Abstract

Sofia Kotilainen

Literacy Skills as Local Intangible Capital
The History of a Rural Lending Library c. 1860–1920

This book studies the ”grey area” of the success story of rural lending
libraries in the Nordic countries through the activities of people’s libraries
in one area of Central Finland. The study explores the influence of social,
cultural, geographical and economic phenomena, such as the spread of
revivalist movements, on the reading habits of the local population and
reveals interesting reasons why the establishment of elementary schools and
popular libraries and the growth of functional literacy did not automatically
increase the informational capital of the common people of remote regions
or lead to their social advancement.
This study represents a methodological experiment in describing the life
history of a people’s library. The combination of collective biographical and
transnational comparative methods with rarely utilized original sources in
this study is innovative and has not been used before in Finnish historical
research on functional literacy and popular libraries. The advantage of the
comparison is that it reveals the attitudes to libraries that were characteristic
of each of the cultures involved.
For the people of the Finnish countryside in the late nineteenth century,
libraries represented a way of acquiring new information that was still strange
and unwelcome. The distribution of immaterial capital was extremely uneven
with regard to age, gender and social rank. In the earlier Finnish research
has not very often been analysed, how the communal status of the peasant
reader and his or her personal networks in the local community affected the
quality of his or her reading habits. This book shows, that the location of the
library in its local community and on the other hand the status and position
of its customers in their networks, had a great significance on the use of the
library and thus to the improvement of reading skills.
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