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Faith in Reading
Public Libraries, Liberalism, and the Civil Religion

THoMAS AUGST

“NWiv Lisrary architecture should have been yoked to ecclesiastical
architecture . . . is not obvious, unless it be that fibrarians in the past needed
this stimulus to their religious emotions,” wrote William Poole in The Con-
struction of Library Buildings (1881).} “The present state of piety in the profes-
sion renders the union no longer necessary and it is time thar the bill was
fled for divorce. The same secular common sense and the same adapration
of means to ends which have built the modern geain elevator and reaper are
needed for the reform of library construction.” ‘

Poole’s comtnent on the excesses of library ornament (see figure 6.1) begs a
question: what was the sacral function of the public fibrary? Poole himself was
a moving force in the new profession of librarianship, and like many of his
colleagues then and now would stake the credibility of his discipline on the
functional utility and managerial efficiency that came to count as “comimon
sense” in the era of industrial progress: libraries should be designed to serve

 their internal functions of preservation, storage, and circulation.? Indeed, one
response to Pooles article noted that, “thorough librarian that he is,” he could
sce “nothing in a lbrary but 2 huddle of books, which he would get into

1. Wiliiam Poole, “The Construction of Libsary Buitdings” (1881), cited in Kenneth A. Breisch,
Henry Hobson Richardson and the Small Public Library in America: A Study in Typology (Cambridge:
MIT Press, 1957}, 219.

2. Librarians of course play many different roles across many different kinds of institutions.
Pionesrs in the public library movemens like Poole soughs, however, chrough the creation of
the American Library Association in 1876, the developmens of schools of library and information
science, and their public writing and speaking more generally to appropriac caltural prestige
and status for their work that was accorded to the traditional professions of law, education, and
medicine. See Wayne Wiegand, The Politics of an Emerging Profession: The American Library Assocta-
tion, 1876-rpt7 {Westport, CT Greenwood, 1986), and Michael B Winter, The Gulture of Control
and Expertise: Toward a Socivlogical Undersianding of Librarianship {Westporr, CT: Greenwood,
3988).

Figure 6.1. The Peabody Libracy at Johns Hopkins Univessity in Baltimore, completed in 1878, For William

I[’;Joie, this building owed more to ecclesiastical history than to the needs of modem libraries. Photo by Michael
ersin.
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as little space as possible.”3 As with the threshing of wheat, libraries must
organize their services and goods on the principles of mass production, reject-
ing religion and feeling alike as reflexes of a pre-modern mind. In the age of
mechanical and electronic reproduction, every gadget or system promises to
straighten the path to secular progress. For Poole and professional elites more
generally, religion itself became an emblem of culture in its vestigial form: an
aesthetic and sensual pleasure in merely symbolic expeticnce, preventing the
freedom from mental bondage and social caste systems on which the progress
of modern society depended. Bur as Henry Adams mighs have noted, Poole
had not overcome seligious superstition but given it a new outlet in the
secular cult of the dynamo. Suspicious of all trappings of Catholic devotion,
liberal Protestants like Poole intuitively understood faith as an essentially pri-
vaze experience of edification and eranscendence, mediated by the individual,
solitary experience of reading that for hundreds of years had animated the
reformation of Chrisdan piety.

As Poole’s metaphors only begin o suggest, the modern library would

adapt itself 1o the practical erganization and management of information. -

The “ecclestastic architecture” of [ibraries from the fater ninetcenth and early
rwentieth centuries continues to seem archaic because, in parg, we have for-
goteen the spiritual function that institutions of public culture were meant
to serve, as what James Traub recendy called “secular cathedrals” of liberal
sociery:4 Built with bygone fads for beaux-arts and Vicrorian gothic design,
the immense marble buildings that foom over the horizon of cities and towns
across the Unired States artest ro “religious emotions” that librarians and ordi-
nary patrons alike associaved with civic institutions ac the rurn of the twen-
tieth century. In her autobiography The Promised Land (1913), Mary Antin
describes her girlhood experience as a Russian Jewish immigrant approaching
" the Boston Public Library.

3. Letter from Andrew Dickson White, 15 October 1881, Daniel C, Gilman papers, Ms. 1.53,
Special Collections, Milton S. Eisenhower Library, Johne Hoplins University,. While writing 0
Gilman, White repeated an anecdote thac a studens had passed on to hime abour the jmpression
thas the physical presence of buoks had rade upon him: “He told me that he learned at once
the importance of several things which he had never before known. When 1 asked him for che first
of these, he said: ‘Sifence’. . . . Had Yale College Library been what Mr Poole’s system would
ngw make it, I should have had far less respect for learning, literature and for che institution that 1
now have.” I thank Ken Carpenter fot bringing this and other ceactions to Poole’s argument o my
attention.

4. James Teaub, “The Scuff of City Life,” New York Times Mazgazine, 3 October 2004, 26, Neil
Hargis similarly describes the latge private mussums devoted to public culturs, such as the Mor-
gan Libraty, as “shrines to a secutar religion thas idencified irself with the very pith of civilization.”
Meil Hasis, “Collective Possessions: The ], Pierpont Morgan Libracy,” in his Celeural Bxcursions:
Marketing Appetites and Culvural Tastes in Modern America (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1990), 274
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It was my hablt to go very slowly up the low, broad steps to the palace entrance,
pleasing tay eyes with the majestic lines of the building, and lingering to read
apain the carved inscriptions: Public Library— Built by the People— Free to Al
Did I not say it was iy palace? Mine, because [ was a citizen; mine, though 1
was born an alien . . . My palace— mine! . . . All these eager children, all these
fine browed women, all these scholars going home to write learned books—1
and they had this glorious thing ia common, this noble treasure house of learn-
ing. it was wonderful to say, This is mine; it was thrilling vo say, This is ours.

A the laying of the cornerstone for the new building of the Boston Public in
1888, Oliver Wendell Holmes declared, “This Palace was the people’s own,”
and Antin transforms the phrase into 2 democratic creed. As she recalls mount-
ing the marble steps of a public library, Antin represents 2 book collection asa
collective resource, a “noble treasure house” over which ail citizens—be they
cager children, fine women, scholars, or immigrants—have an equal claim.
In 2 detnocracy, the “palaces” are public spaces, not private, and nobility is
achieved chrough the acquisition of knowledge rather than the inheritance of

property.

We might interpres such declarations of civic faith as evidence of how
effectively libraries were used to propagate a conservative socal and economic
ideology of reform.¢ As Anglo-Protestant elites in che Northeast lost their
local political dominance, they founded colleges, museums, hospitals, and
other nonprofit benevolent and educational institutions in order to create new
channels of leadership and social control free from the interference of elected
officials and the church.” The steel magnate Andrew Carnegie believed public

5. Mary Antin, The Promised Land, 1d <d. {Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1969; rpt. Princeton
University Press, 1985}, 341. Further ceferences to this work will be given in the wxt,

§. The standard histories of the public [ibrary movement remain Sidney Dirzion, Arsenals of
2 Democratic Culture: A Social History of the American Public Library Movement in New Fngland
and the Middle States, t850—1poc (Chicago: Ametican Library Association. 1947), and Jesse H. Sher,
Foundations of the Public Library: The Origins of the Public Library Movement in New England,
6291855 {Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1949). As Dee Gasrison has pointed out, public
libraries provided “a rich focus for expressive mesning in Vicorian America’ which responded w©
“ehe sense of urban crisis and chaos; the fear of immigrant incruders; the emphasis upon the family 2s
guatancor of tradition; the discontent of women and labor; the hope thar education would right the
wrongs of poverty and cime; the hunger for education among the poor; the ambitious paternalistic
and humanitarian motives of reformers—ali wete as imporsant to the content of ibrary rivual a5
the meed for a contented, disciplined, and busy wage force,” Garsisan, Apostles of Crlture: The Public
Librarian and Amierican Seciety, 1876-1p20 (New Yotk: Free Press, 1979), 62.

7. Peser Dobkin Hall sketches “the reotientation of the Old Standing Ocder” thax wok place
over the nineteenth century, “from an clite with public resporsibilicies to a group whose influence
was mediated through private institutions,” which included coileges, museums, libsaries, hospi-
tals, and other benevolent institutions. Peter Dobkin Hall, The Organizarion of American Culture,
t760—1900: Private [nscitutions, Efites, and the Origins of American Nationality (New York: New York
University Press, 1982}, 122, 110,
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libraries were the best means for the Gospel of Wealth to serve the “perma-
nent good” of the people because, as he pur it in 1889, they stimulated “che
besc and most aspiring poot of the community to further efforts in their own
self-improvement.”® So too, with their formal administration as municipal
institurions, libraries found themselves in the midst of explicit battles over the
role of refigion in public life. Orthodox and liberal Protestants foughe aver
the opening of libraries and muscums on Suadays.? It did not hetp the cam-
paign to win tax support for libraries that clected officials tended to be Irish
Catholic, and viewed all forms of public education as hostile to their faith. In
1901, for example, the Catholic hierarchy in New York briefly opposed non-
Catholic libraries for its people. Its concerns were allayed only when provision
was made for including a Catholic and a Jew on the board of direcross of the
public library.19 In this contexe, as Evelyn Geller has noted, we should view
the public library, like the school, as “an agency in the service of seculariza-
tion, a self-conscious and controversial process of church-state separation.” !

But what if we took Antin’s profession of wonder seriously, as an expres-
sion of a historically particular secular faith, a new kind of civil religion orga-
nized around public sites and symbols of reading? And how might such an
approach to the social function of symbols require us to rethink the kinds
of distinctions-— between symbol and furction, mind and body, text and
context, the individual and the collective— thar helped librarians modernize
the mission of public librarics, and that continue to shape scholarly defini-
tions of culture and society? As Dee Garrison has pointed out, the librarians
often spoke “in broadly religious terms” about their missionary influence;
pioneers of the profession such as Charles Ammi Cutrer, Charles Jewerr,

8. Andrew Carnegie, “The Best Fields for Philandwopy” in The Library and Sociery: Reprints of
Papers and Addresies, <d. Arthur Bostwick, (New York: H. W. Wikson, 1920), 35. For a study of che
building of Carnegie libraries in their social and cultured context, see Abigail Van Siyck, Free to All:
Carnegie Libraries and American Cultyre, 1890-1920 {Chicago: University of Chicage Press, 1995).

