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In early December 2006, we made the announcement that Clamor 
Magazine would cease publishing. At the time, Jason Kucsma 

and I had been working on and organizing Clamor for over seven years. 
It is important to take a moment to both reflect on the challenges and 
accomplishments during that time as well as preserve some of the history. 
Many organizations and movements are poor historians, and writing an 
analysis will hopefully pass on some of the lessons we learned. It is my 
hope that sharing our experiences in media and building an organization 
will help other groups within social justice movements who are struggling 
with some of the same obstacles.

challenges, 
successes, 
and reflections

• � • clamor

february 2000

This is a lengthy article that tries to accomplish many things, from simply 
telling a story to offering some analysis of key issues and barriers for 
similar projects — think three separate articles mashed into one. Because 
it’s so ambitious, I’m including a short table of contents so you can go to 
the sections that interest you most. 

Two disclaimers: First, while this article is divided into two primary sections, 
“Successes” and “Challenges,” all issues discussed here are complex and 
multidimensional. Many things were both a success and a challenge, and at 
times drawbacks are mentioned while discussing a “success,” etc. 

Second, it is important to note that, though I consulted with Jason and other 
friends on writing this reflection, these words are my perspective on a very 
large project that included a lot of different people, who will all interpret 
and analyze the same project in different ways. 

Finally, within Clamor we came to loosely define “the movement” as a 
broad spectrum of groups and individuals attempting to create change, 
supporting the idea that many different tactics and strategies are necessary 
to create social change. I refer to myself as “radical” because I believe in 
systemic change and examining root causes of social problems, but many 
Clamor readers do not have the same analysis. At times I default to the 
word “progressive” to refer to individuals who believe in social justice but 
whose analysis and approach may differ from my own.

by Jen Angel
jenangel@riseup.net
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Why Independent Media?

I became involved with independent media 
around 1990 and have remained involved 
because, on its most base level, independent media 
empowers individuals, thereby strengthening 
our communities and movements. 

When I put together my first zine, Fucktooth, 
in 1991, I tentatively put my voice out into 
the world. I was 16 years old. I published 
Fucktooth on and off for about ten years, 
putting out 24 editions. I would define zines as 
non-commercial, self-published magazines, and 
Fucktooth was primarily a personal zine of my 
own writing that included interviews, reviews, 
and an occasional guest column. Through that 
experience, and writing and receiving feedback 
over 15 years, I was able to find and establish 
my own voice. I also gained confidence and 
self-assurance that have been invaluable to my 
development as an activist and organizer. 

Beyond empowering individuals, in the movement 
for social change, media plays a vital role on 
local, regional, and national levels. Being able to 
communicate with each other effectively across 
time and distance is one key skill that will help 
build a strong national movement for change.

Activists need ways to communicate with 
other activists, with supporters, and with the 
general public. We need media that is our 
own to provide space for inter-movement 
discussion and self-critique, to celebrate 
our own culture and victories, to record our 
own history, to critique dominant society, to 
distribute news not covered by mainstream 

outlets, and to expose people to radicalism. 
Media serves to strengthen and support our 
movements, and its role in the success of any 
movement cannot be underestimated. Despite 
this, media is often undervalued and often 
overlooked by organizers. 

Media is also one example of where activists 
have the opportunity to model a different 
world, one that we want to live in. By 
creating and maintaining media institutions 
that are accessible to everyone, that present 
readers with diverse ideas and concepts 
so they can make informed decisions, and 
allow us to connect with each other, we are 
building institutions that prefigure a better 
world, that show us what it could look like. 
By building viable alternative institutions and 
providing concrete examples on how society 
could be run, we help challenge the dominant 
structure (sometimes this is called a “dual 
power” strategy). Much of activism involves 
protesting and demonstrating against things 
with disagree with. While it is essential that we 
fight repression and oppression of all sorts, it 
is also essential for us to know what we want 
(not just what 
we are against) 
and to begin 
modeling and 
p r a c t i c i n g 
that behavior 
— to inspire 
ourselves and 
others, and to 
build a strong 
f o u n d a t i o n 
for the future. 

The fight for a fair, just, and democratic media 
is itself part of the social justice movement. 

Not only do independent media groups build 
alternative institutions; at best, movement 
media is a space for activists to share visions of 
the future and develop strategies to get there.  

The Beginning of Clamor: 
What We Were Trying to Do

In 1999, Jason Kucsma and I had the idea 
to start a magazine that would be a media 
outlet with the vibrance and diversity we 
saw in underground zine culture, but with the 
accessibility and inclusiveness of a nationally 
distributed magazine. We wanted a hip, young 
magazine that would speak to the progressives 
and radicals who were our peers and that could 
attract new people to social justice work and 
ideas. This idea occurred to us within the culture 
of zines and was developed separately from 
political developments at the time, including 
the lead-up to the November 1999 Seattle WTO 
protests which saw the birth of the Independent 
Media Center movement. 
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Earlier in 1999, Jason and I attended a 
conference together in St. Louis called the 
Midwest Underground Media Symposium. 
That event cemented our friendship and was 
the beginning of a conversation about taking 
our media to the next level. We had each been 
involved with zines for many years and felt our 
personal involvement in the independent media 
movement and the culture of the movement had 
reached a plateau. As a community, we knew 
how to produce great zines, to make great books, 
and to organize conferences. When I say “we 
knew,” I mean that within the zine community 
there were individuals and groups who were 
good at all of those things and had spent time 
developing and refining those ideas. Jason and 
I started talking about could be next, because 
we felt it was important for our community to 
progress and resist being stagnant or simply 
repeating the same projects forever.

Although Jason and I both identified as 
anarchists and anti-authoritarians when we 
started the magazine, and many principles of 
the anarchist movement (such as democracy, 
liberation, participation, and mutual aid) guided 
us, the intention was never to create an anarchist 
magazine. While in some ways the original 

goals of Clamor were very humble — to 
empower individuals, to prioritize the voices of 
everyday people over the voices of experts (i.e., 
even progressive experts like Noam Chomsky 
or Barbara Ehrenreich) — the overall goal was 
to create a non-sectarian political magazine that 
spoke to our peers.  

We attempted to reach a mass audience because 
if social change is going to happen in the 
United States it needs to happen on a mass 
scale. Activists need to break out of insular 
communities and reach out to the general 
public. We tried to appeal both to activists 
and to what we called “supporters” — people 
who in general agree with activists’ sentiments 
but haven’t been moved to action, or those 
who feel isolated in their opinions. We made 
careful choices about what words to use, for 
example not using activist or anarchist, to avoid 
alienating these individuals while drawing out 
commonalities with which they could identify. 

Especially in the early years, we discouraged 
people from labeling Clamor as “the best new 
anarchist publication.” 

We made the conscious decision that Clamor 
would cover successes and victories within 
this broad social justice movement, as well as 
celebrate the culture that supports this activism. 
Many years ago I read an essay of Howard 
Zinn’s where he said that most people know 
that injustice exists; they just feel powerless to 
change it. I’ve come back to that quote often and 
have come to believe the real mission of activists 
and of Clamor is to help people realize their 
potential to effect positive change in the world, 
and to support the movement for social change. 
Clamor did that by empowering individuals/
giving them a voice, and also by highlighting 
the many ways people are actively responding 
to injustice: by fighting back, resisting, and 
creating. One way to instill hope is to show 
people they are not alone and “another world 
is possible” or rather, that a better world is 
possible. 

Although Clamor was non-sectarian, it wasn’t 
a unifying, cross-movement magazine. It is 
necessary for movements, including social 

justice movements, to have a way for people to 
talk with each other, share news, and strategize, 
particularly so that networks that are built 
around particular moments in time build on 
each other and are not rebuilt continually. This 
is something inherently lacking in today’s media 
landscape. In many ways, Clamor did not try to 
be that unifying force, though we did succeed 
in creating a space that allowed and encouraged 
activists to reflect and theorize on their work, 
as well as how to sustain social movements. 
Allowing this political space for discussion is 
one way that Clamor, and media in general, is 
part of building movements. 

