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Abstract: This paper presents a netnographic analysis of information needs and practices related 

to the shadow library AAARG. AAARG is regarded as a portal and community for the sharing 

and distribution of academic and artistic texts, books and articles. The portal in question is de-

fined as an actor within the guerrilla open access movement, a radical node within the larger open 

access movement, which is analysed as a cultural field using the theoretical framework of Sociolo-

gist Pierre Bourdieu. AAARG is thereafter discussed in an information-practical sense with re-

gards to social interaction between individual users’ needs as well as discursive and constructional 

origins of such needs. These needs and the practices they create are then examined with regards to 

the order that the platform itself creates, tied to the cultural field which it is a part of. The conclu-

sion is that alternative knowledge organizational platforms such as AAARG have had and will 

continue to have a big influence on the discussion of today’s open access models, since they clearly 

fill a certain demand. The discrepancy between such initiatives and institutional open access ac-

tivities will therefore need further analysis in a library and information scientific context. 
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Background and purpose 

The clash between free access to elec-

tronic information and current copy-

right laws is hardly a new one. Despite 

the fact that we through the decades, 

especially in a Swedish context, have 

seen the file sharing question debated in 

absurdum, the issue still causes dichot-

omist standpoints. Free, or open access, 

is a twofold notion even in academic 

milieus. Peter Suber (2012, p. 4) de-

scribes open access literature as ”digital, 

free of charge, and free of most copy-

right and licensing restrictions”. The 

interpretation of this definition varies 

however between different actors. On 

the one hand, an institution such as the 

National Library of Sweden (2015) uses 

the term in their work to encourage 

open access to scientific results pub-

lished by researchers. The late internet 

activist Aaron Swartz (2008), on the oth-

er hand, used the term in his Guerilla 

Open Access Manifesto as a call to students, 

researchers and librarians to leak the 

material which they had been provided 

through pay-walled scientific databases 

and repositories.  

In this paper, it is the latter contem-

plation of the open access notion and 

movement which I aim to address and 

problematize with a number of infor-

mation-need and -practice theories 

from a library- and information scien-

tific viewpoint. My study object is the 

information-practical community which 

is the website AAARG (acronym for Art-

ists, Architects and Activists Reading 

Group). AAARG can be defined as a 

shadow library: a digital text repository 

and community where users with a so-

cial and political agenda can up- and 

download copyrighted (often academic) 

material. The study is done through a 

theoretical reflection on user communi-

ty and information-practices which has 

then been empirically tied to AAARG. 

During 2016, Alexandra Elbakyan’s 

shadow library Sci-Hub attracted great 

attention in Swedish as well as interna-

tional open access discussions, although 

the portal has more often been de-

scribed than properly analysed. Shadow 

libraries as a phenomenon are however 

a lively such and it is my aim that I with 

this paper conceptually delve into an-

other part of the shadow library move-

ment, embracing numerous theoretical 

angles. Although studies of shadow li-

braries are currently ongoing by several 

researchers internationally, more pub-

lished research is needed in order to 

fully grasp the phenomenon. Hence, it is 

relevant to apply an overall conceptual 

theoretical analysis of a specific node 

within the field in a library and infor-

mation scientific context. 

 

Theoretical and methodological stand-

points 

The study has been done through a the-

oretical reflection on a AAARG’s users 

community’s needs. In Bourdieu’s sense, 

I define AAARG as an actor within the 
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cultural field which I describe as guerril-

la open access in order to discuss its us-

ers’ information needs. This is done to 

understand this very need in a social 

context by applying theoretical frame-

works by Anna Lund (2010), discuss dis-

cursive information needs via Kimmo 

Tuominen (2010), through Case (2007) 

illuminate how these needs creates in-

formation practices and thereafter con-

trast these needs to Weinberger’s (2007) 

three orders of order. The examination 

of the empirical material has been done 

through a netnographic study of 

AAARG’s website. These examinations 

have thereafter been connected to the 

above-mentioned theories and relevant 

secondary literature regarding AAARG, 

producing the analysis. The paper 

should therefore be seen as a reflection 

on an information accumulating phe-

nomenon with several theoretical view-

points, in order to initiate an infor-

mation-practical discussion of AAARG 

and shadow libraries which can be fur-

therly built upon. 

