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I’d like to express my regrets about not being able to attend the ALA Midwinter conference in Boston. I had so looked forward to participating in all of the activities being organized by radical librarians. My financial situation complicated my travel plans, so I had to cancel.

I have been working on a book on infoshops for the past two years,

although that project was put on a back burner last year. This book project relies in part on the remnants of an anthology about infoshops that Chris Dodge had been compiling and writing in 1999. In retrospect, it’s a good thing that the current incarnation of this project has been delayed, because the experience I’ve gained this year in opening and organizing an infoshop in Kansas City has given me valuable new insights about infoshops, collectives, the alternative media, and the viability of so-called “third spaces” in contemporary American society. One thing that I’ve learned is the importance of sharing the details of how infoshops are run effectively. While infoshops are very much DIY projects which stress the importance of each participant learning new skills, the lack of continuity and knowledge transfer in the movement and local activist communities means that the sharing of practical knowledge is critical. Alternative spaces such as infoshops are fragile institutions created by working class people with little capital. Getting the details right can mean the difference between a healthy and vibrant infoshop and one that closes its doors.

What is an infoshop? One of the better definitions was published by the magazine Slingshot, itself a activist newspaper published out of an infoshop located in Berkeley, California:

“An infoshop is a cross between a radical bookstore and a movement archive. Activists go there to read or buy movement literature; buy paraphernalia such as stickers, masks and spray paint; attend meetings, lectures or films; or just plain hang out.”

Infoshops in the United State continue to follow that description,

although they vary in focus and flavor. Some infoshops just have

libraries; others are more like radical bookstores. Some infoshops are primarily meeting spaces; others provide offices to activist groups. Just about every infoshop is involved in providing alternative media to the general public. In many ways, infoshops make up for the information and intellectual needs that the standard public library always ignores. Infoshops are also “third spaces”, which could be described as those public spaces where people meet outside of the home or workplace. The infoshop movement is, to some extent, and effort to recreate the infrastructure of third spaces that radical activists had set up a

century ago.

Infoshops are always collectively run and rely on principles such a

transparency, openness, egalitarianism, and other processes advocated by radical social change activists.

What is the state of the North American infoshop movement in 2005? It could best be described as a movement slowly growing after a period of stagnation. The movement has only been around for about fifteen years, so it has already gone through several phases. Currently, there are probably more infoshops open than at any time since the movement began. The interest in infoshops is growing—the number of people asking how to open infoshops was one of the reasons that prompted me to resume this book project that had been initiated by Chris Dodge.

Several new infoshops have opened their doors in the past few years. In May 2003, the Brian MacKenzie Infoshop opened in Washington, DC, after four years of effort. The BMI is located in a new community center that was filled with community groups when it opened. Since then the building has lost most of its activist groups thanks to liberal hypocrisy of the nonprofits that run the building. In Kansas City, the Crossroads Infoshop and Radical Bookstore opened in July of last year. The author is currently involved with this project. Boxcar Books in Bloomington, Indiana celebrates its third anniversary next month. In Lawrence,

Kansas, the Solidarity Revolutionary Center and Radical Library recently moved to a bigger space on the main street. They are changing from a space that was just a library and meeting space to one that also sells stuff, including their infamous Naked Anarchists Calendar.

The Ironweed Infoshop is a fairly new space in Albany, New York. The Madison Infoshop, located in Madison, Wisconsin recently moved to new digs. The Firebrand Community Center opened recently in Nashville, Tennessee, which is yet another indicator of how widespread the infoshop movement has become, with infoshops popping up in “unexpected” places.

Other new infoshops include the Flor y Canto Centro Comunitario &

Bookstore  in Los Angeles. The Catalyst Infoshop in Prescott, Arizona.

The infoshop movement can be very transitory, as working people struggle to keep their infoshops, bookstores, and spaces open. Currently the A-Zone in Chicago is homeless. The Brycchouse in Louisville, Kentucky has a building, but they are struggling to build the project. Colorado saw several new infoshops open in the past two years, but several of them have closed down. The infoshops in Omaha, Nebraska and Kirksville, Missouri have closed. But there are also success stories. There are more and more infoshops which have stayed the course. Long Haul Infoshop is Berkeley. The A Space in Philadelphia. The Lucy Parsons Center in Boston. ABC No Rio in New York City and  Internationalist Books in Chapel Hill, North Carolina. And then there are all of the radical bookstores that continue to thrive and exist as infoshops that are more retail oriented.

The state of the infoshop movement is quite healthy, although it still skates on the margins of awareness and sustainability. One of the reasons why I’m writing a book on infoshops is to help disseminate the knowledge about how to start and sustain infoshops. One chapter that will be going into the book will be called “The Real Scoop on Starting and Sustaining an Infoshop.” The following is a preview of that chapter.

The Real Scoop on Starting and Sustaining an Infoshop

1) Rule #1: There are no rules

There really aren’t any rules when it comes to opening an infoshop.

Other than having to deal with the ironclad existence of rent and

property, an infoshop can be pretty much anything you want it to be. The people involved in your infoshop will determine its focus and direction. The space you choose will allow you to do some things, but not others. Your location will affect how your infoshop does. Something that looks like an ideal location may actually suck (like the Brian MacKenzie Infoshop’s situation), whereas a less promising location could lead to a revolution of creativity and community. Don’t make any assumptions. Be open-minded. Expect the unexpected.

2) This is harder than it looks

Starting an infoshop will probably be one of the hardest projects that you’ve ever undertaken with your friends and comrades. Infoshops are challenging. There are many frustrations, like lack of money, internal feuds, and volunteers who blow off their shifts. Running a successful infoshop is much like running a capitalist business. Details matter. Having to pay the rent is going to dictate that you work on things that you may not like doing, like organizing benefit shows, asking people for money, or learning accounting.

