
 



 

THE PROBLEM:  Textbooks are ridiculously expensive. The cost of college textbooks has increased %812 

over the last 30 year; six times higher than the adjusted rate of inflation. (Not to mention that tuition and fees 

have risen 559% during that same time.) The average college student presently spends $1,168 on textbooks 

annually, according to College Board. NCSU's Cost of Attendance webpage says that the average cost of an 

academic year's  booklist for full-time undergraduates is $1,076. Many of us are already thousands in debt and 

yet education expenses are climbing faster than in any other economic sector. Books aren't supposed to cost this 

much. We're students; not customers.  

 

This is bullshit, it defies all sense, and it just shouldn't be like this. These bound pieces of paper need not cost an 

arm and a leg. They're only this expensive because of murky market workings that students need not accept 

with resignation. In fact, all our learning materials could (and should) be free. 

  

THE TEXTBOOK CARTEL: What is the textbook cartel? Publishers such as Pearson, Glencoe/McGraw-Hill 

and Prentice Hall dictate textbook prices. At this point, just 5 companies control most of the nearly $14 billion 

industry. Instructors oft pay little heed to the cost of a textbook when deciding on one to use in their class; in 

doing so, they're in effect spending the money of students required to buy it. This effectively destroys price 

elasticity of demand, giving textbook publishers a window to jack up prices. But most of the time, professors 

don't even know the prices of the textbooks they prescribe - 77% of professors, in fact, said that publishers 

rarely or never disclose the prices.  

 

With professors not holding the publishers accountable in the prices they set, over three-quarters of textbook 

costs go to the publishers, while only about one-fifth goes to the stores selling the textbooks. The profits that 

publishers enjoy facilitate the growth of monopolies, which then enable the publishers to wrench further profits 

with impunity. One of the ways they do this is by releasing new editions of textbooks that are hardly necessary. 

 

Monopolies, broadly speaking, also lower the quality of knowledge: When only a few hands control 

information, there's less accountability as to what can be done with it. So, with more monopolization of 

textbooks, which are one of the conduits of information in higher education, there's less choice as to the 

information that's circulated. 

 

This monopolization is only a distinct case of the larger effect of privatization: Whenever the power, economic 

or political, to circulate any resources is in the hands of private entities, rather in the hands of the public, there 

will be the possibility of the resources not being used for the greatest interest of the public. And even if there's 

an intention to use them for the good of the public, since the management of the resources is done by fewer 

people than otherwise, biases and ineptitude go unchecked. But taking the perspective to the fullest extent, 

what's happening with textbooks is more or less representative of how neoliberal capitalism works, with its 

guiding mythology of the wisdom and efficacy of minimally managed markets leaves private entities in charge 

of the provision of the world's resources, and letting them go about their business without oversight, doesn't lead 

to the best possible allocation of resources; it leads to massive profits for them, and most of the public being left 

to rot.  

 

This is an representative case of how capitalism at large works: through giving control to some people, rather 

than all people, of how the things in our society are made and distributed. So while it may seem like a stretch to 

some, the situation we have with textbook prices is actually a glaring exhibition of why the prevalent economic 

system isn't for our good: Unchecked, capitalism pushes sellers to charge as much as the market will bear, even 

if it doesn't take that much to make those things. We're right to feel angry about textbook prices, but if we feel 

angry about them, we have a lot more to be angry about. 

 

 

 



HERE’S THE PLAN: Looking at the larger scheme of things, knowing there's a larger system driving up 

textbook prices is empowering, in a way: it shows that high textbook prices aren't a law of nature. They've come 

to be this way because of nearly accidental socio-economic proceedings that have been brought about by groups 

of people, and can be changed by groups of people. Since they're socially created, they need not be tolerated; 

and we can rest assured about that not just in our hearts and through our guts, but also in our minds, with an 

understanding of how and why things are the way they are. And once we've understood that, we can 

intentionally start trying to solve the problem, and create a campus where everyone knows how to get textbooks 

for free (or cheap) and no one feels compelled to contribute to the cartel's profits. 

 

After all, apart from desiring a world in which all things are held in common and shared freely, we contend that 

now, information can and will be free - it isn't a limited resource like minerals and grains are. Its value shouldn't 

even fall into the supply-demand scheme, let alone a non-competitive price setting arena. As we share 

information, not only does that information not deplete, but new information typically gets created. It’s better 

not just for our pockets, but for society as a whole, that textbooks and other knowledge be freely available and 

not restrictively priced. So, we advocate that people not buy textbooks. Instead, use free resources, and share 

them.  

 

This will not only play its part in weakening the shackles of capital, and life under its socio-economic 

hegemony, but it will also start a small template for how we can go about dealings in a better world. It can't be 

stressed enough that to change the culture of school-as-business, and debt as a given that we all live, we have to 

do this together. We need to actively attack the logics of capitalism that have put us here, and that continue to 

place larger and larger amounts of debt on our backs. It's so important that we not just share what is already 

available, but also actively add to and build online and physical networks of solidarity, sharing our books, and 

our knowledge of how to acquire them for free, undermining the hold of publishers on our wallets and our lives. 

