Illegal knowledge, illegal librarianship
On the intersection of black open access and the librarian’s professional ethics
Jonatan Jönsson 
Examensarbete (30 högskolepoäng) i biblioteks- och informationsvetenskap för masterexamen inom ABM-masterprogrammet vid Lunds universitet.
Handledare: Pelle Snickars
År: 2026
[bookmark: _Toc481570055]
[bookmark: _Toc481658779][bookmark: _Toc481661099][bookmark: _Toc482083661][bookmark: _Toc482085170][bookmark: _Toc80897502][bookmark: _Toc82115433]Title
Illegal knowledge, illegal librarianship: On the intersection of black open access and the librarian’s professional ethics

[bookmark: _Toc481658780][bookmark: _Toc481661100][bookmark: _Toc482083662][bookmark: _Toc482085171][bookmark: _Toc80897503][bookmark: _Toc82115434]Abstract
The academic librarian’s mission of facilitating free access to knowledge has endured even as forms of librarianship have evolved. Since the introduction of the internet and the subsequent shift from physical to digital knowledge dissemination, additional ethical and practical considerations have emerged. One such consideration is the existence of black open access and shadow libraries, born out of a frustration with the oligarchic academic publishing industry’s treatment of knowledge as a resource to be profited from rather than a public good to be spread freely. This thesis conducts a rapid scoping review to examine the conflict between black open access and the academic publishing industry and attempt to position the librarian in relation to this struggle, both ideologically and practically. Black open access will be shown as an alternative mode of knowledge dissemination which support libraries in their work to preserve and spread knowledge, especially in times of crisis when libraries’ ability to fulfil those duties are compromised. Further, black open access will be evaluated both as a competition to academic libraries, but also as a force which we may utilise to further the goals of our profession.
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[bookmark: _Toc231727181]1. Introduction
Throughout history, librarians and knowledge seekers have imagined a singular place where all of mankind’s hitherto accumulated knowledge is stored and made available: a universal library. One representation of this dream can be found in Borges’ (1962) short story “The Library of Babel”, depicting a library where every possible text exists with every possible combination of the letters of the alphabet. This library is functionally an infinite maze filled with the infinite ramblings of typewriter-monkeys, occasionally interrupted by a Macbeth, but Borges’ tale nevertheless sparks readers’ imagination. This is especially true in the digital era as the dream of a (functional) universal library that contains and makes accessible all the world’s knowledge took a major step closer to reality with the advent of the internet, file sharing, and high-speed connectivity.

Suber (2012) urges us to consider knowledge in the digital era as something uniquely powerful. He describes knowledge as nonrivalrous, a term borrowed from the field of economics meaning that one person's ability to possess, use, and consume a particular unit of knowledge does not prohibit another person’s ability to do the same. “We can share it without dividing it and consume it without diminishing it”, Suber writes (p. 46). What limits the spread of knowledge has instead historically meant practical barriers such as the efficiency of hand-copying scribes, the printing press, the publishing infrastructure, the number of shelf-metres in libraries, etc. While these practical barriers can be made less negatively impactful, knowledge is nonetheless made rivalrous if it is kept constrained by physical manifestations. As Suber explains, digital writing changed all this as it is “the first kind of writing that does not reduce recorded knowledge writing to a rivalrous object” (p. 46). This allows libraries to give everyone in the whole world access to the same digital text, at the same time, “without excluding one another, without multiplying our costs, and without depleting our resources” (p. 46). The universal library is finally here then, is it not?

That is, of course, if there are no barriers or constraints put between the reader and the text, barriers such as the paywall, constraints such as the institutional access granted to the few rather than the many. Through these means, knowledge is yet reduced to a rivalrous resource for the world to compete over. There exists a tremendous frustration around the fact that knowledge has finally been unleashed in the digital era only to be reined in and restrained for the purpose of profit and control (Baldwin, 2023). This frustration birthed the open access movement which seeks to reform academic publishing to remove barriers and constraints on knowledge, making it more open and accessible to all (BOAI, 2002). However, as I will explore in this thesis, the delayed transition to a fully open access academic publishing has spawned a more radical branch of open access: black open access. Utilising the illegal methods of digital piracy to acquire and spread copyrighted academic material, black open access activists set up so-called “shadow libraries”, large open online repositories containing both copyrighted and non-copyrighted texts. The black open access movement pays little respect to the boundaries of legality as it seeks to achieve the goals of open access. Its proponents argue that copyright laws are superseded by the pressing necessity to finally unleash the potential of knowledge in the digital era, making it free, accessible, and nonrivalrous (Swartz, 2008; Barok et al., 2015; Elbakyan, 2015). More than ever, the mythical universal library is within reach, and arguably, in certain corners of the internet, the closest attempt yet to create it can be found. 

The contentious dynamic between today’s academic publishing, the open access movement, and black open access has significant implications for the future of academic librarianship. Where do we as librarians situate ourselves in this struggle? Arguing for a form of librarianship which favours regular open access is commonly done and many of the movement’s founders and proponents are librarians. The librarian’s professional ethics and the ideology underpinning the open access movement have a high level of compatibility and open access seeks to solve many of the issues academic libraries face whilst simultaneously furthering many of the libraries’ goals (Suber, 2012, pp. 29-48). Evaluating the compatibility of black open access and librarianship is not nearly as simple, especially since it would involve librarians engaging in or promoting illegal activities.

As this thesis will highlight, librarianship, open access, and black open access share the same vision of a future with vast, publicly accessible digital repositories containing all the worlds collected knowledge, free of barriers of access and restraints. The methods which black open access activists use to achieve that vision, however, are not so easy to square with the ethics of librarianship. Obviously, librarians have basic duty to follow laws just as any public servant, which weakens the argument for associating with black open access. A factor arguably as important is the effect this will have on the high level of trust which libraries and librarians hold in society. Associating libraries with black open access, piracy, and illegal acts could erode trust in the minds of both patrons and authors alike. If we were to turn to black open access as a solution to access issues it would have to be motivated clearly, convincingly, and with respect to those who trust and rely on us. Even then, we would still be engaging in illegal acts which increases the risk of legal and political interventions and pressure, distracting us from our other responsibilities. Even if black open access were deemed to be a justified means for an end, would it bring with it a fight which academic librarians ought to take?

Regardless of the answer to such questions, having basic knowledge of shadow libraries is important for the academic librarian both as an information expert and as a service provider. Patrons with information needs which are unable to be fulfilled through legal means will often turn to shadow libraries and black open access. The librarian’s duty to further media and information literacy extends to black open access, especially as such websites can pose risks for patrons without sufficient technological literacy. If we ignore the prevalence of shadow libraries and the services and benefits which they offer patrons, we risk becoming less relevant when patrons have information needs. Just as public libraries compete with retail sellers of books, so do academic libraries compete with shadow libraries. Undoubtedly, academic libraries can offer a far better and more in-depth service than shadow libraries, but if they become less convenient and attractive, patrons will deprioritize us. 

Though this thesis primarily concerns academic libraries in a globally applicable sense, it originates from personal, practical experience working as a librarian at a public library in southern Sweden. Time and time again, students with time sensitive assignment would approach the service desk seeking access to books and articles which we do not have access to and cannot procure within the required timeframe. Having discussed all other reasonable alternatives, the student is often, inevitably, turned away empty-handed. Each time they turn to leave, I think about how there is, in fact, another, final option, one with ethical implications which I remain unsure of. Do we, as librarians, having exhausted all other options, hint at less-than-legal means of satisfying patrons’ thirst for knowledge? Bringing up this question with fellow librarians, I am met with deep and thoughtful considerations. They either refer to the law as the main arbiter of morality, to personal convictions, to a code of ethics inherent to being a librarian, or to a combination of all three. For me, the question remained unanswered.

The librarian’s mission of facilitating free access knowledge for all has endured over the years, even as the form of librarianship has changed. Shelves have in part been replaced by servers, card catalogues replaced by discovery systems, yet the librarian’s core values and professional ethics remain the pillars around which practical everyday decisions are made and negotiated. Ethical considerations and conflicts are a common occurrence in the academic library, although black open access and shadow libraries is an underdiscussed topic in that regard. This thesis attempts to rectify this.
[bookmark: _Toc231727182]1.1 Problem, aim, and questions
The overarching research problem out of which this thesis emerged is whether librarianship and black open access can be compatible, and if so, to what degree. We may attempt to create a further understanding of the topic, but it is beyond the scope of this thesis to give a definitive answer to this problem. This is in part due to the length of this paper but mainly due to the complexity of the problem, and how sensitive it is to the context in which one attempts to answer it. Thus, the aim of this thesis is to highlight, contextualise, and analyse prominent considerations for the intersection of black open access and the academic librarian’s work to further the profession’s core values. To narrow the scope, the work of academic librarians will be the primary focus, though many aspects brought up are applicable to the wider profession. To evaluate black open access, we must understand the context it emerged from, and by conducting a rapid scoping review, I create ample context to the conflict between academic publishing and black open access in which we can then situate considerations for the intersection of black open access and the librarian’s professional ethics. Thus, the work in this thesis is based on the following research questions:
1 How does the dynamic between today’s academic publishing, the open access movement, and black open access relate to the librarian’s professional ethics and inform the academic librarians’ practice?
2 How are prominent considerations for the intersection of librarianship and black open access motivated and realised in practice?
[bookmark: _Toc231727183]1.2 Disposition
The disposition of this thesis is the result of the extensive material collected through the rapid scoping review, as further discussed in section 2.1. Introducing the thesis is the introduction which you are currently reading, in which the problem is presented along with previous research. Then follows an explanation and discussion of the method and theories used. Here, the method of the rapid scoping review, Slaughter and Rhoades’ Theory of Academic Capitalism, and Porter’s Five Forces model are presented in turn. Having done this, we move on to the meat of the thesis and its somewhat unconventional disposition. The material resulting from the rapid scoping review is presented throughout both a background section as well as an analytical discussion. Dividing the material between these two sections serves to offload important contextual information onto the background section with the purpose of tightening the narrative of the analytical discussion, which constitutes the core of the thesis. This somewhat arbitrary division allows the analytical discussion to dive into more impactful material with increased depth and sharper precision. First, then, the background section establishes contextual information on four foundational topics: the topics of copyright; the academic publishing industry; open access; and black open access. This in turn leads into the analytical discussion section which serves as a continuation of the background section, using the knowledge now established to pick out three further topics, analysing them and discussing them in depth. The first of the analytical discussion’s topics is an evaluation of the three-way ideological compatibility between the librarian’s professional ethics, the ideology behind open access, and the ideology behind black open access. Then follows an evaluation of methods of black open access as safeguards against the threats of knowledge and information being lost, banned, or censored, in line with the values of librarianship. Lastly, a section where black open access is framed as a form of competition, both for libraries which must outcompete it in terms of service value and consumer logic, but also as a market force which keeps the oligopolistic academic publishing industry in check and threatens to force it to adapt an open access-based business model, which would be a favourable outcome for academic libraries and information seekers alike. A summary and conclusion section answers the research questions, summarises the thesis, and suggests further research.
[bookmark: _Toc231727184]1.3 Previous research 
There exists plenty of previous research which may serve as a base on which the research questions can be confronted. However, research which directly attempt to evaluate the compatibility of librarianship and black open access have proven scarcer. This section will focus initially on a number of influential works on the field of black open access which have had extensive influence on this thesis, before highlighting articles which have previously attempted to tackle the issue at hand.

Inspiration to pursue this thesis came from a 2024 guest lecture at Lund University on the topic of shadow libraries by Zakayo Kjellström. His 2019 master’s thesis on black open access proved the topic viable for me (Kjellström, 2019) and his 2025 dissertation Black Open Access : Shadow Libraries and Text Piracy (Kjellström, 2025a) has had significant influence on this text. In his dissertation, using a wide range of methods throughout several articles, Kjellström examines how shadow libraries operate in the shadows alongside traditional academic institutions, imitating them in their structures to function as parallel, complimenting streams of knowledge dissemination. In so doing, they develop their own norms, legitimization mechanisms, and gamified engagement systems. He also shows how these informal media economies intersect with the formal media economies to compliment the needs of the knowledge seeker when they suffer from structural failures of legal academic venues for knowledge. In short, Kjellström shows that shadow libraries are more than simply places to host pirated content. Rather, they are fully developed ecosystems which are tapped into the academic world at its core. 
Rather than operating in opposition to the formal economy, shadow libraries have developed into hybrid infrastructures that operate alongside and often in cooperation with legitimate academic channels. Their sustainability relies not just on technical robustness but on complex social and community structures that enable both preservation and evolution of these resources.
(Kjellström, 2025a, p. 55)
Kjellström’s research suggests that piracy does not equal lawlessness and that there exist norms and rules which governs shadow libraries and the communities which surround them. Shadow libraries are complex and structured, often in imitation of the institutions they exist as alternatives to.

The anthology Shadow Libraries: Access to Knowledge in Global Higher Education, edited by Karaganis (2018), contributes crucial knowledge about how shadow libraries work as informal networks for sharing articles and knowledge when legal and official structures are deemed insufficient. The anthology provides an excellent insight into the processes that make black open access possible and attractive to researchers and students alike. It especially deals with the subject in a global context, as it contains contributions from and about South America, South Africa, Russia, India, Poland, and the US. Shadow Libraries simultaneously highlights the overarching unifying characteristics of black open access and use of shadow libraries worldwide, whilst presenting regional and local differences and circumstances. The diverse stories related in the anthology helps complicate any ethical evaluation of the usage of black open access. Karaganis, like many of his peers, describes black open access as a reaction to systematic failures to satisfy information needs. He also describes the academic project as “universalist in principle and unequal in practice” (Karaganis, 2018, p. 3). In evaluating the response to these failures, we must consider the failures’ unique severity and the context in which these occur.

Piracy in the sense of illegal reproduction and spread of texts is most often discussed as a modern issue inherent to the modern, digital age. A “history of piracy” is then instead more commonly associated with the peg-leg, walk-the-plank, shiver-me-timbers variety. Johns’ (2010) Piracy: The Intellectual Property Wars from Gutenberg to Gates challenges this misconception by showing that the conflict between legal and illegal dissemination of intellectual property has been a permanent fixture in history, particularly since the invention of the Gutenberg press. Enlightenment ideas, for example, were often spread through initial, legitimate works out of which unauthorized reprints were made and spread, through which secondary unauthorized reprints were made and spread, out of which tertiary works were made, and so on, each iteration reaching further throughout the world than the last. The effect of this is, in Johns’ words: “No piracy, we might say, no Enlightenment.” (p. 57) Through viewing this history it becomes clear that text-piracy is a phenomenon, or perhaps rather a reaction, which will continue to exist so long as there exists texts worth reading, ways to copy them, and a desire to spread them further than legal venues are able or willing to do.