Finally, we chose to focus on a print publication 
as opposed to other types of media for a number 
of reasons. One very real concern was the digital 
divide: Who has access to electronic media, and 
who doesn’t? Not only are print magazines and 
zines are relatively inexpensive for consumers, 
they put out new information often (as opposed 

to books or DVDs), don’t require special 
equipment for the average person to decipher, 
and can be taken on a bus, into the bathroom, 
on an airplane, or into the woods. We also saw 
a space within magazines for a publication that 
we wanted to read but could not find. 

Successes

When we started Clamor, we were working out 
of Jason’s bedroom on a clunky iMac. We had 
little or no experience with anything except 
writing and self-publishing small-scale zines. 
With just an idea and no real concept of the 
future, we pushed Clamor into the world with 
its first issue in February 2000. We went on to 
publish 38 issues in seven years, including the 
writing and artwork of over 1,000 individuals 
from around the world. I don’t think either of us 
imagined such a successful project.

Several ideas or concepts have emerged as 
either strategies that helped us succeed or as 
parts of our identity that set us apart from other 
magazines. 

Entry Points: 
Helping New Voices be Heard

As mentioned in the introduction, an essential 
component of independent media is that it is 
accessible to new writers and that it empowers 
individuals by helping “amplify” their voices. 
From the beginning, we chose to prioritize new 
writers. We felt if you wanted to know what 
experts had to say, there were enough other 
magazines already available. For example, you 
can pick up Z Magazine to find a column by 
Howard Zinn or Nat Hentoff. We did not want to 
be a magazine where you had to have published 
a book before we would print your article.  

It was also important to us to pay everyone 
for their work, because we felt work should be 
rewarded, and we did not want to self-select 
our audience by only printing writers who 
could afford to donate their time and work. If 
there was going to be financial benefit from the 
project, we wanted to share it with everyone 
who helped create it.

Often, working with new writers meant many of 
them were inexperienced. Although this posed 
some challenges, such as having to devote 
significantly more time to working with and 
revising pieces, these new voices gave Clamor 
a different perspective than other magazines, a 
genuineness and sincerity that was unique. We 
encouraged activists to write about their work, 
so we struggled with the problem that good 
activists are not always good writers. Sometimes 
this meant we would interview activists or 
encourage them to work with a co-writer. 

We often published work by individuals who 

We attempted to reach a mass audience because if social change 
is going to happen in the United States it needs to happen on a 
mass scale. Activists need to break out of insular communities 
and reach out to the general public. We tried to appeal both to 
activists and to what we called “supporters” — people who in 
general agree with activists’ sentiments but haven’t been moved 
to action, or those who feel isolated in their opinions. 
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had never written before, such as our friend’s 
brother whose wife had given birth prematurely 
(“It Must Have Been Something In The Water,” 
Brian Matthews, No. 8, April/May 2001). He 
wanted to tell the story of how his community was 
concerned about drinking water contamination, 
and how it wasn’t being reported elsewhere. He 
wasn’t a writer; he just had a story to tell. Also, 
Diane Fox, a teenager who wrote “Small Boobs: 
America’s Breast Obsession” in the Jan/Feb 
2002 edition, saw her first published article. 

Then there were aspiring writers who couldn’t 
get published in other magazines because they 
didn’t have prior experience. When you wanted 
to write for Clamor, we did not ask to first see 
“clips.” Several writers got their start with us, 
as exemplified by this letter from contributor 
Courtney Martin, who wrote for Clamor several 
times between 2003 and 2006: 

Clamor was a place where my emails 
were answered, my ideas always 
considered respectfully. Clamor was a 
place where the editors didn’t ask me 
for my clips. Jason trusted that my heart 
was in the right place and that I would 
do my best and welcomed me to write. It 
was a turning point for me. [...] It was 

Clamor that first made me feel like a 
writer. It was Clamor that didn’t have 
gatekeepers, prerequisites, naysayers.

Courtney has gone on to write for publications 
like The Baltimore Sun, Women’s eNews, 
AlterNet, The Christian Science Monitor, and 
BUST, as well as for blogs like Feministing and 
Huffington Post. She is currently writing a book 
for Simon & Schuster. I also recently received 
a letter from Andrew Cornell, thanking us for 
providing an avenue for moving from zine 
writing to working with larger magazines. 

Eventually, we found that having theme issues 
(which I believe we started with the “Water” 
issue, No. 8 Apr/May 2001) not only helped 
us have cohesive issues, but helped people 
articulate and refine their ideas as well as commit 
to a deadline. If someone had vague notions of 
writing a particular article, if he or she knew 
a theme issue was coming up that related, that 
often served as a needed kick-in-the-pants to get 
things started. We always encouraged a wide 
interpretation of the theme. Some of our most 
popular themes included: Sex, Food, Education/
Learning, Death, Borders, Technology, Work, 
and Fashion. 

Having themes occasionally backfired, like 
when we published the Sports issue (No. 19, 
Mar/Apr 2003). While all of the content was 
amazing, having a photo of a boxing match 
on the cover confused bookstores that didn’t 
know what section to put it in, and it confused 
readers who were looking for straight-up 
political content. Had they looked beyond the 
cover, they would have found theme-related 
articles on gender politics in football country, 
cockfighting, break dancing, bowling leagues, 
and an interview with Sensei Mike Esmailzedeh 
(not to mention the content that was not theme 
related, such as interviews with Dead Prez and 
the Emma Goldman Papers Project).

Content: Integrating Politics & Culture

Clamor had an emphasis not only on political 
discussion but on culture and art. This 
differentiated Clamor from primarily political 
magazines, such as In These Times or Left Turn, 
but also from design-based magazines like 
Adbusters. For us, politics and culture could 
not be separated. Culture is a manifestation of 
everything we are: our politics, our ethics, and 
our beliefs. Skilled activists use culture as an 
entry point into larger discussions of politics 
and theory, and use art and culture to celebrate 
victories and mourn losses.

This connection showed up in our magazine in 
several ways. First, we included artwork by and 
coverage of artists, musicians, and other cultural 
workers in parity with our political content, and 
dedicated an entire section of each issue of the 
magazine to culture. We also had themes related 
to culture, such as the “Make Art Not War” 
theme (No. 24, Jan/Feb 2004). Some examples 
of this type of coverage included interviews 
with muralists, musicians, graffiti artists, or 
theater performers. 

Second, we made a magazine that looked 
good. Many publications, from veterans like 
Z Magazine to newcomers like Upping the 
Anti seem to have the theory that the content 
will speak for itself and does not need to be 
packaged attractively. The problem is that 
readers get overwhelmed by pages and pages of 
text. Having an attractive magazine makes the 
content more accessible. Other magazines that 
do this well include Orion and Herbivore.

Activism, politics, and civic participation need to 
be interesting, fun, and attractive to individuals. 
Not only does this prevent burnout and increase 
participation, it models a future world we want 
to live in where our lives are both productive 
and enjoyable (and pretty). 

Finally, we also combined coverage of activism 
and a critique of dominant society with stories 
relating to living in this society, looking at 
things such as death, parenting, sexuality, or 
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health. While “lifestylism” is often considered 
a pejorative term, it was important that Clamor 
help activists examine critical areas of their 
lives, including talking about how our politics 
can be reflected in the choices we make. Partially 
this was a reflection of what we, as individuals, 
were going through, as we grew up and out of 
the punk scene and had to make choices about 
work, love, and life. We needed and wanted 
guidance from others who were going through, 
or had gone through, those difficult choices.

Building a Foundation: 
Decision-Making Structures

When Clamor started, Jason and I did everything 
except write the stories and draw the pictures. 
We sold advertising, did layout, recruited 
writers, edited pieces, worked with the printer, 
bought the office supplies, filled orders for 
subscriptions, got the magazine distributed to 
stores, and made the coffee. 

