Notes from this conversation about book publishing:

Shant—independent political consultant, previously of Media Matters, Democracy Alliance

Jennifer at Working Assets, NDN

Jessica at In These Times, doing research for Monday Call & other collaborative efforts

Jennifer: first job in publishing at Chelsea Green, Lakoff book

Reached out 25 progressive membership groups and media outlets; thought constituents would be interested, and they were willing to help out

Worked well: created Amazon links, e-mail blasts, newsletter copy—got a huge push from the base

Kos sent it to the top of the bestseller list

Not a good book, but politically useful

Have been trying to replicate this model, have been shopping around proposals for months

Shant’s proposal (see below) looks a lot like hers—doesn’t look like a book publishing outlet, looks like a consultancy/campaign

Lots of people have said it’s a good idea; people instantly get it but no one is throwing money at it.

Working Assets: Jennifer was working with blogosphere, trying to get them into the media. Met Glenn Greenwald—both liberals and conservatives responding well to his blog

http://glenngreenwald.blogspot.com/
Funding as a first experiment in trying to set up larger idea

She’s staying at Working Assets now until November—book project supposed to launch by May 15

Similar to Lakoff model—build public groundswell

Got final cover, etc.—book is moving along, just needs manuscript

Asked if Shant would like to join forces with her

Some people are going to freak out that Working Assets is starting a publishing house, but she’s actually setting up a “development and marketing pipeline”

Main idea is the quick-to-market book

Not all of them have to be instant books, but she wanted to show that this could happen again. You need a nimble, fast-reacting publishing venture that can guarantee a certain number of buyers

Shant: need a “political research and forecasting organization”

Hard to get people to write books so quickly but w/Glenn a lot of it can be pulled from the blog

Takes about $50,000 to print about 20,000 copies of the book at the same size heft etc. of the Lakoff book, not including marketing

A lot of the marketing is word-of-mouth, viral etc.

Jennifer has been setting up a blog ad campaign; Working Assets may buy some ads

$50,000 is not much for Working Assets—the economics of this aren’t daunting for them

Counterweight to Regnery needed

Jennifer: also working w/NDN as a fellow on this project

Shant: are you just focusing on test run or developing long-term proposal?

Jennifer: Just the big idea wasn’t convincing enough--people didn’t believe it could be done again, needed another example

Shant: lacks publishing experience, but has been putting effort into establishing a political steering advisory committee

Developing a sample publishing schedule, showing who could write for this—bloggers, think tank fellows, etc

Not presenting to funders yet

David Brock, Simon…already informally on the board—lots of overlap between his list and Jennifer’s

Jennifer: Not quite ready to support a full publishing schedule yet

Shant: it was just an example

PGW: largest distributor of independent books—don’t usually take on a new publisher without a book list, but with her experience and Working Assets behind her: got OK for Greenwald book

Got printer set up

Now, Glenn has to deliver the book

Hired Safir (freelance editor—is that how you spell his name?) to work with Glenn

By April 7, final edited copy goes to copyeditor

Working w/a consultant from Random House to set up production

Marketing people at Working Assets will build Web site for books

Trying to get a conservative to write the forward to show it’s a bridge-building exercise

Shant and Jennifer willing to join forces

Campaign-style marketing partner

Agree that progressives need more political hacks—we’re doing this to get the ideas out into the discourse

There’s no counterweight to the conservative publishers

Development and marketing pipeline: could also be a feeder project to entrepreneurial indy publishers

There seems to be a growing understanding of this approach

Shant: A lot of these efforts don’t try to forecast and cater books to media discussion. We almost be a little more reactive than proactive—not a vanity project, need to care about what people are talking about

Feingold’s censure thing really tied into this book she’s working on, fortuitously

Glenn: also good for TV/radio, fully baked ideas, sometimes breaking news

Need more of that…getting author to push ideas—sends a different signal if there’s an academic or expert attached

(Sent her my notes on iconic spokespeople project, described it briefly)

Jennifer already setting a Web site: head shots, bios, video clips

NOTE: Need to keep the project in the center of the groups who will promote it, rather than creating any competition between them

Discussion of funding search: Jennifer talked to Jamie Daves—funded by the Rappaports—New Progressive Coalition—all possible folks to approach again for support for this project

Who should be on advisory board?

Top bloggers

Political activists

Writers

People that could help us make things happen

Shant does a radio show with a blogger: Oliver

Need to develop a sense of mutual support among progressive groups and bloggers etc.

Funders afraid of investing in ideas, in general

New Politics Institute, Democracy Alliance etc—show a new kind of funding impulse.