[bookmark: _Int_Cy4uhPC1]Research which directly tackles the question of ethics of librarianship in relation to black open access is somewhat scarce. Most authors avoid value statements and simply present facts which surrounds the topic. For example, Donabedian and Carey (2011) do not directly address intersections between the librarian and the pirate but note that “both are agents of liberation” where the difference between them lies in that “the pirate is prepared to give the user what libraries and publishers can't or won’t” (pp. 11-12). Use of stronger language is found with authors such as by Pryor-Darnell, Andersen, and Rowling (2019) in their article ‘Professional ethics, copyright legislation and the case for collective copyright disobedience in libraries’. They argue that because black open access has already forced a positive change within Australian copyright law and publishing industry by pushing it to embrace open access, there exists a good argument for librarians to contribute to this change through civil disobedience. If black open access is found to have a positive impact, why not support it? A discussion of this article and its conclusions return in section 4.3.3. More careful in their conclusions are authors such as Lawson (2017) despite similarly conveying a negative view of the state of the publishing industry and criticising the very concept of ownership of knowledge. He points out that “websites such as Sci-Hub are effective because they solve multiple access problems” (p. 26) but he also affirms that “Sci-Hub is not the answer, but it is a wake-up call” (p. 28). He weighs the positives of black open access with the negatives and determines that a reaction against the publishing industry is necessary, but that black open access cannot be the end goal, but merely an inspiration. 

Finally, the perspective of authors like Hoy (2017) should be elevated, who laments that the librarian is caught between their obligation towards authors and researchers on one hand, and publishers and the law on the other, before asserting that, ultimately, sites such as Sci-Hub are enabling law violation on a massive scale and librarians should therefore not engage with it at all other than to dissuade patrons from using it. This is, of course, a perfectly valid conclusion to walk away with, so long as it is not the preconceived conclusion, as is all too often the case in literature on the subject. Hoy is rather an exception to this rule as he does his due diligence and weighs the plight of the relevant parties before forming an opinion. Nevertheless, for both argumentations in favour and against the intersection of librarianship and black open access, scarcely more than short articles have been written on the topic. This thesis seeks to provide a deeper consideration and analysis than have been done previously, with the hope of benefiting further research.
[bookmark: _Toc231727185]2. Method and theory
In this section, the method of this thesis, rapid scoping review, will be introduced along with the two main theoretical frameworks used, Slaughter and Rhoades’ Theory of Academic Capitalism and Porter’s Five Forces model. The method, through which the material for both the background and analytical discussion sections were collected, is to be explained and problematised first. Then, Slaughter and Rhoades theory will be introduced so that it can serve as a perspective which helps frame the entirety of the thesis and its analysis. Especially important is their conception of knowledge, in the eyes of capital, as a resource to be mined, packaged, and resold for profit, ceasing to exist for knowledge’s own sake, but rather for the sake of profit. Finally, Porter’s influential Five Forces model gets its own section. Porter’s model helps explain the competitive dynamics of an industry, which will be applied to the academic publishing industry in section 4.3, particularly how black open access acts as a “substitute” which offers an alternative service which keeps the power of publishers in check. Both Slaughter and Rhoades’ and Porter’s theoretical frameworks will figure primarily in the analysis but inevitably leave their mark on the background as well. 
[bookmark: _Toc231727186]2.1 Method: rapid scoping review
Both the background and the analytical discussion sections of this thesis are based on material collected through the method of a literature overview, specifically a rapid scoping review. Interviews were initially considered for capturing the perspective, experience, and opinions of practicing librarians, but Kjellström’s (2019) master’s thesis, complimented by research of other authors, can be said to have already adequately filled that research gap. More interviews would certainly generate additional insight, but to maximise impact of this thesis and to target an existing research gap, a literature overview was determined to be the most appropriate method. 

A rapid scoping review entails a combination of a scoping review and a rapid review. A scoping review is beneficial for identifying key concepts and gaps in research, which is suitable for addressing this thesis’ exploratory research problem by mapping previous research on a broad topic. Scoping reviews are most often done in service of a future, more comprehensive review or to lay the foundation for future research, which is also the case for this thesis. Scoping reviews lend themselves to both deductive and inductive analysis, highlighting patterns, themes, and key concepts (Peters et al., 2019). A rapid review is likewise suitable, as they can be adapted to the form of other knowledge synthesis methods even as they vary in scope and methodology. Rapid reviews typically serve a more specific question for which a more streamlined review process is conducted. Rapid reviews are favoured in cases where time and resources are limiting factors (Dobbins, 2017). A rapid scoping review combines elements of scoping and rapid reviews to create a method where a broad topic is mapped through a streamlined process, while seeking to achieve a balance between the breadth, focus, and speed of the literature overview. A rapid scoping review does not replace more thorough forms of literature overviews. However, it is a serviceable method for a master’s thesis. Due to the time and resource constraints inherent to the scope of a master’s thesis, the decision to conduct a rapid scoping review was made. A more thorough consideration of the research problem and the topics highlighted is left for future studies with the resources to conduct research with deeper academic rigour. 

As black open access is a field of research where terms and descriptions has varied significantly both over time and based on author-attitude towards the topic, organised keyword searches proved somewhat ineffective at capturing the wider field. Keyword searches connecting black open access and librarianship were made, but as part of the rapid scoping review, several other tactics have primarily been used to find highly impactful literature. Search strategies in EBSCOs database have been complemented by Backward Citation Searching, also known as Reference Mining, which has been utilised successfully by targeting the reference lists of highly relevant papers to identify foundational studies and texts for the field. Such foundational studies have then been used for Forward Citation Searching, or Forward Chaining, where studies and papers which cite these foundational papers have been found and evaluated. These methods allow patterns of argumentation to emerge from previous research, helping to uncover topics to be undertaken in the analysis (Hirt et al., 2024). Recently published sources have been prioritised along with allowances for those illustrating the sheer breadth of the topic.
[bookmark: _Toc231727187]2.2 Slaughter and Rhoades’ Theory of Academic Capitalism
In the book Academic Capitalism and the New Economy, Slaughter and Rhoades (2004) presents their theory of academic capitalism to describe and analyse the increasing intermingling between academia and capitalism. This is the main theory utilised in this thesis. Slaughter and Rhoades explain how American academia have undergone a shift from a public good knowledge regime to an academic capitalism knowledge/learning regime. Because of this fundamental shift, the view on knowledge has changed fundamentally. Slaughter and Rhoades describe how profit motives have grown in significance as a decision driver in institutions which were previously concerned mainly with seeking knowledge for knowledge’s sake. In creating their theory of academic capitalism, Slaughter and Rhoades draw upon theories of knowledge, organizations and networks presented by Foucault, Mann and Castells, especially in relation to the new economy, and construct a framework of knowledge in the context of academia and the interaction and partnership between private and public which exists there.

Slaughter and Rhoades do not blame this change in academia solely on the corporations which ultimately benefits from the transformation. Instead, their theory seeks to describe a web of decision-making throughout every orifice of the academic ecosystem:
The theory of academic capitalism focuses on networks—new circuits of knowledge, interstitial organizational emergence, networks that intermediate between public and private sector, extended managerial capacity—that link institutions as well as faculty, administrators, academic professionals and students to the new economy. New investment, marketing and consumption behaviours on the part of members of the university community also link them to the new economy. Together these mechanisms and behaviour constitute an academic capitalist knowledge/learning regime. 
(Slaughter and Rhoades, 2004, p. 15)
The theory connects policies, organizations, actors, and practices to create the framework with which academic capitalism is to be understood. Together, these drive the commercialisation of academia due to a mix of organisational logic and capitalist profit incentives, but like many industries this is made possible by a neoliberal ideological view on the separation of public and private sector (or rather lack thereof). 

Slaughter and Rhoades’ distinction between the academic capitalism knowledge/learning regime and the public good knowledge regime is not one of mutual exclusivity, and the two can “coexist, intersect, and overlap” (p. 29). That being said, stark differences exist which tend to put them at odds with one another. The public good knowledge regime values knowledge “as a public good to which the citizenry has a claim” (p. 28). This entails a dedication to academic freedom of researchers to further their discipline wherever science might lead them, out of which knowledge is created, later to be turned into practical applications by corporations, with relatively strong separation therebetween. Conversely, the academic capitalism regime values knowledge as a resource which can generate profit. Here, the claims of institutions and corporations overrule those of the public. Privatisation and profit trump the concerns of the public, which is instead expected to indirectly benefit from the economic growth generated through the emerging academic industry, as well as from the products which result from a research mechanism more intensely focused on generating commercial products and services. 

Thus, as explained by the theory of academic capitalism, the capitalistic characterisation of knowledge is as a resource to be controlled, extracted, and profited upon in this new capitalist knowledge regime. Researchers are no longer expected to follow science wherever science might lead them, to value knowledge for the sake of knowledge, or to conduct their research for the lofty but admirable goal of the greater good. Instead, knowledge is commodified to be extracted and packaged by corporations with the ultimate motive of profit. Throughout this thesis, knowledge will be perceived through this framework as something that is on the one hand treated as a profit-generating, commodified resource, and on the other hand as something valued for its own sake, for the greater good. Both the ethics of librarianship and ideology of black open access favours the second of the two, as is discussed in section 4.1.
[bookmark: _Toc231727188]2.3 Porter’s Five Forces model
The Five Forces model was developed by Michael Porter (2008) as a strategic framework for analysing the competitive dynamics of an industry. It is brought up by Björk (2021) in his insightful analysis of academic publishing’s competitiveness, highlighted in section 4.3. This is the context in which the model will primarily serve this thesis, though it benefits the discussions held throughout.

Porter’s framework describes five forces which shape the competitive dynamics of an industry: The rivalry among existing competitors; the threat of new entrants into the industry; the power and influence of the suppliers; the power and influence of the buyers; and the threat of substitutes (meaning a product that performs the same or at least a similar function as that which the industry offers). Porter claims that regardless of how different industries may seem, their underlying drivers of profitability remain the same. If the five forces are strong, profitability for companies will be negatively impacted. If they are weak, profitability is expected to increase. 
Industry structure, as manifested in the strength of the five competitive forces, determines the industry’s long-run profit potential because it determines how the economic value created by the industry is divided – how much is retained by companies in the industry versus bargained away by customers and suppliers, limited by substitutes, or constrained by potential new entrants.
(Porter, 2008, p. 86)
Understanding the five forces and their underlying causes allows companies to not only anticipate competition and profitability but also understand how to influence it. Such insight allows for strategic action, both defensive and offensive, both pre-emptive and as a reaction. Porter lifts the impact digital distribution had on the music industry as an example of an industry change necessitating major strategic adaptation. One of many consequences he brings up is that unauthorised music downloading constitutes an “illegal but potent substitute” (p. 13) in the digital era of music distribution. Replace piracy of music with black open access and the analysis applies much the same. Porters five forces may be used to analyse how to influence the academic publishing industry from the outside looking in, and how that industry might react, an analysis which will be conducted in section 4.3.
[bookmark: _Toc231727189]3. Background
The purpose of this section is to construct the foundation upon which the analysis will be made. Both the background section and the subsequent analytical discussion section are based on the material collected though the rapid scoping review. To analyse the topic of librarianship in relation to black open access, four load-bearing pillars were identified as important topics. A relevant understanding of copyright is naturally of significant consequence for evaluating black open access, as well as the legal limits of library practices such as controlled digital lending, which is practiced in legitimate libraries but has been challenged in court. Also of consequence is an understanding of the academic publishing industry and the problems it has created for libraries. As will be stressed many times throughout this thesis, piracy is a reaction to the failures of the industry, and as such, these failures must be highlighted. Open access is similarly of interest, not only in and of itself, but as a bridge which connects the seemingly distant academic library and shadow library. An industry based on an open access model is desirable for both librarians and ideologically driven pirates. Finally, black open access and its practices need defining and introducing in order to expand on these in the analytical discussion. Each of these sections build upon and contextualise each other, through which a solid foundation to be analysed is constructed.
[bookmark: _r852likd9zj][bookmark: _Toc231727190]3.1 Copyright
Any discussion of librarianship and library practices in relation to black open access requires a consideration of copyright and immaterial rights. The purpose of copyright legislation, most would argue, is not to keep knowledge from the masses. Rather, copyright and intellectual property rights are meant to ensure that the reproduction, distribution, adaptation and translation of the copyright holder’s work is made with respect for the copyright holder’s immaterial rights. Immaterial rights have two components: economic immaterial rights, which protects the copyright holder’s ability to profit of their work; and moral immaterial rights, which protects the copyright holder’s personal and reputational interests such as their claim to authorship and the integrity of their work. When adhering to copyright laws, works are to be distributed within controlled conditions with the right of reproduction and distribution remaining with the copyright holder, though after selling a given manifestation, the right of distribution for that particular manifestation is transferred to the buyer. The book shop, private individual, or library which bought that book now has the right to sell or lend it, which is a simplified explanation of the legal basis on which librarianship rests. Local laws may, of course, apply differently (WIPO, 2016; Broms, 2021).

Copyright legislation is a constant presence in librarians’ practices and ethical considerations thereof. According to the IFLA Code of Ethics for Librarians and other Information Workers, librarians and other information workers “are partners of authors, publishers and other creators of copyright protected works” and must “recognise the intellectual property right of authors and other creators and will seek to ensure that their rights are respected”. Simultaneously, librarians should “negotiate the most favourable terms for access to works” so that “access is not unnecessarily prevented or hindered by the mode of administration of intellectual property laws” and “encourage governments to establish an intellectual property regime that appropriately respects balance between the interests of rightsholders and individuals and the institutions such as libraries which serve them” (IFLA, 2012, p. 3). In short, IFLA argues that librarians must balance responsibilities towards authors, publishers, and readers with regards to copyright, whilst promoting a definition of copyright which is as open and accessible as it can be.

Differentiating between physical and digital manifestations is crucial when discussing copyright and piracy. For physical texts, it can generally be said that reselling is lawful but producing copies is not. Physical book piracy therefore begins at the printing press by creating illegitimate manifestations which completely sidesteps the copyright holder’s economic immaterial rights. Systematic breaches of copyright through physical book lending and selling has a long history, particularly since the invention of the Gutenberg press (Johns, 2010). Even today, physical book piracy can complement legitimate trade when the publishing infrastructure fails to meet readers’ demands (Liang, 2018). That being said, physical book piracy is a relatively limited phenomenon which has an insignificant effect on libraries, and as such, this thesis is not primarily concerned with the topic.