Having a small decision-making group (of two) 
contributed significantly to our stability and 
effectiveness. Even later, when we worked with 

Josh Breitbart as our consulting editor (from 
2001-ish to 2004-ish), each of us could make 
major decisions about the future of the magazine 
just by consulting with two other people. This 
helped us make decisions quickly and with 
consensus for the most part. One reason this 
was possible is because Jason and I both have 
a high capacity for getting shit done, and early 
on we did not need to bring on new members 
or form a large collective to get necessary tasks 
completed. I have worked with other groups 
that seek to have a large collective with a lot of 
decision makers for political reasons, and that 
form of organization is equally valid depending 
on your objectives. High production or deadline-
focused groups are often well served by small 
decision-making structures.

Somewhat differently than other political groups 
I’ve worked with, Jason and I each had a high 
degree of specialization. We started out with 
each of us doing a little of everything, but we 
quickly realized there were some tasks that one 
of us was better at or preferred doing. Jason, for 
example, took over all of the magazine layout 
and graphic design. Even though he was entirely 

self-taught, over time he created a cohesive and 
unique look and feel for the magazine. I focused 
on the business end and developed skills with 
bookkeeping and finances.  We each did a lot of 
other stuff in between.

This specialization was reflected in our decision-
making process. Jason and I (and later, others) 
made day-to-day, routine decisions about our 
areas of purview on our own, autonomously. 
We made those decisions based on guidelines 
we had set as a group. For example, we made 
guidelines about what order bills would be 
paid when money was short, and I used those 
guidelines to make decisions on my own 
without checking with the group. This greatly 
sped up our process and helped everyone feel 
less bogged down by meetings and process. Of 
course, any anomalies or big decisions were 
discussed among the larger group. 

Allowing individuals to develop and practice 
skills over the years was effective for our 
organization and allowed us to gain valuable 
experience to use later. For example, I now 
make a living as a bookkeeper and proofreader 
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(among other things). We could have 
incorporated more safeguards that would help 
prevent the concentration of power (influence 
over decision making, access to information, 
ability to develop skills) in an individual’s 
hands, but at the same time there was always so 
much work to be done that it wasn’t possible for 
one individual to take over or direct everything. 
This could have included cross training, writing 
manuals or instructions on how things are done, 
rotating some tasks, or sharing some tasks. 

Another drawback was that not having a lot of 
sharing or cross training made the organization 
vulnerable. There were times when Jason or I 
wanted to leave or take a break, and that wasn’t 
really possible, due in part to this specialization. 
This also would have put us in a bad position 
if, as I would sometimes say, I or another core 
decision maker were hit by a bus or, more 
realistically, put in jail for civil disobedience or 
on an extended trip. 

Despite those two qualifications, the ability to 
make decisions quickly and efficiently remains 
one of the items to which I’ll attribute our long-
term stability. 

Later, we developed a two-group structure.  One 
group focused on business — the “publishing” 
group — and one focused on content — the 
“editorial” group. Having this structure was 
helpful because, like most magazines, it 
protected us from having economics dictate 
content (e.g., “This advertiser wants us to 
feature his band.”), and I believe that sheltering 
some members of the organization from the 
stress of financial decisions helped them focus 
on their work. I also believe that having editors 
concentrate solely on perfecting content allowed 
us moments of editorial greatness. 

Finally, one strength related to the staff was that 
after each issue was published, we asked the 
whole organization to critique it. This usually 
took the form of each staff person sending in 
a list of three things they liked and three things 
they didn’t like about the issue. I found that 
very educational. Not only did it help us make 
a better magazine, it helped us learn about each 
other. 

Diversifying Income

One strength was that we had income from 
different sources. This helped us with the 
normally difficult cash-flow cycle of a magazine 
(i.e., you pay to print your magazine now but 
aren’t paid by bookstores until months later) 
and was especially helpful when there was a 
problem – like when a distributor delayed or 
withheld payments. 

When money wasn’t coming in from subscriptions 
or advertising, it was coming in from sales of 

independent media products through our online 
store (the Infoshop), or from the Clamor Music 
Festival and other events, or from the T-shirts 
we made, or the annual fundraising drive, or 
The Zine Yearbook anthology we published 
for a number of years. These different sources 
of income helped protect us financially and 
contributed to our longevity. 

There are many similar examples from the 
independent media world, from the progressive 
economics magazine Dollars & Sense that also 
publishes textbooks, to Z Magazine’s Znet and 
ZMedia Institute. 

Also, in a conventional business sense, this 
meant we were good at “branding.” Branding 
is a gross conventional marketing term that 
means developing unique characteristics and an 
identifiable reputation that set you apart from 
other projects. Marketing gurus define “brand” 
as an emotional attachment to your business 
or product that is beyond its functionality. 
Characteristics of a brand include consistency, 
quality, and perceived credibility and integrity 
of the staff. 

All of the different things we did – like 
the magazine, the music festival, The Zine 
Yearbook, special editions like “A Call To 
Mutiny” (2004) about Iraq, and our online 
store – had a similar and distinct look and feel. 
This helped us establish Clamor as a “brand” 
where our “customers” knew they could trust 
our other projects would have the same quality 
and dedication with which we approached the 
magazine. 
 
Innovation through Adversity

Having a degree of creativity and ingenuity, 
combined with taking financial and other risks 
enabled Clamor to reach out to new readers 
and help other projects in the independent 
media community. Many of the aforementioned 
projects (like the online store) were the result of 
that kind of cavalier risk taking. 

The period where Josh Breitbart was involved 
as consulting editor was a major period of 
innovation for us. It was during that period 
where I distinctly remember sitting in my 
backyard with Jason and Josh worrying about 
how to pay for the next issue, when Josh came 
up with the idea of launching a nation-wide 
music festival. This idea became the first Clamor 
Music Festival in 2004, when about 30 cities 
participated, holding joint benefits for Clamor 
and a local independent media organization. 
Every time we were in a tough spot, Josh pushed 
us to do something totally amazing, and it paid 
off. I always appreciated and valued his input, 
as someone who was able to look at the bigger 
picture, think creatively, and in a lot of ways, 
be a true visionary in terms of what is possible 

and what is needed by the independent media 
community.

Josh was also at least partially responsible for 
the expansion of the Infoshop. In the middle 
of 2004, we took a look at our finances and 
realized that 10 percent of our income was 
coming through our online store without us 
putting much effort into it. At the time, we sold 
Clamor products such as subscriptions, back 
issues, and T-shirts, as well as a few other books 
and items created by our friends. We wondered 
what would happen if we expanded the store. 

We began to expand the products in the online 
store, including carrying other magazines, 
books, and CDs, and later radical art. This 
helped us because we earned a percentage of 
each sale, but it was also beneficial to other 
media makers and to the broader community that 
buys these products. It helped the community by 
making independent media projects available 
to individuals who do not live in a city or 
community with a good bookstore (most of 
America, these days). 

Also, at the time, most people who produced 
independent media were not distributing 
their projects over the internet, or they were 
distributing them through an internet outlet that 
did not accept credit cards or that used Paypal. 
The Infoshop helped media makers deal with 
having an online presence and with accepting 
credit cards without going through a large 
corporation like Paypal. 

Eventually, we developed an efficient store. We 
realized Clamor’s Infoshop was a service others 
needed. With Josh Breitbart’s assistance, we 
first partnered with radical artist Josh MacPhee 
(of JustSeeds) and then others to manage all of 
their website sales. It made perfect sense. Josh 
is an artist, and he shouldn’t be spending two 
days per week packaging orders for mail order 
customers. We were already doing that for our 
online store, and we were able to offer better 
customer service, credit card processing, and 
faster turnaround on orders. In return for paying 
us a percentage of his sale, Josh got many hours 
of his life back. When we did order fulfillment 
for other people’s websites, we called it 
“Infoshopdirect.” 

Both the Infoshop and Infoshopdirect came 
to be significant parts of our organization, 

the ability to make decisions 
quickly and efficiently remains 
one of the items to which 
I’ll attribute our long-term 
stability. 
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benefiting us through increased income and 
providing a valuable service to the independent 
media community. Through working with Josh 
Breitbart, I learned to value and emphasize 
innovation within groups, and to include 
individuals who are not so overburdened with 
the day-to-day running of a project that they can 
see and act on opportunities. 
 