 

AAARG as an actor in a cultural field 

 

We need to take information, 

wherever it is stored, make 

our copies and share them 

with the world. We need to 

take stuff that's out of copy-

right and add it to the ar-

chive. We need to buy secret 

databases and put them on 

the Web. We need to down-

load scientific journals and 

upload them to file sharing 

networks. We need to fight 

for Guerilla Open Access. 

(Swartz, 2008) 

 

Let us assume that file sharing of copy-

righted information, in any form, has 

the purpose of filling an information 

need. The distribution of copyrighted 

material occurs – at best – in a juridical 

grey area. But it should still be regarded 

as a kind of distribution of information 

and ought therefore to be analysed as 

such. According to Pelle Snickars (2015, 

p. 32), Professor of media and commu-

nication studies at the University of 

Umeå, net-based communities where 

books are freely shared have existed for 

more than a decade, especially in an 

academic context. Seen as a web com-

munity, AAARG is therefore not a 

ground-breaking such, although it is 

moderately centralized form and func-

tion-wise.  Matthew Fuller (2011) defines 

AAARG as “a crucial site for the sharing 

and discussion of texts drawn from cul-

tural theory, politics, philosophy, art 

and related areas”. The shared content 

of the website can thus be related to 

classical fields within humanities disci-

plines. But it also includes other types of 

research areas and art genres such as 

digital humanities, afrofuturism, anti-

racist theory, dadaism and library and 

information science. 
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How then does one examine the 

community and the information needs 

and practices created therein? One 

method is to regard this of the open ac-

cess movement as a cultural field. Ac-

cording to the theories of Sociologist 

Pierre Bourdieu (1997, p. 129), the indi-

viduals engaged in a field have certain 

fundamental interests, namely those 

that are linked to the actual existence of 

the field. Such a field creates an objec-

tive community which ties the field’s 

actors. The basic physical and emotional 

states of the actors within these com-

munities are deemed habitus: “the pre-

condition not only for the co-ordination 

of practices but also for the practices of 

co-ordination” (Bourdieu, 2013, p. 81) 

As per the definition above, AAARG 

can be traced as a web-based file and 

information sharing community, espe-

cially as the site connects academic ac-

tors with a common view of open access 

and therefore creates a principal com-

mon habitus. The quality of the 

AAARG’s archival materials itself varies. 

Metadata are sparse and the website it-

self is difficult to overview. At the same 

time, this isn’t anything which interferes 

with the website’s actual operative mis-

sion. Sean Dockray, artist and initiator 

of AAARG, have himself emphasised 

that the website’s mission has always 

been to spread knowledge and act as a 

resource for file sharers since the shar-

ing itself creates a community (Julian 

Myers, 2009). This creation of a com-

munity has been bridged also to an aca-

demic milieu. Snickars (2015, p. 30) have 

described how he has organized a PhD 

class in Media Theory exclusively using 

material uploaded to and downloaded 

from AAARG. Hence, AAARG can be 

regarded as an actor in the objective 

community that is guerrilla open access. 

But AAARG’s users should also be re-

garded as such actors in the cultural 

field that AAARG is a part of. These us-

ers and their needs and activities will 

now be furtherly discussed. 

 

Information needs, practices and socio-

cultural aspects 

How then, are we able to study perspec-

tives connected to AAARG’s users’ 

needs? Why isn’t this need filled within 

the frameworks of traditional library 

institutions? In order to reach such in-

sights, an analysis of information needs 

in a social context is needed. Anna 

Lundh (2010) assumes Robert Taylor’s 

model of question-negotiation when 

stressing the importance of an analysis 

of information needs grounded in the 

interaction of individuals, rather than 

originating autonomously from an iso-

lated individual. The needs, or the ques-

tions, arises as a social process. Hence, it 

is vital to analyse how these needs are 

created within this very interplay. With 

regards to AAARG, Taylor’s (1968, p. 9) 

visceral needs could be seen as an ab-

stract need of knowing or understanding 

a specific subject or area. The conscious 
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need could in turn be seen as accessing a 

certain type of, say, academic material. 