9. On the debaces over Sunday openings at the Boston Public Library thas took place beeween
1859 and 1873, see Alexis McCrossen, Holy Day, Holiday: The American Sunday {Ithaca: Cornell Uni-
versity Press, 2000), $8~64.

10, Phyllis Dain, The New York Public Library: A History of lts Founding and Early Years {Mew
York Public Libracy, 1971), 3t. Dain notes that a “compatatively small group of philanthropic per-
sons, who were on the boards of schools, colleges, museums, hospitals, as well as libraries, were gen-
erally members of the . . . clite {Protestant or German-Jewish) that considered practical politics diry
and most Tammany politicians vulgar and venal, an aritude also prevalent well into the twentieth
century among library trustees and lbraries” {33). On the public arguments and political pressutes
that influenced the makeup of the New York Publics board of directoss, see Dain, 249-52.

11. Evelyn Geller, Farbidden Books in American Public Libraries, 18761939 {Westpore, CT:
Greenwood, 1984), 10. As advocates “contended with dedicated adhesents to older values,” the pro-
fessional “norm of neutrality” served to justify “a secular innovasion and to protect the fibrary from
partisan control.” :
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and Samuel Swege Green were trained for the ministry before they joined the
public library movemenc, where like other social reformers they sought to
“rescructure the Christian impulse” by creating a “secular cthical systern.” 12
By situating Antin’s idealism in the context of her owa life narrative as well
a5 the debates about social reform that accompanied the tise of public libras-
jes, we can sketch a lived experience of insticutions of reading that Poole’s
bifurcation of value and utility leaves obscure. As I suggest in the pages that
follow, the aesthetic and spiritual experience fostered by public libraries
had social uses, performing four functions traditionally served by religion:
the popularization of ethical practices; the orgaization and differentation
of attention; the definition of community; and the prometion of scripeural-
ism, modes of moral authority that regulate and differentiate access ©o textual
knowledge. By serving these spiritual functions in the lives of individuals like
Mary Antin, the public library made particular habits of reading central to '
the rituals and pieties of secular modernity —one of the “new modes of social
management and self-regulation” that would define liberalism as not only 2
form of governance but a faith in progress.t? 7
Ancin’s reflection is not a staterent of fact, a posiivist history of institu-
tional workings, but rather a personal histoty of what the library meant to one
patron. As such, it ilfuminates the new public presence and symbolic force
thiat sites of reading had acquired in the fives of particular persons and com-
munities by the fater nineteenth century. The design and ornamentation of
the Boston Public Library “generated a set of social rituals,” as Sally Promey
aotes, that served its “cultural identification as liminal space ... in which
cransformation in the status of individuals was presumed to occur.” 14 Nar-
rating both a girl's coming of age and an immigrant’s conversion to what she
would call the “gospel of liberty,” The Promised Land demonstrates how the
public ibrary came to occupy this liminal space in the lives of ordinary people

12 Gartison, Apestles of Calrurz, 37-38. As Justn Winsoz noted, the fisst professional gathering
in (876 was “motivated by the idea thas the library was ‘in essentials a missionagy influence’™ (37).

13. Building on Miche! Foucaults lase work on governmentality, scholass have recently sought
to document the meaos by which populacions of liberal democracies become seif-regulating, Thus
as Touy Bennest observes, liberalism entaiied the historical “development of new forms of social
management and regulation . . . creating frameworks in which individuals will voluncarily regulate
their owa behavior to achicve specific social ends,” withouz the coercive power of the szate. Bennett,
Culture: A Reformier’s Science (London: Sage, 1998}, 110, Yor analysis of cultural formations in rela-
tion 10 neoliberalism, see Jack Z. Bratich, Jesemy Packer, and Cameron McCarthy, eds., Foseanls,
Cultural Studies, and Governmentality (Adbany: State Universicy of New York Press, 2003); and Justin
Lewis and Toby Miller, cds., Critical Cudural Policy Studies: A Reader {Oxford: Blackwell, 2003).

14. Sally M. Promey, Painting Religion in Public: Joln Singer Sargent’s "Triumph of Religion” at
the Boston Public Library (Piinceton: Princeton Uniivessity Press, 1999}, 153.
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precisely by stimulating “refigious emotions” toward particular habits, spaces,
symbols, and objects of reading. Along with schools, playgrounds, museums,
public parks, and other sites in the municipal fandscape, public libraries in
the later nineteenth and early twentieth century helped to institudonalize
leisure as moral education, where individuals acquired the capacity for self-
government requisite to the circumstances of a mobile and heterogencous
sociery. The public library in patticular became a temple to a civil religion, 2
site not only to borrow books but also to practice devotions of self-realization
that embody freedom in liberal democracies.

Freedom of Choice: Reading as Self-Ownership

Antin’s exclamation on the steps of the Boston Public Library transforms an
institution of public culture into a sacred shrine of democraric equalicy, which
extends to “even” a poor Russian immigrant with an aristocratic desire for
self-making, the capacious (if not grandiose) subjectivity with which many
cultures have identified the exercise of power with the possession of knowl-
edge. Whether portrayed in the enthusiastic tones of immigrant wonder or
idealized by librarians and culeural reformers of the later nineteentch century,
the citizen's encounter with public librasies had a paradoxical logic: individu-
als take personal ownership of their identity by entering public space. As her
repetition of “me,” “mine,” “my,” and “I” powerfully suggest, this young
woman finds in the public fibrary an opporsunity o experience herself as an
individual in newly compelling and intimate ways. “1 felt the grand spaces
under the soaring arches as a personal atrribute of my being,” Antin notes.!?
1n liberal democracy, it is within the crowded spaces of public life where citi-
zens find that being has personal ateributes.

Like so many American narratives that place books in the path to self-
invention —ranging from Benjamin Franklin's Autobiography, through the
narratives of ex-slaves, to autobiographies of Richard Wright and Malcolm
X — Antin’s confirms a long-standing American faith that education is 2 means
to liberty, In tefling of her voyage to the “promised land,” Antin invokes, like
s0 many other immigrants before and since, 2 typalogical interpretation that
maps an Old Testament narrative of Exodus onto a geographical movement
from old to new world.16 As her exclamation on the steps of the BPL only
begins to suggest, however, deliverance is not only coltective—the escape of

15. Antin, Promised Land, 342.
16, On rhe appropriation of typology to immigrant nartative, see Werner Sollars, “Typology
and Ethnogenesis,” in his Beyond Exbnicity {New York: Oxford Universicy Press, 1986), 40~65.
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Jews from persecution in the Russian Pale— but also individual: the escape

of a girl from tribal superstitions and social codes enforced by religious patri-
archy. In the first half of her narrative, oppression comes from outside the
Jewish communiry, from hostile gentiles and Russian soldiers, but also from
within, in the denial of education to women. No matter how poor a man
was, “he was 1o be respected and set above other men if he was learned in the
Law” {31). Not allowed to become scholars and rabbonim, girls were taught
only enough to read prayers in Hebrew and follow their meaning by Yiddish
cranstation, “It was not much to be a gitl, you see,” Antin observes. Without
access to advanced literacy and the religious authority to which it was yoked,
“a girl's real schoolroom was her mother’s kitchen” (33, 34). Antin found her
yearning for the “priceless ware” of “modern education” deepened by her
facher’s alienation from religious tradidion: “The rigid scheme of orthodox
Jewish life offered no opening o any other mode of life” (75). Giving Antin
access to Jearning that she had been denied during her childhood in the Pale,
the public library represented a secular faith in the power of knowledge that
depended on the “opening” of religious tradition itself and that rededicated
the nation to its own civic ideals. Immigrants possessed a special “reverence”
for learning that made them “pilgrims and voyagers for spiricual freedom,” as
Antin put it at a conference of tibrarians in 1913.7

Well before the Progressive Era, social and circulating librasies had assumed
particular symbelic importance in defining this relationship to knowledge
as “modern.” In the 1798 autobiography of Stephen Burroughs, an itinerant
schoolteacher and general confidence man, for example, we see that popular
access to books already had become a primary reference pointin the rhetoric of
democratic freedom. When he arrived in Bridgehampton, Long Island, Bur-
roughs found the community to be Targely illicerate, “almost entirely destitute
of books of any kind, excepr schoolbooks and the Bibles.” * At some length,
he recounts his efforts to remedy this general ignorance by forming a propri-
etary library consisting of “histoties, and books of information upon seaular
subjects” (283). Bridgehampron’s minister and judge, however, expected the

17, Mary Antin, “The Immigranc and the Library,” Bullesin of the Americar Library Assaciation
7 (1913): 147.

+8. Memoirs of Stepher Burvoughs of New Hampsbire New York: Dial Press, 1924}, The wwns-
people had opposed previous effort, because it was led by the minister, Mr. Woolworth, who waald
be choasing books: “They generalfy expect the library will consist of books ir divinigy, and dey
smeraphysical writings” (281). Burroughs promised proprietars that “histories, and books of informa-
tion upon seeadar subjects, should give the leading cast to the complexion of the library” (283). For 2
recent discussion of Burroughs, the consroveesy over the library, and the contents of the Bridgehamp-
ton Library, see Susanna Ashten, "A Corrupt Medium: Stephen Burroughs and the Bridgehampron,
New York Library,” Libraries and Culture 38 (2003): g4-120.
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town library to consist of “books in divinity, and dry metaphysical writings”
{281), as he puts it. They accused Burroughs of “endeavoring to overthrow all
religion, morality and order in the place; was introducing corrupt books into
the library, and adopting the most fatal measures o overthrow all the good
old establishrments” (286). The minister and judge propose books on religion
and ethics, while Burroughs proposes histories and “books of information
upon secular subjects.”