Copyright regarding digital texts, on the other hand, is of big consequence for both library practices and the prevalence of black open access due to the way distribution of digital texts works entirely differently than that of physical books. As the idea of copyright originates in a time where only physical manifestations needed to be considered, it has over time been forced to also apply in a digital era (Renman Claesson, 2012; Johns, 2010). Terminating the right of distribution of a particular physical manifestation when it is sold works because a physical manifestation of a work is a rivalrous resource, harkening back to Suber’s (2012) usage of the term in the introduction of this thesis. It being rivalrous is what ensures the copyright holder’s economic immaterial rights and ability to turn a profit, as demand for a work is profited upon through sales of additionally printed manifestations. In contrast, a digital text is a nonrivalrous resource, as the dissemination of it involves virtually instantaneous creations of copies of it, a simple process which can be rapidly repeated until there exists one copy for each person in the world. For physical books, spread of knowledge requires materials and printing, but for digital texts dissemination is literally as easy as pushing a button. Publishers therefore typically conduct sales of digital texts on the basis of access rather than ownership in order to limit demand, to make knowledge rivalrous again. Digital rights management is typically applied to digital texts which one sells access to, controlling its use and preventing unauthorized distribution and copy.

[bookmark: _3r8hpl3m0mpp][bookmark: _yw9n8nl4n6dl][bookmark: _gxskrub4ze0][bookmark: _z8tr4prx719e][bookmark: _8oy6zrmoajik][bookmark: _oz7bgzfmaint][bookmark: _ft9qj9u467k5][bookmark: _3jwk8n9vzx0x][bookmark: _vjz4yhu6zoyc][bookmark: _p83av071sx6s]This access-economy, which seems a necessity for maintaining profits through selling digital works, is what black open access is a reaction against. This attitude can be exemplified in a common slogan used amongst digital pirates of all sorts: “If buying isn’t owning, then piracy isn’t stealing” (Wyczik, 2025). Under the current implementation of copyright legislation, control over digitised knowledge, even after it is paid for, remains in the hands of the publishers. As for libraries, this impacts our autonomy over how we preserve books, how we lend books, and the efficiency and quality of our services, whilst introducing additional dubious costs (Bergström et al., 2017). Open access attempts to change digital publishing to do away with these issues entirely. Black open access represents a faction not content with waiting for this change to occur. As for libraries, ways to mitigate these issues within the current system is suggested in section 4.2.1 with the LOCKSS project, and section 4.3.2 with the practice of controlled digital lending. For now, a description of the industry itself will follow.
[bookmark: _Toc231727191]3.2 The academic publishing industry
The academic publishing industry is very profitable, to the detriment of libraries and academia. Perhaps the most striking fact about the academic publishing industry is the consistently maintained 30-40% profit margins reported by the largest publishers (Beigel et al., 2025). These profits are largely generated off academic libraries which contribute 68-75% of journal publishing revenues (Larivière, Haustein and Mongeon, 2015). This is, naturally, of big consequence for academic libraries’ ability to satisfy students and researchers’ information needs, as the sum of desired knowledge is impossible to afford, even for the richest university libraries in the world (Sample, 2012). This, in turn, increases the usage of black open access, which is to be understood as a direct response from patrons to the academic publishing industry’s failure to satisfy their information needs. In this section, the market consolidation of the academic publishing industry will be mapped out, followed by a description of the so-called “serials crisis” which came to be as a result of the industry’s excessive profit seeking. Having done this, the analysis will further problematise the industry and discuss black open access as a solution. 

Larivière, Haustein and Mongeon’s (2015) influential study titled “The Oligopoly of Academic Publishers in the Digital Era” shows a considerable consolidation in the academic publishing landscape based on documents indexed in the Web of Science between the years 1973-2013. In the natural and medical sciences, the top five publishers were behind a fifth of papers published in 1973, a third in 1996, before a sharp increase to around half in 2006, where their shares stabilized up until 2013 where a 53% share was recorded. An even more pronounced increase is found in the social sciences and humanities where the top 5 publishers contributed just a tenth of the papers in 1973, a sixth in the mid-90s, before a steady but rapid trend towards 2013 where, again, half of the market, 51%, were in their hands. It should be noted that the top five’s presence varies significantly based on discipline, with for example 70% of psychology and chemistry papers belonging to them, but less than 10% of the arts.

In the same study, Larivière, Haustein and Mongeon (2015) found that the publishers driving the market consolidation are almost exclusively private firms. The top five publishers for both social sciences and humanities as well as natural and medical sciences largely overlap with Reed-Elsevier (now RELX), Wiley-Blackwell, Springer, and Taylor & Francis being present in both sets. The American Chemical Society does take fourth in the natural and medical sciences and is notable as the only scientific society in the company of private firms. It is also the only publisher recording a market share decrease, whilst the private firms doubled, tripled, and even quadrupled their shares. The largest publisher by number of papers published in 2013 was Reed-Elsevier with 24% of the natural and medical sciences and 16% of the social sciences and humanities. In their discussion of the study, Larivière, Haustein and Mongeon attributes the trend towards consolidation at large private firms to two main causes: new journals are being created, and existing journals are being bought up by the big five firms.

More recent studies have shown a change in this trend, owing to a shift in strategy by the big five firms. The big five have more or less maintained a 50-60% of the total market share since that level was reached, even declining somewhat (Eger and Scheufen, 2021). The big five instead increasingly focus on owning the journals which carry the most prestige and symbolic capital in the academic world - an invaluable resource. This revised business model is combined with the development of associated products, tools and applications that make up the infrastructure of academic research and publishing The number of smaller publishers not associated with the big five has increased, but due to perceptions of lower relevance or quality, their impact remains limited in comparison (van Bellen, Larivière and Alperin, 2025). Control of the industry is therefore still being consolidated by the big five private firms, now through controlling the highest performing journals and owning the infrastructure which surrounds them.

The industry’s increasing market consolidation, 30-40% profit margins, and reliance on academic libraries to provide this profit, has resulted in what is called “the serials crisis”, refering to the decade-spanning problem of rising subscription costs for serial academic journals. Prices outpace inflation, and the number of articles increases faster and faster every year, compounding the costs. As a result, academic libraries have long since lost the ability to buy access to the knowledge their users require. Libraries’ ability to selectively purchase journals and articles have also decreased, as publishers instead offer them as part of “big-deal” packages locking libraries into annual contracts costing massive amounts of money. This leaves the library with collections which they have little control over, and contracts they have little bargaining power over. If they pull out, huge portions of their collections are lost, leaving libraries with little choice but to pay up (Aaronson et al., 2012; Suber, 2012; Baldwin, 2023).

The topic of corporate control over the academic publishing market and the weakened position from which libraries are forced to negotiate will be returned to in section 4.3, where black open access will be evaluated as a means of keeping prices in check, and even pushing the industry in the direction of open access. Fittingly, open access is the topic of discussion of the section which now follows.
[bookmark: _ljgjjturiwzf][bookmark: _Toc231727192]3.3 Open access
The purpose of this section is to construct an understanding of open access, both in of itself, and as a bridge which connects librarianship and black open access. Another purpose is as a basis for the discussion in analysis which will highlight how a complete shift towards an open access-based publishing is a desirable outcome for both black open access and librarianship. This section will therefore first describe what open access is and what different forms it has taken. Then, the present landscape and trends of the open access publishing industry will be described, along with a warning that issues of the academic publishing industry have seeped into the business of open access, especially as the very same companies have entered and wrested control over the market.
[bookmark: _lg1q7yg3hwtt]
The most influential definitions of open access come from three early documents: the Budapest Open Access Initiative (BOAI, 2002); the Bethesda Statement on Open Access Publishing (Brown et al., 2003); and the Berlin Declaration on Open Access to Knowledge in the Sciences and Humanities (2003). These share enough similarities that they are often referred to collectively as one (Suber, 2012). This is how the Budapest Open Access Initiative defines open access:
By ‘open access’ to this literature, we mean its free availability on the public internet, permitting any users to read, download, copy, distribute, print, search, or link to the full texts of these articles, crawl them for indexing, pass them as data to software, or use them for any other lawful purpose, without financial, legal, or technical barriers other than those inseparable from gaining access to the internet itself. The only constraint on reproduction and distribution, and the only role for copyright in this domain, should be to give authors control over the integrity of their work and the right to be properly acknowledged and cited. 
(BOAI, 2002)
This definition is still relevant to this day and will serve as the definition of open access used in this thesis. The vision contained in its formulation will be revisited in section 4.1.2, where the ideology of open access will be examined further. Free availability to peer-reviewed papers without barriers to gaining access is the core principle that unites virtually all models of open access publishing. There are, however, nuances when discussing questions of copyright, for example a distinction between “gratis” open access which simply extends the right to read an article and “libre” open access which additionally permits reuse of it without licensing or copyright restrictions (Suber, 2012). Additionally, some articles may be published as delayed open access, meaning they are paywalled for a period of time before truly gaining open access status. Besides these examples, most differences between models of open access are found when examining the different ways to finance, produce, and publish peer-reviewed open access papers. It is also here where most of the complications, nuances, and critiques of the current open access publishing landscape are levied by authors. 

Different kinds of open access have been divided into groups typically named after colours (Piwowar et al., 2018). The most important are green and gold open access, though diamond/platinum open access, a subsection of gold, will also be explained. Another colour is, of course, black open access, which will be handled separately in section 3.4. 

Green open access refers to manuscript self-archival in repositories of different kinds as well as, for example, personal websites. There are many pathways to green open access depending on the publishing agreements and conditions the paper in question is subject to. Some agreements permit an author to freely publish the preprint, or even the postprint, though some agreements put embargo rules on newly published articles. Self-archiving any of the documents described above is considered green open access (Open Access Network, 2025). The website arXiv.org is an example of a popular green open access repository which primarily contains papers related to STEM fields. arXiv.org is a sophisticated operation which assigns Digital Object Identifiers (DOIs) and hosts more than 3 million papers as of 2026 (arXiv.org, 2026).

Gold open access refers to papers published in an open access journal without a paywall limiting access to the article. The revenue stream which replaces the sale of journals of the traditional model is that of the Article Processing Charges (henceforth referred to as APCs). An APC is a sum charged by the publisher to accept an article to be published in a journal without paywalls as open access. Not all open access journals charge APCs, however. Diamond open access (sometimes called platinum open access) operates without APCs and are instead funded through a mix of voluntary work, consortial models, institutional funding, crowdfunding, and/or membership models (Open Access Network, 2025). Most commercial open access publishers do charge APCs as a barrier for publishing, resulting in $2.5 billion being spent on APCs in 2023 (Haustein et al., 2024; Pollock and Staines, 2025). Studies have placed the average cost of a single APC ranging from $1,371 to $2,000 (Butler et al., 2023), however Grossmann and Brembs’ (2021) investigation estimates the far lower price of between $200 and $1,000 per article to be sufficient to sustain a gold open access journal with a 10% profit margin. A majority of surveyed researchers hold the opinion that APCs are far too expensive and that they affect their research negatively (Halevi and Walsh, 2021). Authors have also argued that distributing resources for APCs distracts librarians from working with their fundamental values (Scott, 2018). Additionally, studies show that monetary barriers for publishing favour a privileged demographic of researchers (Olejniczak and Wilson, 2020). In the current publish-or-perish environment researchers find themselves in, they are increasingly incentivised to publish in journals with the highest amount of reach and prestige, but as publishers use these factors as metrics to drive up costs of APCs, academic success seemingly rests on the willingness and ability to pay up (Haustein et al., 2024; Eve, 2015; Larivière, Haustein and Mongeon, 2015).

Today, twenty-odd years after the birth of the open access movement, the transition to open access publishing has only partly occurred, and not in the way originally envisioned. Out of the totality of all academic publishing ever, estimations suggest that only about a third is available without cost, depending highly on the method used in the calculation (Piwowar et al., 2018; Shu and Larivière, 2024). This share is increasing, however, driven by the relatively higher rate of open access amongst articles published each year, at just below 50% (Piwowar et al., 2018; Pollock and Staines, 2024, 2025). This is a number which seems to have plateaued in recent years, at least when accounting for gold and hybrid open access. Publishing consulting firm Delta Think (Pollock and Staines, 2024, 2025) reports that the open access portion of yearly “estimated monetizable article output” has stagnated in the past decade, stuck fluctuating just below 50%, a glass ceiling yet to be broken. While the relative share of new open access remains the same, Delta Think reports that the total amount of yearly output is increasing, meaning that the total amount of new gold and hybrid open access articles is as well.

Much like with legacy publishing, the big trend in terms of the open access publishing landscape is that of market consolidation, particularly amongst the most prestigious and profitable journals. Shu and Larivière (2024) report a deceptively diverse market in 2020 where the top eight open access publishers account for just a third of products. However, Rodrigues, Abadal and de Araújo (2020) reports a high level of market consolidation when considering the 1354 journals with the Directory of Open Access Journals Seal, intended as a marker of high-quality open access publishing. They found that, in 2019, just four publishers (Springer, PLOS, MDPI and Hindawi) owned nearly two thirds of journals with the prestigious seal. Springer had the largest share of journals under its umbrella with more than a third of the titles, largely in thanks to their mergers and acquisitions of BioMed Central, Nature Publishing, etc. The publisher PLOS, on the other hand, controlled merely 7 journals, but these accounted for a massive 20% of articles, 16% alone coming from the journal PLOS ONE. This market conciliation amongst high quality journals is made visible in Shu and Larivière’s (2024) report when it is shown that the 8 publishers responsible for less than a third of products on the market in 2020 accounted for more than two thirds of total revenues. In Shu and Larivière’s calculations, Springer stands out yet again by generating a fifth of total profits through producing less than 7% of open access papers. In other words, the top publishers control the top journals and generate by far the most revenue, resulting in a deceptively consolidated market replicating to that of the non-open access academic publishing industry.

A study conducted by Peppas, Papachristopoulos and Tsakonas (2025) compares the financial performance of open access and legacy publishers given the period 2019-2023 and finds that the largest difference is that of scale. Publishing giant Elsevier’s parent company RELX, which came to be as a merger between Elsevier and Reed International, earned 10.5 billion euros in 2023, compared to the largest fully open access publisher Frontiers which earned 58 million euros, barely 0.5% in comparison to that of RELX. However, study shows that the much smaller open access publishers are certainly capable of punching above their own weight class, regularly demonstrating greater profitability than large ventures. This suggests that the smaller-scale open access business model is viable. Their smaller scales do, however, make them vulnerable to acquisition by the giant legacy publishers which can maintain dominance by leveraging their economic power and investment capacity, their existing journal portfolios and strong brand, as well as existing working relationships and “big deal”-subscriptions. 