The formalised need can be expressed 

as how the user herself defines the need 

in an expressive way and decides that a 

shadow library such as AAARG ought to 

act as the information source of the ma-

terial needed. Finally, the compromised 

need is fulfilled through browsing and 

searching through AAARG’s database 

after the material in question. However, 

this theoretical model does not answer 

why the users chooses AAARG as its 

primary source for information. Cultur-

al and social aspects are therefore need-

ed to be taken into account. Taylor’s 

theoretical framework does indeed tell 

the analyser how the need is established 

in an abstract-practical perspective but 

does not take into account the culture 

which AAARG creates, why the user 

simply doesn’t access a library or in an-

other sense obtains the information 

sought. 

According to Lundh (2010), there 

are several variables of activity to be 

taken into account regarding why the 

user turns to AAARG’s database specifi-

cally. It is therefore significant to regard 

AAARG as part of a discourse. Kimmo 

Tuominen (1997) stresses the discourse-

analytical scientific viewpoint as of great 

importance for studies in information 

search and needs. Unlike research as-

suming a binary interplay between sub-

ject and object, Tuominen (1997, p. 352) 

finds that the discourse-analytical view-

point enables a contemplation of how 

meaning and structure is created within 

the discourse itself. As previously men-

tioned, I want to stress that the endeav-

our towards free access to information 

material is one of the main political key 

factors to AAARG’s existence and use. 

Therefore, a discursive consideration of 

Dockray’s view of the shadow library as 

a platform for information distribution 

is in this case suitable. Likewise, AAARG 

can be seen as a part of the open access 

movement that Swartz (2008), among 

others, have spoken for. Thus, one may 

delve into the cultural rules created 

within the discourse/field and distin-

guish information needs in a social 

community. 

In an information-practical perspec-

tive, Donald O. Case (2007, p. 160) ad-

dresses Tuominen, Talja & Savolainen 

when using the term constructionism to 

describe how individuals create under-

standings, meanings and identities via 

dialogue and discourse. Case (2007) 

stresses that the constructionist tradition 

is built upon the theoretical foundations 

of Mikhail Bakhtin and Michel Foucault 

concerning semiotic and discursive ele-

ments. By connecting these construc-

tionist paths of thought to Bourdieu’s 

field theories, one may view AAARG’s 

users’ information seeking processes in a 

practical sense. Hence, one may produce 

a broader and more culturally condi-

tioned viewpoint which isn’t halted by a 

specific need but instead examines prac-
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tical paths towards information and how 

these paths are discursively maintained 

and developed. These theories are in 

this sense connectable to bourdiean and 

foucaultian traditions of ideas as well as 

how Dockray envisages AAARG and 

how Swartz (2008) entitles the guerrilla 

view of the open access movement. 

As such, AAARG itself causes this 

practice, which can be theoretically sub-

stantiated through Weinberger’s (2007) 

explanation of the three order of orders. 

According to Weinberger (2007), the 

first order of orders constitutes the 

physical order of things while the se-

cond order of orders comprises the clas-

sification system itself – the metadata – 

of these things. The third order of or-

ders, however, includes the digital order 

which emerges in a system of networks 

and protocols wherein things as well as 

metadata are included in a digitized 

platform with precise search tools and 

generative schedules of classifications. 

As well as putting the things in context 

inside a specific field, this third order of 

orders can also function as a defining 

actor of the field. It is in this collective 

third level of orders that AAARG, its 

material, approaches and social com-

munity is developed and maintained. 