Being a Good Community Member

Through my experience publishing Clamor, I 
became increasingly convinced that the only 
way for independent media to survive in the 
face of the economic reality of capitalism and 
the problems within the publishing world is to 
work together. Many of the projects that Clamor 
promoted involved strengthening the entire 
independent media community for the benefit 
of all. I’m particularly proud of this part of 
our history, and it is demonstrated by our work 
on the Allied Media Conference (an annual 
conference of up to 800 media producers and 
activists, now in its ninth year), the Infoshop and 
Infoshopdirect programs, and related projects. 

On the whole I found the independent magazine 
community quite welcoming, most publishers to 
be approachable with questions, and a lot of small 
collaborations happening such as publications 
trading advertising. The reasons  extensive 
collaboration is not done more often include: 
scarcity of resources (e.g., donors, advertisers, 
subscribers); a group’s fear of losing their 
individual identities or decision-making power; 
political sectarianism; and clashing personalities. 

Toward the end of Clamor, we were seeking 
to facilitate a meeting between radical peer 
magazines to look at common problems, 
such as distribution and funding. While I 
am no longer publishing a magazine, I still 
view such an effort at common solutions as 
an important, perhaps essential, first step in 
ensuring the future of print publications in the 
U.S. I believe the best future for independent 
publishing lies in a radically different 
structure, based on collaboration, shared 
resources, and joint publishing efforts. This 
is a moment for true innovation because what 
we have now is not working.

Midwest Represent! Why Geography Matters

Jason and I both grew up outside of Cleveland, 
Ohio. When we started the magazine, he was 
attending graduate school at Bowling Green 
State University in Bowling Green, Ohio. 
Bowling Green is a small college town and 
county seat in the Northwest corner of the 
state, about 25 miles south of Toledo. I don’t 
remember there being a clear discussion of the 
pros and cons of starting a national magazine 
based in the Midwest, but over the years a 
number of very clear benefits emerged.

On a practical 
level, being 
based on 
the Midwest 
allowed us access 
to cheap rent for 
ourselves and in 
the last few years 
an office, as well as 
the ability to work as 
volunteers on a time-
consuming project 
while also finding paid 
work that could sustain 
us. It also allowed us 
to develop wonderful 
relationships with our 
friends at the post office 
and the mail service, where 
in large cities we would 
have just been anonymous 
customers. 

Politically, our location outside 
of New York or San Francisco 
helped us emphasize that life 
exists between the coasts, and 
allowed us to bring radical politics 
to a part of the Midwest that is often 
overlooked. 

There were a few drawbacks to 
being in a small or isolated place, 
which included having less access to 
mentors, a dramatically smaller pool 
from which to draw volunteers, and the 
significantly limited wealth and availability 
of donors and supporters. In addition, some 
resources just don’t exist in many areas of 
the country, including positive examples of 
long-term projects or organizing groups, and 
the knowledge of group process those groups 
possess. I view it as a challenge to the movement 
to share knowledge, and not just during mass 
mobilizations or periods of crisis. 

Even though I write this from California, I have 
been an outspoken advocate for creating and 
sustaining projects outside of big cities. When 
radicals think about change, they need to think 
about change happening everywhere, not just in 
cities or on the coasts. Many Americans live in 
the heartland, and they need to be included in 
any discussion of long-term change. 

Standing Our Ground: American Apparel

We certainly had features and stories in the 
magazine that I would claim as successes or 
innovations. One story caused a particular 
sensation. In our Fall 2006 issue, we produced 
a ten-page spread on the clothing company 
American Apparel. In it we included critiques 
of the company based on its anti-union 
activities, sexual harassment claims against 

the founder, and its foundation on progressive 
consumerism – the idea that if we all just buy 
the right products, everything will be OK. 
We also included mock photos spoofing the 
company’s advertising. Our aim was to let 
people know that this “progressive” company 
had an unsavory side, so that as consumers 
they could make up their own minds about 
continuing to buy from American Apparel, 
as well as to challenge the pervasiveness of 
progressive consumerism.

This coverage, alone, is not remarkable. 
Everything we said had already been widely 
asserted elsewhere in the media, and a simple 
web search will find hundreds of articles 
on the topic. We were simply offering one 
place where the critiques were combined 
and accessible to our readers. Despite the 
wide availability of these critiques, once we 
announced the coverage of American Apparel 
on our website, we received phone calls and 
emails from the company’s media relations 
director, threatening to sue us for defamation. 
This American Apparel representative claimed 
the articles for Clamor were inaccurate and 
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unprofessional.  They wanted us to agree to 
not print the articles or retract them and issue 
a formal apology. 

In response, we double checked our facts, found 
an attorney, and told American Apparel we would 
correct one minor error. We refused to retract 
the stories or to apologize. We went public and 
told people that American Apparel was trying 
to silence its critics through intimidation. We 
thought going public would help protect us from 
a lawsuit. 

What is remarkable is that through our publicity 
of American Apparel’s threats, we found out that 
numerous other outlets had also been threatened 
over their coverage of the company. This 
included a major television news program, a 
documentary filmmaker, a radio news program, 
online publications, and other magazines. The 
tactics that were shared with me included calling 
an individual’s bosses to complain that he/she 
was incompetent in order to get the employee 
fired and/or the story withdrawn, sending men 
to reporters’ homes to pressure them, having the 
founder call news outlets repeatedly and harass 
workers, and most effective, threatening lawsuits. 
With Clamor, they had an employee post on our 
blog to insinuate that we only covered American 
Apparel because they wouldn’t advertise with 
us. This accusation was not true, but was rather 
an attempt to discredit Clamor.  

I was surprised to find that most of these outlets 
had caved to American Apparel’s demands 
(which included not publishing a piece, changing 
a story, or printing a retraction). The outlets all 
refused to go public or to allow Clamor to use 
their names publicly. Had all of these outlets 
been public about American Apparel’s pressure 
tactics, it would have been more difficult for 
the company to continue wreaking havoc in the 
media world, effectively using threats to silence 
its critics.  While some outlets did not retract 
the story, it is unlikely they will cover American 
Apparel again. 

I felt that standing behind our material and not 
backing down when threatened was the right 
thing to do.  In comparison to what other media 
outlets did and did not do, it makes us look 
downright heroic. Eventually, American Apparel 
stopped calling us, and never followed through 
on their threats to sue. We felt vindicated and 
should have done more to publicize and celebrate 
the success of standing up to a corporation with 
200 times more resources than us. 

Challenges

Many but not all of the challenges we faced 
were around money, so the majority of this 
section will discuss finances. These challenges 
are faced by many groups and organizations, 

and it is essential to break the silence and begin 
productive discussions so that projects can move 
forward successfully without being doomed to 
the same mistakes and pitfalls. In each section, 
I attempt to offer reflections on how each 
challenge can be dealt with or avoided. 

First, let me explain that Clamor existed 
on a very conventional funding model, 
typical of mission-oriented publications. Our 
operating money came from a combination of 
subscriptions, newsstand sales (sales through 
stores), advertising, and donations. Later, money 
from Infoshop and special events supplemented 
our day-to-day income. 

Money: The Great Specter 

A central problem in activist culture is the 
denial of money as a powerful force. Whether 
it’s that people are afraid of money because 
they don’t understand it, that they believe it’s 
just a tool for capitalist lackeys, or that it’s an 
instrument that can only be used for evil, this 
kind of mythology around money means that 
activists and organizations often lag far behind 

their conservative or for-profit counterparts 
in terms of building structure and long-term 
stability. To build projects and institutions 
that are sustainable and effective within the 
capitalist system we currently live in, we need 
to fund them. There simply needs to be money 
to pay for paper, computers, and electricity. 
To fund projects and institutions, we need two 
things: activists that understand money and can 
use it effectively, and activists who will support 
institutions with financial resources.

This cultural bias manifested itself as a 
challenge for Clamor in a number of ways, 
including that our main audience (young social 
justice activists) is an audience that doesn’t 
want to buy subscriptions, or believes they can’t 
afford subscriptions. This is different from other 
struggles where it was part of the culture that 
activists supported their organizations – the 
practice of “tithing,” or donating a portion of 
your income, is common within some religious 
and cultural groups. This cultural bias also 
means there were few accessible mentors with 
business savvy available to us when we were 
starting out.  

