public library 

system. In 1912 it was decided to establish an official authority to overlook the burgeoning but 

unorganized and fragmentary Swedish public library field. However, public libraries in Sweden have 

always been a concern for the local authorities, so the government has been legally prevented from any 

kind of direct power exertion in this respect. The coordination that was so eagerly wanted had to be 

enticed rather than prescribed. 

Three periods are focused. The first one is of course the beginning, around 1912. The second one is 

when the national cultural policy was established around 1970. The local public library was then 

transferred to and subsumed in the general national policy for the enhancement of culture. And the 

third period is now, when new ideas regarding cultural policy and library policy are launched. 
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Main text: 

This paper emanates from a research project conducted at the Swedish School of Library and 

Information Science (SSLIS). A group of scholars at the School has joint efforts to describe and 

analyse the history of Swedish library policy since the installation of two library consultants in 1912.  

In our opinion, this was the first instance of the Swedish government to show a more marked and 

ideological interest in the library sector in the country. In due course, this year, 2012, is then the 

centennial jubilee of this event, and as such very well worth looking closer into. Said and done, we 

composed a research group of eight people, all teachers and scholars at the SSLIS, and got going. This 

reason to start the project might seem a bit opportunistic – just taking advantage of a purported 

anniversary. But, as a matter of fact, research on Swedish library policy is very scarce, as is, indeed, 

research on library matters as a whole. We thought that this would be a great chance to try and at least 

somewhat rectify this dismal situation.  

 

What I am going to present here is mainly based on my own contribution to the project, and that is an 

overview of government policy towards the public library sector since 1912. As a whole, the project is 

made up by eight studies on various parts of the history related to the government policy directed 

towards the public libraries. My study is dealing with the general political history of the public 

libraries from 1912 to 2012, or, put in another way, with the relation between the state and the public 

libraries. The study is based mainly on government investigations and parliamentary bills and debates. 
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The anthology as a whole, which is the result of our endeavours and which is to be published in 

September, will also carry chapters on the prehistory to the first decision in 1912, on the place of the 

school library in the public library policy, on how the child has been viewed in various policy 

documents, on the librarians´ educational requirements as expressed by the state during this centenary, 

on how the profession of the librarians has been formed by technical development and gender 

structuring, on the current situation and justification for the Swedish public library in times of the “IT 

revolution” and, finally, on the new political ideas that are trying to restructure cultural policy and the 

position of the libraries within that policy.  

 

A short paper like this obviously cannot cover all the events and details of a hundred year long history. 

It will rather be a condensed version of my chapter in the book, highlighting three periods which have 

been a little more decisive than others during the times (Frenander & Lindberg, 2012). The first one is, 

evidently, the inaugural period around 1912. The second one is a very important period in Swedish 

cultural policy in general, around 1970, and the third and final period is now. New ideas and strategies 

within Swedish cultural policy (including public library policy) have been launched by the centre-right 

government that took power in 2006. As I mentioned, the analysis is based on official and public 

policy documents: government bills, parliamentary debates, official investigations and other related 

documents. The research questions that structure my analysis and the presentation of the results are 

dealing with such matters as why the national state at all shall act in any way towards the public 

libraries. In Sweden, it has always been the local municipal governments that have been responsible 

for the funding and management of the local public libraries. So, what has the state got to do with it? 

Another question is what the national government sees as the most important tasks for the local 

library? Does it actually have any elaborated strategy about this? A third question has to do with how 

the legitimacy of the local libraries is shaped and maintained. The method I apply in order to seek for 

the answers to these questions is a rather straight forward textual content analysis. 

 

1. Period one: Government policy is installed, 1912 

The first decade after the turn of the century 1900 was in Sweden characterized by severe political and 

social tensions. The ongoing struggle for democracy and general suffrage, pushed by a coalition of 

social democrats and liberal, and very actively supported by a militant women´s franchise movement, 

was met by tough resistance from the conservative quarters of society, with the king as a symbol of 

order and tradition (Hedvall 2011, Hadenius 2008, Norborg 1999).  

