
"Small d Democracy": Libraries are Engines of Democracy 
 
 

 
Claire Dannenbaum, MA MLIS 

 
Lane Community College 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sabbatical Report  
Submitted to Faculty Professional Development  

 
September 8, 2025 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

In her treatise on the unstable nature of democracy,  political philosopher Astra Taylor writes, 

"democracy may not exist, but we will miss it when it's gone" (Taylor, 2019). Taylor aims to 

identify the values and institutions that create the foundations for democracy to thrive.  We 

might struggle to define what democracy is, but we can more assuredly describe its absence.   

 



We often think about democracy as elections and political representation: the mechanics of 

voting, party platforms, and individual rights and representation. Clearly, these are central 

features of democratic societies. But what are the social conditions that enable democracy?  

What skills do citizens need to participate in a democratic life?   

 

My research explored how libraries improve literacy, create opportunities for individual 

agency, and foster belonging in support of democracy. I call this activity “small d democracy” 

because it focuses on the development of behaviors that encourage civic engagement and 

pluralism, cornerstones of democratic societies. 

 

One essential feature of democratic societies is the nurturing of multiple—even 

competing—perspectives. Intellectual freedom enables us to consider issues in all their 

complexity, even when they challenge our own.  Libraries provide a range of programs and 

infrastructure that promote values such as social trust, interdependence, and collective 

agency. My project looked at how democratic values help libraries fulfill aims of literary, 

accessibility, intellectual freedom, and belonging. These values work hand-in-hand to 

generate social capital, which fuels the possibility of democracy.  

Libraries as Social Infrastructure 

 

Libraries provide what sociologist Eric Klinenberg calls "social infrastructure." In his book, 

Palaces for the People: How social infrastructure can help fight inequality, polarization, and the 

decline of civic life, Klinenberg investigates how American libraries exemplify democratic 

values by providing opportunities for personal development, civic engagement, and individual 

agency (Klinenberg, 2018). This book really set the stage for my project because it frames 

libraries as essential to the democratic project.  Building equitable social capital is a building 

block of democracy. He states:  
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"Social infrastructure provides the setting and context for social participation, and the library 

is one of the most critical forms of social infrastructure we have. It's also one of the most 

undervalued."  

 

However, he  goes on, "libraries are not the kinds of institutions that most social scientists, 

policymakers  and community leaders usually bring up when they discuss social capital and 

how to build it." (Klinenberg, 2018a) 

 

My research included reading widely in the fields of information studies, the sociology of 

libraries, political theory, and political activism — focusing on public and academic libraries in 

the US and Northern Europe.  I conducted interviews with several individuals working in 

European libraries about projects that build capacity for democracy.  

 

Interviewees included:  

 

●​ Marije van de Vlis, librarian at Openbar Bibliothek (Amsterdam Public Library) in the 

Netherlands 

●​ Ilona Kish, the Director of Project 2030, a library consortium to fund 

democracy-building projects in European Union member libraries 

●​ Sara Bindibale, coordinator for democracy programming at Dokk1/Aarhus Public 

Library in Denmark 

●​ Mirjam Zweers, manager of strategy at ProBiblio, an advocacy organization for 

libraries in the Netherlands 

●​ Yadira de Jong, Dutch coordinator for the Danish organization Democraki Fitness 

 

I chose to focus on the Northern Europe context for this research due to time constraints and 

the scale of the projects under consideration. That said,  many American libraries (both public 

and academic) exemplify "small d democracy."  Users develop skills that foster social 

engagement, explore new ideas, and create social cohesion. This is the traditional and 

long-standing work that libraries have been doing for over a century through literacy 
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programs, integration for newcomers, children's story time, teen reading clubs, technology 

training, and more. This work is foundational to democratic values and takes many 

forms—both subtle and overt—and underscore how libraries promote social belonging.   

 

“Small d democracy” centers critical thinking, practice with debate, citizen participation, and 

pluralism as essential to library function and programs.  

Libraries during MAGA 

 

It is important to acknowledge the specific timing of my research. In the US, we are facing 

grave challenges to democratic institutions.  Institutions that support equity, public health, 

education, and the rule of law are now being actively dismantled by the current 

administration and many state legislatures.  