The issue of money also manifests itself as a 
cultural aversion to growth or expansion. I am 
not talking about allowing unfettered progress 
or growth at all costs, but healthy growth, 
including the expansion or continuation of ideas, 
knowledge, skills, and experience. Although 
Clamor started, supported, and participated in 
many different conferences and workshops, 
we did not do enough to pass on what we were 
doing or the knowledge we had accumulated, 
from effectively working with staff who were 
spread out all over the country to practical skills 
like bookkeeping or fundraising. These skills 
could have been passed on effectively through 
a mentorship or apprenticeship program, for 
example. 

In addition to bringing up new leadership, smart 
growth would acknowledge the need for our 
projects and institutions to be sustainable. Many 
radical projects, including Clamor, just barely 
exist. There is no cushion, savings, or safety 
net that can make dealing with crises easier and 
allow capacity (of time, energy, and money) for 
innovation and strategic thinking. A conventional 
business expert may look at this problem and 

say the reason our projects are barely surviving 
financially without this cushion or safety net 
is because the projects aren’t effective, or the 
model is bad. An alternate explanation is that we 
as a culture simply don’t plan for or prioritize 
(and sometimes penalize) anything beyond just 
scraping by. 

I recently heard a story about the Bound 
Together Books collective, which spent much 
of its savings a few years ago on back taxes 
and attorneys. I was surprised that the group 
had savings, and wondered to myself whether 
other organizations have that foresight. Do we 
stop fundraising or working hard when we have 
“enough” or when we have “extra” that can then 
be saved for crises? How did having “extra” 
somehow move from the smart thing to do to 
something that is extravagant or luxurious? 

With Clamor we accepted early on that money 
was a tool we needed to accomplish our goals, 
one that couldn’t be overlooked. By developing 
infrastructure, using appropriate technology, 
and supporting often undervalued skills such 
as bookkeeping and budgeting, we were able 

A central problem in activist culture is the denial of money as a powerful 
force. Whether it’s that people are afraid of money because they don’t 
understand it, that they believe it’s just a tool for capitalist lackeys, or 
that it’s an instrument that can only be used for evil, this kind of mythology 
around money means that activists and organizations often lag far behind 
their conservative or for-profit counterparts in terms of building structure 
and long-term stability. 
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to manage an organization that at its peak 
spent $138,000 a year. That amount at once 
seems large, but also seems like an absurdly 
small amount of money to fund everything we 
did. It is important to note that our financial 
knowledge, and particularly my experience 
as the bookkeeper, was self-taught, and we 
know in the early years we made mistakes 
because we didn’t know any better. I remember 
trying to apply for grants and loans and being 
overwhelmed when the agencies asked us for 
reports and paperwork we didn’t have and didn’t 
know how to generate, like a balance sheet or a 
profit and loss statement. 

I would urge anyone working with an 
organization/project that involves money to put 
in the time and effort to find or train someone 
to be comfortable and knowledgeable with 
the organization’s finances, and to find an 
accountant that you like and you can work with. 
It’s worth the money. 

Debt: Finding Money for Starting 
and Continuing Projects 

When we started Clamor, we had no 
idea how much money it would take. 
Compared to other projects (running 
a distribution or a website, for 
example), publishing a magazine 
is resource-intensive. It takes a lot 
of money just to get the project out 
into the world. 

We financed the first few years 
of Clamor with a combination of 
personal money (not a lot), a loan 
from a bank through a 

Small Business Administration (SBA) program, 
and personal credit cards. Jason and I both had 
relatively good credit at that point, and like many 
college-educated Americans, over the years we 
had been sent a lot of credit card offers, which 
we took advantage of. 

Our lack of knowledge and foresight hurt us. The 
SBA program allowed loans up to $100,000. The 
SBA is supposed to exist for people who want 
loans for businesses but don’t have collateral 
(like houses) that can be repossessed if you 
stop paying the loan. In that way, the system is 
inherently biased against younger and lower-
class individuals who don’t have high-paying 
jobs or access to collateral or people to co-sign. 
When we applied for the loan, we asked for 
just $20,000, simply because we didn’t know 
any better and at the time it seemed like a huge 
amount of money. Honestly, I was shocked when 
it was approved by the bank in 2000. Because 
we didn’t ask for enough, we were “under 
capitalized,” and we ended up supplementing 
with credit cards, which were at a much higher 

interest rate than the loan. 

For a while, this worked out fine. We were able 
to make our debt payments while continuing 
to operate on a shoe-string. The big drawback 
was that we didn’t have enough extra money 
to put any resources into outreach or gaining 
new subscribers, a magazine’s bread and butter. 
We relied heavily on “guerrilla marketing” 
– basically being creative and exhausting every 
option for getting our name out there without 
spending a lot of money. 

In the last two years, Clamor’s financial structure 
became increasingly strained, as we needed 
more funds to print more and bigger copies of 
the magazine for bookstores; our subscriptions 
weren’t growing at the rate we had hoped; the 
bank we received the SBA loan through changed 
the terms of our loan (we had been paying about 
$90 each month and they wanted us to start 
paying $450 each month, or the equivalent 
of five times what we had been paying): and 
our distributor began to delay payments to us. 
We had difficulty making our monthly debt 
payments and continuing to operate. 

For an entire year, I looked for a bank or 
other organization that would 
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consolidate all of our debt into one big loan. But 
because we essentially had no collateral (nothing 
they could repossess if we stopped making 
payments) and because on paper it didn’t look 
like we made enough money, it was essentially 
a year-long exercise in futility. Never mind that 
we had been in business for years, had always 
made our payments on time, and had frequently 
made payments of more than the minimum 
required. Banks didn’t care about that. 

While some debt is necessary, and it is 
sometimes necessary to use credit cards, I now 
strongly advise that if a group puts money on 
credit cards you have the ability and plan for 
paying back that high-interest debt, and that you 
stick to that plan at all costs. 

Aside from that, working with banks is 
frustrating because they work on their own rules 
and you are often powerless to do anything 
about what you are unhappy with. Unlike 
judges and policymakers who can sometimes be 
influenced by political pressure, this is often not 
the case with banks when they are dealing with 
individuals or small-scale businesses. 

Operating Outside the Niche: 
Marketing to Advertisers and Subscribers 

Two of the most lucrative areas for magazines, 
advertising and subscriptions, were challenges 
for us because of the broad definition of our 
audience. This allowed us to accomplish 
political goals and create a general-interest, 
non-sectarian publication that was popular with 
a diverse readership, but it defied magazine 
industry convention and made it difficult to 
recruit advertisers or to focus our energies 
in reaching out to a narrow segment of the 
population to buy subscriptions. This was one 
instance where not following the rules made us 
less sustainable than if we made other choices. 

In regards to advertising, the example I often 
give is that through reader surveys we knew 
that more than 50 percent of our readers were 
vegetarian. However, when we approached 
vegetarian products companies, like Eden Soy, 
they told us that we weren’t a “vegetarian 
magazine,” and were too “edgy” for them. 
Our base ended up being radical/progressive 
book publishers and a few record labels. Our 
problem is that independent, politically minded 
companies—the type that would support our 

magazine—have limited advertising 
dollars and want to 

spend them in the most efficient way possible. 
Why would they fund a general-interest magazine 
when they could go after exactly their target 
consumer? Bitch, for example, can deliver to 
its advertisers thousands of young, progressive, 
hip women. So if you have a product to sell 
to young, progressive, hip women, you would 
advertise in Bitch, not Clamor. 

In terms of gaining subscriptions, our broadly 
defined audience hurt us for the same reasons. 
Having a very narrowly defined audience would 
have helped us by telling us very specifically 
where to promote our magazine. The outreach 
we did was often spread too thin.  