Who shall control the reading of a community? As Burroughs represents
it, this controversy over che content of the Hbrary was proxy for a more press-
ing contest over the moral auchority of government that recapitulated the
recently ended Revolution. The elites who preside over Bridgehampron are
porrrayed as irrational and rigid, incapable of the compromise, deliberation,
or toleration expected from members of the learned professions. Flying into
“ungovernable rage” when confronted with views that contradict their own,
these worthics cannot be trusted to make decisions about the public good
with the civility and disinterest requisite to the new republican order. As he
advocated a less prescriptive, secular course of reading for the library, Bur-
roughs grounded the constitution of social authority in the liberal values of
free inquiry, natural rights, and private propercy: “To purchase such books
with our money as we wished for was a right we inherited [rom nature” (291).
Burroughs argues that traditional custodians of public inzerest—the church
and the state— must defer to “the natural liberty” of men to be sovereign
in their intellectual interests and literary tastes, no less than their political
and economic rights: freedom iuself is hard-wired in the mental and moral
Eaculties of individuals, in the natural capacities for reason, will, and imagina-
tion. Indeed, to read books “wished for” entails a natural unfolding of the self
specifically identified with a cash transacdion, the right to purchase what one
wants with one’s money.

In tying the wishes of readers to the natural right of consumers, Burroughs’s
narrative drarmatizes the emergence of one the central values of liberal mod-
ernity: that liberty depends upon the capacity for choice. As T. H. Breen
has recently argued, the movement for American independence was made
possible by the sudden expansion of the consumer markerplace. Throughout
the colonies, as families of even modest means purchased the same imported
teapots and fabrics, they came 1o share common “concerns about cotor and
cexture, about fashion and etiquette, and about making the right choices from
among, an cxpanding number of possibilities.” Books too were among the
new possibilities afforded by the commercial revolution of the late eighteenth
cencury. In The Algerine Captive (1797), Royall Tyler's narrator is impressed,
after seven years’ absence from the new nation, 10 discover the “extreme avid-
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ity with which books of mere amusement were purchased and perused by
all ranks of his councrymen.” This “surprising alteration of taste” had been
brought about by the spread of social libraries, “cotnposed of bools designed
to amuse,” which could now be found in even modest-sized inland towns,
and by country booksellers, who now “filled the land” with “modern travels
and novels almost as incredible” that had once been confined to the seaports
and to the privace libraries of gentlemen. As a result of this “surprising altera-
tion in the public taste,” Tyler notes, “all orders of country life, with one
accord, forsook the sober sermons and practical pieties of their fathers, for
the gay stories and splendid impieties of the traveler and the novelist.” 19 Like
Burroughs, Tyler suggests that social libraries and booksellers challenged elite
intellectual hierarchies by making teading an expression of personal choice,
bringing religious authority in particular into conflict with more secular tastes
for goods and leisure. :

Disseminated by the circulation of books no less than teapots, liberai val-
ues taught ordinary women and men to locate, as Antin puts it, “personal
attributes” of one’s being in the exercise of taste, within material forms of
cxchange and impersonal forms of kinship. By opening once-genteel concern
with aesthetics, comfort, and status to ordinary people, this material culture
created “a realm of intensely personal experience,” Breen notes, in which mid-
dling sorts gained “che ability to establish 2 meaningful and distinct sense of
self through the exercise of individual choice, a process of ever more egalitar-
jan self-fashioning that was jtself che foundation of a late eighteenth-century
liberal society.”20 In a socicty increasingly oriented to individual pursuic of
amusement in the marketplace, even religion could be treated as just anather
commodity, 2 mode of self-expression. “Modern” education in the liberal
tradition entails not the inheritance of “good old establishments,” but rather
the extension of individual sovercignty oves judgments as near as the book in
one’s hand and as distant as forms political representation.

Circulating and social libraries helped to give reading a new moral utility,
idencified not with adherence to theological prescriptions and professional
hierarchies of learning, but with the habit of reading. As we sce in the register
book of a small social library formed in Taunton, Massachusetts, for example,
the content of any particular book comes to matter less than the cultivation
of taste as it unfolds through a diverse array of what Burroughs had disceeety

19. Royali Tyler, The Algerine Captive; or, The Lifs and adventures of Doctor Updike Underhill: six
years & prisoner ameng the Algerines (Walpole, NH, 1797), 4-7-

20. T. H. Breen, The Marketplace of Revolution: How Consumer Politics Shaped American Inde-
pendence {Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), xv, x4, 55-
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termed “books of information upon secular subjects” {see Rgure 6.2). Overa
few months in 1838, William Reed moves freely among biographies (Life of
Putnam, Life of Napoleon, Bayliess Histarical Memoires), travel and natural
history (Narrative of a Vayage to the Qcean, Histary of Animals), and fiction
(The Sketchbook, Hope Leslie, Fdgeworth’s Warks, The Prairie). Where H. L.
Danforth sticks almost entirely to periodicals such as the Edinburgh Review,
London Quarserly, North American Review, and the Musewrn, Nathan Connot
reads almost nothing but tales. As members wrote ¢he title of the work and
the date of the loan, they created a profile of the preferences, intensicy, dura-
tion, and sequence of cheir leisure reading visible to friends, neighbors, and
other members. Each page of the register becomes a performance of personal
choice. So too, circulating libraries ranging from shore-lived operations suchas
Caritat’s commercial library in New York to large nonprofit associations such
as the Philadelphia Apprentices” Library or the New York Mercantile Library
repeatedly sacrificed reservations abou the moral influcnce of books to the
commercial expedience of satisfying popular demand.! As thousands of such
{ibraries were formed and dissolved throughout the nineteenth century, the
freedom to chioose books for amusement rather than instruction ——whether
deliberate or casual, in imitacion of or indifference to others—-became inte-
gral to the fashioning of a personal ethos through the individual development
of literary taste.

Like the proprietary, social, and private or commercial circulating librar-
ies, public libraries became inscitutions of “modern” education by helping w
popularize reading itself a5 4 choice, from among books “most wished for”
within the mass market for goods and leisure, The Boston Public claimed to
be the first state-supported library in the world ro aliow patrons to take books
 home. As its first annual report from 1852 suggests, its trustees had perhaps
fearned from social libraries the importance of institutionalizing reading as a
practice of leisure rather than study—of organizing their policies of collec
tion and circulation so that, “by following the popular taste,” as the annual
report of 1852 put it, “we may hope to create a real desire for general reading”
among “the young, in the familics and at the firesides of the greatest num-

21. On Caritads library, scc George Reddin, Ha Early Library of Fiction (New York: Geosge
Reddin, 1940); on the Philadelphiz Apprentices’ Libeaty, see John Frederick Lewis, History of the
Apprentices’ Library of Philadelphia, 1éz0-ig20 (Phitzdelghia: s.n., ©924); on the New York Mercantile
Libsaty. see Thontas Augst, The Clerks Tale: Young Men and Moral Life in Nincteenth-Century America
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003) . For more general surveys of circulating libraries, se¢
Haynes McMullen, American Libraries before 1876 (Westpars, CT: Greenwaod, 2000), David Kaser,
A Book for Sixpence: Fhe Circulating Library in America {Pitsburgh: Beza Phi Mu, 1980}, and Shera,
Foundatigns.

Figure 6.2, Register for the Taunton Social Libsaty, ca, 1830s-1850s. Courtesy of the Manascripts and Rare
Books Division, Mew York Public Librazy.
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ber of persons in the city.”?? From commercial and circulating libraries the
Boston Public adopted the principle of purchasing multiple copies, so that
“many persons, if they desire it, can be reading the same work at the same
moment,” “at the only ime they care for it—that is, when it is living, fresh,
and new. Additional copies . . . should continue to be bought almost as long
as they are urgently demanded.” How did the trustees defend their controver-
sial and innovative ambition to spread “the more popular literature” through-
out the city? For reading itself to become a “real desice,” they argued, “as
many [books) as possible” must find their way “into the home of the young;
into poor families; into cheap boarding houses; in short wherever they will
be most likely to affect life and raisc personal character and condition.” As
they circulated new kinds of “popular” or “cphemeral” materials previously
deemed unworthy of coflection and preservation, lowered age requircments
for unsupervised visits, eventually opened access w shelves, and later allowed
patrons to check out multiple works of fiction at the same time, public librac-
ies sought to popularize leisure reading among what they repeatedly called
the urban “masses” with the explicit aim of transforming “personal charac-
ter and condition.” In this sense, as they sought to identify and respond w
“real desire” for books, Boston Public and other libraries helped to make the
choice of reading a secular form of ethical practice and a modern habic of
self-government.