 

In her work, "Fear, Grievance and the Other," human-rights scholar Miriam Juan-Torres 

González refers to the strategies of authoritarian movements as being similar across the 

world and throughout history (González, 2024).  She states: 

 

" … [authoritarian populist movements]  share an underlying cultural hegemony and a 

monolithic nationalist identity often leading to a widespread program of racism, xenophobia, 

and gender-based regional and religious antagonism."  

 

Censorship of books and the criminalization of librarians and library workers who uphold the 

professional principles of intellectual freedom, are chilling assaults on libraries and library 

users.  

 

PEN America is an organization that advocates for intellectual freedom and freedom of 

expression globally. PEN reports a significant increase in the number of books challenged in 

US school and public libraries —  from 2500 instances in 2021 to 16,000 instances today  
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(PEN America, 2024).  Common targets for censorship are narratives of Black history and 

experience, LGBTQ+ literature, and literature that illustrate the agency of women and girls.  

 

In an op-ed titled "How are Book Bans and Voter Suppression Connected?"  scholar Kimberlé 

Crenshaw states: 

 

"When extremist school boards tell our children that they cannot read about the story of 

Ruby Bridges, they are not just banning books. They are erasing the very real stakes […] that 

have long relied on racist incitement to enhance their own agendas." (Crenshaw, 2022) 

 

Another recent assault on libraries is the illegal firing of the Librarian of Congress without 

cause. The firing of Carla Hayden—the first woman and first black person to lead the Library 

of Congress since its establishment in 1800—was announced as I was writing this report.  

 

Anna Newitz, the author of Stories are Weapons, writes in a recent op-ed that : 

 

"We are witnessing an attack on libraries themselves as social institutions. There is a reason 

for this escalation: For those trying to move the United States toward a less democratic, more 

authoritarian model of governance, there is power to be gained by sowing information 

chaos." (Newitz, 2024) 

Democratic Engagement in Libraries 

 

Many libraries utilize activist strategies that support democratic values. In The Citizen's 

Handbook, activist and designer Charles Dobson focuses on the concepts of horizontal and 

vertical engagement; essentially, two patterns individuals and communities use to effect social 

change (Dobson, n/d).  
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Horizontal engagement includes practices that link individuals and communities to each 

other in common cause. Book clubs, literacy groups, debates, community conversations, grief 

groups, and makerspaces are examples of horizontal engagement in libraries.   

 

Vertical engagement is what we think of as traditional democracy-building activities: 

interactions with an authority, structures of voting, or political party affiliation.  Candidate 

forums, public debates, voter registration drives, and media literacy education are examples 

of vertical engagement in libraries. 

Horizontal Engagement in Libraries 

 

Some library programs are tactical in support of democratic values. In Denmark, the 

organization Demokrati Fitness developed modules to teach teens and adults the principles of 

democratic participation. The workshops explore nine democracy "muscles" through  learning 

modules and team-building activities. The muscles include:  Empathy, Deep Listening, 

Opinion, Verbal Self-Confidence, Compromising, Activism, Mobilization, Curiosity, and 

Disagreement (Demokrati Fitness). This program operates in public libraries to train citizens 

from a broad spectrum of the community.  

 

I interviewed Yadira de Jong, the coordinator of  Democracy Fitness program in Amsterdam. 

Yadira is a social designer for an organization called Bureau Burgerburaad.  This translates as 

"office of citizen assemblies" and exemplifies both horizontal and vertical engagement 

paradigms.  

 

Dutch Citizen Assemblies work like this: Participants across the Netherlands are chosen 

randomly to participate in policy making on topics of concerns to municipalities. The citizen 

group is offered training and research support to deliberate a specific issue. The Utrecht 

Public Library Neude branch is a national headquarters for the Burgerburaad program and 

offers guidance to Dutch libraries hosting a variety of citizen assemblies. 

 

6 
 



The concept of Burgerburaad honors, in a very fundamental way,  the idea of citizens' expertise 

in finding solutions to social problems. There is an implicit premise that politicians cannot 

solve complex problems alone. Democracy Fitness is aimed at, in Yadira's words,  "building 

democratic confidence," which helps citizens become more effective participants in civic life 

(de Jong, 2025).  

 

Libraries, in fact,  rely on horizontal engagement on principle. The concept of "one item shared 

by many" is a germinal form of this ethos. Library users participate in horizontal engagement 

through systems of sharing and shared responsibility, seeing a publicly-funded entity —the 

library— as "theirs."  

