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ABSTRACT:

This research examines how British control influenced the
development of public libraries in India. While focusing on colonial
administration, it demonstrates the shift from knowledge being stored
only for privileged groups toward setups designed for wider access to
education. Through old archives, government papers, along academic
sources, the analysis follows library changes - from hand-copied texts to
today’s locally rooted hubs.

The British helped set up structured library systems via places
like the Calcutta Public Library back in 1836, along with the Bombay
offshoot of the Royal Asiatic Society, and then later the Connemara
Public Library by 1896. While built at first mainly for colonial goals
and pushing English learning, over time, they turned into hubs where
ideas flowed freely, sparking broader social thinking. These reading spots
grew into key areas that boosted reading skills, introduced fresh ways of
teaching, and also fueled political thought and a sense of national identity
across India.

The study shows British impact brought changes in sorting
books, organizing shelves, or managing libraries - yet it quietly sparked
later laws and opened doors for public use. Oddly enough, something
meant to tighten the colonial grip ended up giving people power by
spreading information. Libraries set up under British rule still affect how
India runs its library network now - even as hubs for learning, digital
reach, and neighborhood growth.
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Introduction

In the old days, libraries weren’t for just anyone like now. Instead,
only thinkers, holy people, or leaders had access to them. Places like
India, Greece, Egypt, along with Mesopotamia, kept their insights on
things like palm sheets, rolled papers, or baked mud pieces - usually
religious writings or deep studies. Back then in India, schools such as
Nalanda and Takshashila became major spots for studying, storing rare
documents, while supporting teaching and discovery. Even though these
places didn’t work like today’s public bookhouses, they still helped save
ideas across time, setting up what would later grow into library networks.

In medieval times, libraries usually sat near temples, monasteries,
or royal palaces - mostly used by priests and learned folks. Getting
hold of knowledge back then? Not easy at all. But things shifted after
the printing press showed up in the 1400s; suddenly, books popped up
everywhere, reading skills started catching on, and borrowing spots for
texts quietly appeared. Over in India, real change didn’t kick in until the
British stepped in during the 1800s.

The Calcutta Public Library opened in 1836, kicking off a fresh
chapter for libraries across India. Not long after, it became the go-to spot
where anyone could read without paying - something folks in Bombay,
Madras, or Delhi began copying. Behind the scenes, British rulers pushed
these spaces to spread English learning along with smoother governance.
With time came order: clear ways to sort books, label them right, plus
rules so everything ran smoothly. Later on, locals took charge - the Indian
Library Association borrowed some of those ideas but shaped them their
own way, building better systems run by trained people.

While the British set up libraries to push their colonial goals along
with promoting English ways, these places slowly turned into hubs for
learning and sparking change. Indians started turning to books there to
dig into fresh thoughts on fairness, liberty, or progress instead. Getting
hold of news sheets, political essays, plus school resources pushed folks
to challenge imperial rule while moving closer to self-rule.

Prominent figures like Mahatma Gandhi, Bal Gangadhar Tilak,
or Jawaharlal Nehru found their views shaped heavily by the books and
thoughts they came across in these reading spots. So, instead of just being
centers for study, the libraries turned into hubs where sharp thinking,
public awareness, and even a sense of nationhood could grow.
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Over time, something that started as a way to dominate learning
through colonies turned into a force giving power to folks. Though set up
by the British, those old library roots now influence how public lending
spots work across India - these places aren’t just about books; instead,
they act like hubs for schooling, sharing info, or helping neighborhoods
grow.

Methodology

The current work, titled 'How British Rule Impacts on Growth of
Public Libraries in India, * uses a past-focused, narrative-style approach.
It relies on secondhand info pulled from different places - like published
books, academic papers, official documents, materials by library groups,
event summaries, or trustworthy web resources. Information was closely
examined so we could see how colonial governance affected the founding,
structure, and progress of public libraries across India.