The types of free/cheap marketing we relied on 
include:
- Effectively using an email list to communicate 

with subscribers and supporters
- Trading advertising with other magazines
- Printing flyers and postcards to distribute at 

events, send with orders from the Infoshop, 
and send to other projects to include in their 
mail (we often included their postcards in 
ours)

- Tabling at events and conferences
- Offering a free sample issue to people thinking 

about subscribing
- Innovative ideas like the Clamor Music 

Festival which got the word out about our 
project
- Giving away free back issues to 
other organizations

Marketing strategies that were out of our 
price range include:
- Direct mail – Renting a list of names 
and sending them a letter or a sample copy 
to subscribe. This is a traditional way of 
gaining new subscribers for magazines.
- Paying for advertising in other media 
outlets
- Doing large events in bigger cities

Getting the Word Out: Models for Distribution

After we announced that we were closing, 
publisher Anne Elizabeth Moore announced 
on Punk Planet’s website, “the IPA killed 
Clamor!”

It is certainly true that problems at the 
Independent Press Association (IPA), through 
which Clamor and many other independent 
titles were distributed to bookstores, played 
a large part in economic problems at the end. 
However, choices we made early on about 
distribution contributed. Clamor originally took 
an aggressive distribution strategy, and I now 
believe this was a mistake. 

Most magazines sell their copies through 
bookstores for the sole purpose of converting 
buyers into subscribers. This is because for every 
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copy sold on the newsstand, the bookstore and 
a few distribution companies take a cut. Small 
magazines rarely profit from and often take a 
loss from copies sold on the newsstand.  

Also, the system is designed to create waste. 
In conventional magazine distribution, you do 
not want a bookstore to ever run out of copies 
of your magazine, because there would be the 
possibility that a customer would go to the store 
looking for your magazine and it wouldn’t be 
there, it would be sold out. So, if the goal is to 
always have more copies in each bookstore than 
will sell, there is waste. There is waste when 
you send your copies to a bookstore you haven’t 
tried  to see how they do, and you sell five or less 
of the 10 you thought you would sell.  Because 
of this system (and other factors), bookstores 
around the country (world?) simply throw away 
millions of copies of unsold magazines at the 
end of each month. 

Having an “aggressive” distribution strategy 
meant that we tried to be in as many bookstores 
as possible. In theory this sounds great, because 
how better to gain new subscribers than from 
people who pick your magazine off the rack? 
What we didn’t realize is we would spend 
thousands of dollars on magazines that would 
be thrown away. We overextended our resources 
and ended up putting our magazine in bookstores 
that weren’t right for us. We wanted and didn’t 
get guidance about this from our account 
representative(s) and other staff at the IPA, 
as well as from more established independent 
magazines. 

Unfortunately, the story gets worse from 
there. What Anne was alluding to with her 
flippant remark is that about two years ago, the 
IPA experienced its own financial problems. 
Instead of owning up to what was going on and 
communicating transparently with members, 
the IPA staff chose to mislead, and in some cases 
outright lie, to members, particularly members 
who were using the distribution service. This 
whole debacle resulted in members leaving the 
organization en masse and was reported on by 
Ryan Blitstein in the SF Weekly in the June 14, 
2006 edition.  Finally, on December 27, 2006, 
the IPA announced on its website that it was 
closing for good, leaving debts to publishers 
unpaid and in limbo. 

What this meant to Clamor and others was that 
beginning almost two years ago, our scheduled 
payments from sales through bookstores did 
not come when we expected them. It is very 
difficult to plan for the future when expected 
money doesn’t come, and the IPA staff’s false 
promises made it worse. If they had been honest 
about when payments would arrive (or in some 
cases, that the payments were not coming), it 
would have allowed publishers to prepare real 
contingency plans. It’s an entirely different thing 

to prepare a contingency plan for 30 days than 
for six months. Eventually, we stopped expecting 
any payments at all. Meanwhile, we continued 
to send thousands of copies to the newsstand, in 
hopes they would generate new subscriptions. 
That’s not a way to run a magazine. 

This aggressive distribution strategy of ours 
differed from the way we ran the rest of the 
magazine, where we aimed to let the project 
grow organically, without outpacing our capacity 
or means. I now favor a grassroots model 
of distribution, similar to one that Left Turn 
magazine uses. Whether it has been a strategic 
choice of theirs to stay out of big distribution 
and focus on sending bulk copies to supporters 
in different cities to distribute (sometimes for 
free), it has shielded them from much of this 
distribution craziness. It is key to get copies of a 
magazine directly in to the hands of supporters. 
By subverting the dominant convention, Left 
Turn has kept from over-extending itself and 
has applied the “organic growth” paradigm to 
distribution. This strategy does not help Left 
Turn reach new readers who don’t identify as 
activists, but it can be argued that spending 
some time (years?) reaching out to supporters 
would give any magazine a solid, sustainable 
base from which to do further outreach later. 

Another non-magazine group that excels 
at independent distribution is Crimethinc 
(www.crimethinc.com). Crimethinc refers to 
themselves as a “social phenomenon” and not 
a membership organization. The key has been 
getting much of their material and ideas into 
the hands and minds of supporters for free or 
little cost. Helping supporters feel part of the 
organization has worked well for both groups. 

Why was the IPA crisis a problem for Clamor 
and a lot of other publications? There are a few 
reasons. First is the reliance on the conventional 
model as a way to distribute magazines. 
Within the conventional paradigm, there were 
no real large-scale alternatives to the IPA for 
distribution, and when they withheld payments 
from publishers and otherwise acted as a bad 
community member, there was no where for 
publications to turn. This also meant that 
publications had no leverage, because IPA staff 
knew there was little alternative. 

Second, most independent magazines have 
very little spare cash and operate on a very 
slim margin. This means a loss of even $500 or 
$1,000 can cause a major crisis. The lack of a 
safety net keeps magazines constantly in crisis 
mode, meaning they spend their time putting out 
fires instead of innovating or looking forward. 
As a community, this means we need to step 
up and support independent media outlets even 
when they are not in crisis, so they can develop 
a cushion that will allow them to better deal with 
short-term problems. I discussed this concept 

earlier, when discussing the communal aversion 
to growth and sustainability. It is essential that 
we value independent media institutions in the 
same way we do social justice struggles, as 
creating and maintaining democratic media is in 
itself such a struggle. 

*I’d like to mark this section with a caveat. 
For at least five years, Jason and I were both 
adamant supporters of the Independent Press 
Association. They took a chance on us early on, 
and through their programs, they helped us gain 
valuable knowledge and reach out to our peers. 
Unfortunately, the IPA of today is not the same 
organization it was five years ago. 

Growing Pains: Issues of Power, 
Diversity, and Representation

Earlier I talked about how Jason and I 
were the main people working on Clamor 
through the first few years. Later, we added 
a consulting editor (Josh Breitbart), section 
editors (a minimum of six, though sometimes 
sections were co-edited), and various other 
positions including review editor, lead copy 
editor, and proofreaders, which formed our 
editorial team. After we added the editorial 
roles, Jason and I continued to participate 
in editorial to varying degrees. I worked 
closely with the content, and Jason focused 
more on art direction while helping with the 
large editorial picture. Finally, we added two 
associate publishers, who, along with Jason 
and I, formed our business group. All of these 
positions developed out of need because Jason 
and I didn’t have the capacity to do all the 
work as the organization grew. 

Although we were conscious of and had a 
running conversation about diversity on the staff, 
we remained a largely (though not totally) white 
organization. While I personally believe there is 
value in organizing white people, this was not 
where we wanted to be as a group: we didn’t 
want a magazine that was directed only to white 
people, and we didn’t want an organization that 
was only white, because this wasn’t reflective of 
the broader social justice movement. 