 

The general strike of 1909 was clear evidence of the sharp class contradictions between the emerging 

working class and a likewise rather young and rising class of entrepreneurs and capitalists. Sweden 

was in the beginning of the last century indisputably deep into fundamental and comprehensive social, 

economic, political and demographic transitions. What was going on caused much anxiety and fear 

among the ruling conservative elite with its roots back to the old aristocratic society and its trust in 

monarchy. “The social question” was one that put pressure on the government and the ruling class. 

Poverty, detrimental living conditions, widespread alcohol abuse, moral decay, epidemic sicknesses 

and lack of education were all salient features of the daily lives of the working class and other poor 

strata of society. One effect of these circumstances was the great emigration of Swedes during the last 

decades of the 19
th
 century, almost all of the emigrants going to USA. For the more liberal and 

progressive parts of the bourgeois elite the remedies to this misery were intensified industrialization 

combined with a broadly perceived “moral rearmament” (Daun 2001, Löfgren & Frykman 1979, p. 

117ff).   

 

On the other hand, the growing labour movement began to see its chance, even though the 

unsuccessful general strike put its ambitions back for some time. The future was theirs, and there were 

several ways to conquer it: by political mobilization and struggle, by organizing trade unions, by 

starting other kinds of social movements like cooperative enterprises a s o. One other very important 

aspect of the struggle for a better future was to educate the workers and the people in general. Various 

organizations and movements for a workers´ adult education were started and an interconnected aspect 

of this was the setting up of libraries. In this effort there was a sort of amalgamation of almost 

contradictory social interests. The interests of the progressive parts of the ruling class of calming down 
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the revolutionary spirits of the working class and making the socialist movement more acquiescent, on 

one side, and the interests of the same labour movement to enhance its members´ social and political 

knowledge in order to be better able to take power and govern the society, on the other, could combine 

to strengthen the very scattered, weak and badly equipped library system. (Andersson 2009, Hansson 

1997, Munch-Petersen 1911, Torstensson 1996) 

 

In 1912 the parliament took a decision to beef up the financial support from the national government 

to those local libraries that met certain requirements. A similar kind of support had been there since 

1905, but it was awkwardly constructed and actually not much used. So, in a way, this decision was 

not really so much to make any fuzz about. It was another part of the 1912 decision that was to mark 

the epochal character of it: the installation of two national library consultants, stationed within the 

National School Board. Their task was to inspect the local libraries, inspire and educate the library 

staff (most of which was voluntary without any library education at all) and to establish a template 

catalogue to be used everywhere to guide the accession of new books (Förslag …, SFS 1912:229). The 

effective significance of this decision was that a governmental authority hereby was formed, with all 

the power resources attached to such an institution, regarding e g the distribution of funding. The 

institution of the consultants was to be in existence for sixty years.  

 

There were many deficiencies in the existing system of very small and poor libraries that needed to be 

addressed. The most pressing one, according to the investigation preceding the parliament decision, 

was “the lack of uniform organization” (Munch-Petersen 1911, p. 43). Standards varied considerably 

between different units as did their collections. In the face of this situation the intervention from the 

state might in a way be considered rather mild: the national government gave full respect to the 

customary tradition of the autonomy of local government in this area. Rather than issuing a strict law 

prescribing the organization, standards, collections, activities and so on for the local public libraries, 

the overall objective for the state was formulated along the lines of facilitating the coordination of the 

libraries´ activities and generally, but undecidedly, make them more “effective” (SFS 1912:229). The 

actual power to implement this policy still rested on the local level, though. 

 

The new library constitution contained the most modern ideas about how to organize, manage and run 

a public library. The inspiration was to a very large extent taken from the library movement in the 

United States. The fact was that the architect behind the Swedish constitution of 1912 was a woman, 

Valfrid Palmgren, who in 1909 had made an extensive journey in the USA, assigned by the 

government to carefully study the American system of public libraries. These circumstances are very 

noteworthy. That the Swedish public libraries were to be modeled on their American counterparts is 

perhaps not that extraordinary, but that it was a woman, who actually initiated the whole issue and also 

made the blueprint for the subsequent development for more than hundred years is really very 

exceptional. This happened about a decade before the Swedish women had obtained the right to vote 

in general elections, and during a time when women were not allowed to enter the same school system 

as men (Frängsmyr 2000, Hedvall 2011). It is also interesting to note Palmgren´s political affiliation in 

this context. She belonged to the Conservative party and was for some time a deputy in the local 

delegate body in Stockholm, where she lived. Her active membership in the Conservative party did not 

prevent her from formulating progressive ideas about the mission of the library, ideas that later on 

rather came to be connected with the Social Democrats. On top of that, Palmgren also held a Ph D 

degree (from 1905), which of course was extremely unusual at this time. Palmgren was, in other 

words, a pioneer in many respects, both for the library movement and for the women´s liberation 

movement in Sweden (Ohlander 2000). 

