DEMOCRATIZING THE BEST OR
ENABLING THE WORST?
THE ETHICS OF AMAZON’S KINDLE DIRECT SELF-PUBLISHING
In 2007 Amazon launched a new branch to their
business called Kindle Direct Publishing (KDP), a selfpublication platform. Via this service, users can “selfpublish eBooks and paperbacks for free,” sell to a
global market, and even earn royalties of up to 80%
(Kindle Direct Publishing; “Take Control with SelfPublishing”). According to Amazon, it takes less than
five minutes to publish a work and it will appear
worldwide on the Kindle Store within two days (“Take Control with Self-Publishing”). All one needs to do is
write, upload, and sell – all while maintaining full rights to the work (Kindle Direct Publishing).
Given the ease with which anyone can self-publish using KDP, Amazon has received praise for streamlining
the publication process and democratizing the ability for newer and lesser-known authors to publish their
work. Moreover, choosing self-publication over traditional publication contracts with external companies
comes with a number of benefits. These include having complete creative control, higher royalty rates and
more frequent pay days, greater opportunities for niche projects, a faster publishing process, and little to no
gatekeeping, deadline, or rejection stress (Kieffer, 2017). As a result, many writers are now turning to KDP
for self-publication.
One author who has found success using this platform is Mike Omer, who has sold more than 10,000 books
through Amazon and reached the top spot on the Author Rank system above high-profile names like J. K.
Rowling and Stephen King during the 2018 Prime Day sale (Semuels, 2018). He was even able to quit his job
as a computer engineer in order to pursue his dream of being a full-time writer (Semuels, 2018). Omer told
The Atlantic that these accomplishments were only possible because of KDP, since the service “can expose
me to millions, or tens of millions of readers” (Semuels, 2018). Indeed, without Amazon’s KDP, authors like
Omer are likely to struggle in a highly competitive and constantly fluctuating traditional publication market.
Despite the advantages KDP gives to many hopeful authors, the ability for anyone to self-publish has also
sparked controversy as the platform has become a haven for material that most publication companies
refuse to print (Ava & Tseng, 2020). For example, since 2014 Billy Roper ––the leader of ShieldWall, a group
that wants to build a white ethnostate within the United States–– has published 18 novels via Amazon,
specifically in the hopes of growing his organization (Anti-Defamation League and Ava; Tseng, 2020). In an
interview with ProPublica, Roper said KDP was an ideal platform to publish his work because “People can go
to Amazon—which is mainstream and acceptable, there’s nothing radical about that— order a book, and in
the privacy of their own home they can read the book without ever having to visit a white-nationalist
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website” (Ava & Tseng, 2020). In their content guidelines, Amazon states that:
As a bookseller, we believe that providing access to the written word is important. That includes books
that some may find objectionable, though we have policies governing which books can be listed for
sale. We invest significant time and resources to ensure our guidelines are followed, and remove
products that do not adhere to our guidelines. We also promptly investigate any book when a concern
is raised. (“Content Guidelines for Books”)
Despite KDP’s promise not to sell content that promotes hate speech or advocates terrorism, some of Roper’s
works remain available for purchase on Amazon (“Content Guidelines for Books”).
Public figures can also be drawn into the ambiguous realm of anonymous self-published works. A book
falsely claiming authorship by Kyle Rittenhouse --a 17-year-old who fatally shot two protesters with an AR15 style rife in August 2020-- has recently become available for purchase on Amazon. Despite the brevity of
the 20-page long work, it encourages “true patriots” with “holy rage” to obtain semi-automatic weapons and
“join a militia to learn combat skills” (Croucher, 2022). While it is impossible to know how many copies have
actually sold, since the book only has one (five-star) review it is likely that the book is not especially popular.
Though Rittenhouse’s spokesman has explicitly stated that Rittenhouse did not write the book, it remains
available on the platform and was even ranked at 200 in Amazon’s “30-Minute Politics & Social Sciences
Short Reads” (Croucher, 2022). It is unclear how many of the book’s purchases will know that Rittenhouse
did not actually write or endorse this book bearing his name.
Due to the presence of such material on Amazon, some argue that KDP needs to do a more thorough job of
reviewing the material that will be sold on their platform and perform background checks on the authors
submitting for publication. However, others say that self-published white supremacist or hateful literature
is a fringe phenomenon that receives little engagement anyway, and more honest authors would suffer if a
rigorous review process was implemented. Not only would the release of books be significantly delayed, but
books that do not contain offensive content may be swept up with those that do if a private company is left
alone to decide what is and is not considered “offensive.” Though white supremacist fiction may be removed
from the site, so too might content like union-organizing guides.
Once viewed as a less-reputable way to make one’s work available to the public, the choice to self-publish
has become more acceptable in the writing world – particularly thanks to platforms like Amazon’s KDP.
While some view it as a great tool for newer and lesser-known authors to break through publishing hurdles
with external companies, others see it as a liability that allows the mainstream promotion of dangerous
ideologies. Because self-publishing is likely to become more popular in the coming years, it is important for
us to carefully consider whether avenues like KDP are more helpful or harmful to democratic society.

Discussion Questions:
1. What are the ethical tensions present in the ability for anyone to self-publish?
2. Who is responsible for the spread of unethical reading material? The author, the distributor, the
consumer, someone else, or a combination of these?
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3. Are the issues discussed in this case specific to Amazon’s KDP, or would any self-publication platform
be subjected to the same problems?
4. If Amazon were to implement a more rigorous review process, what guidelines would you suggest
they follow? What ethical tensions would arise from these guidelines?
5. How free should the creation and sharing of information be in the ideal democracy?
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