* Sacralizing Public Space: The Habirat of Reading

The administration of the Boston Public Library rested with cultured elites and
the managerial professional class, and the patronage was largely middle class;
but the ideal public for the library, as for the public school, was the immigrant.
Horace Wadlin's 1905 history of the Boston Public Library declared that there
was “a duty resting upon us of extending the influence of the library, as a civic
institucion, towads enlarging the life and broadening the intellectual outlook
of these who have recently entered the ranks of American citizenship without
preliminacy training in the English tongue.”?? ‘The library was more than a
means of education— “a civic institution” whose purpose was to furnish 2
moral breadth to immigrants whose “life” and “outiook,” had been unduly
narcowed by the pathology of the stum. In defending the accusation that their

22. Report of the Trustees of the Public Library of the City of Bostor: (Boston, 1852), 17.

23. Cited in Promey, Painting Religion in Public, wo. On the development of Bbrary services
for immigmnts, sec Plusnmer Alston Jones, Jr, Libwaries, mmigranss, and the Ameritan Experience
(Westport, CT: Greenwood, 1999).
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reading rooms harbored “loungers” and “dependents,” Charles Recht in the
New York Times in 1908 similacly linked the udlity of the New York Public
libraries to the moral power of habitac. The mission of reading rooms, Recht
declared, was “to be the study rooms of ambitious poor men whose homes it
the crowded tenements are filthy, noisy, and dark. Here, after the day’s hard
work, could come the eager workingman and find the books he needs and
desires and learn 1o five instead of merely existing.” The point was not simply
to circulate books in the slums, as Ticknor had initally suggested in his 1852
report on the Boston Public, but to rescue the poor from the filth, noise, and
darkness that kept them from answering their “needs and desires” in books.
"T'he sensory privations of poverty snuffed ouc the idealism and ambition that
distinguish “learn(ing) to live” from “merely existing.”?4

At the very end of her autobiography, Antin returns te the steps of the
Boston Public, where she enacts this distinction a5 a sort of cosmic revelation.
After a school outing to the scashore with a science club, Antin “stood on the
broad stone steps,” alone as she watched a streetcar carey her Friends out of

sighu:

My heart was full of stitring wonder. I was hardly conscious of the place where
I seaod, or of the day, or of the hour. ] was in a dream, and the familiar world
around me was transhigured. My hair was damp with sea spray; the roar of the
tide was still in my cars. Mighty thoughts surged through my dreams, and 1
trembled with understanding,

T sank down on the granite ledge beside the entrance to the Library, and
for a mere momene | covered tny eyes with my hand. I thar momenst [ had
2 vision of rayself, the human creature, emerging from the dim places where
the tozch of histosy has never been, creeping slowly into the light of civilized
existence, pushing more steadily forward to the broad plateau of medern life,
and leaping, a last, srrong and glad, to the incellectual summit of the latest
century. {363-64)

Religions sacralize time and space, helping us form convictions about whatis
imporcant, helping us to focus, train, and concentrate our attention within
particular environments. They do this not merely through abstract symbols
thar ask us to contemplate particular concepts or meanings, but by trans-
forring the way we perceive and comport ousselves in the physical and social
world. Or, as Henry James puts it in his own 1907 account of confronting
the new building of the Boston Public Library, they translate “an academic
phrase” such as democracy into a “bristling fact.”2% In Antin's revelation, this

24. Charles Rechr, “Usefulness of Public Libraries,” New York Times, 15 August 1908, BRy4s3.
25. Heary James, The American Seene {Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1968), 249.
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takes the form of a sacralization of the physical site of  library, motivated by
an emotional, indeed spititual, realization of what, exactly, fiberty in the new
world means for an immigrant gizl: “I sank down on the granite ledge beside
the entrance to the Library, and for a mere moment I covered my cyes with
my hand. In that moment I had a vision of myself,” Antin wrices. “On the
gtanite ledge,” Antin licerally sees herself differently, suddenly understanding
with a sort of costnic self-consciousness the relacionship between her personal
growth and her environment. With the humility and reverence due our most
cherished deities, Antin practiced otherwise abstract civic ideals by sitting on
stone, walking up a marble staircase, and whispeting in the vast reading room
of Bates Hall (see figure 6.3). In this sense, Antin’s experience exemplified
the point made by N. H. Morison, the provost of the Peabody Institute, in
his defense of the Peabody Library from William Poole’s criticism: “A grand
hall, filled with the gathered wisdom of ages visibly set in alcoves chastely but
richly ornamented, will impress the young student with a respect for books
and a sense of cheir impottance which he will never forger, and which no
mulciplication of ‘stacks’ will ever give.” 2%

Especially with the City Beautiful movement in urban design and archi-
tecture, symbols of civic dignity abounded in American urban spaces at the
turn of the twentieth century. Ac libraries, museums, and concert balls, no
less than post offices, city halls, and train stations, the mognumental design
of public architecture tansformed the sensory and perceptual experience of

 ciry life. These new insticucions were among the primary vehicles in a broad,
transatlantic campaign for social reform that extended liberal goverament
into physical, social, and psychological dimensions of the urban envitonment.
As they sought to impress citizens with “a respect for books,” as Merison put
it, public libraries located and organized aestheric and moral experience of
mass culture within the quotidian pathways and vistas of everyday life. This
was not, of course, the same notion of culture that modern scholars have
detived from the relativism of the modern social sciences, as a general way
of life, but rather “norms of human perfection,” as the educational reformer
Matthew Arnold pur it in his influential treatise Cidture and Anarchy (1882).7
Although comnitted to hierarchal distinctions of vatue, this definition of
culrare encompassed an evolutionary conception of social development that
would be advanced by the modern sciences of anthropology, psychology, and
economics in the later nineteenth century. For Arnold, the study of culrure

26, Univessicy Cireutars (11 May 1883), 151, Special Collections, Mileon 3. Eisenhower Library,
Johns Hopkins University. )

7. Nancy Bendey describes this refativise, anthropological concept of culture as “the web of
institutions znd lived relations that structure any human community.” Nancy Bentley, The Ethnogra-
phy of Manners: Hauwthorne, James, Wharton {Cambridge: Cambridge Univessity Press, 1995, 23.
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Figure 6.3. “The Fitst Landing of the Main Staiccase,” engraving from T, R, Sullivan, “The New
Building of the Boston Public Libracy,” Scribner’s Magazine, January 1896, 86.

was progressive and normative; it encouraged adjustments of behavior, by
which individuals might “draw ever nearer to a sense of what is indeed beaud-
ful, graceful, and becoming.” ¢ By fostering the culturat tastes of their mem-
bers, liberal societies would progress to higher levels of “civilization.”

28. Cited In Bennett, Calture, 94. On the development of the concept of culture, see Raymond
Williams, Culeure and Sociery; 17801850 (New Yorte Columbia University Press, 1958). On the reach
of Arnold’s work in the United States, sce John Henty Raleigh, Matthew Arnold and American Cul-
rure {Beskeley: University of California Press, 1961). On the inteliectual background of the British
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As liberal reformers on both sides of the Atlantic advanced the cause of
public institutions of education and recreation, they helped o develop 2
governmental concept of culture, associated less with personal consumption
and stacus display than with the reproduction of moral character and the.
utilitasian calculus of social welfare. As Tony Bennett points out, “the most
ardent advocates of public museums, free libraries and the like typicaily
spoke of them in connection with courts, prisons, poorhouses, and, more
mundanely, the provision of public sanitation and fresh warter.”2? Culture
meant not only the cultivation of personal taste by which, as Franklin puc it
in describing the influence of the Library Company, rradesmen and farmers
acquired the conversational skills of gentlemen. Like the provision of sanita-
tion or lighting, it was an investment in the general quality of life chat would
generate the fargest benefic for the greatest number, In Methods of Social
Reform (1383}, the economist W. Stanley Jevens turned to the example of free
pubtic libraties to illustrate what he called the principle of the multiplication
of utility:

The rmain raison d'ctre of free public Jibraries, as indeed of public museums,

art-galleries, parks, halls, public clocks, and mmany other kinds of public works,

is the enormous increase of utilicy which is thereby acquised for the community

at a rifling cost. . . . [f a man possesses a library of 2 few thousand volumes, by

far the greater part of them must lie for yeass untouched upon the shelves; he

cannat possibly use more than 2 fraction of the whole in zany one year. Buta

fibracy of five or ten thousand volumes opened free to the population of a town

may be used a thousand cimes as much. 0

Largely an American and British experiment, state sponsorship of pub-
lic libraries and other agencies of public culture entailed enormous capital
investmen in the leisure and education of the working classes that had w
be continually defended and justified as social engineering, Charles Recht,
writing in the New York Times in 1908, saw the library as & duty that taxpay-

public library movement, see Allstair Black, A New History of the English Public Library: Secial and
Intellecrual Contexts, 180—i9r¢ {London: Leicester University Press, 1996}, On the administration of
education and culture as modes of liberal governance, sce Ten Huntes, Culture and Government: The
Emcsgence of Litcrary Education (Houndmills, UK. Macmillan, 1988), and Huntet, Reshinking the
Sebool: Subjectivity, Bureawcracy, Criticisn (New York: Se. Martin's, 1994). For comparative and mmul-
tinatienal perspestives on neoliberal culrural policy, see France Sianchini and Michael Parkinson,
eds.. Culsural Policy and Urban Regenerasion: The Western: European Experience {Manchester: Man-

chester University Press, 1993); and Tony Benneet, Michael Emmison, and John Frow, Accounting for

Tastes: Austrabian Fveryday Cultures (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999).
29. Bennctr, Criture 109,
30, Cited in ibid., 108,
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ers owed to the general welfare of society, a public obligation with personal
benefits: “Society is under no obligation 1o provide necessaries, but it is under
a duty to make its merabers orderly and educated. This is not charity —it is
self-protection.” Especially in an era matked by labor unrest, liberal democra-
cies had to defend themselves from the inequalities and policical instability
that laissez-faire capitalism could wreak. Whatever good culcure might do for
particular persons, its aggregate goods became newly valuable to municipal
budgets and private philanthsopy. Through public baths, settlement houses,
youth clubs, and park systems, as well as libraries, the state might “make”
society “orderly and educated” without resorting to force. Comtnitted to
scientific and empirical models of individual and social development, and
arruned to the power of the environment t shape behavior, the ideology
and policies of liberalism described culture as a dynamic process by which
individuals acquired 2 capacity for autonomy, that “learning to ive” that gave
one person’s existence value for “society,” worth collective investment and
sactifice. To consegvative ctitics, both then and now, the expansion of liberal
welfare represented a dangerous win to socialist paternatism. Thus in 1894
did one writer, following theories of the social Darwinist Herbert Spenser,
attack tax support for free libraries as a stippery slope to "2 low and promiscu-
ous communism.” 3t

To align libraries with “public works” was to identify reading and leisure
more generally as collective resources that, like water, must be widely distrib-
uted and managed in the interests of an entire commanity’s health. In Jevons's
accounting, the quantity of reading, as administered through enlightened and
expert social policies, would cransform the guality of public life. Since the
incidence of libraries tended to be highest in residential azeas that had light-
ing and sanitation, Jevons noted, “We are fully warranted in looking upon
free libraries as engines for operating upon the poorer portions of the popula-
tion.” 32 By helping to reduce poverty and the cost of law enforcement, spend-
ing on “public works” such as free Libraries would bring social and political
rewards. By “operating” on the entire habizat of urban life, the circulation of
books made the public library an “engine” of progressive reform, especially
for ethnic immigrants, who did not have access t0 middle-class amenities or

31. M. D. O'Brica, “Free Libragies” in Bostwick, The Library and Socfery, 203, As OBrien
notes, “Are sheatre-goers, lovers of cricket, bicyclists, mateuss of music, and others to have treir
carnings confiscared, and their capacities for indulging in their own special hobbies curraited, merely
to satisfy gluttons of graruitous nevel-readess? A love of books is a great source of pleasure to many,
but it Is 2 crazy fancy so suppose that it should be so all* (209}, This piece originaily appearcd ina
collecrion edited by Thomas Mackay, A Plea  for Libersy (London, 1894).