Hence, AAARG can be regarded as a 

uniting social order of classification 

which, through its dislocation of power, 

seeks to create and re-create itself via 

decentralized user activities. This is 

done through a collective aim towards 

reproducing itself as a digital node 

which develops and distributes other-

wise inaccessible academic and artistic 

texts in a social platform. By examining 

this procedure, one paves the way to-

wards understanding the material pub-

lished on AAARG, with which agendas 

the material is published, how it relates 

to the other material and why certain 

disciplines are missing or prioritized. 

The movement, as Swartz (2008) pro-

claims it, wishes to redeem itself from a 

power structure where single actors pos-

sesses knowledge and the information. 

Instead, this same information ought to 

be free and accessible for public. 

 

Concluding remarks 

As per the analysis above, one may 

stress that AAARG itself has become a 

social phenomenon with a somewhat 

collective agenda. The purpose of the 

website has developed towards contrib-

uting knowledge distribution through 

free access to electronic versions of 

books and articles of a certain academic 

and artistic nature. The website has 

grown through a social-constructive po-

litical tendency towards such free access. 

By regarding guerrilla open access as a 

cultural field, one may consider AAARG 

as an actor within this field, playing by 

the rules of the movement. At the same 

time, AAARG has developed into taking 

an increasingly more radical view of 

free access to copyrighted information 
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as per the community caused by its us-

ers. 

In an interview with Jonathan Basile 

(2016), Dockray claims that AAARG has 

grown out of its proportions and that 

the website originally wasn’t created to 

function as a node for piracy. However, 

current rights-issues regarding open 

access to scientific results from an insti-

tutional direction have drawn the web-

site towards such a development. In this 

sense, AAARG can be seen as an actor in 

a certain cultural field, which has been 

annexed by its users and therefore be-

come a political-technological tool for 

the distribution of art and artefacts in a 

digital repository. This can be viewed 

through how Lundh (2010) highlights 

information needs as a social interaction 

between individuals. But also through 

how Tuominen (1997) deems that this 

need and meaning is created discursive-

ly and according to Case (2007) con-

structional within the field. In alignment 

with Weinberger’s (2007) third order of 

orders, AAARG has overshadowed the 

two other orders as well as the material 

itself by existing as a community. Re-

garding the users, one finds a habitus 

which corresponds with Swartz’s (2008) 

manifesto. This in turn means that 

AAARG and its material becomes a po-

tent innovative actor which composes a 

clear activist view within the open access 

movement. The users’ common funda-

mental interests, as Bourdieu (1997) ex-

presses it, have therefore had an overall 

impact of the knowledge organization 

which AAARG creates. These infor-

mation practices have therefore re-

profiled AAARG within the cultural field 

that is guerrilla open access. 

In this paper, I have proposed an 

analysis of the cultural field which 

AAARG is a part of and represents. I 

have assumed the definition of AAARG 

as an actor within the guerrilla open ac-

cess movement seen as a cultural field. 

By doing this, I have stressed the field’s 

functioning as a complex cultural unit. 

Thus, I have sought to problematize 

AAARG’s origin and existence with li-

brary and information-scientific theo-

ries and methodologies in order to ex-

amine how and why AAARG is an inde-

pendent unit resting on internet activist 

views in a legal grey area. AAARG and 

its’ users are striving towards becoming 

a digital community challenging norms 

and power structures regarding current 

modes of information distribution. The 

actors devote themselves to a more 

guerrilla-ish viewpoint of free and open 

access to information.  

In this remark, AAARG and its in-

novative born-digital activism has simi-

larities with traditional library activity in 

its vision of free access to knowledge. It 

is my belief that these alternative 

knowledge organizational platforms 

have had and will continue to have a big 

influence on the discussion of today’s 

open access models, since they clearly 

fill a certain demand. Hence, this phe-
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nomenon will need further examination 

in comparison with the prevailing mod-

els of open access to scientific results. 

A question arising in the light of this 

discussion is how this grey area is going 

to be bridged to the open access activi-

ties performed by institutionalised li-

brary actors and if this is at all possible. 

Should perhaps the internet activist in-

formation-practice continue to act be-

side information practices in a more 

traditional library context? This is a re-

mark which should be furtherly studied 

in a culturally conditioned information-

practical view. 
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