Early on, we turned this critique on the content, 
arguing that who made up the staff was a 
reflection of who was reading the magazine, and 
we wanted to attract a broader audience. Over 
time we did a great job of featuring women, 
trans folks, and people of color in the images 
and as interview subjects and authors, though 
sometimes we did a better job than others. 
One great example of this was our Technology 
issue (No. 18, Jan/Feb 2003) which almost 
exclusively featured women writers on a topic 
not usually considered a “women’s issue.” The 
editorial group would critique each issue after 
it was out, and that was a good place for self-
reflection.
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Critiquing our content did not, however, lead 
to a very diverse staff, and the lack of progress 
frustrated everyone. One of the very real barriers 
to increasing our staff diversity was that when we 
advertised for an open editorial position, we did 
interviews over email and phone and very rarely 
met with someone in person before asking them 
to join the group. Unless a person disclosed on 
his/her own that he/she was a person of color or 
trans, we wouldn’t necessarily know, and I was 
uncomfortable asking. My years of indoctrination 
in non-profit management made me feel like we 
couldn’t ask, because in business it is drilled into 
you not to ask any questions related to race (or 
marital status, or families, or health, etc.). The 
group discussed this a lot, and came up with the 
work-arounds that many organizations do, like 
being strategic about where we advertised the 
position and approaching specific individuals 
and encouraging them to apply or suggest 
applicants. Many organizations end up doing 
things like saying “women and minorities 
encouraged to apply” in their ads or simply 
making guesses about applicants, neither of 
which I feel are particularly effective. The topic 
of recruiting a diverse staff remained a point of 
contention within the group. 

Another related problem was that as the financial 
side of the magazine became more stressful, 
particularly in the last two years, Jason and I had 
to focus more and more of our time on it. This 
was one reason for bringing on the associate 
publishers to help. However, it meant Jason and 
I were stretched to capacity and when editors 
or others brought up issues of representation or 
process, they often felt they weren’t heard by the 
group or by me and Jason specifically. In the last 
year, we initiated a working group to examine 
our editorial process and to help deal with some 
of the problems around representation, decision-
making power, race, etc. Even though we did 
good things like make the conscious decision 
that Jason and I would not be on the working 
group because of the perception that we had too 
much power, the gesture was too little too late 
and some editors ended up leaving the group. 

The concern that Jason and I had too much 
power became a large one at the end, and it 
was a difficult and eventually divisive issue. All 
projects, but particularly projects as large and 
unwieldy as Clamor, need effective decision-
making and leadership (the ability to see and 
maintain a vision for how the project exists in 
the world now and in the future). It must be 
acknowledged that within groups, there are 

power inequities based on who has knowledge, 
skills, time, and experience. The answer to 
these inequities is not to fight that power, but 
to help everyone in the organization to gain 
the needed skills, experience, and knowledge. 
However, negotiating the differences between 
people’s levels of devotion to a project is 
something that can’t necessarily be mitigated 
by helping everyone gain knowledge, skills, or 
information. 

This was an issue because Jason and I had power 
that developed in an organic way because we had 
been with the project since the beginning and 
because we were willing to commit excessive 
amounts of time and energy to the project as 
volunteers, something others did not necessarily 
have the ability or desire to do. Sometimes we 
were conscious of this power and sometimes we 
were not. Overall, we could have done a better 
job of acknowledging those imbalances and 
dealing with them. 

Some positive actions we took include:
- Created a database accessible via the internet 

that included all of our past content. This 
meant new editors could search if a topic had 
been covered or a person had been interviewed 
in the past, instead of having to ask someone 
who had been with Clamor longer. Having 
institutional memory is essential and sorely 
lacking in many organizations. 

- Assigned new editors a “buddy,” someone 
who had been there longer

Some actions we could have taken include:
- Annually evaluate our editorial process (i.e., 

how decisions are made about what content 
to include). 

- Be more explicit about how different kinds of 
decisions are made so that new staff members 
knew where they could assert themselves. 

It would have helped everyone involved if we 
had been clearer about our structure. Clamor 
was started as a project by two people, and when 
we expanded, we didn’t clearly state what our 
new structure was. Many people were unsure. 
Were Jason and I in control of everything (i.e., 
we had to OK all decisions), or not? What we 
wanted was some areas of decision-making 
(such as editorial) that were consensus-based 
where people had equal power, but some areas 
where other people had more decision-making 
power than others (e.g. finances). This was 
because Jason and I had more financial liability 
than anyone and because the finances were so 

intricate, it would have been irresponsible for 
anyone not involved in the day-to-day to make 
those decisions.

Despite this being our collective desire for 
the editorial group, and though I felt like this 
was the case with our original group of section 
editors (who all came on at the same time), as 
there was turnover in the editorial group the 
structure became less clear. When an editor 
would bring up an issue or a problem with 
our process, I wanted him or her to initiate a 
working group or some solution, but he or she 
didn’t feel empowered to do so. That was a 
problem. Why did this change over time from 
the original group? It could have been because 
at the beginning, when section editors were new, 
we were all figuring out the process together, 
and so editors were on the same footing as me 
and Jason. Later, when new editors came into 
the mix, they hadn’t gone through that initial 
“figuring it out” stage, and we weren’t good at 
explaining the structure to them. 

Especially at the end, as I mentioned earlier, 
capacity (and burnout) became real barriers to 
initiating and following through on the necessary 
changes that would have addressed power and 
representation within the group. 

The Non-profit Industrial Complex: 
Volunteers vs. Paid Staff

The magazine existed on an entirely unpaid 
staff. Eventually, we had paid part-time staff 
people who worked exclusively in our online 
store, processing and filling orders. The choice 
to work as volunteers was not an intentional one. 
We simply did not have the money to have paid 
staff, so as an organization we didn’t wrestle 
with or come to any conclusions on the subject.

On the one hand, not having a people to devote 
the majority of their creative energy and time to 
moving the project forward hurt us. For example, 
for most of the time I published Clamor I also 
worked a 40+-hour work week at a demanding 
non-profit job. Although that provided me with 
a stable income, it meant that the best hours 
of my day went to my job and not to Clamor. 
Therefore, in many ways I adamantly support 
being able to pay people to work on projects so 
they can have and maintain focused energy. 

On the other hand, I have real concerns about 
the professionalization of activism, or as some 
say, the “non-profit industrial complex.” It can 

The magazine existed on an entirely unpaid staff. Eventually, we had paid part-time staff people 
who worked exclusively in our online store, processing and filling orders. The choice to work as 
volunteers was not an intentional one. We simply did not have the money to have paid staff, so as 
an organization we didn’t wrestle with or come to any conclusions on the subject.
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become self-preserving, where you end up 
making choices that are based on saving your 
job or pleasing your funders instead of what is 
best for the project.  

Perhaps most troubling, in a world funded by 
grants, projects live and die based on what 
the funding world wants. The priorities of the 
funders, not the project or the public, rule. 
How is that democratic? People with a lot of 
money (both private donors and foundations) 
shape the way that activism happens by 
choosing whom to give money to. I have 
heard the argument that it’s OK as long as the 
people spending the money are benevolent 
and have the public’s best interests at heart, 
but it remains undemocratic and elevates the 
opinions and desires of a few individuals over 
all others.

One example of how media activists’ lives are 
impacted by funders is, at this moment in time, 
there is very little grant funding available for 
ongoing print projects.  It’s unfortunate that 
the funding community does not value media 
production in the same way it values media 
policy organizations like Free Press. Perhaps 
it has to do with a funder’s place within the 
larger context of capitalist society. In essence, 
it puts emphasis on a model that prioritizes 
influencing those in power (policymakers), 
instead of encouraging and enabling 
individuals to assert our own power—in this 
case, through creating our own media. 

This lack of funding is possibly a blessing in 
disguise, because it frees media production 
organizations from having to follow funders’ 
guidelines or devote a significant amount of 
time to paperwork (e.g., grant applications, 
reports, budgets, financial information) instead 
of doing the real work of their organization. 

Not all non-profits or activist organizations are 
funded by grants, and all funding streams have 
strings attached. Clamor received very few 
grants (We received one around 2002 from the 
Third Wave Foundation of $1500 to support 
payments to women writers). Groups that are 
funded by subscriptions (as magazines are) 
or by dues-paying members are in some 
ways beholden to those members. We 
definitely considered how our readership 
would react to choices we made about 
content, the cover, and the format. Some 
organizations can’t risk alienating 
foundations, and we couldn’t risk 
alienating our readership, which had 
its own chilling effect. Overall, we 
could have experimented more or 
pushed the readership more in 
terms of changes they would 
accept. Our readers were a lot 
more trusting and loyal than I 
expected at times.

