
Who Wants To Know What You’re Reading?

There is a long and troubling history of efforts to compel online and offline libraries and booksellers  
to turn over records about readers—a few recent examples are included below.

   North Carolina Government Demands Over 50 Million Purchase Records of Amazon Customers (2010)1

The North Carolina Department of Revenue demanded over 50 million Amazon purchase records from North Carolina resi-
dents.  Amazon again fought back to protect reader privacy and anonymity, and successfully defended its customers in federal 
court. The judge ruled that the First Amendment protects a buyer from having the expressive content of her purchases dis-
closed to the government and that individuals are “entitled to receive information and ideas through books, films, and other 
expressive materials anonymously.”

   U.S. Attorney Demanded Book Purchase Records of 24,000 Amazon Customers (2006)2

The U.S. attorney subpoenaed Amazon for the used book purchase records of over 24,000 customers in the course of a 
grand jury probe investigating a single individual. Amazon fought back to protect reader anonymity and a federal judge 
agreed that Amazon should not have to turn over this information about its customers, saying that if word spread over the 
Internet that the federal government was probing book purchase information , “the chilling effect on e-commerce would 
frost keyboards across America.”

   Justice Department Demands Senator’s Book Purchase Records (2001)3

The FBI subpoenaed over 6 years of book purchase records of former New Jersey Senator Robert Torricelli from Arundel Books, 
an independent bookstore in Los Angeles. Arundel Books challenged the subpoena and the charges were dropped leaving 
the book purchase records safely with the bookstore. Since the subpoena, Arundel Books has stopped keeping customer book 
records so that it will not be forced to release information to the government or third parties.

   One of Largest Independent Bookstores in America Ordered to Turn Over Book Records (2000)4

The Drug Enforcement Agency tried to force Tattered Books of Denver to turn over its book purchase records. The bookstore 
fought back to protect its readers and the case went to the Colorado Supreme Court. The court held that book records were 
sensitive information that required a warrant. The decision safeguarded an individual’s ability to “purchase and read whatever 
books without fear that the government will take steps to discover which books she buys, reads, or intends to read.”5

   Book Records Demanded From Borders Books (2000)6

The Drug Enforcement Administration subpoenaed records of a Borders’ bookstore in Johnson County, Kansas, in the hopes of 
solving an unspecified crime. Borders fought back and a judge sided with the bookstore against the DEA.

   Barnes & Noble and Kramerbooks Told to Turn Over Lewinsky Book Purchase Records (1998)7

Independent Counsel Kenneth Starr subpoenaed two Washington area bookstores to obtain Monica Lewinsky’s book
purchase records as part of his investigation into the Clinton-Lewinsky scandal. The two bookstores protected her privacy and 
resisted the demands.8

   Publisher Asked to Turn Over Identity of All Arizona Residents Who Purchased Book (1997)9

The Drug Enforcement Agency subpoenaed Ronin Publishing Company for “[t]he names and addresses of any and all residents 
of the State of Arizona” who purchased one of Ronin’s books. Ronin resisted and eventually the DEA backed down.
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