A look at past writings helped examine older research, plus
expert views on how the British shaped library development, changes in
education, besides broader societal shifts. Data got sorted by time periods
so trends could be followed - from colonial days right through to today’s
setups. This work uses a descriptive way of studying events, school rules
from back then, along with how libraries affected culture and society
during British control. By taking this path, the project tries to spotlight
key actions, updates, and laws pushed by Britain, which built the base for
India’s current public libraries, also checking what effects remain

Discussion

The start of public libraries in colonial India came under British
rule around the 1800s. Earlier, collections of books were mostly held
inside temples or palaces, along with learning centers such as Nalanda
and Takshashila - places only accessible to select academics. But then,
the British brought in a new kind of library setup — one that welcomed
any literate person, of fering no—cost entry to reading material like papers,
magazines, and novels.

The core idea driving this efFort? To back colonial schooling plans,
push English along with European ideas, also shape a group of literate
locals useful for ruling roles. As years passed, such reading spots turned
into hubs for study, awakening thought, and sparking early nationalist
feelings.
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Major Public Libraries Established During the British Raj
1. Calcutta Public Library (1836)

The Calcutta Public Library started back in 1836, thanks to Lord
Metcalfe’s backing, often seen as India’s earliest modern public library.
Run by a mix of British and local academics through a shared panel. Its
goal? OFfering no-cost book and journal access not just to Europeans
but also to literate Indians. Packed with rare materials in English along
with various native tongues, sparking curiosity and thoughtful discussion
across groups. Over time, it joined forces with the Imperial Library by
1903, which later transformed into India’s National Library once freedom
came.

2. Bombay Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society (established 1830;
library strengthened by 1850)

The Bombay Library expanded through support from the Royal
Asiatic Society, focused on gathering old texts, uncommon books, and
studies about India’s past, knowledge systems, and written works. Its goal?
To boost learning efforts while supplying tools for colonial administrators,
scholars, yet also local thinkers. That space sparked deeper inquiry; it
played a role in recording the depth of India’s traditions alongside its
historic journey.

3. Madras Literary Society (founded 1812, reorganized 1851)

Back in early South India, British officials set up the Madras
Literary Society to spark talks on science and books. By 1851, it had been
reshaped into a space open to everyone, including local researchers. Instead
of staying exclusive, it started welcoming Indian minds too. Its collection
became key for learning at advanced levels - filled with European studies,
papers, and technical writings.

4. Connemara Public Library (1896)

In Chennai - once called Madras - the Connemara Public Library
opened in 1896 under Governor Lord Connemara. Back then, it worked
both as a place for regular folks to read and as an office hub holding state
documents along with everyday books. Over time, it earned status among
just four national libraries across India that automatically get a copy of
each new Indian publication. The whole point? To spread useful info and
official material so anyone could access what they needed.
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5. Delhi’s public library started during British rule - set up by
locals back then - it finally opened its doors in 1951 after years of
planning and delays

Even though it officially launched post-independence, the Delhi
Public Library stemmed from a colonial blueprint meant to build a
showcase network of libraries in the city. Rooted in a British-style model,
it focused on open entry, learning for everyone, along with community
engagement.
Objectives of Public Libraries under the British Raj

The Brits set up public libraries to improve learning plus fix how
things were run. Main aims included:

1.  To share Western knowledge and ways, push English skills while
bringing in new ideas about science, books, or how societies run.

2. To help run colonies smoothly - give officers quick ways to find
guides, updates, or legal rules.

3. To boost reading in India’s educated middle layer while building a
skilled office staff.

4. To keep Indian traditions alive by saving old writings, recording
history, or turning texts into different languages.

5. To spark thinking and change through talks about society or politics.

While these goals once backed colonial rule, they accidentally gave
Indians a chance to learn about self-rule and national pride.
Role of Public Libraries in Education

Libraries set up by the British played a big role in boosting
education across India

They backed the fresh learning setup brought in by Britain -
supplying books, periodicals, along study guides.

Libraries pushed people to teach themselves, guiding learners and
thinkers beyond classrooms. While some read alone, others found support
through book collections at local hubs.