One final concern about media projects and 
non-profit status: the government places 
restrictions on the political speech of non-profit 
organizations. Had we been a non-profit, these 
restrictions would have made it difficult for 
Clamor to have published much of our content, 
including our best-selling “Bush” issue, in 
Sept/Oct 2004. Not only is political content 
restricted, but these rules create a chilling effect 
on non-profit organizations where the leadership 
becomes afraid of straying too far from content 
that is restricted and self-censors. 

The End of Clamor:
Why We Decided to Close

In late 2005/early 2006, Jason and I reached a 
burnout point. We weren’t getting along well 
and the financial burdens were wearing us down. 
We were both still committed to the project, so 
we decided to bring on two new publishers to 
help with the business side of the organization, 
Nomy Lamm and Mandy Van Deven. 

As the year progressed, Clamor’s finances had 
become such a fragile, delicate balance, it seemed 
the moment I/we looked away, something fell 
apart. We were constantly fundraising and we 
were unable to do the things we enjoyed with 
the magazine. A lot was falling through the 
cracks, like evaluating our editorial process.

Jason and I came to an agreement that Clamor’s 
best chance for a future was to sell (or rather, 
give), the magazine to a new organization that 
could start new without all of the debt and 
baggage we had accumulated. Mandy and 
Nomy agreed to spearhead a new group that 
would take this on, and we began a transition 
plan. We planned to spin off the Infoshop in 
much the same way.

In fall 2006, the transition fell apart. Some 
people close to the project attribute this to our 
attempt to accomplish a major transition (which 
Jason and I felt was financially necessary), while 
continuing to publish the magazine and work 
on the reorganization of the editorial process 
at the same time. I agree this was a factor but 
believe it was a confluence of many areas, such 
as our financial situation, the extra effort needed 

to prepare and implement a transition on 
the business side, the ongoing 

problems on the 
editorial side, 

a n d 
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problems with the distribution. It proved to be 
too much for us. The business group together 
decided to stop printing and allow writers, 
editors, and readers to move on with clarity, 
rather than to enter an indefinite hiatus, publish 
online only, or print an edition that was not up to 
par with what we had all come to expect from the 
project. One reason we decided not to publish 
online instead was that we felt there were good 
sources for our type of material online (like the 
NewStandard, Wiretap, or AlterNet), and  we 
would likely be duplicating those resources. 
Publishing online only would also leave our 
subscribers in limbo. 

Although the decision to stop printing was 
emotionally difficult, it was the correct one. Had 
we taken a more realistic look at our finances 
over the last two years, we would have stopped 
the project sooner. But pushing it as far as we 
did allowed us to print what some people feel 
was our best issue, the Fall 2006 “Body” issue. 
I don’t regret those decisions. 

I would like it if the story ended here, but it 
doesn’t. After we closed the magazine, and in 
the process of transferring the ownership of the 
Infoshop, we unexpectedly became embroiled 
in a legal battle with one of the banks with 
which we had a loan. I say “unexpectedly” 
because we had consulted an attorney about 
the transfer and had no reason to believe it 
wouldn’t go smoothly. Nonetheless, the legal 
battle essentially put the online store out of 
business right before Christmas, leaving many 
of our partners (whose online orders we filled 
through our store) suddenly without a way to 
process orders. And that wasn’t the worst of it. 
Because this was the same bank where we had 
our checking account, they froze our account. 
We were unable to use that money (or income 
from the store had it continued) to make back 
payments to our partners. Some of our partners 
were suddenly out several thousand dollars. 

Basically, it felt like the worst possible thing 
that could happen. Jason and I did all we could. 
We appealed to our loyal supporters to donate 
directly to the projects affected. This appeal, 
combined with fundraising efforts by each of the 
individual groups, has been largely successful. 
Yes, each of the groups is a bit worse for wear, 
but thanks to the amazing generosity of the 
community, all of them will survive. 
Jason and I were committed to helping these 
projects meet their fundraising goals, and are 

happy to answer questions anyone has about the 
specifics of what happened with the Infoshop. I 
am excited and reassured about the response of 
the radical community to this crisis and hope the 
support for these projects continues. 

When I set out to write this article, I wanted to 
talk big about how risk, particularly financial 
risk, is often one ingredient that is necessary for a 
big payoff. If Jason and I weren’t willing to take 
risks early on, which included taking out loans, 
putting money on credit cards, and often putting 
our personal futures on the line, we never would 
have been able to continue to publish, as Jason 
says, past issue four. Our ability and willingness 
to take risks allowed Clamor to survive for as 
long as it did. 

That said, our willingness to take risks did 
not pay off financially for me and Jason. And 
through the unexpected closing of the Infoshop, 
several other projects were hurt financially as 
well, which I view as unacceptable. 

The Future

I am often asked for my opinion on whether 
print is still relevant, to media in general and to 
activist media specifically. Emphatically, yes, 
print is still relevant, on many levels. Most 
importantly, the digital divide is difficult to 
overcome — not only who has access to the 
internet, but who has daily access or has the 
internet at home? Who is able to use the internet 
to gather news and information about the 
world and who is not able? These are inherent 
inequities that should be dealt with by anyone 
participating in an online-only publication.
 
Beyond the digital divide, print is more tangible 
and permanent. Remember when “eBooks” 
appeared and people proclaimed the end of books 
and libraries? Well, people still read books. Until 
there is free wireless everywhere and everyone 
has a laptop, tangible objects you can take on 
a bus, into the woods, and on an airplane will 
remain relevant. Finally, online content is so 
fleeting and ephemeral. One moment it’s there, 
the next moment it’s gone. We need media that 
can be saved, referenced, and shared. 

Saving print or making it relevant is not the 
challenge. The real challenge is getting people, 
on a large scale, to understand how media 
works to nurture, sustain, and strengthen social 
movements. When we look at social movements 

of the last decade, or even just in the time of 
Clamor, the way organizing happens has changed 
dramatically. It’s much more diverse, creative, 
fun, and inspiring. Despite that, media is still an 
undervalued element in many campaigns. 

Given how important media is, it might be tempting 
to view this moment in time as particularly 
discouraging — with recent magazine closures, 
struggles within the industry, and increased 
regulation and repression by the government.

But, as we said in the letter we sent to subscribers 
announcing our closing, a print project does not 
have to last forever to be successful, and we are 
certain that at this very moment new projects 
with even more potential are being born. It is 
my challenge to everyone reading this article 
to help those new and existing projects to reach 
that potential. 

At this point I see a lot of areas for opportunity. 
Here are a few specific ones:

1. The Infoshop model – The Infoshop is still 
a good idea that was profitable and provided 
a valuable service to the radical community. 
The model works, and this service is still 
needed. 

2. Indy distribution – Magazines and other 
print projects need an efficient, beneficial 
way to get their magazines to bookstores 
and individuals that does not rely on huge 
corporations. Ideally, this would be a 
mission-oriented project. 

3. Radical publishers need to support each other 
through a formalized group of allies, much 
like the Independent Press Association, but 
focused on the needs of radical projects.

How will these things happen, and what will my 
role be in them? I don’t know yet, but I hope 
they do happen. 

Through this article I’ve tried to share some 
of the lessons we learned in our seven years 
of publishing Clamor. We have accumulated 
a wealth of knowledge and resources, and we 
need help from you to figure out the best way 
to share that information. Please get in touch or 
send feedback to jenangel (at) riseup.net.

Thanks to Jason Kucsma, not only for helping 
me with this article, but for years of unpaid labor 
and heartache. I will be forever indebted to you. 
Thank you to everyone who reviewed this article 
during the process and gave valuable feedback: 
David Solnit, Mike E, Lisa Jervis, Chris Crass, 
Kristen Schmidt, Jessica Hoffmann, and Josh 
Breitbart. Extra thanks to David for encouraging 
me to write this article.

... a print project does not have to last forever to be successful, 
and we are certain that at this very moment new projects 
with even more potential are being born. It is my challenge to 
everyone reading this article to help those new and existing 
projects to reach that potential. 