33. Cited in Bennert, Crlrurs, 115.




166 THOMAS AUGST

sraditions.3? As the New York Times observed in 1890, “A certain number of
persons within che radius of its influcnce will be sure to devore less time t
drink, to dangerous gossip, to the perils of beer saloons and dance halls.” 31
In this sense, the “palaces” that cities erected for their main libraries were
merely the most visible hub of institutional networks that, through branches
and circulation depots, saturaced the Jocal environment of the immigrant
and working classes with books. In 1910, for example, the New York Public
Library had a traveling library office that, as Phyllis Dain observed, cireulated
more than a million volumes at 8oz “seations,” including:

public schools, playgrounds, police precinct houses, fre stacions, factories,
hospitals, parochial and private schools, industrial schools, churches and Sun-
day schools, study clubs, department stores and other places of business, the
YMCA and YWCA, asylums and charitable insticutions, home libraties, meth-
ets clubs, literary societies, and study clubs and community libracies locared
in setdlements, clubs, stores, and churches. It also distribuced used bocks 10
newsboys clubs, fresh-air horines, sailors” reading rooms, tuberculosis camps,
reform schools, hospitals, mental hospitals, prisons. . - 33

The liberal state’s administrasion of libraries and other institutions of pub~
lic culture helped to standardize and centralize the experience of dme and
space. The temporal discipline impased by public clocks helped to coordinate
and direct the use of leisure in spaces like parks, museums, and libraries, which

“were regulated by particular hours of operation no less than the complex array
of rules and informal norms that actively shaped behavior in public. Signs
asked people 1o stay off the grass, or to not touch art; reading room policies
restricted food and drink while their attendants enforced sifence and order. By
organizing experience according to middle-class norms of character and pro-
priety, liberal institutions of public culture sought o transform the personali-
des of patrons. I the “seli-governing fiberal subject was master of the baser
instinets and passions, a creature of thrift, energy, perseverance and, criticaily,
reflexive evaluation of its own civility,” as Chuis Orter observes, then chese
insticutions shaped the aeschetic sensibility of individuals toward the larger

[ ——

33. As Ronald and Mary Zboray have noted, the public library formalized and cenesalized pat-
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pathology of the environment in which they moved: “Respectability involved
a certain distancing, and sight, as the primary sense of distance, played a
critical tole in its performance.”?¢ The organization of civic space was ot
only symbolic but physical, its values embodied in the aesthetic and moral
petformance of new social identities. These rituals and pracrices transformed
the otherwise anonymous experience of walking in a city of killing dme into
spiritual exercises in self-making that— like all modes of religion ~—are highly
ideological and deeply personal. By walking up the marble stairs, for instance,
or engaging in any fumber of impersonal and anonymous experiences of
public culture which, because “free to all,” belonged to no one in particular,
one could, like Antin, craft self-conscious identities outside the realities and
spaces to which many of her peers were consigned by class, gender, ethnicity,
and race.

Libraries helped to sacralize public space by altering the aesthetic percep-
rions of ordinary people, lending to the experience of otherwise common exis-
vence moral direction and spiritual consequence. Public libraries had practical
impact on how, simply put, ordinary people saw the world and moved within
ic. As Antin reminds us, the capacity to sce beyond the narrow realities of
the senement— 1o be edified by the silence, cleanliness, or majesty of public
“palaces” — directly shapes our ability to recognize and assert our auronomy
as social actors and moral agents. “{ was hardly conscious of the place where
I sto0d, or of the day, or of the hour,” Antin recalls, and it is the dislocation
from her pormal sense of time and place that makes possible her new birth as
“he human creature,” instead of a girl, an immigrant, ora Tew. Rendered in
mertaphoss of organic growth (“emerging,” “pushing,” “leaping”), the conver-
sion experience of the immigrant echoes the transcendentalist natural theol-
ogy that Antin would have absorbed from her Friendships with Emma and
Josephine Lazarus. That conversion depends on a psychological and sensory
distancing from the mundane, quotidian facts of one’s actual existence, the
substitution of environmenss more congenial © the transcendence of indi-
viduals. By “entarging” and “broadening” the immiggant’s horizons of vision
and movement, as Wadlin put it, institutions of culture like the Boston Pub-
lic Library helped to organize the spiritual meaning and form of individual-
ity. Within these new public spaces, citizens could locate and perform a new
kind of symbolic identity allied with the organic evolution: of personality: the
progress of a person, rather than a species or group.

A e e

36. Chris Oteer, " Visuality, Materiality and Liberalism,” Social History 27 (2002): 2.
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Culture as Traffic: Reading and Social Mobility

ln The American Scene (1907), Henty James also recounts a VOyage from the
old world to the new that brings him to the Boston Public Library. Written
by an eminent American novelist returning stateside in 1904, after many years
living in Europe, the book uses the author’s encounter with the fibrary’s new
building to describe how the meaning and form of culture were alrered by
forces of social change. James sees what had to be destroyed to accommodate
the presence of so many immigrants fike Mary Antin. Ouly a few blocks from
Copley Square, he passes the Boston Athenzum, a “emple of culture,” “hon-
ored haunt of all the most civilized.” A gentlemen's club to which, at least in
retrospect, the city had paid deference, the Athenzum was now sadly dimin-
ished: “rueful and snubbed” not only by the “beyte masses” of surrounding
¢al] buildings that hovered over it the way that roughs bullied studious lirtde
bay,” but also by the pracession of foreign born who walked by ureerly oblivi-
ous of the respect expected for it from their Brahmin berters.?7 “Gross aliens,”
making “no sound of English, inasi ngle instance,” immigrants were in “serene
and triumphans possession” of the once-homogenous city that he and other
Anglo-Protestant “natives’ had once thought, in its “closed order” they owned
(231, 233). Once he reaches the Boston Public Library, James is overwhelmed
by “the multitudinous hustle, the coming and going, asina railway station, of
persons with carpet-bags and other luggage, the simplicity of plan, the open
doors and immediate accesses, admirable for a railway station, the ubiguitous
childsen, most irrepressible little democrats of the democracy.” Once private
and exclusive, the old cultaral order had surrendered to the noise and motion
of the streess, and James searches the building in vain for “decper depths,” for
. “some part that should be within some other part, sufficiendy withdrawn and
consecrated, not to constitute a thoroughfare”(231).

\Whereas the Boston Public Library provides Antin with the occasion w
declare her self-ownership, it becomes for James a scene of dispossession and
alienation —not merely the personal loss of the “old order” to which the
Achenzum had conferred privileged access, bur a diminution of value that
culture suffers when its benefits are so widely discribured. James obscrved that
the great national libraries in Paris and London, though “at the disposal of the
people,” kept the public at a proper distance, “there more or less under the
shadow of the right waited for and conceded” (250). In their derermination
to be public places, however, public libraries had given themselves over to the
circulation of immigrants and children, doing away with the penerralia essen-

[ ————
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tial “in a place of study and meditation,” by which libraries ought to resemble
temples and through which the experience of culture is jtself “consecrated”
to “deeper depths” of the mind and spirit. According to James’s calculus, the
benefit of culture ought to exact humility and deference, transforming the
scholar’s labor into a sacred devotion undertaken in solitude and silence.
Without the penetralia requisite for spiritual transactions of study, however,
the Boston Public Library was like a “templée without altars,” exemplifying
“the distinction berween a benefit given and a benefit taken, a borrowed, 2
lent, and an owned, an appropriated convenience” {249). To make culture so
open to the public, without exacting obligations of debts for this access, is,
indeed, to reduce its “benefits” 1o the divisible goods of utilitarianism. Argu-
ing that true culture can never properly be made public, James concludes
chat what the Boston Public Library resembles most of all is a train station:
A temple without altass, culture without prayer, movement without redernp-
tion.

Religions are, howeves, modes of social mobilization that allow us to culd-
vate the pleasures of worship within bounds of community, One of the most
powerful functions of the public library, and of the liberal faith in instica-
tions of culture it represented, was to foster a sense of social membership
chat defied distinctions of gender, class, ethnicity, or education that normally
divide and balkanize a population. Thus while Mary Antin insists on her
personal ownership of the “palace” of the Boston Public, she stresses as well
the presence of other people within the civic space: “All these eager children,
all these fine browed wormen, all these scholars going home to write learned
books— I and they had this glorious thing in common, this noble treasure
house of learning, It was wonderful to say, This is mine; it was thritling to say,
This is ours.” 3 Liberal reformers sought to heighten this sense of comumunity
by insisting that the utility of reading in a democracy was not primarily schol-
arly but social, to effect an identification with others unlike oneself. When a
site for the main branch of the New York Public Library was being selected,
a newspaper editorial observed that “to become really a ‘free public library "
required an institution “be in easy comumunication . . . with every part of
the city.”3? As sites of “communication” within the physical landscape of the
nineteenth-century city, librasies helped to foster new experiences of com-
munity: a community oot of readers sharing the same texts, bu for readers
sharing the same spaces—a thoroughfare organizing the movements of a
heterogeneous social world. In the United States, as Jatnes puts it, “every one

38, Antin, Promised Land, 341
39. “The Public Library.” New York Times, 15 August 1895
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is in’ everyching,” and “society” is “more and more the common refuge and
retreat of the masses” (249).