Missionary libraries helped city and country folks learn to read,
which kicked off widespread schooling.

Libraries gave people books in English along with Indian tongues,
sparking sharper minds while pushing fresh ideas.
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Libraries turned into centers where people explored new ideas -
especially in areas such as writing, natural world studies, or how societies
work.

So, public libraries worked two ways — they backed up schooling
while linking old Indian knowledge with new Western teaching styles.

Role of Public Libraries in India’s Independence Movement

Though the British set up libraries for running things and teaching
folks, these spots ended up sparking a sense of unity by accident

Libraries let people read papers, journals, or essays about liberty,
fair voting, also running their own government.

Smart folks from India checked out books to study freedom
struggles worldwide - this sparked their drive to make India free.

Libraries turned into hubs where thinkers, activists, and youth
from nationalist circles gathered — sharing thoughts on change or liberty
through open talks.

They played a part in getting the word out on fairness, human
rights, or equal treatment, shaping young minds tuned into political issues.

Book collections quietly backed the fight for liberty - sparking
curiosity through stories, shaping sharper minds via thoughtful learning,
while knitting communities together with shared purpose.

So, during British rule, public libraries mattered a lot - helping
spread learning and reading skills while quietly shaping the minds behind
India’s push for freedom.

Conclusion

The rise of public libraries in India under British rule stands as
a key moment in its learning and cultural journey. Starting as tools for
colonial power, they slowly turned into community efforts boosting
literacy, knowledge, or social understanding among locals. Organized
setups, sorting techniques, because of laws from the British helped shape
how libraries work today. Places like the Calcutta Public Library (1836)
or the Connemara Public Library (1896) weren’t just spots for studying
English, but sparked debate, sharing thoughts, and even early nationalist
thinking.

VOLUME - 11, ISSUE — 03, DECEMBER 2025., SPECIAL ISSUE. 165



A

KSﬂkRﬁSURY&I Peer-Reviewed, Multi Lingual E-Journal. E-ISSN: 2583-620X

References:

1.

Kaur, R., & Singh, P. (2019). Library usage patterns among students in Indian public
libraries. International Journal of Library and Information Studies, 9(1), 23-34.
Maurya, K.K. (2016). Role of Public Libraries in the Development of Society.
International Journal of Library Science, 14(2), 101-108.

Mishra, S. (2022). Public Libraries and Lifelong Learning in Democratic India.
Journal of Information and Knowledge Management, 20(4), 57-66.

Shivakumara, H. C., & Sampath Kumar, B. T. (2018). Use of public libraries by
students: A study of user behavior. Library Philosophy and Practice, 2018(2145),
1-12.

Vinayara, R. (n.d.). Public Libraries as Community Learning Hubs in Modern India
(IPLM Report). Indian Public Library Movement (IPLM), New Delhi.

Das, A. K. (2015). Legacy of the Bengal Renaissance in Public Library Development
in India. IFLA Journal, 41(4), 370-380.

Kumar, S. (2006). A Journey of Rural Library Movement in India: Retrospect and
Prospects. Journal of Information and Knowledge, 43(3), 295-306.

INFLIBNET Centre. (2013). Public Library Scenario in India. Gandhinagar:
Information and Library Network Centre.

Riyar, K. (2024). Development of Libraries in India: Analysis. Research Review
International Journal of Multidisciplinary, 9(3), 142-150.

10. Mishra, S. (2022). Public Libraries and Lifelong Learning in Democratic India.

11

Journal of Information and Knowledge Management, 20(4), 57-66.
Ranganathan, S.R. (1931). The Five Laws of Library Science. Madras Library
Association.

Funding:
This study was not funded by any grant.

Conflict of interest:

The Authors have no conflict of interest to declare that they are relevant to
the content of this article.

About the License:

© The Authors 2024. The text of this article is open access and licensed under
a Creative Commons Attribution 4. 0 International License.

166 VOLUME - 11, ISSUE - 03, DECEMBER 2025., SPECIAL ISSUE.



