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Abstract

The Public Library as an Apparatus for Overcoming Social Divisions:
A Case Analysis of the Public Library in Oslo

The research aim was to clarify how public libraries can contribute to overcoming social
division by systematically and empirically analysing their diversified functions. We used the
Deichman (Public library in Oslo, Norway) as a case study because the city has accumulated more
studies on public library services that contribute to maintaining democracy and overcoming social
division than any country has. The contribution of public libraries to overcoming social division is
reflected in the law and various plans, and new activities and events are actively conducted. The

following research questions (RQ) were established:

RQ1: How have public libraries as spaces for overcoming social division been described?

RQ2: What events does the Deichman hold as services that could contribute to overcoming social
division?

RQ3: What experiences and perceptions do citizens have regarding overcoming social division in

Deichman?

Based on previous research, we identified three aspects of social division that public libraries
could contribute to overcoming: digital, economic, and demographic. In this study, we examined how
public libraries contribute to overcoming social division, both conceptually and through concrete
services.

A systematic literature review was conducted for RQI1. Literature was collected using
Library and Information Science Abstracts (LISA) and Library, Information Science and Technology
Abstracts (LISTA), the academic databases for library and information science. Finally, 47 articles
were targeted and carefully read to analyse conceptual and concrete descriptions of regarding social
division and public libraries. The services provided by public libraries that have contributed to
overcoming social division were systematically described. The results showed that public libraries
contributed to overcoming social division mainly by ‘reducing inequalities’ and ‘promoting
interactions between citizens’. Inequality reduction was defined as guaranteed access to digital devices
and the Internet. The importance of libraries in providing access to information has been emphasised,
especially for citizens who have difficulties accessing online information. Access relates to the
aforementioned digital aspect. Other examples include the equal provision of reading opportunities
for impoverished children and a wide variety of information for marginalised citizens. The library

eliminates the disparity in accessing information based on economic status, which is relevant to the
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aforementioned economic aspect. Regarding the demographic aspect, public libraries have been
considered by some as meeting places that are open to all. Citizens from diverse backgrounds can meet
and interact, and mutual understanding can take place. Access to diverse cultures through interactions
with others contributes to reducing prejudice caused by the ignorance of others.

Regarding RQ2, we analysed the events organised by Deichman. Events therein are a major
service of modern public libraries and are being actively developed and held in increasing numbers to
respond to complex social issues. They are also venues for the acquisition of various types of
knowledge, including experience-based knowledge, and interactions and dialogue among citizens.
Therefore, they are important in terms of overcoming social division. We collected event information
from Deichman’s website daily and conducted lexical and qualitative content analyses of event
information. The data comprised 8,457 events between 1 September 2019 and 31 January 2022 (with
some exclusions). In terms of the digital aspect, events were mainly those involving an introduction
to utilising digital devices. For the economic aspect, relevant events offered the opportunity to
experience filmmaking through workshops in which videos were produced. In a novel-writing event,
authors were invited to teach participants about writing novels and poems. These events were
organised in response to inequalities in experiential opportunities arising from economic situations.
Regarding the demographic aspect, lectures and discussions were organised to provide exposure to
diverse opinions. Creating exchanges between citizens attending the same event is a possibility,
meaning that citizens with similar interests can meet and interact. Citizens are exposed to new cultures
and gain knowledge about others with different backgrounds through meeting and interacting at such
events.

With regard to RQ3, an online questionnaire survey was conducted with Oslo residents.
Questionnaires were distributed and collected by Sentio Research, a leading research company in
Norway, and 501 responses were received. The open-ended answers indicated that citizens acquired
opportunities to gain new knowledge through participation in events and experienced the creation of
new communities that would not have been formed without the library. Thus, public libraries provide
users with new knowledge and foster new interactions. While the traditional functions of public
libraries related to reading and learning are considered important, functions to support creative
activities and meetings, which are related to overcoming social division, tended to be regarded as more
important by the younger group than by the older group in this study. Furthermore, citizens
experienced in using libraries regarded these functions as more significant.

In conclusion, overcoming the digital aspect in public libraries involves the installation of
digital equipment and access to the Internet as a major service. Guaranteeing such access by public
libraries in today’s environment, in which much information is transmitted online, eliminates
disparities in accessing information. Addressing the economic aspect is achieved through the provision

of services that reduce current difficulties faced by citizens, such as support for language acquisition



and the job search process. In addition, the availability of advanced equipment, such as 3D printers
and laser cutters, addresses inequalities of opportunity based on economic status. Events offering
experiential opportunities often target children and youth and aim to reduce inequalities in experiential
opportunities. The provision of experiential opportunities for children and youth in public libraries is
intended to reduce economic disparities that may occur in the future and ensure that division by
economic class is not perpetuated. Public libraries bridge the demographic aspect by providing a
meeting place and encouraging exchanges among citizens with different characteristics through
participation in events aimed at interaction. It can also occur as a secondary effect in events where
exchange is not the primary objective. Public libraries provide access to different cultures through
meetings and interactions on an equal basis independent of social class. Citizens can thereby acquire
knowledge about others from different backgrounds and overcome social division represented as
ignorance and incomprehension.

Social divisions fundamentally caused by a lack of knowledge or prejudice. Ignorance or
incomprehension of others with different values leads to social division; if sufficiently serious, it can
cause conflicts between citizens, leading to social instability and democratic dysfunction. From the
systematic and empirical analysis of the relevant functions of public libraries performed for this
research, we can clarify that public libraries contribute to overcoming social division by providing
access to information and culture. Public libraries enable citizens to acquire experience-based
knowledge and knowledge of others acquired through interactions. The acquisition of knowledge
changes citizens’ thoughts, behaviours, and attitudes, thereby reducing ignorance, incomprehension,
or conflict due to demographic differences within the community. Hence, overcoming social division
is an outcome. Public libraries are apparatuses for overcoming social division in a community because

of their physical presence and the provision of access to information and culture.
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