In press coverage that attended the building of these flagship libraries, it
was precisely the novelty of this social mixing that aroused the most com-
ment from observers. In 189t the Boston Daily Globe complained thar the new
building would eliminate the class segregation of the old Boylston building,
which directed “the plain people” to the Lower Hall, stocked with more
“popular” reading matter and more accessible to street traffic. To make their
way to the reading room in the new building, these people would now be
forced ta ascend the grand staircase “with everyone else, and rub elbows with
the Beacon st. swell, the teacher and all the varying classes of people who are
now accommodated in Bates Hall, upstairs,” the dignity and ease of their lei-
sure spoiled by having to “brush against fine ladies and rub elbows with men
who are spick and span in their fashionable clothes.” 0 Bus, then, this was
precisely the promiscuous mingling thar reformezs sought to achieve, since
it would diffuse a moral authority of learning chat remained too associared
with aristocratic privilege. By bringing together individuals usually separated
by neighborhood, the public space of the library allowed immigrants and the
desticute to identify with cheir social betters, offering them examples of self-
improvement and propriety necessary o their own upward mobility. In their
1891 repoct, the trustees of the Boston Public declared that the new Bates Hall
would be “designed as a general reading-room for the whole people . . . buil
for the accommodation of all the citizens of Boston, without reference to
so-called ‘class’ or condicion,” withous any “apparent separation of the poorer
users of the Library from the richer.” 41 (See figure 6.4.) Through a process of
mutual recognition, emulation, and identification, readers would, presum-
ably, learn to do without the categories which kept them from seeing them-
selves, and being seen by others, as part of “the whole people” and “citizens
of Boston.”

The taffic passing through the great depot of the library would lead, pre-
sumably, upward and outward to social advancement. An article in the Boston
Fening Transcript in 1892 offered a detailed sketch of the eccentricity and
improvidence that the BPL made available to the amusement of bourgeois

propriety:

Probably the most original of the habitués of the reading room is a German by
birch, his English being very bad. Every evening at 6:30 he enters the Lower

40. Cired in Walter Muir Whitehill, Boston Public Library: A Centennial History (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1956), 153,
s1. Cised in ibid., 155,
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Figuse 6.4. Photograph of Baces Hall in the Boston Public Libeasy, by Nethanial Stebbins, 1914.
Reprinted by permission of the Bosion Public Library.

Hall, walks over to the registration desk arnd fooks at the clock. He then crosses
the room where hangs the thermometer, at which he takes a good iook. Turn-
ing, he makes a line for the thezmometer in the reading-room and reads the
condition of the eempetature. fheis satisfied, all is well; if not, he expresses his
disapproval very decidedly. He then calls for the Pilprand takes his favorite seat
in the front of the reom. At about eight o’clock he is asleep. He has not missed
an evening since 188092

The library’s utility as a civic space depended on the discipline and rationalicy
with which individuals pursued their seif-improvement in the company of
strangers. As they proved unable to alter habits and routines fixed by pov-
erty, however, these “aliens” turned Bates Hall into a way station on the track
to nowhere, At best, many cricics saw the library’s invesunent in its public

42. Cited in ibid., 153.
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status— the elaborate building as well as the stunning arework by John Singer
Sargent and others——as a decraction from its core functions, as when another
habitué of the reading room in 895 observed, “within the space of onc hour,
a troop of eleven women touslsts, two bands of school-gisls personally con-
ducted by their mistresses, besides scores of sight-seers of all ages, alone or in
groups of varying numbers 43 At worst, the fear of vutsiders in the temple of
culture-—children and immigrants, the homeless and tourists— became out-
right fear of physical and moral contamination, as with the idea tha books
cizculated in the shums would spread cholera to the suburbs, like pathogens of
class breakdown.

In both their aggressive marketing campaign to justify public taxation for
library services, and their monumental designs of entrances, staircases, cata-
logues, reading rooms, and entrances 1o buildings, libraries helped to identify
4 modern public, “the People,” with a new kind of social space. This public
was not, as Benedict Anderson argued in his theory of modern nationalism,
2 virtual communicy, effected by the symbolic “imagination” of readers whe,
threugh novels and newspapers, entered into a shared sense of territorial and
temporal simultaneity. Nor was it ai an0Rymous “public sphere” constituted
by the mass circulation of texts. It was, rather, a physical space where social
difference became visible, a farger theater of the heterogeneous diversity
that characterized nineteenth-century cities but was otherwise obscured by
the residential, occupational, and commercial segregation of the popula-
tion amongst slums and street-car suburbs, “downtown” business and vice
districts, crowded ethnic tenements and single-family middle-class homes. If
James laments the busy, crowded movements within the library’s halls as a
distraction from the craditional mission of culture, Antin argues the opposite:

libsaries should foster reading notasa refuge from the crowded spaces of pub-
tic life, but rather as a means of transport wichin it, a hub for traffic in social
identiries.

In its simultaneous unity and divessity, the community that worshiped at
the public library was made of individuals racher than social types. Patrons
might learn 1o see their “so-called” differences of “class” and “condidon” not
as determined by environment, but as the cutcome of their own initiative and
self-motivation in moving across public institusions of education and culture.
As the first report of the Boston Public had pointed out in 1852, a barge public
library would consummarte the public school system by giving students means
to achieve “the farcher progress of education, i which one must be mainly his
own teacher.” 4 As che 1914 report of trustees similaly observed, the libraty

43. Cited i ibid,, 176. .
44- Report of the Trustees of the Public Libuary of the City of Boston, fuly 152 (Boston, 1852), &
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“educated only in response o :ndividual wants and demands. Everything that
is done is done in response to requests from individuals who ask for that which
they each want most,” in contrast to education in schools “imposed on those
who receive it.”® The public library would grow and expand, accordingly,
as individuals consummated their otherwise abstract faich in freedom by tak-
ing responsibilicy for their own self-improvement, by practicing self-culture.
So, too, a 1913 asticle about immigrants and public libraries correlated the
forcigner’s “insatiate” reading habiss and “appetite for knowledge” with his
sapid escape from the ethnic ghetto: “the ultimate success of the immigrant
in New York may be measured by the distance he moves from lower Manhat-
tan.” 4 In this context, reading is less a solitary process of meditation and
scudy, what James suggests to be a “deep” space of moral and inellecrual
communion, than a prosaic vehicle for physical and social mobility, 4 norma-
rive and institutional means of “civilization” and * uplift.”

Fiction and the Scriprures of the Modern Self

Antin's romance of public Iife, and James’s alienation from it, both bear wit-
ness to the historical emergence of institutions and values of print culture—
particulat ways of thinking about and acting upon the benefirs of reading and
embodying them in symbolic and functional forms of social life. What, James
asks, is the value of reading, and of culture more generally that has made
such unholy alliance with the quotidian movements of mass sociery? Even
if one conceded “to the New Land the fact of possession of cverything and
convenient under heaven,” of “all the accessories and equipments, a hundred
costly things, parks and palaces and institutions, that the eardier community
had lacked” (248), the city seemed to James “o have no capacity for the
uplifting idea, no aptitude for the finer curiosity, to cnvy the past.” With its
grand spaces and elegant furnishings, the Public Library “was committed to
speak to one’s inner perception still more of the power of the purse and of the
higher turn for business chan of the old intellectual, or even of the old moral,
sensibility” (248, 249). Pacilitating social transaccions with the dispatch and
efficiency of business, new institutions of public culture fostered access at the
cost of transcendent value, “the uplifting idea"— reformatting the meaning of
culture for 2 country whose main formuazla, as James lamenred, was “to make
so much money that you wort ‘mind, don’t mind anything” (237)-

What James minds, of course, is what he perceives to be profound changes

45. Promey, Painting Religion in Public, 147-
46. Cart Ackerraan, “The Bookworms of New York: How the Public Libraries Sasisfy the
Immigrant’s Thirst for Knowledge,” The Independens, 23 January 1913, 199, 201
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in where and how Western culture doss its thinking. With the displacement’

of an “old” intellectual and moral sensibility by a liberal imperative of “not
minding,” the value of reading shifts from the object of study and che attention
the individual reader brings to it—1n the transcendental, Kantian emancipa-
tion of spirit or insight through cultivation of Mind, in how we pretend that
any institution can “speak one’s inner perception” —-to the diffusion of beoks
and their social benefits among a population. In James's offhand observation,
we see a dissinction about the value of collecting books, one best encapsulated
by the difference between “knowledge” and “information.” if librasians in the
ninetecnth century believed in the moral hierarchies and universal value of
books that contabute to “knowledge,” they would by the twendeth century
prefer to speak ina vatue-neutral fashion about “information” as a resource,
like water or electricity. The concept of information implies technologi-
cal problems of quantity and distribution, rather than epistemological an
hermeneutic problems of discerning God’s design, for instance, or presery-
ing scientific and moral truchs for future generations. Between minding and
not minding the presence of childzen and immigrants as they overran the
archive, then, lies a gmrcrmia& conflice berween elitist and democratic argu-
ments about whether the citculation of texts multiplies the social weifare or
erodes the quality of culture. Where does the moral authority of a text lie:
in the “good” that follows from the individual’s apprehension of elusive but
uplifting ideas (from which the social world can only be a distraction), or the

“goads” that flow from management of commoditics across ever larger popu-
lacions and territories? As texts cease to be quasi-sacral objects, linking readers
to a seemingly timeless realm of Mind, do they become just another form of
currency, an increasingly antiquated “medium” of traffic on the information
supechighway?