 

The decision taken in 1912 was thus almost thoroughly designed by a single female individual and to a 

significant extent modeled on a foreign example. The underlying, general ideas governing the way the 

libraries were supposed to work and the fundamental tasks they were supposed to fulfill were, 

however, of a more universal kind, in many aspects derived from the Enlightenment. The primary 

objective of the public library was to promote general education (“Bildung” in German, “bildning” in 

Swedish) and inspire all citizens to develop their wish and ability to read good literature. For her part, 

Palmgren was convinced that the library had an “inestimable importance as a first rank bearer of 
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culture” (Munch-Petersen 1911, p. 8) and that good books would bring sound and healthy ideas, 

manners and morals to all citizens. The public library, you may say, was thus firmly placed within a 

context of adult education pertaining to the political area of educational matters as a whole.  

 

2. Period two: Significant transitions, around 1970 

The next period to dwell upon is, roughly, the ten years between 1965 and 1975. In hindsight, you can 

see that this decade encompassed both the peak and the beginning decline of the Swedish welfare 

state, the so called “Folkhem” (Home for the People). The two decades after World War Two had 

meant an uninterrupted and strong economic growth making it possible for the Social Democratic 

government to build an extensive, tax financed and universal welfare system, more or less covering all 

citizens at all times – from the cradle to the grave, as it was said – including housing, education, 

medical service, pensions etc (Frenander 1999, Hadenius 2008, Norborg 1999). Around 1960 many 

politicians envisaged the system as almost fully accomplished. One vital area of social life seemed to 

be left out, though: the cultural sector. An intense and comprehensive debate on cultural policy issues 

was sparked and, to make a long story short, resulted in a government bill in three parts, which laid the 

foundation and set the goals for Swedish cultural policy more or less up until today (Frenander 2005, 

Frenander 2007). Although not in the centre of this new policy the public libraries were to be included 

in it in a way that proved to have consequences for their legitimacy and direction of activities. But 

before we can go into that we have to give an account of a specific new law issued by the parliament 

in 1965. 

 

As has been mentioned, it has always been the local municipal governments that have been 

responsible for the public libraries, for their funding, organization, management and activities in 

general. In short, the public libraries were paid for by the tax incomes available to the local 

government, topped up by the state funding that could be applied for. An obvious effect of this system 

was that the financial conditions among the municipalities were very unequal. (The state funding was 

an apparently insufficient remedy for this.) For a long time librarians and their trade unions had been 

asking for a restructuring of this system, basically claiming that the state should take over the running 

of the libraries, or at least, enact a regulating national law accompanied by more generous funding. 

When the state, in 1965, rearranged the tax system, it did not at all meet the expectations of the 

librarians (Biblioteksbladet no 3, 1965, Government Bill 1965:50, Ristarp & Andersson 2001). The 

direct state support to the libraries was removed and the total amount of money the state would 

provide in the future was drastically cut. Instead of the state taking over the funding of the public 

libraries it decided to launch a tax equalizing system, whereby it would redistribute government tax 

incomes to the municipalities in order for them to attain a more equal financial footing. By this device, 

the minister was convinced, the local governments would, in total, have much more money to spend 

on ventures they considered necessary, e g the public libraries (Government Bill 1965:50).  

 

Whether this actually happened is not the primary concern of this paper (however, the 1950s and 

1960s was a period of substantial expansion of the Swedish public library system). The focus here is 

the relation between the state and the libraries. In this respect, the decision in 1965 was absolutely a 

historical mark. The important change was that the state now took a big step away from interfering 

with the management of the public libraries (Government Bill 1965:50). Earlier on there had been a 

system of state funding accessible for the municipalities: if their application met the requirements 

there might be, especially for the smaller municipalities, quite substantial financial aid to get. Now, the 

state decided to abolish all this. The tax equalizing system was supposed to make up for the loss of 

direct government subsidies. From now on, the effort to coordinate and make the public library system 

more effective – the goals that had been directing state policy since its inception in 1912 – was to be 

canalized mainly through funding of inspiring projects.  