In the conclusions of their paper, Peppas, Papachristopoulos and Tsakonas bring up a quote from a 2020 report by the International Council of Science: “Without coordinated international action of this nature by the research community it seems inevitable that scholarly research processes will, over the next few years, become dominated by a small number of large commercial digital platforms” (Gatti, 2020). Without intervention, open access publishing will increasingly resemble the traditional publishing industry, with the same players, the same conciliation, and the same inequalities. When evaluating open access in relation to librarianship it is crucial that we remind ourselves of this reality. Open access is sometimes glorified as the perfect antithesis of the current academic publishing industry, which is an idea which must be problematised. Section 4.1.2 returns to this theme, where the diverse ideology of open access is examined. Now, the next topic at hand is what is often labelled as a subsection of open access, black open access.
[bookmark: _Toc231727193]3.4 Black open access
Finally, this section seeks to create a working understanding of black open access, the core topic of the thesis other than librarianship. As the analytical discussion will provide in-depth examinations of black open access, this section will instead serve as a shorter introduction to the topic. Definitions of terms will be made along with a brief explanation of the most common black open access practices, particularly the shadow libraries Sci-Hub and Library Genesis.

The term “black open access” was first coined by Björk (2017) in a short article expressing the need for a third category-colour of open access beyond green and gold which could include illegal methods, copies and repositories working towards the goals of the open access movement: “I propose to call this black OA. Black as in the classical pirate flag, or in black market!” (p. 173). Björk also notes other attempts to name the phenomenon, such as “rogue” open access or “Robin Hood open access” and it would be remiss not to mention Aaron Swartz (2008) usage of “guerilla open access”. “Shadow libraries” is a term proposed by Liang (2012) to describe the repositories used to store and access illegal copies of texts. In Liang’s words, shadow libraries “exist in the shadows cast by the long history of monumental libraries. While they are often dwarfed by the idea of the library, like the shadows cast by our bodies, sometimes these shadows surge ahead of the body” (p. 3). Taken together, the reasoning behind these terms position black open access as outside of the legality of academic libraries, but in close connection to the mission they intended to achieve.

[bookmark: _Int_d6yTQ6eb]Black open access is often defined by its two biggest projects: Sci-Hub and Library Genesis (often shortened to LibGen). Like most shadow libraries, Library Genesis began as several small-scale personal collections shared between person to person which was consolidated into one big collection made available to the wider public. It grew into a curated archive which over time has amassed more and more documents through additions made by students and researchers with institutional access (Bodó, 2018). Sci-Hub, created by Aleksandra Elbakyan in 2011, is a shadow library which is connected to Library Genesis, but which expands on the service in one key aspect. Elbakyan’s innovation of the document acquisition process utilises university researchers’ credentials for campus intranets. Any search on Sci-Hub’s site first triggers a search in both its own and Library Genesis’ collections, but if this search comes up empty handed, various universities’ credentials are used to dive into their collections, accessing major journal databases. Downloading a copy of a paper accessed through this method automatically uploads it to both Sci-Hub’s and Library Genesis’ collections. Through this method, Sci-Hub offers access to not only its own collection, but to the collections of any university it has access to (Karaganis, 2018). As for the source of the credentials used, Elbakyan has stated that they are donated by willing collaborators, but also that some have been bought. She has stated: “It may be well possible that phished passwords ended up being used at Sci-Hub, […] I did not send any phishing emails to anyone myself. The exact source of the passwords was never personally important to me” (Rosenwald, 2016). The opaqueness around the use of phishing invites additional legal and moral arguments against Sci-Hub, though definite incriminating proof does not exist.

Black open access should be thought of as a Pandora’s box of sorts. Once a document has begun to be shared online, limiting its spread is nearly impossible. Shadow libraries utilise alternative domains and mirrors to secure their own survival as well as openness and mass sharing to secure the collections. Sci-Hub’s collection is built upon the Library Genesis collection, which in turn has been used on numerous other shadow libraries such as Anna’s Archive. Each new repurposing of the collections is an opportunity for innovation, such as Sci-Hub’s innovative acquisition methods and Anna’s Archive’s improvement in terms of bibliographic information and full-text coverage (Walters, 2025). Black open access and the collections made available through shadow libraries are decentralized, evolving, and virtually impossible to delete - a beneficial aspect for the survival and spread of knowledge which section 4.2 will returned to.

Large, organised shadow libraries are not the sole means of black open access, though they are the primary focus of this thesis. Peer-to-peer sharing has in the past been a major contributor of illegal file-sharing of all sorts through services such as Napster. It has also been shown that simply sharing pirated digital products amongst friends and peers on a one-on-one basis may rival the popularity of downloading from pirate websites (Mandel and Süssmuth, 2012). One related example of this is the hashtag #ICanHazPDF, originating on twitter in 2011. Posts using the hashtag along with an article’s title or DOI put the user in contact with a volunteer with access who would personally send over the article via email. This practice is conducted openly on a public forum, even though it entails a breach of copyright law. This blatantness has caused the practice to be described as an act of civil disobedience, though it is unclear whether the illegality of this practice is evident to those who engage in it (Gardner and Gardner, 2015).
[bookmark: _Toc231727194]4. Analytical discussion
The rapid scoping review conducted in this thesis has resulted in three main topics of interest in relation to the research questions: 
1 How does the dynamic between today’s academic publishing, the open access movement, and black open access relate to the librarian’s professional ethics and inform the academic librarians’ practice?
2 How are prominent considerations for the intersection of librarianship and black open access motivated and realised in practice?
Having presented sufficient context throughout the background section, an analytical discussion of the three resulting main topics will now be undertaken, with the goal of answering the research questions. The first topic is the ideological compatibility of the librarian’s professional ethics, the ideology of open access, and the ideology of black open access. This topic will introduce the analysis, where I describe the characteristics of each of the three, their impetus, and defining texts related to them, before their mutual ideological compatibility will be evaluated, both in terms of their goals and methods. The section that follows moves this discussion into the realm of the practical, suggesting methods of black open access as possible means of securing the future of librarianship. In times of crisis, shadow libraries can play a crucial part in ensuring knowledge is preserved and remains uncensored, greatly benefiting the librarian’s mission furthering their core values. For the final topic of the analytical discussion, black open access will be analysed as competition, both in relation to academic libraries, and to the academic publishing industry. If academic libraries desire to outcompete shadow libraries, they must consider the unique service value they can offer through taking control over our collections and enabling library experts to maximise their usefulness. As for the academic publishing industry, black open access will be discussed as a threat to the industry’s profitability. This threat can be neutralised by adopting an open access-based model, a favourable outcome which ought to be considered. 
[bookmark: _mm132yvlzbw2][bookmark: _Toc231727195]4.1 Ideological compatibility
To answer the question of whether librarianship and black open access can be compatible in practice, the topic should first be approached on a more fundamental, ideological level. In turn, this section presents the ideological perspectives of the librarian’s professional ethics as described by Fink (1989), Gorman (2000) and other notable library science authors, the open access movement as initially described in the Budapest/Bethesda/Berlin statements and other proponents since, and the black open access movement as described by activists such as Swartz (2008) and Elbakyan (2015). These three points of views will then be compared against each other, which has the effect of showcasing their common goal if intellectual freedom, but raises issues around legality.
[bookmark: _Toc231727196]4.1.1 The librarian’s professional ethics
In their everyday practice, librarians are constantly met with situations where value-driven considerations and compromises need to be made. Should one allow the enthusiasm of a group of children to trump the quiet which many seek at the library? Should the librarian’s responsibilities include assisting a techno-illiterate person with booking a doctor’s appointment or doing bank-errands? Consider also the problem at the core of this thesis: if a patron has exhausted all reasonable options, does the librarian hint at other, less-than-legal means of satisfying their thirst for knowledge? Straightforward answers to such questions are rarely readily available and often depend on the situation they are found within, which only serves to introduce room for interpretation for the librarian. How do we as librarians consider these decisions and what ethical basis underpins our reasoning? What sets librarians’ value-considerations apart from that of, say, a lawyer, plumber or an engineer? To answer these questions, this section is divided into two parts guided by a distinction Hansson and Wisselgren (2018) makes between the libraries’ codes and values and the librarian’s professional ethics. The libraries’ codes and values have their roots in the institutions which librarians work both with and within, while the librarian’s professional ethics concern the individual librarian’s values which draws partly from the profession itself and the community of librarians and library workers which one interacts with.

The libraries’ codes and values are found on an institutional level in officially drafted documents like national library laws, policy documents, and ethics codes. Take for example the Swedish library act (SFS 2013:801) which serves as a framework law laying out important bearing principles Swedish libraries should defend and promote. Framework laws carry both influence and power, as was discovered in 2023 when a heated debate erupted over a proposed legislation that would require public employers to report undocumented persons. 86% of library members polled by the DIK union (DIK, 2024) considered the proposal a “very bad proposal” as many librarians felt it went against the library act’s principle that “library services should be accessible to everyone” (SFS 2013:801, 2 §). Librarians threatened with civil disobedience should the proposal be made into law and in the end, librarians were exempt from the requirements formulated in the unpopular law, as were many other professions which raised similar opposition. The library and its librarians withstood pressure and the values formulated in the Swedish library act remained protected. Rivano Eckerdal and Carlsson (2022) comments on a similar case where Sweden’s library act provided a base from which to defend democracy, noting: “Thus, in practice, what appear to be rigid, inflexible policy documents are in fact plastic and mouldable. This plasticity allows room for librarians to legitimately promote democracy” (p. 1). The libraries’ codes and values do not necessarily work independently, but through empowering librarians in their actions.

Another example which is more closely relevant to a discussion of black open access is the IFLA Code of Ethics for Librarians and other Information Workers (IFLA, 2012). In this five-page document we find typically vague (though nonetheless important) formulations such as “Librarians and other information workers treat each other with fairness and respect”, but also highly specific formulations of advice on positioning on certain topics. Here, IFLA takes a strong stance in favour of limits on intellectual property laws and promotion of access: 
Librarians and other information workers negotiate the most favourable terms for access to works on behalf of their users and seek to ensure that access is not unnecessarily prevented or hindered by the mode of administration of intellectual property laws and that licenses do not override exceptions for libraries contained in national legislation. Librarians and other information workers encourage governments to establish an intellectual property regime that appropriately respects balance between the interests of rightsholders and individuals and the institutions such as libraries which serve them. 
(IFLA, 2012, p. 3)
A significant portion of the document, including the above quote, is under the heading “Open access and intellectual property”. The language used is direct, strong, and specific, positioning the librarian as both “partners of authors, publishers and other creators of copyright protected works”, and simultaneously as a defender of “the best possible access for library users to information and ideas” (p. 3). The section ends with a reminder that “Librarians and other information workers also advocate that copyright terms should be limited and that information that has fallen in the public domain remains public and free” (p. 3). The standpoint of IFLA is not one of passive neutrality, but of deliberate action in favour of the free spread of knowledge and information, specifically, in favour of open access.

Turning now from the libraries’ codes and values to the librarian’s professional ethics, a thoughtful consideration on the topic is found in Gorman’s (2000) book Our Enduring Values. Thorough a reading of influential authors on library values throughout history Gorman distils their thoughts into a canon of librarian ethics. One of the authors he highlights as especially important is Finks (1989), particularly his idea of a “personal taxonomy of values” (Finks, 1989). Finks makes a distinction between professional values, general values, and personal values. With “professional values” Finks refers to values that originate “in the nature of our vision and are inherent in librarianship and its function in society” (p. 352). He contrasts these with “general values”, “shared by normal, healthy people, whatever their field” (p. 354), and “personal values”, distinguished from general values by “being idiosyncratic to librarians as a group” (p. 354). Through Finks’ framework we may understand the value-basis on which individual librarians make their ethical decisions as a mix of values inherent to the profession as well as personally held values which exists separate from the profession itself but nonetheless draws the librarian to the profession. Our professional moral decisions are made through a conversation between values of the profession and personal beliefs. 

Another author Gorman lifts as influential to our understanding of the librarian’s professional ethics is, naturally, Ranganathan and his five laws of librarianship: “1. Books are for use. 2. Every book its reader. 3. Every reader his book. 4. Save the time of the reader. 5. The library is a growing organism” (Ranganathan, 1963). The first law tells us that, in Gorman’s words, “collections are useful or they are nothing” (Gorman, 2000, p. 19). Librarians are not keepers of knowledge; they are the deliverers. Ranganathan’s second and third law similarly concern an ethical obligation to work towards access, but also democracy of knowledge, and (along with the fourth law) a focus on service. Finally, law 5 is forward-looking both in terms of the collection and services offered. Another additional perspective on what Ranganathan’s five laws mean for librarianship comes from Liang (2018) who adds to Gorman’s analysis that “above all, Ranganathan’s ‘laws’ placed positive obligations on librarians to maximize access at the level of reader services and in the curation of materials” (p. 194). Thus, the librarian’s long-established mission is to connect book with reader, knowledge with knowledge seeker, and to adapt to serve whatever new knowledge needs might arise in its patrons. 

Through his analysis of these and other texts, Gorman arrives at eight “core values” of librarianship which serves as ethical guidelines and goals. These are: Stewardship, Service, Intellectual freedom, Rationalism, Literacy and Learning, Equity of access to recorded knowledge and information, Privacy, and Democracy. The first, Stewardship, concerns our duty as stewards of the human record but also as stewards of our libraries as well as stewards of librarianship itself, all for the benefit of future generations. Service, to individuals, communities, society, and posterity. Intellectual freedom, in that all people should be able to read what they wish to read, with special care paid to the minority opinion and making the library and its programs accessible to all. Rationalism, as in organising library procedures, services and programs in a rational manner based on the scientific method. Literacy and Learning, the library as a centre of literacy teaching and lifelong sustained reading. Equity of access to recorded knowledge and information, through ensuring that all library resources and programs are accessible to all, particularly by helping users deal with technological and monetary barriers to access. Privacy, ensuring confidentiality in records of use and overcoming technological invasions of library use. Finally, Democracy, which we do our part to maintain through facilitating the education of citizens which is so important for a functioning democracy, additionally we apply the democratic process in the management of our libraries. (Gorman, 2000, pp. 26-27)

It is worth noting already that no less than three of Gorman’s core values have positive implications upon questions of black open access. The core value of “intellectual freedom” speaks to arguments against barriers to knowledge and censorship by “maintaining a commitment to the idea that all people in a free society should be able to read and see whatever they wish to read and see”. “Democracy” speaks to this argument as well and highlights the library’s role in “maintaining the values of a democratic society” and “to ensure the educated citizenry that is vital to democracy”. Finally, and arguably most impactful is the value of “equity of access to recorded knowledge and information” where Gorman states the librarian’s goal of “overcoming technological and monetary barriers to access”, the direct goal of black open access (p. 27). 

