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Looking at the roots of our 
vendor corporations

 Mead Data Central (later Lexis) started in 1968 in Dayton, Ohio and created 
databases of state and federal court decisions and related materials.

 Soon after, West, a major court opinion publisher, concerned that its hard-copy 
position was being threatened, started Westlaw to create an electronic resource for 
legal materials.

 Both companies built huge database systems. Nobody else has successfully entered 
the market because: 
 It’s expensive and time consuming to build legal research infrastructure! 
 A lot of the information is so people cannot duplicate it with ease. 



Eventually, both systems were incorporated into larger 
conglomerates with more products under their umbrellas





Vendor product aggregation is problematic



What is “extreme vetting”?!
 Traditionally, ICE ensures American security by preventing 

criminals from entering and staying in the country — gang 
members, drug dealers and terrorists. However, over the 
past year or so, the agency expanded its reach:
 40% increase in arrests in U.S. since 2017. 
 Sweeping Executive Orders broadened ICE’s focus from 

“serious threats” to “public order”.
 Detaining immigrants who don’t have criminal convictions.
 Hundreds of children removed from parents seeking asylum and 

detained separately.
 Asylum seekers denied humanitarian parole while their cases are 

decided, effectively jailing them without due process. 
 Allegations of sexual abuse, racial slurs, abusive strip searches in 

ICE jails and detention centers.

 Ramping up surveillance to find more targets for 
deportation, etc.













Why are our information vendors 
getting involved in this?

 Because they don’t just do academic 
information anymore! 

 They’ve morphed into (been purchased 
by) huge transnational corporations.

 This is part of a larger publishing trend…



What does this mean for libraries?

 No more mom n’ pop shop
 No more being the top priority clients
 No more complete understanding of vendor practices
 No more academic publishers, rather we have information 

conglomerates that own academic products 
We must reframe our understanding of who/what we are dealing with



What does the monetization of patron data 
mean for our profession?

 What are librarians’ ethical duties when vendors divulge peoples’ private 
information?

 What does this corporate activity mean from a critical information literacy 
standpoint? What does it say about where our data comes from?

 Should we democratize access to data to avoid corporate paywalls AND 
ethical concerns? Are these part of the same discussion?



Our Ethical Code

“We protect each library 
user's right to privacy and 
confidentiality with respect 
to information sought or 
received and resources 
consulted, borrowed, 
acquired or transmitted.”





A Critical Information Perspective
Barbara Fister’s definition:

 Critical information literacy asks librarians to work with their patrons and 
communities to co-investigate the political, social, and economic dimensions 
of information, including its creation, access, and use. 

 In an era of mass surveillance and the massive transfer of public goods into 
private hands, citizens need to know much more about how information 
works. They need to understand the moral, economic, and political context of 
knowledge. They need to know how to create their own, so that they make 
the world a better, more just place. 



If you’d like to read more about the ethical conundrum for 
libraries