 

This decision about the tax system which formally had nothing to do with libraries or library policy 

was one factor that triggered the big change that the relation between the state and the public libraries 

underwent in this period. The other important factor was more closely connected to library policy, 

even though it was framed within the new cultural policy. To fit the cultural sector into the welfare 

state was, as mentioned, by many politicians seen as the final and crowning step of the construction of 
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the democratic and egalitarian welfare society (Frenander 2005, Frenander 2007). The groundwork for 

the political reform to be taken in 1974 was made during the 1960´s, when the society was still 

expanding, when radical and revolutionary political ideas flourished, when the belief in the future was 

still prevailing and when the Social Democrats still seemed to sit firmly in the saddle. All these 

circumstances influenced the tenor of the new cultural policy. The fact that the Golden Era had passed 

and that the world economy never again would go back to its smooth working mode of the fifties and 

sixties was something the contemporaries were unable to perceive at the time it really happened 

(Hobsbawm 1994).  

 

The decision 1974 is legendary. It constituted a comprehensive take on the whole cultural sector: 

public cultural institutions, private sector cultural enterprises, free and autonomous theater groups, 

dance companies, authors and so on. The fundamental idea was that the state did have to take on an 

overall responsibility for a vibrant and thriving cultural life in the nation. In spite of expectations that 

the rising living standard would lead to what the politicians and the cultural elite saw as an “increase 

in the cultural level of the people”, the people seemingly did not bother (Frenander 2005, p. 132). 

Hence, the state had to step in and try to counteract the development. This was not to be made, the 

minister was very careful to underline, in an interventionist or intrusive manner, but by offering high 

quality alternatives to the inferior cultural artifacts from the commercial sector. This was done through 

the erection of various subsidizing systems available for serious artists in all cultural genres. The 

watchword was, in line with the French Minister of Culture André Malraux: “to support, not to steer” 

(Frenander 2005, ibid.). The arm´s length principle transplanted to the Swedish context.  

 

No wonder, then, that one of the general objectives of the Swedish cultural policy was formulated as 

“to counteract the negative effects of commercialism”, a formulation that really has gone down in 

memory as the symbolic paradigm of the cultural ideas of the seventies.  

 

When, in various investigations and parliamentary bills, the public library was discussed within the 

framework of the new cultural policy, many of the more general ideas were emulated and adapted to 

the library sector. The cultural policy that was aimed at reading and the book, it was said in many 

political documents, was for example “to give more people the opportunity and impulse to read good 

books” (SOU 1974:5, p. 19). Here the public library did occupy a key position. The task to provide for 

the citizen´s general education by offering a wide range of classical, high quality reading was still one 

of its most salient duties. But, in compliance with the ideas behind the new cultural policy, the local 

library was not only a temple of books. The new way to see it was that the library was the most 

important cultural institution in the country. This entailed new obligations: the local library should 

strive to be an open area, a forum for artistic exhibitions, political debates as well as general cultural 

lectures. Compared to how the overarching tasks of the public library were previously perceived as 

pertaining to the realm of adult education, its ambition had now been widened. The new cultural 

policy with its new view on library policy stated that the local library should try and become a sort of 

“maison de culture” à la Malraux, a node in an increasingly vibrant local cultural life, encompassing 

several artistic and cultural expressions.  

 

This enlargement of the fields of activities was certified by a significant administrative transposition 

regarding the functions of the library consultants. Up to now (i e 1974) the consultants had been 

incorporated in the administrative structure of educational policy, stationed as they were at the 

National School Board. From 1974 this was changed. As a decisive administrative part of the new 

cultural policy an Arts Council was set up and the library consultants were transferred to this new 

authority. This may seem an innocent administrative manœuver, but did carry great symbolic meaning. 

The transfer of responsibility from the National School Board to the Arts Council signified that the 

public libraries no longer belonged to the realm of educational policy but was part of the newly erected 

cultural policy structure. The question of what the state expected from the public library was, in a 

sense, given a new answer: it was no longer confined to the mediation of literature and adult education 

but an integral part of the wider notion of cultural policy. 