Fifteen years after Our Enduring Values, Gorman published an updated Our Enduring Values Revisited. Here, the list remains unchanged with the exception of an added ninth value, The Greater Good, which represents “seeking through all our policies and practices to work for the good of all library users and the communities and societies in which they live” (Gorman, 2015, p. 37). When we ask if black open access and the librarian’s professional ethics is compatible, it is useful to use this framing to also ask: Does this union serve “the greater good”?
[bookmark: _Toc231727197]4.1.2 The ideology of open access
Though the open access movement is closely linked to librarianship, this section presents it as wholly separate from the profession. Many similarities exist but are argued from different points of view. The purpose of dividing librarianship and open access into two separate sections rather than to treat them as one tradition is in order to later re-establish those links in relation to black open access in section 4.1.4. The concept of open access was popularized primarily due to two coinciding events around the new millennia: an emerging movement for academic publishing reform due to problems such as the growing serials crisis, as well as the new and seemingly limitless possibilities for information dissemination which the world wide web afforded. Open access is thus best understood both as a reaction to an unsatisfactory system as well as a vision of a better future. 

The future is described optimistically by the Budapest/Bethesda/Berlin statements of 2002 and 2003. Whilst criticizing access barriers to knowledge, they are primarily concerned with painting the picture of a future without them. The primary concern that open access strives towards is free access to high-quality, peer-reviewed journal literature. This is done for the betterment of academia and education as well as the world at large. The Budapest Open Access Initiative states:
Removing access barriers to this literature will accelerate research, enrich education, share the learning of the rich with the poor and the poor with the rich, make this literature as useful as it can be, and lay the foundation for uniting humanity in a common intellectual conversation and quest for knowledge. 
(BOAI, 2002)
The hope for, and goal of transitioning academic literary production to an open access model is to democratise peer-reviewed research to functionally create a world library where all knowledge can be accessed by anyone, anywhere, regardless of their resources or circumstance. 

To this end, we return to Suber (2012), whose description of knowledge as nonrivalrous was highlighted in the introduction. Suber is notable as a co-author of the Budapest Open Access Initiative as well as several other open access initiatives, and has been a vocal, philosophical proponent of the open access movement since. He describes knowledge’s potential to be nonrivalrous so long as there are no arbitrary constraints and barriers put upon it. The digital era allows nonrivalrous knowledge to become a reality, but the structures that we have built up to facilitate the spread of knowledge was not permitting this, as artificial scarcity constitutes an integral part of the traditional academic publishing model.  Therefore, to make knowledge “as useful as it can be” (BOAI, 2002) the open access movement wants to do away with restrictions of knowledge for the betterment of mankind. The disconnect between the hope for the future and frustration with the present makes up the very basis of the open access movement.

[bookmark: _Int_D6kF3gSW]Another way in which Suber (2012) contributes to our understanding of the open access movement’s ideology is by meticulously mapping out the movement’s critique of the academic publishing industry and subsequent wish for reforms to it. He does this by presenting 15 problems to which he argues open access is a direct part of the solution (pp. 29-42). Many of these problems have been discussed above, such as the serials crisis, economic costs which not even the richest of academic libraries can overcome, access barriers creating artificial scarcity, and the fact that public subsidies indirectly finance anticompetitive practices. Other problems brought up by Suber are ones which will be returned to later in the analysis, such as the extremely weak bargaining power of buyers (libraries) due to the “mini-monopoly” inherent to the fact that no other journal publishes the same articles. However, even after this exhaustive, fourteen-page list of grievances, Suber exudes an optimism for the future regardless of the state of the present. “Even if we had no pressing problems to solve, we’d want to take full advantage of the unprecedented power of digital technology to share knowledge and accelerate research.” (p. 43) This is an attitude that is encountered repeatedly in texts arguing for a transition towards open access publishing. The movement may partly be a critique, but its eyes are upon the dawning of the horizon.

That is not to say that the open access movement is a monolithic force. The proponents of open access are as diverse as the different kinds of open access that exist and each is motivated with different and sometimes contradictory intent. Glushko and Shoyama (2015) lift the prevailing opinion of open access as “a self-evident good that is in the public interest” (p. 9) but also go on to analyse and categorize the rationales underpinning this common opinion, especially as it refers to librarians and librarianship. They propose five open access rationales: the “Enlightened Self-Interest Rationale”; “Enlightened Group Interest Rationale”; “Neo-Marxist Rationale”; “Taxpayer Rationale”; and “Social Justice Rationale”. Each has its own proponents and sometimes contradictory goals. Glushko and Shoyama’s “Enlightened Self-Interest Rationale” comes from the academic author’s desire to have their writings spread, read and recognized, with open access being a clear way to maximizing the impact of one’s article. The “Enlightened Group Interest Rationale” similarly centres the spread of knowledge, except now with the broader benefit of one’s field in mind. Authors like Willinsky (2006) argues that “a commitment to the value and quality of research carries with it a responsibility to extend the circulation of such work as far as possible and ideally to all who are interested in it and all who might profit by it” (p. xii). Free, equal and efficient access to knowledge benefits academia. The third rationale is “Neo-Marxist Rationale” which is a critique of the unjust power-relation in academic publishing between the labour which produces and the ownership which distributes papers. This rationale argues that researchers should seize the means of production for themselves out of the hands of the oligopolistic companies. The “Taxpayer Rationale” takes issue with the fact that the production of academic research is subsidized by governments through research grants on one end and through buying back the result of said research for publicly funded libraries. This causes the taxpayer to pay for the same research twice, even thrice if you consider the publicly funded universities which create the environment in which knowledge can be built (Kingsley, 2014). Finally, the “Social Justice Rationale” is the argument that privileged institutions have an obligation to share their knowledge with those less privileged. Hoarding knowledge is seen as immoral and an injustice, especially when done for the purpose of forcing the less privileged to purchase access at whatever price is demanded.

Glushko and Shoyama’s five rationales come from vastly different point of views, like the individualism of the “Enlightened Self-Interest Rationale” and the (obviously) Marxist “Neo-Marxist Rationale”, and this multitude of viewpoints has some implications when it comes to the many different implementation of open access which has emerged. Glushko and Shoyama highlights gold open access as one such case as it “serve the goals of enlightened self-interest, but when you see that the majority of the money spent on fees under that system of open access goes to the largest commercial publishers, it becomes apparent that it does less to serve the Neo-Marxist or Taxpayer Rationales” (p. 10). When discussing the ideology of open access, it is important to remember that many different players in the equation benefit from and wish for the implementation of open access, however these players might not have the same motivations or goals in mind. Glushko and Shoyama stress that “as an ecosystem, open access has room for a great degree of diversity: complementary, and even contradictory, goals can exist alongside one another so long as there is a balance between the various approaches and rationales and none of them come to completely dominate the landscape.” (p. 10) The many ways in which open access manifests are diverse, as are the rationales behind them, and this needs to be navigated when envisioning the future of open access, especially as it relates to librarianship.
[bookmark: _Toc231727198]4.1.3 The activists and ideology behind black open access
Just as open access is a reaction to an academic publishing industry which fails to serve readers and researchers, so is black open access a reaction to both the failing industry and the state of open access today. The academic publishing industry has many problems that impacts researchers, libraries, and readers negatively. Open access seeks to redirect the ambition of publishing from profit to serving knowledge seekers. That goal is yet to be met and the prophesised transition to open access is stalling. When describing todays publishing ecosystem Karaganis (2018) writes: 
As evolving closed, open, and informal models shape the landscape for research and instructional materials, the borders between them have become complex—crisscrossed by different pricing models, definitions of openness, institutional cultures, varied and often poorly defined flexibilities in copyright law, and a wide array of tolerated, assumed, and asserted uses. The result is a hodgepodge system that routinely fails to meet the demand of the hundreds of millions of students and researchers who need it and—at the same time—provides the best system yet for channeling the expanding wealth of human knowledge to the rapidly growing number of new knowledge seekers. 
(Karaganis, 2018, p. 6) 
Karaganis explains further that “the slow, uneven pace of these developments provides a context for impatient projects like Sci-Hub and the ‘guerilla open access’ efforts of activists like Aaron Swartz” (p. 6). In the same vein Kjellström (2025a) describes how “rather than just making academic publishing available, Open Access has reinforced existing power structures while adding new forms of academic exploitation” which leads him to examine “how Black Open Access functions as a pirate-driven solution to academic publishing inequities” (pp. 3-4). In short, open access grew out of a frustration with the state of the industry, and black open access grew out of frustrations with the state of the industry and the subsequent state of open access. This is the context through which we can examine the ideology underpinning the movement.

The black open access movement’s ideology becomes clearer when looking at the writings of activists and librarians behind the scenes. Mostly, these are an unforthcoming bunch, owing to the legal troubles they risk through their activism. When researchers on the subject such as Kjellström (2025a) attempt to get in touch with the persons behind the Z-library project many questions result in few answers. “Unfortunately, our project team is not interested in any interviews, so the answers to your questions are so cut and dry. We want to stay in the shadows :) Hope for your understanding!” (Kjellström, 2025a, p. iii). Most of Kjellström’s questions are answered with a short “Unfortunately, we cannot disclose this information” (p. iii), however, when asked what the motivations behind starting the Z-library project, the answer reads: “Reveal the potential of information technology in relation to paper publications and eliminate injustices in the accessibility of scientific knowledge.” (p. iii) Cut and dry indeed but nonetheless illuminating.

A much more outspoken activist is the one Karaganis highlights above, the late Aaron Swartz. A prolific entrepreneur, writer, political organiser, and hacktivist, Swartz notably worked on the development of Creative Commons licences as well as the Internet Archive’s Open Library, both important in the development and furthering of open access. His most famous piece is his “Guerilla Open Access Manifesto” (2008) where Swartz presents his arguments for widescale downloading of academic texts for the purpose of spreading them through shadow libraries. He describes the collective academic knowledge as being under lock and key, only accessible by a privileged few: 
Those with access to these resources - students, librarians, scientists – you have been given a privilege. You get to feed at this banquet of knowledge while the rest of the world is locked out. […] We need to take information, wherever it is stored, make our copies and share them with the world. 
(Swartz, 2008) 
Swartz also takes issue with the term “piracy” in the text and questions the moral equivalency between black open access and plundering and murdering. He instead makes a moral case for black open access, arguing that “there is no justice in following unjust laws. It's time to come into the light and, in the grand tradition of civil disobedience, declare our opposition to this private theft of public culture” (Swartz, 2008). The narrative Swartz presents is one where you cannot steal what is already stolen whilst proclaiming black open access to be an act of civil disobedience. Swartz was not just an ideologue but put his beliefs into action. Being caught hiding a laptop in a closet at MIT and setting it to automatically download 70GB of academic journals from JSTOR, Swartz faced a maximum penalty of $1 million in fines and 35 years in prison under the American Computer Fraud and Abuse Act. Facing these charges, in 2013, Swartz took his own life.

Another notable statement on black open access is the 2015 “In solidarity with Library Genesis and Sci-Hub”, signed by a large number of academics and activists and spread further by others (Barok et al., 2015). This document was written as a response to a copyright infringement lawsuit filed by Elsevier against LibGen and Sci-Hub, as well as a wider critique of the raging serials crisis. It functions as a plea for a different way of doing things, to reject a broken system, and to prioritize reading and learning over profit and knowledge-hoarding:
We have the means and methods to make knowledge accessible to everyone, with no economic barrier to access and at a much lower cost to society. But closed access’s monopoly over academic publishing, its spectacular profits and its central role in the allocation of academic prestige trump the public interest. Commercial publishers effectively impede open access, criminalize us, prosecute our heroes and heroines, and destroy our libraries, again and again. 
(Barok et al., 2015)
[bookmark: _Int_ASViVkx1]The statement argues for the indispensability of shadow libraries and black open access and goes on to describe both their very existence and the usage of them as an act of civil disobedience. To make their point, the authors cite Swartz (2008) “Guerilla Open Access Manifesto” along newspapers reporting on the serials crisis, as well as the then recent study by Larivière, Haustein and Mongeon (2015) which reported Elsevier’s 37% profit margin. 

The founder of Sci-Hub, Alexandra Elbakyan, responded herself to the Elsevier lawsuit with a letter clarifying her reasons behind Sci-Hub’s existence (Elbakyan, 2015). In this letter, she describes her own experience as a student at a Kazakhstan university, trying and failing to gain access to all the research papers she needed through reasonably affordable means. This led her to pirate said papers and later finding online communities dedicated to obtaining and spreading papers on an individual paper-basis, a common story for students at underfunded universities (Karaganis, 2018, p. 1). Being quite adept at finding papers, Elbakyan eventually set up Sci-Hub to automate the process of requesting and distributing papers. Sci-Hub thus arose as a direct response to the issue of access and pricing, attempting to give equal access to academic articles. Elsewhere, Elbakyan has stated plainly that her goal with Sci-Hub is to help humans share good ideas, adding that “Journal paywalls are an example of something that works in the reverse direction making communication less open and efficient” (Bohannon, 2016, p. 511). Elbakyan ends her letter to Elsevier by claiming that Sci-Hub “never received any complaints from authors or researchers, only Elsevier is complaining about free distribution of knowledge on sci-hub.org website” (Elbakyan, 2015, p. 2).

In summary, activists repeatedly stress the failure of the current systems to address issues of economic injustices and access to knowledge as the main reasons motivating black open access. The academic publishing industry is cast as the villain in this equation and their business model is likened to “private theft of public culture” (Swartz, 2008). As a student, researcher, or general knowledge seeker, utilising black open access is thought of as either a pure necessity to complete one’s studies or a deliberate participation in an act of civil disobedience. Either way, black open access and the ideology behind it is to be understood as a reaction to a broken system.
[bookmark: _Toc231727199]4.1.4 A common goal through differing means
Above, the ideological underpinnings of the librarian’s professional ethics, open access movement, and black open access movement have been laid out. To begin evaluating their ideological compatibility, it should first be noted that their stated goals are nearly identical. Gorman’s (2000) core values include “maintaining a commitment to the idea that all people in a free society should be able to read and see whatever they wish to read and see” as well as “overcoming technological and monetary barriers to access” (p. 27). The Budapest open access initiative’s stated goal is similarly to “remove access barriers” to “make this literature as useful as it can be, and lay the foundation for uniting humanity in a common intellectual conversation and quest for knowledge” (BOAI, 2002). The goal of black open access activists is also “to make knowledge accessible to everyone, with no economic barrier to access” (Barok et al., 2015). The similarities in these formulations are striking. Further, Gorman’s (2015) ninth core value of “the greater good”, which entails “[working] for the good of all library users and the communities and societies in which they live” (p. 37), uses the same language as Glushko and Shoyama (2015) in their description of open access as “a self-evident good that is in the public interest” (p. 9) which is further echoed by black open access’ very assertion that the cause is more important than legality. In essence, the common goal of the librarian’s professional ethics, the open access movement, and black open access is: Free and accessible knowledge, benefiting everyone equally, without economic barriers to access, for the greater good. As representatives from each of these faction work towards this goal, all benefit.