A volunteer-based organization is hard to coordinate. People will be

donating different amounts of time to the project. Not every volunteer is filled with zeal about the vision of your infoshop. Most of your volunteers have jobs, school, and families which are higher priorities for them. It can also be a huge challenge to train new people and engage in skills-sharing on a regular basis. Most volunteers who come in your door will have no experience with activist groups or running a cooperative business.

There are many other headaches involved with running infoshops. The people involved may bring baggage to the project. They may have personalities that don’t mesh well with other people. They may be too silent and passive or too brash and assertive. Some volunteers will say racist and sexist things. Others will attempt to impose their agenda on your meetings. Your infoshop project involves people, so you get all of the things that humans bring to the project, both good and bad.

If you are one of the main organizers of an infoshop project, be

realistic about the time involved. An infoshop project requires several years of dedicated work from its core group of organizers. The project will require hours of your time every week. An infoshop project is not something you should take on full time if you have a full time job and family duties. Of course, you can be involved with an infoshop project as a volunteer or a financial donor, but being a core group organizer requires a significant time commitment.

3) This is easier than it looks

The biggest mistake that most nascent infoshop groups do is to wait too long before finding a space and opening the doors. Of course, you can’t just decide one night to start an infoshop and open it the next day. It will take several months to find other people interested in the project, money to help buy basic things, and a space. If you wait too long to open your project, your group will lose momentum. In many cities and towns it is pretty easy to find retail or commercial space that can be rented affordably. In some big cities, space is harder to find and expensive, so you’ll need more upfront money. But once you’ve come up with a core group of volunteers and some cash, look for a space and open up as soon as you can. Some people may want you to get permits and incorporate as a non-profit organization. The best thing to do is to put these people to work on your paperwork, but don’t let their concern for organizational and bureaucratic details stop your group from getting your infoshop open. Most of the paperwork and organizational details can be worked out after you open. By opening sooner rather than later, you maintain momentum, avoid nasty internal feuds, build up your name in the community, and start generating revenue to sustain the project.

If you are lucky, your initial core group may include veterans of other infoshops, record label distros, or radical bookstores. These folks can be very helpful in setting up the new project. Just make sure that they are sharing their skills and not taking on too much of the work. Your other volunteers all have skills and knowledge that can help you start the infoshop. Many of your volunteers have retail experience, so they know things about money procedures. Other volunteers have connections with community and activist groups. You will have a few artists and some good writers. Hopefully you will have one or two people who are good with accounting. Some of your new volunteers will have woodworking skills or can fix a toilet. Most of your new crew can bring in used books, some temporary furniture, and other odds and ends needed to open the space. It’s also helpful when some of your comrades are concert organizers, because they can help you organize benefit shows.

People will support your infoshop

American radicals and dissidents have convinced themselves over the decades that they are isolated and that few people will support our projects or listen to our ideas. Nothing can be further from the truth. Interest in radical ideas is widespread across the United States, even in your “Red State” city or town. We opened a new infoshop in Kansas City last year and were overwhelmed with interest and community support. The local alternative newsweekly wrote favorable pieces about our infoshop and named us the “Best New Business 2004.” People from all walks of life have stopped by our space, from one of our regular homeless friends to people wearing suits. We also discovered that there were lots of Kansas City radicals who were willing to donate their books for us to sell as used books. Don’t assume that there will be no interest in an infoshop in your city or town. If anything, the opening of your infoshop will set off political ripples beyond your expectations.

Be flexible

There are two important qualities that every infoshop volunteer needs to cultivate: listening skills and patience. It is often difficult for people used to living in a capitalist society to change their ways of relating to people in a cooperative project. Your infoshop comrades are supposed to be your equals. You will need to take more initiative, instead of passively consuming or following the dictates of some leader. It’s very important to listen to your fellow infoshoppers. Things won’t always happen right away. Some of your sisters in the project will not do the work they’ve agreed to do. It can be very tricky to remind people about tasks and esponsibilities, without angering them or alienating them from the project.

Respect your veterans and respect the new people

If you are really lucky, some of your infoshop mates will have

experience with similar projects. This experience can be very valuable to your project. Listen and respect the advice of your veterans of other projects, but keep in mind that their experience may not be relevant to your current infoshop. At the same time, respect the new people who get involved. They are eager to learn. You were in their shoes at one time, all nervous and eager and shy. Don’t assume that everybody know how to order books or use consensus during meetings. New people appreciate when the details are explained. And don’t forget that new people often bring

skills that they can share with you.

The state and capitalism are conspiring against you

One of the sad things about infoshops is that they exist in a violent

system of states and capitalism. The state will require you to register as a nonprofit. You will have to get occupancy permits, building permits, permits from the health department, and other types of official paper. You will have to collect sale tax if you sell things. The police may use violence against your workers and supporters if they break up a musical event. An infoshop also has to exist within the constraints of capitalism. You will have to pay the rent, if you haven’t decided to squat a space. Capitalism’s demands will keep many of your volunteers busy all day and night. Work and school will suck the lives out of your volunteers, thus sapping the people resources your infoshop draws on.

Have fun!

If you aren’t having fun, then an infoshop is probably not the right

project for you. Infoshops require lots of hard work, but they are

supposed to be fun projects. If you want to have more fun and feel like others aren’t respecting your needs, speak up about that you want to see happen.

I’d like to thank everybody for dropping by this workshop. See you in Chicago!