 

3. Period three: New signals, 2009 – 
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The third and last period to be outlined here is the present time. The social, economic, political and 

cultural context is, once again, profoundly changed. Suffice it to mention the globalization, the IT-

revolution, the climate change and the war on terrorism. All these of course affect Swedish economy 

and politics as well as social and cultural life in the country. But we need to be more precise: between 

the political situation and ideological climate sketched in the previous section (1965-1975) and what 

the current situation (2012) looks like there is almost an abyss. During the 1980´s and the 1990´s the 

political climate in Sweden turned decisively to the right, neoliberal positions becoming dominant 

irrespective of the political colour of the government in charge. Almost all of the features defining the 

Folkhem (the Home for the People) were deserted and as a symbolic confirmation of this change, 

Sweden entered the European Union in 1995 (Elmbrant 1993, Frenander 1999, Hadenius 2008, 

Sejersted 2005).   

 

Hence, in accordance with the international political and ideological development, and the 

membership of the EU, Sweden slowly transformed itself to a more “normal” mainstream European 

country. One important aspect of this metamorphosis is of course the adoption of New Public 

Management as the dominant ideology within public administration, at all levels: national, regional 

and local (Bäck & Larsson,2006, Montin 2004). All this will in due time affect cultural and library 

policy, but still in 1996, when a new cultural policy decision was taken by the parliament, that kind of 

neoliberal traits were actually rather absent. In our context, the most important ingredient in the 1996 

decision was the enforcement of a library law. After long discussions and opinion making from many 

librarians, and as the last of the Nordic countries, Sweden got its library law. It was, however, quite 

watered down, and did not determine much more than that each and every municipality was obliged to 

have a public library (which, in real life already was the case).  

 

The exceptional political stability that had ruled Sweden for many decades was broken 1976 and since 

then bourgeois and social democratic governments have succeeded one another. After twelve years of 

social democratic governing an alliance of centre and rightwing parties won the general election in 

2006. The alliance was dominated by the Moderate party, reformed to pose as “the new labour party”, 

trying to distance itself from its utterly neoliberal positions during the 1990´s (Hadenius 2008). 

Although the Alliance trailed substantially in several inter-election opinion polls, it succeeded to hang 

on to power in the general election 2010.  

 

Just as the short-lived bourgeois government of the 1990´s commissioned an investigation on cultural 

policy matters – the one that gave birth to the Swedish library law – the new alliance government was 

also keen to try and make changes in this political area. Lena Adelsohn-Liljeroth, still Minister of 

Culture, appointed an expert group to review the current cultural policy and come up with suggestions 

for change. The group delivered its report, called Kulturutredningen, in 2009 (SOU 2009:16). It 

comprised three volumes: Fundamental Analysis, Innovation Program and The Architecture of the 

Cultural Policy. There is no need for us to go deep into the two first. It is sufficient to point out two 

interrelated dimensions that were treated from different angles in the two books. One of the most 

crucial ideas put forward in the fundamental analysis was that it was now time for cultural policy “to 

leave the 20
th
 century” (SOU 2209:16-I, p. 183). By that expression was meant that the old time 

cultural policy was founded on a much too narrow concept of culture. For the postmodern times of the 

21
st
 century it was necessary to widen the scope of the concept and make it available and useful for all 

sectors of society, not only the cultural sector itself. This move was appropriately accompanied in the 

second volume of the report by the coining of a new concept: “aspect policy” (SOU 2009:16-II, p. 20). 

The new cultural policy for the postmodern society must abandon the kind of “sector policy” that had 

dominated the old strategies from the 1970´s. Whereas sector policy primarily was directed towards 

promoting culture in and for itself, aspect policy was basically designed to make culture useful and 

instrumental in job creation, local and regional investment policy, educational policy or to improve 

various health care activities. 

 

The third part of the report was more concrete regarding what measures were necessary to implement 

the new ideas. It launched a whole new organisational structure for all of the cultural policy area. The 

hitherto very fragmented and complex organization of a multitude of various public institutions and 
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authorities should be replaced by three big administrative “spheres” (called “super authorities” by the 

media). One of these spheres was supposed to take care of “issues related to archives, libraries and 

language” (SOU 2009:16-III, p. 15). Archives and libraries were perceived to have a lot in common 

and in need to be better coordinated. The coordination objective was thus once again reiterated as a 

fundamental principle for the government´s involvement with the public libraries. The build-up of the 

suggested administrative sphere was to be taken in two steps. The first step included a tightening up of 

the organization of the library sector. The report suggested The Royal Library (Kungliga biblioteket, 

KB) to be given a pivotal role in this reorganization (p. 72). 