Differences, however, are found when examining the methods used to achieve this commonly held goal. Firstly, there exists a few clashes between librarianship and open access which are worth discussing in brief. In Glushko and Shoyama’s (2015) article describing different open access rationales, they round off the discussion by urging librarians to consider these varied rationales when weighing different open access initiatives. Which of their five rationales are most important to our patrons and the mission of librarians? Which forms of open access most closely align with the librarian’s professional ethics? Willinsky and Rusk (2019) continue this discussion by categorising models of open access into two forms: either a commercial model captured by the same old conglomerate publishers seeking profit through market domination and APCs (article processing charges); or alternatively non-profit initiatives supported by research institutions. Not surprising, given their categorisation of these two alternatives, they argue in favour of the second, in line with open access activists and proponents’ arguments. However, as has been explained in the background section, the threat of a commercial, corporate-captured open access publishing is very real, which shapes the practices and modes of operation which open access is done through (Gatti, 2020). Nonetheless, open access and librarianship is closely aligned in terms of both goals and methods, with a few asterisks. 

[bookmark: _Int_6EbIbEfC]When adding black open access to the equation, the biggest challenge to compatibility is the illegality of its methods. Frustrated with the slow transition to open access, activists seek solutions outside of legality, and thus, any ideological compatibility must deal with the question of whether breaking the law to achieve goals is acceptable. Consulting the IFLA Code of Ethics for Librarians and other Information Workers (IFLA, 2012) only results in language describing laws as something which librarians should make sure does not infringe on our ability to do the best work we can do, particularly copyright laws. Similarly, when Fink (1989) describes the basis on which the librarian’s professional decisions are made, he does not raise the questions of legality (or even of policy). Instead, Fink states: “The values of librarianship exist only in the minds and (dare I say it?) the hearts of individual librarians” (p. 356). The closest Fink’s discussion gets to questions of legality is when he speaks of the librarian’s “responsibility for the destiny of the library as an institution” (p. 352), a phrasing which Gorman (2000) understands as valuing the respect and support of our communities and strengthening the mutuality of the interests of librarians and the wider community. Thus, any intersection between black open access and librarianship should be made with awareness of the position held by the community which the library serves, lest it should lose its trust and regard. Amongst other authors, few directly tackle the question of whether furthering the goals of librarianship through illegal methods is moral. A few examples are brought up in section 1.3, but it is hard to argue that these represent a wider ideological agreement or disagreement. Donabedian and Carey (2011) can act as a stand-in for the totality of the authorship when they note that pirates do what librarians “can't or won’t”, without discussing whether or not they should. 

I propose that this ambiguity stems from the fact that librarians at large, as highlighted by Kjellström (2019), have a generally negative view of the academic publishing industry and sympathise with the reasoning behind the black open access movement. Simultaneously, the librarian’s professional ethics as seen through Gorman’s (2000) core values are highly comparable to the values of black open access. The core values of “intellectual freedom”, “democracy”, and, of course, “equity of access to recorded knowledge and information” may be directly tied to the goals of black open access. Piracy and shadow libraries carry with them a certain degree of stigma, and discussions of them are taboo. Through the lens of Fink’s (1989) “personal taxonomy of values”, where librarians’ ethical decisions based on a mix of values inherent to the profession as well as personally held values, black open access’ relation to librarianship may be understood simply as an ethical evaluation made by each librarian based on their understanding of the profession in combination with their individual moral compass. For many, though not all, that evaluation is favourable.

In this section, I have divided the question of ideological compatibility in terms of goals and in terms of means to reach those goals. A high compatibility has been shown in terms of the goals they seek to achieve, primarily Gorman’s core values of Intellectual freedom and Equity of access to recorded knowledge and information. Concerning the methods in the pursuit of this goal, explicit incompatibility is rare, as guiding documents on the ethics of librarianship discuss librarians’ obligations towards milder implementation of copyright legislation rather than any obligations to police the law. Further, authors stress the weight of individual and communal judgement when making ethical, value-based decisions in the library. It is therefore my analysis that, just as black open access is a more radical form of open access, so can black open access be likened to a librarian striving especially zealously to promote the core values of the profession, and in so doing, moving beyond legality. Perspectives among library professionals differ, as authors such as Pryor-Darnell, Andersen, and Rowling (2019) argue that “collective copyright disobedience by LIS professionals is not only justified, but necessary” (p. 159), while authors such as Hoy (2017) argue that breaking the law is crossing a line in the sand. The question of ideological compatibility can be argued to a certain point, but ultimately, the practical application is highly individual and it is up to each librarian to consider for themselves and apply to the unique context they find themselves in when such questions are brought up. Though, in such situations, an understanding of ideological compatibility helps inform their decision. 
[bookmark: _Toc231727200]4.2 Lost, banned, censored
Having discussed the ideological compatibility between the librarian’s professional ethics, open access, and black open access, this next section seeks to build practical understanding of Gorman’s core values of librarianship in relation to black open access as a means of ensuring the continued spread of information and knowledge. In particular, the core values of stewardship, intellectual freedom, democracy, and equity of access to recorded knowledge and information will be regarded in relation to practically applicable examples. Consider the first of Gorman’s core values, stewardship, which includes our duty towards “the preservation of the human record to ensure that future generations know what we know” (Gorman, 2000, p. 58). Two aspects of the human record are under persistent threat of being lost: knowledge lost to time if not preserved; and knowledge lost to censure if not safeguarded. Censure, in turn, has obvious implications for the core values of intellectual freedom and democracy. The following section highlights examples where knowledge under threat of being lost, banned, and censored have been safeguarded through methods of black open access. In so doing, we evaluate the feasibility of methods of black open access being utilised in, or adapted to, the service of our core values of librarianship, particularly in times when we must fight to secure our ability to fulfil our duties. Black open access is to be viewed as both a knowledge-preserving force in and of itself, and as a collection of methods which the librarian can adopt and adapt to suit their mission. Below, black open access will first be evaluated as a safeguard against the passive loss of knowledge due to neglect and the passage of time. The remainder of the section is concerned with two examples of it as a safeguard against the more active threat of censorship and bans, first in the academic library and then a wider journalistic sense. The result shows black open access as maintaining the survival and spread of knowledge against both passive and malign forces in the world, in service of the core values of librarianship. This is especially the case when traditional structures find themselves in times of crisis, in which case shadow libraries may replace them completely, continuing to further the goals of librarianship.
[bookmark: _Toc231727201]4.2.1 Piracy and LOCKSS (Lots of Copies Keep Stuff Safe)
Documents, texts, and knowledge do not endure on their own, and some mediums are especially vulnerable to the passage of time. One example is the estimated 75% of all silent films presumed to be permanently lost media due to the deterioration of the unstable nitrate film stock and lack of interest from studios who saw little value in archiving and preserving films after its run in theatres were over (Pierce, 2013). Today, we understand the value of these lost masterpieces, yet a similar threat of erasure faces digital and internet-based media. When a company which owns, controls, and maintains a digital resource no longer perceives its value, it can often be lost forever. Physical books and journals survive for centuries, but as physical copies cease to be produced, and access to digital versions are done through licenses rather than direct ownership, the permanence of libraries’ digital collections is threatened. What happens if a publisher’s systems go down, or if the company goes out of business altogether? How do we secure the survival of digital texts and media? 

In response to the threat of journal death, a collaboration with Stanford University birthed the Lots of Copies Keep Stuff Safe (LOCKSS) project. With the permission of publishers, the LOCKSS system lets a library collect, preserve, and spread access to copies of texts it has acquired through subscription. The system requires verification of access permissions from its users and does not allow file sharing, securing the publisher’s continued ability to monetize the product. Built into the system is the ability for libraries to restore a damaged document from the collection of other libraries. Thus, permanent access to a library’s collection is secured. Lots of copies do indeed keep stuff safe. However, the project requires the collaboration of publishers and suffers from scalability issues. These are issues which are absent with black open access. The topic of adopting methods akin to black open access to gain control over our collections will return in section 4.3.2 in a discussion about controlled digital lending.

As Kjellström (2025b) points out, Lots of Copies Keep Stuff Safe (LOCKSS) as a system to safeguard access to collections is very similar to the strategies which black open access has long employed at a much larger scale. Shadow libraries have many simultaneous domains and enable widespread copying and downloading to ensure not only their own survival, but that of their collections. The diversification of shadow libraries’ domains and extreme degree of openness ensure the continued existence of digital media in all forms and protect them from the worst-case scenario of becoming lost media. Having many copies ensure the survival of texts, regardless of the legality of those copies. As Snickars (2010) notes, preservation of information in archives and libraries since the Middle Ages has been concerned with storing it safely in one singular location, often under lock and key. Black open access completely flips this principle on its head by storing information openly, everywhere possible. LOCKSS is a very effective method for knowledge preservation, but until libraries gets their hands on a text, they remain constrained by the limitations dictated by publishers. Black open access is unrestricted and completely open, ensuring the survival of texts entirely on the terms of those who wish to preserve them. 

History is littered with examples where law-ambivalent practices have preserved fleeting forms of media. For example, the 1922 film Nosferatu was found in breach of copyright law and faced court mandated destruction yet rose from the dead decades later to become a cult classic (Banks, 2024). Private VHS tapings preserved many presumably lost TV broadcasts, and many more pieces of media survive through individual acts of copying, both through technically legal means and through piracy and bootlegging. Recently, the rock band Pink Floyd officially released a bootleg recording of their 1975 Wish You Were Here tour, a tour which they had failed to record. The recording was purchased from a bootlegger who had hidden a tape recorder in a fake wheelchair and microphone in his hat, something he did hundreds of times, preserving live performances for future generations (Arborelius, 2026). Pirates are, unsurprisingly, seldom appreciated by the industry of their time, but historians certainly value them. As librarians, we need not position ourselves for or against the above-described phenomenon, as it will continue to happen regardless. However, there are good reasons for us to appreciate and even utilise a black market of information and media in a potential future where we must fight to secure the librarian’s ability to work for our core values, as will be discussed below. 
[bookmark: _Toc231727202]4.2.2 Using Sci-Hub to counter research blackouts.
Today, no library in the world has the funds necessary to acquire all the world’s research. Not even the richest academic institutions akin to Harvard University can completely quench the thirst of knowledge amongst its students and researchers (Sample, 2012). Some libraries come closer to achieving this goal than others, some do not come close at all, and some fail to such a degree that black open access establishes itself as the norm out of pure necessity. An article by Bohannon (2016) reveals data obtained from Sci-Hub’s founder Alexandra Elbakyan showing 28 million download requests world-wide over a 6-month period. The leading country in terms of use of the website is Iran with 2.6 million download requests in that period, a tenth of global requests. When factoring in similar local sites hosting Sci-Hub’s collections, Elbakyan estimates the true number to be five to six times higher. Second place in terms of use goes to China, with a close 2.3 million, and third to India, with 1.9 million. How is it that Iran, with nearly one twentieth of the population of either China or India, significantly outpaces them in Sci-Hub downloads? 

The answer lies in Iran’s relationship with the USA, or rather, USA’s relationship with Iran. The global knowledge sharing on which modern science is built upon makes it vulnerable to political sanctions, and the USA is particularly inclined to use their soft power at the world stage to have sanctions imposed by members of multinational organisations such as the UN and EU on countries targeted by the USA. The consequences American sanctions have had for Iranian academia are felt both through the impact a weaker economy has on academic funding, and through the decline in international research collaboration (Kokabisaghi et al., 2019). Additionally, the sanctions lead journals and publishers to reject Iranian authors or entities. Elsevier, for example, controls about a quarter of the natural and medical sciences papers and a sixth of the social sciences and humanities papers (Larivière, Haustein and Mongeon, 2015) and is prohibited from providing services such as peer reviews to authors associated with the Iranian government (Elsevier, 2026). Iranians who are able to jump through these hoops in order to publish must often turn to less prestigious and less impactful journals and avenues of publishing. Most damaging to Iranians’ ability to conduct academic research, however, is the economic sanctions put upon financial transactions with Iranian institutions, including universities and libraries, making it effectively impossible to pay for journal subscriptions. 

When Iran’s academic libraries are unable to secure access to academic research through their institutions so severely limited by sanctions, it is then no wonder that researchers and students turn to black open access. Bohannon’s (2016) article provides testimony from an Iranian researcher faced with the choice to either quit his PhD or illegally obtain articles, deciding on the latter. Bohannon also secures a response to the data from an anonymous science publishing executive, who states: “The numbers are just staggering. It suggests an almost complete failure to provide a path of access for these researchers.” (p. 508) Researchers and students have information needs that exist no matter the circumstances they find themselves in, and when those needs can only be fulfilled through illegal means, that is exactly what tends to happen. In times of crisis, black open access and shadow libraries ensure that knowledge remains available and accessible, even when legal avenues are closed. 

The above text was originally written in the early spring of 2026, but as of writing in May of the same year, hostilities between Iran and the USA have once again escalated, with the Iranian Red Crescent Society (2026) reporting that amongst other targets 32 universities have been struck by the USA and its allies. Simultaneously, the Trump administration is in conflict with its own universities, Harvard in particular, slashing funding when demands of changes to education content are not enforced (Tollefson, 2025). Meanwhile, in Europe, tariffs and economic pressure have been leveraged by the Trump administration, and the sovereignty of Greenland has been threatened. In these turbulent times, there is reason to appreciate shadow libraries’ mitigating effect on foreign aggression and sanctions by world powers. In a world which seems increasingly hostile towards academia, shadow libraries quietly ensure knowledge is still able to be spread across political borders. 
[bookmark: _Toc231727203]4.2.3 The Uncensored Library
Black open access aims to facilitate free spread and access to knowledge even if that means circumventing laws. The illegality of black open access is most often thought of as deriving from the act of circumventing copyright laws, but as this section will highlight, black open access can also be considered as such when in breach of laws which have the effect of suppressing the freedoms of the press and expression, often explicitly so. One example of where methods of black open access have been used to further Gorman’s (2000) core values of Intellectual Freedom and Democracy is in the case of The Uncensored Library, a project in the video game Minecraft released in March of 2020 by Reporters Without Borders. The Minecraft map, which is both hosted on a server and openly downloadable, is made up of a virtual library dedicated to showcasing forbidden articles written by journalists which have been persecuted for their work. The game lends itself well to the project as it includes an in-game mechanic to write and place “books” in a map world which can then be hosted on live multiplayer servers or copied and distributed online. Using Minecraft (or any other such medium) as a platform for information sharing makes censorship very difficult to enforce as even if access to a server is prohibited, the map and its contents can with ease be shared as downloadable files in which the forbidden literature is not readily apparent (Cavalcanti et al., 2022). In fact, there exist far more sophisticated so-called “steganography schemes” which use online games as “tunnels” to conceal coded information as precise in-game movement which can be decoded using the right tools (Tusing et al., 2025). The strength of using online gaming to circumvent censorship lies in the fact that these games are often permitted in censorship-heavy countries and banning or restricting content in well-established games risks significant collateral damage in the form of financial losses and citizen unrest (Haldane, 2021). 