Religions promote their social power by fostering the moral authozity of
the written word, honoring certain texts and particular ways of engaging those
cexts as testaments to truth, spisit, tradition, or history: The “modern educa-
tion” that public libraries helped to bring about entailed not only the creation
of new physical and social contexts for reading—as a mode of self-directed
leisure, linked to the reform of public space and the circulation of new forms
of social identity - but a change in the attitudes that citizens of liberal socles-
ies assume coward the material forms and practical utility of knowledge. For
the professional librarians and reformers who so often assumed a “mission-
ary” tone as “apostles of culture,” the modern library would institutionalize
a new scripturalism, in which the material forms of reading were altered so
as to cultivate public faith in secular ideals of individual and collective prog-
ress. The “highest and best influence of the library,” as William L. Flewcher
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observed in Public Libraries in America (1899), “may be summed up in the
single word culrure, although abuse has perverted the idea into something
like cant. No word so well describes the influence of the diffusion of good
reading among the people in giving rone and character to their inteflecrual
life.” What made reading good, and retrieved the concept of culture from
che tendentious absuractions of cant, were its prac{ical effects in “counreract-
ing the atwractions of saloons and low resorts of all eypes,” and awakening
«, dormant fondness for reading and culture” among boys and young men
in particular who lacked “home aad school oppottunities.” As Flewcher sug-
gests, it was the taste for reading as an activity, and not the value we impute
to particular books, that we should count as culture: not objects, preciously
guarded in museums, in collections, or in the expertise of learned profession~
als, but the processes of social evolution by which a people’s “incellectual life”
acquires “rone and character” Echoing advacates of educational reform like
Matthew Arnold, or social scieatists like Jevons or G. Stanley Hall, library
professionals understood culture as a hierarchical, progressive movement of
“a people” from barbarism to civilization.

But can the act of reading offer the “highest and best influence” we call
culture regardless of the content of teading? Especially striking in flercher’s
formulation is the propesition that social groups can have an aggregase "ingel-
tecrual life” which, as Bridgehampron’s minister and judge no less than Henry
James recognized in their defenses of an “old order,” muse inevitably challenge
traditional forms of moral authority. :

While books, even good books, are not always entitled to be called means of
grace, whoever will look candidly at the master will clearly sec that only narrow
and dwarfed ideas on spirjtual subjects and a discorted form of religious life
can consist with poverty of resources in mind and intellect. None are more
impressed with the need of culture to lay a basis for large, wolerant, and truly
Christian views and practices than those who endeavor to show the meagie
and stuared intellects of the masses the Way, the Truth, and the Life. Mot that
their salvation s to begin with cultuse, but in order that religion may be all
that it should, the enlacgement and development of the higher human faculties
obvicusly should precede.#”

Despite his qualifications, Fletcher was arguing that the “means” of reading
was grace: that salvaton lay in liberation of the “meagre and stunted intellects
of the masses” from “narrow and dwarfed ideas on spiritual subjects.” Once
separaced from pasticular doctiines and the literal authotity of scripture,

P
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however, the “enlargement and development of the higher human facul-
ties” became its own faith, a process of reflection and judgmens that might
as easily lead away from a priori certainties of “the Way, the Truch, and the
Life” — toward spiritual and aesthetic pluralism, maty ways of cultivating the
“cone and character” of onc’s own life~—rather than to that of any savior. In
this way do mechanisms of circulation and communication that bring other-
wise distant people close de-center the prescriptive authority not only of the
chureh buc of literal modes of reading, atachments to particular words, on
which it depends. To read in liberal culture is to enter networks of meaning,
many paths to mulriple truchs.

The fate of social and public iibraries alike in the nineteenth century
depended entirely on their willingness and capacity to multiply their uaf-
fe in books. And in no aspect of their collection or circulation policies did
libaries do mose 1o liberate nineteenth-century concepts and institutions of
culture from paternalistic “cant” than in the mass circulation of fiction.®® As
they obsessively tabulated statistics on cireulation, the annual reposts of these
institutions consistently found that patrons borrowed novels more than any
other kind of reading, and did so at a rate that far exceeded the percentage of
fiction held by collections. In its statistics of circulation of twency-four public
libraries in 1874-75, for example, the 1876 Special Report documented that
in libraries ranging from California to Ohio to Virginia, “English prose and
fiction, and juvenile” constituted more than half of the works in circulation
for all of the libraries, and more than 70 perceat at rwelve of the libraries.
So wo, well before its move 10 new quarters, at Jeast 70 percent of the works
that circulated from the Boston Public Library’s “Lower” Hall were “prose fic-
dion for adults and youths.” 4% Ac the turn of the century, writers and speakers
ofcen asserted that two-thirds of the cizculation of public libraries could be
attributed to “juvenile fiction and ficsion.” 5

The public library’s 2ccommodation of the novel was made possible by
the expansion and divessification of the print marketplace. Flercher argued in
an early piece in the Nation that when read within the broader context of the
print market, library statistics showed chat readers preferred to borrow rather

48. On changing astitudes toward fiction among libearians, see Garrison, Apostles of Culture; and
Garrison, “Immoral Fiction in the Late Victorian Library,” in Victorian America, ed. Daniel Watker
Howe (Philadelphia: Univessity of Pennsylvania Press, t976). Also see Esther Jane Cartier, Fiction in
Public Libraries, 18y6-1500 (New Yotk: Scarecrow Press, 1965}, and Carrier, Fietion in Public Librar-
ies, rypo—rgso (Lisdleren, CO Libraries Unlimited, 1985).

49. “Library Reports and Statistics,” Bureau of Education, Public Librarigs in the United Srates of
dmerica: Their History, Condition, and Managenicrit, Part 1 (Washiogton: GPO, 1876}, 820-2L

s0. James Anggll, “The Use of the Public Library,” in Bostwick, The Library and Soctety, 429-
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than buy fiction: “Many families buy and read historical, religious and other
standard literature and send to the library for fiction.” The gradual emer-
gence of dense networks of literacy — through the domestication of liserary
practices, the expansion of non-classical literary curticuls in secondary and
higher education, and the proliferation of agencies of “middlebrow” taste in
the print market— helped to insulate and guide readers from the “pernicious”
and “promiscuous” tendencies of “blood and thunder” rales or “sensation”
Setion that they could obrain, without adult supervision, in the penny press
or Beadle’s dime libraries.5* Through the scribbled notations on catalogue
cards, guides to “home-reading,” personal assistance to patrons, programs
with schools, and myriad other schemes, public {ibrarians actively sought to
shape the tastes of their patrons. Both commercial circulating libraries and
public libraries contributed to the emergence of modern aesthetic values for
judging the moral influence of fiction. As Robert Snape points out, the fic-
tion question was concerned not with whether novels should be provided in
public libraries, but “with the distinctions beeween different types of novels,
and with literary merit and moral standards.” 52 As Justin Winsor, the super-
intendent of the Boston Public, wrote in the 1876 Special Repors, “Libraries
do not do their whole duty unless they strive to elevate the taste of their read-
ers, and chis they can do, not by refusing to put within their reach the books
which the masses of readers want, but by inducing a habit of frequenting the
library, by giving them such books as they ask for and then helping them in
the choice of books,” and “conducting them” to higher forms of literature.
“Multitudes of readers need only to be put in this path to follow it.”5?

By both appealing to and directing the habit of reading for leisure, public
fibraries helped to legitimize fiction as a medium of “modern education.”
William Poole pointed out at the 1876 conference of librarians that the “great
mass of readers prefer to take their knowledge” from fiction, which treats
actual events and lives, natural laws and physical phenomena, and “other sub-
jects, mental, moral, sentimental and divine.” 34 As they defended circulation
policies, librarians argued that fiction did not have to overturn the role of
religion and morality, as the elites of Bridgehampron had feared, but could

s1. For a description of this literary Jandscape and an analysis of its relation to development of
middle-class characier, see Augst, The Clerks Tale. )

s2. Robest Snape, Leisure and the Rise of the Public Library (Londen: Library Association,
1995}, 30

53. Justin Winsor, “Rezding in Popular Libracies,” in Bureau of Education, Public Librarics
in the United States of America, 431, On freedom of reading and censorship, see Geller, Forbidden
Books. :

4. Cited in Fletcher, Public Libraries in America, 34.
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give them forms of expression and authority more suited to 2 new demo-
cratic order. The Apprentices’ Library of Philadelphia, for example, noted in
its 1871 report that “works of fiction that portray well-drawn characeers, the
virtues that constitute a pure and upright life, convey to the reader eternal
cruths” that “can be more effectually taught by example than by precept.”
By fostering identification with the cealistic example of fictive persons and
situations, the “better class of novels” avoided what its 1880 report called the
“injurious tendency” of fiction to give “absurdly unreal views of life” and to
“promote a love of excitement and adventure and discontent with regular
habits of industry.”53 Even when, like so many early leaders of the library
profession, Fletcher held his nose at what the public wanted, he argued that
their desire for fiction was natural, a “craving for that romance in lirerature
which is missed from life” chat the public library was obligated to meet, lest
the public seck satisfaction in less “wholesome and ennobling” channels of
amuserment. “To the masses of the people, hasd-worked and living hum-
drum lives, as well as to chose fapped in howury and pining for something to
kill tisme, the novel comes as an open door into an ideal fife, in the enjoyment
of which, even in fancy, one may forget the hardships or the tedium of real
life.” 56
“T'he mass circulation of fiction in public librazies helped both to standard-
ize and co personalize the very concept of morality, substituting psychological
norms of individual development for prescriptive virtues and vices that had
. previously governed craditional moral and religious training. The new social
sciences in the late nineteenth century and the marginalization of theology
in the university helped 1o rationalize moralicy itself as a process of organic
growth. As one sociologist observed in 1908, “Virtue no longer consists of lit-
eral obedience to arbitrary standards set by community or church bur zatherin
conduct consistent with a growing personality.” > One might argue, though,
that this version of “growing personality” was irself modeled on the narrative
and representational strategies-that made the popularity of the novel, as fan
Watt pointed out some time ago, coincident with the emergence of West-
emn individualism. As a genre, of course, the novel evolved in ways designed
to appeal to the imagination—a concept thar, as it was shaped by faculty
psychology and romantic aesthetics, increasingly emphasized the subjecrive
nacure of reading. Learning to see characters as “round” rather than “flat,” as