Progressive products that turn a profit:  new model

Regnery has spawned lots of imprints—one measure of its success

Exchange between Jennifer and Shant—provides more background

haven't had time to read your attachment yet today, but this:

 

<< So in essence, a progressive publishing house must also be a sort of progressive steering committee. Unlike many of the existing small progressive publishers, it has to be politically connected, rather than simply progressively-oriented. Does that make sense? Most of these publishers right now aren't reactive to the political and media landscape in the way that we need. They are kind of idiosyncratic. The best way I could describe it is that we need a politically sensitive progressive publishing incubator.>>

 

is exactly what I've been saying, and pretty much was the pitch i made to Kieschnick...that's effectively what he's investing in at the moment, and what i'm trying to jumpstart....a politically-connected progressive publishing incubator, that can build upon the lessons I learned on Lakoff book, and Crashing the Gate, to build solid marketing channels with progressive membership groups and indy media...to usher out select books that help to push progressive ideas into the national discourse. and, i've also been saying that we need a political (not publishing) editorial/marketing board to help determine the right issues and writers, and then drive the books into the marketplace and national debate in a reliable way. i've been talking with rick perlstein today, too. we're going to have a call on friday. maybe you'd like to be on that, too?

 

i'll send you some more thoughts later, but i have a meeting to run to. but, i'm so happy you wrote to me today! j

On 3/15/06, Shant Mesrobian <shantmm@yahoo.com > wrote:

Jennifer, sounds like you've been making some great progress on this. I've actually met with Simon before and I believe he might've seen my proposal.

"...getting progressive ideas a fair hearing in the national discourse." Exactly, that is the fundamental challenge facing us, and one that can really be effectively addressed through publishing. 

What I've found is that Regnery (and others like it -- Thomas Nelson, Crown Forum, Mary Matalin's new imprint at Simon & Schuster, etc.) is first and foremost a political operation. Their staff is largely made up of political types, researchers, and marketers. They don't look at all like your average publishing house. And their main purpose is this -- to get a set of ideas into the media, and therefore the national discourse. Publishing is simply their platform for that. They rightly recognize that books are an efficient method for getting media attention for a set of ideas. And it works (evidenced by the fact that I just saw Ramesh Ponnuru on the Bill Maher show). Regnery's book launches are more like political campaigns, and they hire political PR firms to promote them. (Like with the Swiftboat Vets book). 

So in essence, a progressive publishing house must also be a sort of progressive steering committee. Unlike many of the existing small progressive publishers, it has to be politically connected, rather than simply progressively-oriented. Does that make sense? Most of these publishers right now aren't reactive to the political and media landscape in the way that we need. They are kind of idiosyncratic. The best way I could describe it is that we need a politically sensitive progressive publishing incubator. 

So with that in mind I've been in the process of wrangling people who can serve as informal advisors with regard to the "political steering" but who also have  publishing experience (Syd Blumenthal, Paul Begala). Rick Perlstein would be great for that too. And of course I've spent a lot of time looking at logistics with regard to distribution and marketing, and i'm pretty optimistic that this is a feasible endeavor. Getting in catalogs and distributed is not the chore it used to be, and in fact, I think with blogs and grassroots distribution (like Lakoff's book), you could even beat Regnery's time-to-market. And it looks like we'll soon have our own progressive book club, so that should help. 

Anyway, I'm definitely with you,  let's do whatever it takes to make what needs to happen...happen. 

I've attached the prospectus I've been floating around. Let me know what you think and let's keep talking. 

Shant

Jennifernifer Nix <Jennifernifer.nix@gmail.com > wrote:

Hi Shant--Great to hear from you. I've been talking to various folks, including Brock, for the last year, since I experienced the power of the Lakoff book model. Shopped around a couple of proposals, which recently got me in the door at NDN as a fellow of the New Politics Institute, and got some initial funding from Kieschnick/Working Assets to take some first steps. Would love to tell you more, and to hear more about what you've been doing. Perhaps we can join forces. I'm all for not reinventing the wheel, buildling on what's worked, and lifting all boats in service to getting progressive ideas a fair hearing in the national discourse.

 

I'm a former National Public Radio producer ("On the Media") and staff writer for Variety. I've written for a number of other outlets over the years as well, like the Nation, New York, Salon, New York Observer, Village Voice, National Law Journal, Wired, AlterNet, etc. Got into publishing, via Chelsea Green a couple of years ago, and the Lakoff book led me to working with the Media Consortium and some progressive political folks, MoveOn and the like. Looking forward to talking with you.

 

All best, Jennifer

 

415.369.2123 (at Working Assets)

415.366.7399 (home)

303.817.2554 (mobile)

 