Naturally, The Uncensored Library has implications for practical librarianship, despite certain shortcomings as a functioning virtual library. The curation of books is fascinating, but severely limited, and there is no easy way to search amongst the contents nor to utilise hyperlinks or download individual texts other than by downloading the entire world map. However, The Uncensored Library lends itself well to educational purposes due to its playful medium together with the impressive physical scale of the 12.5 million blocks making up the library. Additionally, Cavalcanti et al. (2022) argue for the potential of The Uncensored Library and other initiatives of its kind to counter suppression of the press in countries with closed political regimes. When the practical work of librarians to work towards our core values is hindered by unjust and oppressive laws, a bit of creativity can go a long way.

To cap off the wider chapter on lost, banned, and censored media, a reflection on the three examples brought up is in order. I have shown that black open access ought to be viewed as both a knowledge-preserving force in and of itself and a collection of methods which the librarian can adopt and adapt to suit their mission. The principle of Lots of Copies Keep Stuff Safe (LOCKSS) is utilised by libraries much in the way shadow libraries use illegal copying to ensure the survival of collections. It was suggested that libraries may either directly adopt such methods or passively benefit from shadow libraries’ usage of them. Similarly, shadow libraries will always be in use by students, with or without the intervention of academic libraries. However, as has been shown above, the situation in Iran highlights shadow libraries’ crucial role in allowing academic production to continue when traditional information dissemination fails. Likewise, The Uncensored Library highlights black open access’ ability for citizens of authoritarian states to continue accessing forbidden knowledge and information. In summary, black open access may warrant limited consideration so long as the sea remains calm, but when times of crisis arrive, librarians have reason to appreciate its existence. Should we desire to work more proactively, we may learn from the methods of black open access and adapt them to our own practices to preserve our ability to further work in accordance with our core values.
[bookmark: _Toc230948297][bookmark: _Toc231727204]4.3 Black open access as competition
For this final section of the analysis, black open access will be viewed through the lens of competition. Firstly, black open access will be treated as a competition to academic libraries in terms of consumer logic. Sections 4.3.1 and 4.3.2 treat shadow libraries as an alternative to academic libraries which we must outcompete in order to ensure we remain our patrons’ first and best choice. Section 4.3.1 presents black open access as a service problem for academic libraries which can be solved through offering additional and unique service value. Section 4.3.2 proposes that such service value can be generated through adopting the method of controlled digital lending, which would allow control over our collections to fall in the hands of expert librarians, maximising the usefulness and attractiveness of our collections to our patrons. Then, moving from consumer logic to market logic, an analysis will be made of black open access as a competition to the academic publishing industry. Section 4.3.3 applies Porter’s Five Forces model on the industry to showcase why publishers wield such power over both researchers and libraries alike. However, it will be brought up how previous application of the model has undervalued black open access as a substitute to publishing which helps keep prices down, and publishers’ power in check. Section 4.3.4 continues this discussion, using Porter’s framework to theorise how mass use of black open access and shadow libraries might pressure the industry to adopt an open access-based business model. Thus, somewhat paradoxically, I will first argue that academic libraries should work to create the conditions under which we can outcompete shadow libraries, and then examine what the opposite would entail, namely, that increased usage of black open access might benefit libraries, researchers, and students in the long run.
[bookmark: _Toc230948298][bookmark: _Toc231727205]4.3.1 Black open access as a service problem
Previously, the academic publishing industry’s exorbitant prices has been identified as the big motivator behind black open access, but focusing on this factor alone blinds us to other factors which informs the consumer logic of our patrons. One complementing perspective on why consumers turn towards piracy is found in an interview with Gabe Newell, co-founder and president of video game company Valve. Often, piracy of video games has been thought to be a problem of price; a potential customer who is not willing to pay the price for a product will pirate it instead. Newell pushes back on this idea in a 2011 interview where he urges us to consider piracy as “a service problem”, not a pricing problem: 
In general, we think there is a fundamental misconception about piracy. Piracy is almost always a service problem and not a pricing problem. If a pirate offers a product anywhere in the world, 24 x 7, purchasable from the convenience of your personal computer, and the legal provider says the product is region-locked, will come to your country 3 months after the US release, and can only be purchased at a brick and mortar store, then the pirate’s service is more valuable. Our goal is to create greater service value than pirates, and this has been successful enough for us that piracy is basically a non-issue for our company. For example, prior to entering the Russian market, we were told that Russia was a waste of time because everyone would pirate our products. Russia is now about to become our largest market in Europe. 
(Newell as cited by Tito, 2011)
The case of Russian game piracy brought up by Newell relates both to information seekers’ consumer logic in a broad sense, but particularly to the discussion held in section 4.2.2 on the research blackout in Iran, as both show piracy as a regional reaction to an inadequate system of information distribution. Russia is a region that has long been seen as particularly prone towards software piracy, which has caused some companies not to bother with localizing games to the market. Consumers are then left without a legal path to consumption, which inevitably spikes piracy use, causing the naming of Russia as a piracy-prone region to become a self-fulfilling prophecy. To combat the problem of game piracy, Newell states that Valve simply aims to “create a greater service value than pirates” through the company’s game distribution services. This is no revolutionary statement, and echoes the language used by Porter (2008) concerning his Five Forces model, wherein he states: “To limit the threat of substitutes, offer better value through wider product accessibility” (p. 15). As the primary service value which pirates offer consumers is immediate access with no cost, Valve prioritizes matching piracy’s alluring the ease of access. Then, additional value worth paying for is created by offering services such as online matchmaking, achievement tracking, cloud storage, integrated modding community workshop, etc. The allure of piracy is thus weakened, as it would involve missing out on the unique features which Valve’s services offer. Newell treats piracy as a competition to beat amongst consumers’ priorities rather than an inevitable problem to which the only solution is a whack-a-mole style anti-piracy system. This view of consumer logic and service value can be directly applied to academic libraries’ ability to outcompete shadow libraries.

Centring service value rather than pricing gives us better insight to why patrons may seek out shadow libraries rather than academic libraries, as costs play no role in such decisions. To that end, Sjögren Alpha’s (2023) master’s thesis investigates attitudes among students at Lund University towards black open access of academic material. His results stresses information needs as a primary motivator for piracy of academic papers. He finds that students generally view illegal downloading of academic material positively if their information needs are not adequately met through legal means. Students view black open access positively when their information needs are infringed upon by a lack of access to the material or when access is simply too expensive. Reasons of pure convenience, such as if illegal access is faster, receives low favourability. This suggests that, at least in this particular academic context, students value intellectual property rights higher than pure convenience, but lower than the desire to satisfy their information needs. Sjögren Alpha’s study shows that furthering their education is students’ highest priority, and black open access is a means to that end, but students will reach that end through legal avenues if they judge that they are reasonably able to do so. Black open access is a reaction to an inadequate system of knowledge distribution, has been repeatedly reiterated in this thesis, and to retain our patrons, we must ensure not only access, but ease of access, whilst seeking to provide additional service value. Unfortunately, the digital collections which academic libraries may obtain are often limited by the formats and packaging in which publishers choose to make them available. Libraries often simply lack sufficient control over our digital collections, how available they are, and how we choose to utilise them. The section which follows highlights Controlled Digital Lending as one possible method for libraries to solve these issues, allowing unique service value to be created by placing digital collections under the direct control of expert librarians, thus enabling their unique competences.
[bookmark: _Toc230948300][bookmark: _Toc231727206]4.3.2 Controlled digital lending 
Controlled digital lending (often referred to simply as CDL) refers to a practice where libraries supercharge the accessibility of their physical books by creating and lending one digital copy per manifestation in their possession with a one-to-one ratio of digital loans being available per physical copy in the library. So long as the digital copy is lent out, the physical copy is made unavailable, and vice versa (IFLA, 2021). As such, this practice is situated in a grey zone between differences in copyright laws concerning physical and digital copying and lending (discussed in brief in section 3.1). Controlled digital lending, proponents argue, works to maintain the scarcity of the original physical manifestations, thus protecting the intellectual property rights of the copyright holder, as it ensures that lending additional digital copies requires acquiring a new physical manifestation. Digital rights management is applied to the digital copy, controlling use and preventing unauthorized distribution and copy. In effect, the physical manifestation is simply made available for digital use, with the same restrictions and rivalrousness applying to both physical and digital versions simultaneously, whilst making them as accessible and useful as possible (Hansen and Courtney, 2018; Internet Archive, 2026). 

Controlled digital lending excels as a means of making libraries’ physical collections more accessible, which became a major concern during the covid-19 pandemic. The practices of controlled lending had been around for many years prior (Wu, 2011), but the unique predicament of the crisis increased its popularity manifold. With physical libraries worldwide either completely shut down or severely limited in their services, patrons’ information needs persisted, perhaps now even more crucially. Some institutions, publishers and organizations took steps to lift copyright restrictions temporarily, but large portions of the world’s knowledge were still more inaccessible than it had been in a very long time. Controlled digital lending thus became one tool to combat this phenomenon, with examples like HathiTrust’s Emergency Temporary Access Service (ETAS) which allowed digital lending proportional to member libraries physical catalogue. Controlled digital lending has a proven track record as a means of making inaccessible collections accessible (Pang, 2022).

As mentioned above, the legality of controlled digital lending has unfortunately been put into question. While HathiTrust’s use of the practice has in the past survived legal challenge (Authors Guild, Inc. v. HathiTrust, 2014), the opposite conclusion was reached in the Hachette Book Group, Inc. v. Internet Archive (2023) lawsuit, which resulted in the Internet Archive having to remove 500 000 books from its online lending services (Internet Archive, 2023). The courts concluded that by creating and lending digital versions of books, the Internet Archive violated the publishers’ reproduction rights, distribution rights, and rights to prepare derivative works. Additionally, the court concluded that none of these breaches were covered by the legal concept of Fair Use, in part because the Internet Archive, a non-profit organisation, used the material in a “commercial manner” by attracting new members, soliciting donations, and bolstering its standing in the library community (Wu, 2023). The precedent of the ruling has implications for regular libraries using similar modes of controlled digital lending, due to fears of additional lawsuits and the deterring effect such fears have on willingness to invest in controlled digital lending (Hansen and Courtney, 2018).

Even as the controlled digital lending’s legal status is questioned, the practice represents a huge opportunity for academic librarianship, despite the associated risks. In fact, there are risks associated with not pushing for controlled digital lending in our libraries. In a white paper on controlled digital lending, Hansen and Courtney (2018) make the legal case for the practice and argue firmly in favour of adopting it in libraries, stating that libraries survive “in part because of their responsiveness to new technology”, whilst “libraries that fail to make their substantial collections available face anew the risk of becoming irrelevant or at least minimally effective in users’ eyes” (p. 32). Further, the economic case for controlled digital lending is laid out clearly in an IFLA document titled IFLA Position on Controlled Digital Lending:
A key reason why CDL is necessary is the failure of markets to provide access to works in digital form on a consistently fair basis. First of all, a very small share of books are currently available in digital form for libraries, due either to being out of print (and so no investment is made in releasing digital versions), a lack of resources in publishing houses, or a refusal to sell to libraries. This effectively prevents libraries from fulfilling their mission in a digital age and undermines research and learning in society.
(IFLA, 2021)
These arguments echo many of the arguments permeating the discussion around black open access. Controlled digital lending is a practice which, while legally questioned, affords libraries economic benefits and operational autonomy. Unlike black open access and shadow libraries, however, there is a real legal case to be made for controlled digital lending (Hansen and Courtney, 2018; IFLA, 2021). Additionally, the IFLA Code of Ethics for Librarians and other Information Workers brought up in section 4.1.1 urges librarians to “negotiate the most favourable terms for access to works on behalf of their users and seek to ensure that access is not unnecessarily prevented or hindered by the mode of administration of intellectual property laws[…]” (IFLA, 2012, p. 3). I believe that controlled digital lending fits that criteria like a glove, and that librarians should consider it in their future practice.

Returning to the topic of black open access as a service problem which must be outcompeted, controlled digital lending is once again shown to provide beneficial implications for academic libraries. Not only does it allow academic libraries to activate the entirety of their physical collections through digitization whilst affording us the ability to decide for ourselves how to format, present, and offer the best reading and learning experience possible for our patrons. It also places primary power over collections in the hands of expert academic librarians. If academic libraries wish to outcompete shadow libraries, we must utilise our unique strengths, one of which is our librarians and information workers. A collection curated, controlled, formatted, and communicated by experts provides unique service value which shadow libraries lack. Controlled digital lending, combined with methods such as the Lots of Copies Keep Stuff Safe (LOCKSS) project discussed in section 4.2.1, unlocks new possibilities for our collections, new service value for our patrons, and new reasons for information seekers to favour academic libraries overshadow libraries.
[bookmark: _Toc231727207]4.3.3 Black open access as a substitute
Moving on now from the topic of consumer logic, we instead turn to market logic. Specifically, the following discussion and analysis is based on an article written by Björk (2021) in which he applies Porter’s Five Forces model onto the academic publishing industry. Björk claims that the industry’s market concentration is not, in fact, the main cause of the serials crisis afflicting academic libraries. Instead, he proposes that it can be explained by each of the five forces having a weak impact upon industry, which has caused the competitive dynamics of the industry to strongly favour the biggest, most established publishers. In turn, he analyses each force and explain its weakness, the result of which is summarised in the paragraph below.

In the academic publishing industry, two of Porter’s forces, “the rivalry among existing competitors” and “the power and influence of the buyers”, are weak mainly because the products being offered are complementary rather than interchangeable. In other industries, Samsung must adjust its prices and practices in relation to Apple, as consumers typically buy one phone at a time, forcing rivalry between sellers. An academic library, on the other hand, cannot do the same, as they have an obligation to purchase access for its patrons to each and every top journal, over which every publisher has exclusive control, effectively creating multiple miniature monopolies which libraries must engage with. Publishers are not forced to compete against each other, and libraries cannot leverage alternative products and thus have no choice but to pay the price as charged by publishers (Aaronson et al., 2012; Suber, 2012; Baldwin, 2023). Next, the weaknesses of both Porter’s forces “the threat of new entrants into the industry” and “the power of the suppliers” can be explained through the academic world’s strong preference towards older, established journals from prestigious publishers. As has been explained in section 3.2 and 3.3, big publishers have turned their focus towards the acquisition and development of journals with high prestige and symbolic capital. The suppliers of articles, researchers, have a significant incentive to publish articles in such journals due to the increasingly cut-throat publish-or-perish environment they find themselves competing in (Haustein et al., 2024; Eve, 2015; Larivière, Haustein and Mongeon, 2015). This makes new, unproven journals much less attractive to authors, making it difficult for new competitors to enter the market. The researchers’ position is in turn weakened as they are forced to compete for a spot in the most valued journals, giving up their chance of leveraging them against each other (Björk, 2021).