It also cannot be understated the importance of generalizing this struggle to encompass the rest of our lives and 

our relationships. As it stands, higher education is a necessity, but it's priced to keep us in debt for the rest our 

lives. It doesn't have to be this way. Capitalism and the State know how to keep us in line, and it is by making 

sure we don't have any other options. We don't have a future; instead we spend an after-life working to pay 

off what should have been our lives. Let's take our lives back, now, here on campus and off together. Find each 

other, and find ways to support each other without needing economic recompense. We know that there are other 

ways to live, and we owe it to each other to find them and live them. 

 

HOW TO AVOID PAYING FOR TEXTBOOKS: 
 Request PDFs from your professors. It's easy and can save a lot of time trying to locate a file. 

 The library's circulation desk keeps textbooks for most current classes. There's a free scanner 30 yards 

away in the Learning Commons where you can scan all the portions you need.  

 There are websites where you can find many, many books for free. We have provided a search engine in 

this document for your convenience. 

 

Even if you have to purchase books, there are plenty of options for keeping costs down: 

 Make friends in your department; chances are they've taken the same classes you're taking now and 

aren't too attached to their textbooks. They're probably willing to part with them for a few beers or some 

help moving furniture. 

 Always buy used. Don't feed the machine. The textbook cartel doesn't benefit as much from the sale of 

older editions or used books. 

 Ask professors if you can use an old edition of the book. Sometimes professors just want you to use the 

book to grasp overall concepts, so they don't care as much about the specific problems that change from 

year to year. Older editions are usually dirt cheap and just as good. 

 

It only takes one student to bring up textbook costs in class to make a professor reconsider doing business with 

the textbook cartel. Many of them can be swayed quite easily. If multiple students raise this concern, it only 

increases the likelihood of them transitioning to accessible sources. Hopefully indefinitely.  



But in order to completely dismantle the exploitative grasp that the textbook cartel has on students, we must 

replace the cartel with a accessible bottom-up approach to sharing information in which the community 

provides for itself. We can do what they want us to believe only they can do, and fulfill our needs ourselves. We 

don't just want to get around the system; we want to replace it, so that we don't have to get around it and so that 

we don't have to teach every incoming class how to get around it. When future classes come in, we envision 

them, by default, turning to other students instead of the outrageous textbook vendors. 

 

So above all, share what you have. Start intra-departmental databases of textbooks with your friends. Start of 

semester lit-leaks celebrating solidarity and the thwarting of impersonal profit impulses. Start textbook libraries 

in your academic/social communities. Create mechanisms for passing on what you have to future classes. 

Because ultimately, creating better worlds can only start with such locally grounded steps, which, though 

seeming small, can yet be very much radical. 

 

RESOURCES: 

http://textbooknova.com 

http://www.gutenberg.org 

http://ebookee.org 

http://manybooks.net 

http://www.giucio.com 

http://feedurbrain.com 

http://oll.libertyfund.org 

http://www.alleng.ru/ 

http://www.eknigu.com/ 

http://ishare.iask.sina.com.cn/ 

http://2020ok.com/ 

http://www.freebookspot.es/defaultaspx 

http://freetextbooks.com/ 

http://onebigtorrent.org/ 

http://www.downeu.me/ebook/ 

http://forums.mvgroup.org 

http://theaudiobookbay.com 

http://academictorrents.com 

http://cnx.org/ 

http://oerconsortium.org/discipline-specific/ 

http://bookboon.com/ 

http://www.textbookrevolution.org/  

http://www.e-booksdirectory.com/ 

http://www.fullbooks.com/ 

http://www.booksshouldbefree.com/ 

http://www.classicreader.com/ 

http://www.readprint.com/ 

http://www.audiobooksforfree.com/home 

https://librivox.org/ 

http://www.poemhunter.com/ 

http://www.bartleby.com/ 

http://classics.mit.edu/index.html 

http://manybooks.net/ 

http://open.bccampus.ca/ 

http://open.umn.edu/opentextbooks/ 

http://en.wikibooks.org/wiki/Main_Page 

 

PEER REVIEWED ARTICLES: 

http://www.oalib.com/ 

http://doaj.org/ 

http://www.nature.com/scitable 

http://www.wileyopenaccess.com/view/index.html 

http://www.springeropen.com/ 

http://www.oxfordjournals.org/en/oxford-

open/index.html 

http://arxiv.org/ 

http://www.oalib.com/ 

 

Thanks to Aaron Schwartz and the work of other 

open access activists, JSTOR is available on the 

Pirate Bay. We recommend a VPN or proxy. 

 
 

"Books are our tools – we teach with them, we learn with them, we play 

with them, we create with them, we make love with them and, sometimes, 

we must fight with them."  
 

Declaration of Intentions by Arts Against Cuts / Book Bloc Demonstration 
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