 

Philosophically, this is a radical premise that mirrors the ethos of mutual aid activism. In 

contrast to a capitalist credo of scarcity, sharing posits that the nature of opportunity is itself 

a public good, supported by strangers, and available as needed. 

 

Anthropologist Cicile Fagerlid sees libraries as sites of "democratic coexistence." In libraries, 

coexistence is experiential and functional, rather than  through any formal governance. 

Fagerlid writes:  

 

" … democratic coexistence means becoming aware of and having even a minimum of 

interactions with a variety of people constituting  a society, not only with kin, peers and 

members of your online echo chamber." (Fagerlid, 2020) 

 

One phenomenon she observes is the concept of the "tiny public." These are scenarios in 

which community members gather in self-determined personal spaces around interests and 

concerns. Even the simplest acts of human connection and conviviality are evidence of the 

tiny public. Reading the daily newspaper in public puts you in contact with others who are 

interested in the same news source, visit the library on your own schedule, or might make you 

wait for an item in a HOLD queue. These social patterns are cycling through libraries 

minute-to-minute, day-to-day, and create a swirl of democratic coexistence. 
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Parents and children build ongoing relationships around storytime or literacy events, 

activities that invite pluralism into daily life in ways that are both random and purposeful 

simultaneously. These interactions have "ripple effects elsewhere in the public sphere." 

(Fagerlid, 2020) 

 

Fagerlid's observations in Norwegian libraries range from the banal to the sublime; from a 

dismayed library user bringing defaced books to the circulation desk (books that are 

collectively "owned" elicit strong sentiments of protection and responsibility), to book club 

members sharing personal vulnerability among strangers exploring grief and loss. 

Vertical Engagement in Libraries 

 

Vertical engagement in libraries is robust. This, too, takes many forms and is increasingly 

political in nature as intellectual freedom is challenged more aggressively.  

 

The Brooklyn Public Library developed the project Books Unbound. This project enables 

teens to learn about intellectual freedom itself. Teens can request recommendations from 

librarians on topics of interest, and gain access to materials that are unavailable in their own 

community. Funded entirely by private donors, the BPL will mail books to teens anywhere in 

the US free of charge.  This enables young people to gain access to information that may 

otherwise be difficult to access due to censorship, cultural restrictions, or not having access 

to a library at all (Brooklyn Public Library, n/d). 

 

In the Netherlands, Mirjam Zweers and colleagues at the Dutch organization ProBiblio 

created "The Democratic Code" for public libraries. Thirty seven provincial representatives 

developed a rubric for strengthening democratic values and principles, including Inclusivity, 

Impartiality, Curiosity, Polyphony,  and Reflection (ProBiblio, 2025). 
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The premise of "The Democratic Code" is that "libraries are not inherently neutral spaces but 

that they have a greater capacity to become so" (Zweers, 2025). While the Code was crafted 

through horizontal engagement among municipal leaders, it functions as a vertical 

framework. A project of the National Library Covenant, it carries the imprimatur of the Dutch 

government at the highest level. The Code asks library staff and administrators to reflect on 

fundamental questions, such as: "How do you organize conversations between people who 

are not like-minded?"   

 

This question reveals the root of the Dutch context for democracy-building: democratic 

values as a form of social design, not an ideological position of left or right. 

Social Capital and Belonging 

 
Library programs that strengthen community members' problem-solving skills, engage people 

in conversation, or support collective agency, are contributing to social capital. This concept is 

foundational to democracy building and democratic values writ large: shared identity (if not a 

singular one), shared values, and finding common purpose across differences is what 

belonging is all about. 

 

The Othering & Belonging Institute at UC Berkeley has developed the "Belonging Design 

Principles." Their belief is that creating mechanisms for institutional orientation toward 

belonging is "the antidote to othering" (Gallegos and Surasky, 2023).  In parallel to the Dutch 

Democratic Code, Belonging Design frames belonging through social practices as Bridging, 

Targeted Universalism, Narratives, and Arts & Culture (or meaning-making). These are 

dialogic processes that must be learned, interrogated, practiced, and shared in community. 

 

In other words: democratic values must be designed into institutions, and are not inherent to 

them, even in so-called democratic societies.  