55. Lewis, Histary of the Apprentices Library of Philadeiphia, 64.

56. Flercher, Public Libraries in America, 332

57. Cited in David Kennedy, Birth Control in Amevica: The Career of Margares Sanger {New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1970}, 63.
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persons rather than types, readers also came to understand identity iwself in
distinctively “modern” terms that mirrored the autonomy and ambiguity of
their choices and actions.5® Achieving unprecedented popularity as a medium
of entertainment, novels made available to mass audiences the personal histo-
ries and emotional depths of individuals,*

In large part through the mass circulation of fiction, then, pubiic librar-
ies multiplied the paths away from the literal Truth of traditional moral
or religious instruction, in ways that allowed ordinary readers to interpret
universal truths from the examples of real life— whether actual or imagined,
a character’s or on¢’s own. Mary Antin never mentions what she read, bue
The Promised Land in effect transforms her life into a fiction, reimagining an
jmmigrant’s stoty as a distinctively American romance of self-discovery. “1
was born, I lived, I was made over,” Antin declares in the preface. “I could
speak in the third person and not feel that T was masquerading. [ can analyze
my subject, T can reveal everything; for she, and not I, is my real heroine”
(xix). Antin recalls walking through the library’s courcyard daydreaming
that she was “a Greek of the classic days,” finding that there, “everything I
read in school . . . was real to me," and casting herself as the protagonist of a
“romance mote thrilling than poet ever sung” (342, 343). In both her teenage
reading and her adult writing, then, Antin applied to her actual life the power
of fiction thar James Angell, president of the University of Michigan, bad
praised in 1904, to “give us vivid pictures of life” and “a reality 1o history.” %0
In this sense, The Promised Land itself exemplifies the influence of popular
novels to encourage “the prevailing infirmity of our time which scems to sub-
stitute sensibility for morafity,” as Josizh Quincy lamented in his comments
sbout the effiects of free libraries (18753.6% In Andin’s hands, as with so many
romancers of the public library throughout the swentieth century, a literary
sensibility of the utility of imagination — that “distinctively modern faculey”
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which Colin Campbell defines as “the ability to create an ilusion which is
known to be false but felt to be true” — itself furnishes American self-making
its secular morality.2 A few contemporary reviewess detected in Antin’s
story what the Yale Review called 2 “programme of the extreme individualist”
that often veered into what the Hebrew American described as “an orgy of
egotism,” setting, as Oscar Handlin notes, “the goal of self-expression as the
supreme good.”$? But then, it is precisely the essentially romantic devotion
to self-cxpression and the quasi-spiritual search for self-fulfiliment that, with
che onset of the consumer revolution of the late eighteenth century, made
individualism the creed of 2 modern middle class.$%

Making transcendent goods of ¢itizenship feel true for herself, Antin bears
spiritual witness to the practical power of imagination to individualize and per-
sonalize the realities of immigranc life. Blurring first and third person, Antin’s
autobiography offers itself as a scripture to the civil religion. Tn They Whe
Knock at Our Gates: A Complete Gospel of Immigration (1914), Antin argued
that prejudice against immigrants represented a heresy against the “Gospel
of liberty,” the “holy order” of citizenship, chat sustained its sacred truth
through typological imagination that identifies not only present immigrants
with the past pilgrims, but also native self with foreign others.5 “Go from the
public school to the public library, from the library to the social serdement,
and you will carry away the same story ina hundred differens forms,” Antin
observes, because each story enacts the same “American confession of faith,”
4 “recital of the doctrines of liberty and equality” {47, 6). Whether written
down and added to the voluminous canon of American immigrant literature,

2. Colin Campbell, The Romantic Etbic and the Spirit of Modern Consumerism (Oxford: Black-
well, 1987), 78: “The individual is bosh actor and audience in his own drama, ‘his own’ in the sense
that he construceed i, stars in it, and constitutes the sumn tocal of the audience.” Antin's meemoir in
general repeatedly eraphasizes the subjective natuie of mesmory and the role of daydreaming and
romance in her recolfections.
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or merely seen by sympathetic librarians and reachers, the vivid and various
stories of immigrant experience can, as did the four gospels of the New Testa-
ment, awaken an evangelical “sensibility” of “our faith as Americans.” During
political campaigns for immigrant restriction in the 1910, thar sensibilicy
had been dulled by “commissions and commitees,” perverted by “éxpercs
and statisticians”(9), or prejudiced by “tyranny of phrases,” catchwords, ste-
reotypes, slurs, and slogans (32). Read as the founding law of “our national
gospel” rather than a “a bombastic political manifesto” excusing a “gigantic
land-grab”(27), Antin declaces, “the Declaration of Independence, like the
Ten Commuandments, must be taken [iterally and applied universally™(14).

Antin applies the literal creeds inscribed on the library by making it the
literary stage for her self-realization. On its steps and inside its walls, the hero-
ine finds her true identity, that true self “made over™ by the common spizitual
inheritance embodied in reading that is “Free To All.” At the very end of het
mesmeir, sitting on che steps of the Boston Public, Antin writes:

1 am not tied to the monumental past, any more than my feet were bound w0
my grandfather’s house. . . . The litde house in Polotek, ouce sy home, has
now become a toy of memory; as { move abour at will in the wide spaces of
this splendid palace, whose shadow covers acres. No! It is not T that belong
to the past, bur the past that belongs t me. . . . Into my hands is given all [of
Americas} priceless herirage, to the last white star espied through the telescope,
1o the last great thought of the philosopher. (364

Antin’s emancipation represents, finally, a freedom from history —from the
facts about one’s origins that otherwise bind us to the “monumental past.”
At 2 monument o public culture, knowledge of the universe and America’s
heritage alike become a personal possession, “given” into an Immigrants
hands. At the public library, Antin has gained license to “move abour ac will”
in the public space of memory, to rewrite history as her own story, in a way
emblematic of liberalism: “I don't belong to the past, but the past belongs to
me.” And indeed, as The Promised Land became a major bestseller, Ancin’s
own story became, if only for a short time, a widely circulated gospel for
the civil religion; The New York Sun reported that Antin’s name led all “the
books most called-for at the various libraries.” %6 [n 1928, selections from it
were published separacely in the Riverside Literatuze Series, which suggested
that one theme for written class-work be “Mary Antin’s Faith in America.” 67

66. Cited in Solars, "Intaduction,” Promised Land, xoodi.
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Used as a text for civics classes as late as 1949, The Promised Land offered
students and would-be citizens personalized revelation of the cosmic power
of education to “open doors” to possible futures and potential lives.

T m1s MEMOIR Men and Wornen (1888), Thomas Wentworth Higgin-
son, who had himself served as a director of railway and telegraph companies,
trned, like William Frederick Poole and Henry James, to the metaphors
of nerworks, systems, and machinery to explain the free library's role in the
advance of modernity: “The simple truth is that the creation of a system of
such librafies is like the creation of great railway system; it must be an evo-
lution, not a creation outright.” Precisely because no one can “now foresee
whas fifty years of development will do,” the “essential thing in managing
libaries . . . is to have faith in the community in which one lives” by welcom-
ing an unknown future, embsacing hope in progress.5® Mary Antin sought
10 make her own story a petsonal testament to this faich, defear fear of
social change by writing a spiritual autobiography of an immigrant’s conver-
sion to the civil refigion of democracy. As they used the new infrastructure
of public culture to achieve their own social mobility and self-advancement,
she argued, immigrants would vindicate not only the insticutions and laws of
liberal governance, but the trust in individual freedom that constituted the
secular gospel of moderaity.

1 our own time, the rofe of religion in public life has assumed new promi-
‘aence in political debates, and tax support for public goods such as education
and transporcation, first built in the Progressive Fra, has come under atrack,
Yet a 1994 poll found thart the “American public agrees wholcheartedly with
the library leaders” that an impressive physical space “is part of the library's
idencity.” Thac millions of dollars continue to be spent on the erection of
" library buildings in cities such as Seattle and Minneapolis, and that millions
are spent o expand and senovate marble and limestone monuments like the
Boston Public Library, suggests that libraries “may occupy an almost sacred
place in the American community psyche,” even as the Interner and home
computer have assumed many of their functions in the dissemination of
information.$? While their acsthetics are more modern or postmodern than
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ecclesiastical, these civic buildings suggest that one of the primary social func-
tions of the public library remains symbolic: the staging of freedom in the
local, often mundane struggle of individuals to craft a meaningful identicy
for themselves amidst routine paths and standard choices of mass society.
Although scholars have for some time been concerned with interpreting the
ideological meanings that lie beneath the norms inscribed on the walls and
mission statements of cultural institutions, Mary Andins narrative reminds
us thac reading in liberal society can be a moral devotion, characterized by
values of literalism, sincerity, and idealism. However banal they perhaps have
become to professional (and typically secular) critics of American modernity,
the seeming “truths” of the libera] creed — “Free to All” —are newly revealed
to individuals as they walk up a staircase, select one book rather than another,
sit in z reading room, er find a dignified space for repose and reflection.

In the early twenticth century, the personal histories of immigrants and
children like Mary Antin helped to create faith in the public library as an
engine of middle-class formation, and in liberalism more generaily as the path
to modern progress. In representing the seemingly organic growth of children
and the immigrant’s special capacity for physical and social mobility, The
Promised Land argued that the library and other institutions of public culture
“made” Americans by fostering the irdividual’s universal and innate drive for
adepration and evolution -~ for self-making that might continually redeem 2
fallen society from its own realides.