 

Sometimes, the labyrinthic world of politics is ironic. The laborious effort the expert group had laid 

down in its grand vision for the restructuring of Swedish cultural policy came to no avail. After the 

government processing of the suggestions, the whole idea about the gigantic administrative spheres 

was thrown on the scrap heap. Just one thing remained regarding the library sector and that was to 

allot to the Royal Library to “be in charge of a national overview, of promoting coordination and of 

prompting the development of the library system” (Government Bill 2009/10:3, p. 41). This task is 

something absolutely new in the Swedish library history and the decision is potentially of epochal 

significance. The Royal Library is the most prominent scientific library in the country and is as such 

subordinated the Ministry of Education. It is a vital part of the nation´s education and research policy. 

As we have seen, the political and legal domicile of the public libraries has, for about forty years, been 

the cultural policy area. When the Royal Library now is assigned the leading strategic role of forming 

a national library policy, encompassing all kinds of tax subsidized libraries, the local public libraries 

are once again transferred to a new political area: from cultural policy to education and research 

policy. What might come out of this, is of course much too early to predict. From many quarters in the 

field of public librarians cautioning words have been raised: “What does KB know about what the 

local public libraries actually do?” 

 

After about a hundred years of government investigations, parliamentary debates, campaigns from the 

librarians and other initiatives you may say that, at last, a decisive step towards forming a national 

library policy in a more strict sense has been taken. The vision put forward by Valfrid Palmgren that in 

every municipality there should exist a well-equipped, well staffed and beautiful library, inserted into 

a nation-wide, uniform and effective public library system, open to everybody and free of charge, may 

perhaps be coming close to its realization? Her vision, although not always explicitly formulated, 

clearly entailed a centralizing ambition and top-down attitude. This was, also very implicitly, adopted 

by the state and perhaps can we now see the realisation also of this dimension of the state policy 

towards the library sector as a whole? By appointing the Royal Library to a new kind of “head of the 

library sector”, the government has installed an administrative instrument closer to the ministry and 

with close connections to all parts of the library system. A shortening of the arm´s length, if you wish. 

Or, reinforcing the muscles of the hand at the end of the arm? 

 

Conclusion 

The paper has highlighted three periods in the history of the Swedish public libraries. Three periods of 

utmost importance when it comes to the relation between the state and the local libraries. The 

importance lies in the circumstance that each one of these periods has implied a change in that 

relation.  

 

The first period is of course the very origin of the governmental involvement with the then very 

fragmentary, scattered, poor, ill-staffed and ill-equipped system of local public libraries. The state´s 

intention with that involvement was to try and make the system more uniform, more effective and to 

be an integral part in the general ambition to educate the people and to make it more prone to the 

consumption of high quality literature. 

 

The second period is the period of the establishing of the new cultural policy in Sweden. General goals 

for the national policy regarding the cultural sector were adopted and a comprehensive administrative 

structure was built up. In this new environment the public libraries were inserted in a new way. 

Financially, they now became, in practice, totally financed by the local municipal government, and 
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politically they became a part of cultural policy, leaving the narrow ideal of mediating literature for the 

betterment of the people. The new overarching justification for their activities was that they should be 

the central node of the local cultural life in general, and thereby the most important cultural institution 

in the country. 

 

The third period is the present time and although we of course not yet can say anything definite about 

what is happening in the library sector, a shift seems, once again, to be under way, regarding the 

relation between the state and the public libraries. A novel function has been created and allocated to 

the Royal Library in the form of an assignment to take the lead over the whole library sector; all kinds 

of tax financed libraries, whether public libraries, school libraries, research libraries or any other kind. 

The implication of this novelty is double. For one thing, the public libraries are, anew, transferred 

from one political area to another: this time to the area of education and research policy. For another 

thing, it seems as though the state is trying to tighten its organizational (at least) grip over this part of 

cultural life in Sweden.  
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