 

9 
 



Sara Bindibale leads programming for democracy-building at the Aarhus Public Library in 

Denmark. In 2020, the Aarhus Library staff decided to focus on democracy as a common 

theme in their locations. As authoritarian rhetoric gained traction during the Covid pandemic, 

the democracy theme became increasingly important to the function of the library itself. 

The Aarhus Library community debate is an example of deliberative democracy in libraries. 

The program brings strangers together to voice diverse and, sometimes, openly antagonistic 

opinions. Doing this in a constructive way is extremely challenging. Sara described leaving the 

early events feeling that she had "blood on her clothes" (Bindibale, 2025). 

 

Public debate exposes one of the primary tools of populist authoritarian rhetoric: relentless 

use of misinformation and disinformation. In "Belonging is Stronger than Facts: the Age of 

Misinformation," author Max Fisher posits that people become prone to misinformation 

during, what social scientists call, in-grouping  — "a belief that their identity is a source for 

strength and superiority, and that others can be blamed for their problems" (Fisher, 2021). 

 

Individuals are more susceptible to falsehoods when identity is boosted by the prospect of 

social reward, even at the cost to others' well-being.  When individuals practice in-grouping 

behavior, they often refer to alternative markers of success, or create narrative worldviews 

that defy logic or rationality (Robertson, 2020).  (The ubiquity and impact of social media 

fueling this phenomenon cannot be overstated.) 

 

The final concept I want to share is libraries as transversal organizations. This concept comes 

from management theory and has been very influential in libraries in the European Union. It 

relies on highly collaborative approaches to programming, structured inquiry, and innovative 

cross-functional projects (Kish, 2024). Programs have included small efforts between libraries 

and community partners (community bread and soup dinners), or large-scale multi-year 

projects with significant inter-agency funding. 

 

Public Libraries 2030 is an EU-wide initiative to identify and support libraries in developing 

programs in support of democracy and innovation. The organization encourages libraries to 
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collaborate with NGOs, social designers, and public institutions to develop projects that offer 

opportunities for information gathering, information sharing, and digital literacy. Many 

projects are developed with government ministers or local government entities.  

 

Projects often include libraries in multiple countries, such as the DigLib project to develop 

and deploy digital literacy modules in public libraries in five European countries (Project 

2030, DigLib).  Another example is the European Citizen Science initiative. This program  

seeks to develop relationships between academic scientific communities and public library 

users to innovate data collection and knowledge sharing. There are currently more than 400 

projects undertaken by the Citizen Science groups, covering mycology, ecology, water quality, 

and more (Project 2030, ECS).  These projects aim to improve trust in scientific communities 

and scientific data, and teach participants evidence-based practices. 

 

According to Ilona Kish, Director of PL 2030, transversal library organizations become more 

nimble and responsive to their communities, and infuse the organization with democratic 

values (Kish, 2024).  They foster shared learning and social capital within and across borders.  

Conclusion 

 

In conclusion, the dismantling of public institutions and public trust is moving the US away 

from democracy towards an increasingly authoritarian state.  Libraries are vital bulwarks 

against anti-democracy forces. Through the steady support and development of sharing and 

belonging, and by fostering the social capital of users and communities, libraries teach, 

practice, and embody democratic values. Through literacy training, preserving and providing 

information, and continuing to champion the value of free inquiry, libraries employ 

democratic values to uphold rational and compassionate social infrastructure.  

For many libraries and library workers, the current onslaught of challenges can feel like a 

mouse battling a Komodo dragon. Despite the lizard's ferocity,  scale can work to the mouse's 

advantage.  
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Finally, as educators and as democracy-loving citizens, we must stand witness and commit to 

understanding what we see. Libraries can assist in doing that. Libraries offer knowledge — the 

widest spectrum of human thought imaginable. Libraries bring people together to voice, to 

reason, to explore, to share, and to be in community, embracing the common good. 

 

Addition text for the live presentation:  

 

If you are  wondering about the words in the background of my presentation: these are all 

words that have been deemed problematic, removed from government websites, or flagged 

by Federal agencies under the MAGA administration. The list currently contains about 350+ 

words and phrases, and reflects a kind of dystopian vision in which some people, some natural 

phenomena, some public concerns, and some realities simply no longer exist. 

 

"Democracy may not exist, but we will miss it when it's gone." 
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