Björk’s (2021) applications of these four forces on the industry are sound. However, I propose that his analysis of the last of Porter’s forces, “the threat of substitutes”, undervalues the impact of black open access (despite Björk, in fact, being the originator of that term). Björk does mention the existence of black open access in his discussion, noting Bohannon’s (2016) article showing 50 million articles made available through Sci-Hub. Despite this, Björk gives black open access no weight in his analysis as a potential substitute. Instead, green open access is brough up as the movement which has tried to offer a substitute in the form of free, self-archived preprints through projects such as arXiv.org, though Björk notes its limited success due to publishers using their leverage to put restrictions or embargoes on preprints. Given Björk’s characterisation of the flaws of green open access as a substitute, it is then strange that he fails to consider how black open access in no way suffers from the same limitations due to its position outside of the reach of publishers’ influence. 

This is where my analysis diverges from Björk’s. In my view, black open access is a potent substitute for legitimate purchase of academic journals, and its mere existence already limits 
the power which publishers may exert over libraries, and in turn the damage done by the serials crisis. This is because black open access, as a substitute, works as a pressure valve in the industry. It provides an “out” for libraries and their patrons when publishers make access too expensive as when costs break customers’ pain tolerance the existence of a cheaper (or in this case free) substitute keeps prices in check (Porter, 2008, p. 8). Publishers’ exorbitant prices drain the academic library’s resources, as has been previously established (Beigel et al., 2025; Larivière, Haustein and Mongeon, 2015), and shadow libraries limit these pains by providing a separate knowledge dissemination machine. Though it sits outside of the “official” academic ecosystem, black open access nonetheless influences it deeply. As Kjellström (2025a) notes, “rather than operating in opposition to the formal economy, shadow libraries have developed into hybrid infrastructures that operate alongside and often in cooperation with legitimate academic channels” (p. 55). As shown in section 4.2.2, when publishers ceased to service Iran’s academic life, shadow libraries stepped as a substitute, as would be the case if any academic library lost the ability to pay for access. From the perspective of publishers, this is in no way desirable, as such a shift can only impact revenues negatively. Björk (2021) notes that commercial publishers “act in a perfectly rational way, delivering profits to their shareholders” (p. 189), and as the next section will explore, the pressure valve which black open access constitutes has the potential to exert an even greater influence upon the industry, as the threat of losing revenue through substitutes can be leveraged to influence the future of the academic publishing market. Academic publishing is not the first digital market which has been impacted by piracy, and widespread black open access usage may pressure the academic publishing industry to adapt an open access model.
[bookmark: _Toc231727208]4.3.4 Forcing a shift toward an open access model
Unfortunately, in the current academic capitalism regime the profit motive trumps all other concerns, and publishers are unlikely to enact such a change voluntarily. “Open access would benefit almost all stakeholders involved in the process, except for big publishers,” states Björk (2021, p. 188).  Björk goes on to note that established journals will only convert to open access when they judge that their profits are not at risk, but to take this reasoning one step further, how would the industry react instead if profits were threatened by not adapting an open access-model? As argued above, black open access is a potent substitute which has proven itself able to completely replace legitimate purchase when necessary. The reason it does not do so at any given point is because users turn to shadow libraries not to replace their legitimate access, but to complement it. If black open access were to instead be widely adopted as the primary source of academic articles amongst students and researchers, either through shadow libraries or through peer-to-peer sharing, selling access to journals would no longer be a profitable model for publishers. In such a scenario, the most likely path allowing publishers to maintain their ability to make a profit would be a transition towards a gold open access model, as charging authors for the privilege of publishing articles remains unaffected by the modes through which articles eventually reach its readers.

A singular transformative event such as this may be far-fetched, but there are historical precedents, especially within digital distribution industries. Ross (2022) describes Sci-Hub as “the scholarly equivalent to Napster” (p. 209), the peer-to-peer music sharing software which first broke the law, and then broke the traditional music distribution industry, issuing in a total transformation of it in the digital era. This comparison is brought up by several other authors such as Karaganis (2018), who notes how many academic publishers “were—and still are—waiting for their Napster moment, when the loss of control of digital distribution forces a reorganization of the business” (p. 4). Karaganis is more grounded than most in his comparison, as he argues cautiously that a “Napster moment” of academic publishing has not happened yet, “in large part, because the educational publishing ecosystem is much more complex than the business monoculture that emerged around the music CD in the 1990s, and it is, in important respects, correspondingly more flexible and adaptable” (p. 4). On its own, mass adoption of black open access is therefore not a reliable plan for pushing the academic publishing industry towards an open access model. Instead, it might serve better as one additional motivator for profit-driven publishers to abandon the traditional model. Another such motivator is the worldwide initiative Plan S, working continuously towards their stated goal of mandating all publicly funded scholarly publications to be published as open access (cOAlition S, 2025). Even so, the share of open access articles published each year has stagnated under 50% (Piwowar et al., 2018; Pollock and Staines, 2024, 2025). The transformation to open access through institutional pressure has yet to occur.

If it were found to be possible, could librarians play a part in promoting this transformation? One of the library’s biggest strengths is the trust we hold within society, and though promotion of black open access risks jeopardizing this trust, librarians can mobilise their patrons when the cause is argued correctly and effectively. This fact can be seen in an article written by Pryor-Darnell, Andersen, and Rowling (2019) titled ‘Professional ethics, copyright legislation and the case for collective copyright disobedience in libraries’. Here, the so-called “Cooking for Copyright” initiative and its aftermath is examined. The 2015 initiative opposed the enforcement of the Australian Copyright Act 1968 which, amongst other issues, granted unpublished works perpetual copyright and made copying works for the purpose of preservation permissible only after their destruction, paradoxically. To highlight and protest this antiquated law, the Australian Library and Information Association published handwritten recipes online, an act which was in breach of the copyright law, and asked patrons to cook the recipe and post photos online under a hashtag. The protest was successful and inspired significant positive change within Australian copyright legislation, despite involving technically criminal acts promoted by librarians. Pryor-Darnell, Andersen, och Rowling conclude their article by arguing that “collective copyright disobedience by LIS professionals is not only justified, but necessary not only for upholding the professional and ethical responsibilities outlined in LIS codes of conduct, but in order to inspire positive change for the communities that LIS professionals serve” (p. 159). With the arguments of this article in mind, if black open access were indeed found to be a viable path towards achieving an industry-wide shift to an open access-based model, what would this mean for librarians and their practical work to promote the profession’s core values? That is a question which I leave for future researchers to attempt to answer.
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In this thesis, the problem of compatibility between librarianship and black open access has been investigated, not to find a definite answer to this problem, but to build knowledge and insight for further discussion. To investigate this problem, a rapid scoping review has been conducted with the goal of answering the following research questions:
1 How does the dynamic between today’s academic publishing, the open access movement, and black open access relate to the librarian’s professional ethics and inform the academic librarians’ practice?
2 How are prominent considerations for the intersection of librarianship and black open access motivated and realised in practice?
 Firstly, throughout the analytical discussion, I have found that the dynamic between today’s academic publishing, the open access movement, and black open access relate to the librarian’s professional ethics in multiple complex ways. This is the case both in an ideological sense concerning professional ethics, as well as directly informing the academic librarians’ practice. Ideologically, academic publishing represents the capitalist knowledge regime. The three other parties oppose this regime and share a common goal of intellectual freedom and equity of access to recorded knowledge and information. However, ethical considerations concerning the methods used to reach that goal differ. This complicated unity relates back to the librarian’s professional ethics and informs the academic librarians’ practice in ways that are hard to prescribe unilaterally. This is in large part due to the importance of the specific context in which the librarian finds themselves when such questions arise. This context necessarily brings nuance to ethical considerations of black open access. An Iranian academic librarian who is reacting to Iran’s research blackout ought not be directly contrasted to a Swedish librarian who is attempting to help a student find access to an article for an assignment. Scenarios differ widely and a unilateral position towards black open access cannot capture both experiences. However, these varying situations can help inform one another. The Swedish librarian is wrong to assume times of crisis will never occur and must prepare accordingly. Black open access has supported or even replaced libraries in times of crisis when circumstances endanger their ability to fulfil their duties. This observation ought to inform how librarians position themselves towards black open access and usage of it. On the flip side, for more stable times, librarian’s need to position themselves against black open access as competition, to remain our patrons’ first choice. To outcompete this alternative in terms of consumer logic, we must create the conditions for our expert librarians to use their competence to maximise the usefulness of our collections. Finally, we must consider the ways in which librarians, contrarily, need not to consider black open access in order for it to have a positive impact both on the librarians’ practice as well as on furthering the profession’s values. I have shown this particularly in section 4.2 where black open access is shown as a knowledge-preserving force through methods which are not always available to librarians due to legal constraints. It is my opinion that some of these methods, whether legal or not, should be considered by librarians when developing their toolboxes. If nothing else, as information experts, librarians should possess knowledge of such methods.

The second research question has been answered throughout the entirety of the thesis. Answering how prominent considerations for the intersection of librarianship and black open access are motivated and realised in practice is therefore the same as summarising the thesis. The groundwork for investigating this question has been established in the background section. Here, four fundamental topics relevant to the research problem were established. These were: the topics of copyright; the academic publishing industry; open access; and black open access. Black open access cannot be discussed without a thorough understanding of all the three other topics. Previous research shows that black open access exists in opposition to both copyright and the current academic publishing industry. Its relation to open access is that of a radical offshoot, frustrated with the former’s slow adaptation. Together, these four topics are the pillars on which the analytical discussion was later held.

The analytical discussion has been distilled into three chapters, each featuring its own main topic. The first topic brought forward was the ideological compatibility of the librarian’s professional ethics, the ideology of open access, and the ideology of black open access. It was found that there is a high compatibility between the three in terms of the goals they seek to achieve, which can be summarised through a quote by Gorman (2000): “a commitment to the idea that all people in a free society should be able to read and see whatever they wish to read and see” as well as “overcoming technological and monetary barriers to access” (p. 27). As suspected, differences are instead found concerning the methods used in the pursuit of this goal. Open access and academic librarianship are bound by laws which black open access choose to ignore. However, somewhat surprisingly, texts on the ethics of librarianship are much more concerned with discussing librarians’ obligations to push and lobby for less expansive implementation of copyright laws rather than their obligations to adhere to them. Additionally, authors defining the librarian’s professional ethics repeatedly stress the weight of individual and communal judgement when making ethical, value-based decisions. Thus, it was concluded that the ideological compatibility of librarianship and black open access is largely a question for the individual librarian to answer for themselves, particularly in the unique situations they find themselves asking those questions.

The second topic brought up was that of black open access as a safeguard against knowledge being lost, banned, or censored. This topic supplemented the previous discussion on ideological compatibility by showing practical ways in which black open access promotes the goals and values of librarianship, especially as it pertains to the core values of stewardship, intellectual freedom, democracy, and equity of access to recorded knowledge and information. It was found that pirate libraries are not only able to supplement libraries’ work to promote these values but are also able to replace them in times of crisis. Digital piracy of all sorts was first shown as an important steward of digital heritage through the principles lately adopted in the LOCKSS (Lots of Copies Keep Stuff Safe) project. Then, the perhaps clearest example of serving the goals of librarianship is Sci-Hub's implementation as the primary mode of knowledge dissemination in Iran after the collapse of academic libraries’ ability to purchase journals legitimately due to the sanctions levied upon the country by the US. Finally, covert modes of information sharing to escape censorship were highlighted through the example of the Uncensored library.

For the final topic of the analytical discussion, black open access was presented as competition, both in relation to academic libraries, and to the academic publishing industry. It was shown that academic libraries must examine the unique service value it can offer over that of shadow libraries to outcompete them, such as taking control over our collections through methods such as controlled digital lending. For the academic publishing industry, on the other hand, black open access constitutes a substitute which may threaten the industry’s profitability lest it transitions to an open access-based model. This is an appealing prospect, and while this scenario alone achieving that goal is unlikely, it may be used to pressure the industry to make the much-needed change.

The stated aim of this thesis was to highlight, contextualise, and analyse prominent considerations for the intersection of black open access and the academic librarian’s work to further the profession’s core values. Through the background and the analytical discussion’s three topics, this has been achieved, almost. To fully achieve the aim of this thesis, opportunities for further research should be highlighted as well. First of all, having conducted a rapid scoping review, the three topics of the analytical discussion have merely been touched upon. Deeper investigations and analysis on the intersection of black open access and the librarian’s professional ethics are needed, which is left to future researchers to explore. In truth, any of the three topics of the analytical discussion could have constituted an entire master’s thesis on their own. The topic of ideological compatibility should be examined more thoroughly through different theoretical and philosophical approaches, though practical application should not be lost in the process. When considering the knowledge-preserving force of shadow libraries, an archival perspective would perhaps be more appropriate than that of a librarian. Either way, the potential of technology combined with the need for knowledge has made many interesting case studies possible. Finally, as competition, the unique service values which librarians can create should be investigated, particularly when inspired by methods of black open access. The industry-reforming potential of piracy should also be explored more deeply, as this is the subject of the thesis which contains the most revolutionary (yet far-fetched) potential. Unfortunately, the limitations of a literature review-based master’s thesis have left me feeling like I have only scratched the surface of many of these topics. 

The topics above, and topics beyond, benefits from more situational and regional appraisals of black open access, for which I suggest Karaganis’ (2018) Shadow libraries as a good starting point. Countries which are currently experiencing increasingly authoritarian tendencies, such as the US, would make a great case study for how black open access reacts to censorship and attacks on libraries. Another regional example for which there was no room in this thesis is the interesting case of Russia’s largest digital publisher, LitRes, and its piratical origins. Also of interest for future research would be case studies of practical examples of promotion of black open access in academic libraries, such as Linköping University’s library publishing a poster intended to aid its students in finding articles, which included a section labelled “the dark side”, containing a list of shadow libraries and black open access methods (Nählinder, 2017). The next iteration of the guide is more ambiguous, instead pretending to warn students of shadow libraries whilst providing them the tools needed to find them: “Avoid places that do not respect copyright, such as e.g. SciHub and Library Genesis” (Nählinder and Erdtman, 2021). Many more interesting approaches exist concerning the intersection of librarianship and black open access.

I cannot help but feel that still, fifty pages later, the topic of the intersection of black open access and the librarian’s professional ethics remains underdiscussed. Black open access remains an interesting aspect of library science because of shadow libraries’ parallel existence “in the shadows cast by the long history of monumental libraries” (Liang, 2013, p. 3). This parallel existence unavoidably affects regular libraries, even in cases when we think they don’t. From the shadows, black open access’ influence is felt, especially as continues to further the core values of the librarian’s professional ethics.
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