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A CRISIS OF
POLITICS AND
A CRISIS OF
MEDIA FORM

Reasserting the Polyvocality of Material
in Nicholas Thoburn’s “Anti-Book”
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adical publishing, Nicholas Thoburn

writes in his ambitious tome Anti-Book:

On the Art and Politics of Radical Pub-

lishing (2016), has prioritized ideational

effects with little thought given to their
medium host, frequently the book. Content and mean-
ing have taken precedence over media forms and the
social relations in which text is produced, circulated
and consumed. Such an oversight is problematic and
cannot be viewed as separate from the failure of radical
politics and the workers’ movement to overcome the
capitalist system which is devouring us all. The artist
Conrad Bakker foregrounds the issue in his artwork
“Untitled Project: Commodity Capital 2007”. The
work is a hand-painted mail order wooden replica
of Marx’s Capital. What is foregrounded here is the
status of the revolutionary critique of capitalism that
also happens to be a commodity which furthers the
very system it is critiquing.
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As books have been traditionally viewed as
transcendent objects elevating the pronounce-
ments of their creators, their materiality has
been pushed under the covers and off to the side
line. Martin Luther, as Thoburn tells us, even
proclaimed that “[I]f Adam had remained in
innocence. .. we would have no need for paper,
ink, pens, and that endless multitude of books
which we require.” Materiality, here, is part and
parcel of degraded lowly condition of humanity.
What is important, and what books promise to
deliver, is the unfiltered word of God.

As the title of his book suggests, Thoburn
has an irreverence towards this most cherished
of forms. He applies a critical lens to the crucial
role books have played in the development of
capitalism and the production of the capital-
ist subject, stratified along racial, class and

RON HANSON:

gender lines. Instead, Thoburn champions the
“anti-book”, a term he uses to point to a field
of publications that interrogate their own ma-
teriality and revolt against the conventions of
the book to produce a “literary communism”.
That is, as Thoburn describes it, “a vertiginous
state of communal being against and beyond
the individual and collective”. Whereas the
conventional book produces the capitalist sub-
ject, anti-books, as Jean-Luc Nancy writes in
The Inoperative Community, create a state of
“unworking”, the “interruption, fragmentation,
suspension” of identity.

On the occasion of the launch of the new online
platform BKKABF CO-OP, White Fungus
editor Ron Hanson interviewed Thoburn about
some of the key concepts in Anti-Book.

I finally finished Anti-Book a few weeks ago. As a publisher

there’s a lot to digest here. When I first learned of the book, the
title immediately jumped out at me. It's bold and conveys a kind
of energizing sense of purpose. You make the important distinc-
tion, however, that the term you employ, “anti-book”, is a “focal-
izer” and not a totalizing category or concept. There's always a
danger of codifying an open field into petrified language. Can
you tell me a little about what the term “anti-book” means to
you? You trace the idea back to precedents as early as William
Blake “printing in the infernal method".

NICHOLAS THOBURN:

I'm happy that you experienced the title in
this affective way, as immediate impact, since
I was seeking with this book to decentre the
signifying aspects of books in favour of pub-
lishing's materiality, including its affective
qualities. Such a reaction wasn't so difficult
to achieve, of course, since adding the prefix
“anti” to modernity's preeminent signifier of
all things good and true was always likely to
produce a visceral reaction! My intent with
the concept was a little mischievous, but, as

you say, with a political purpose — to critically
interrogate “the book” toward its overcoming.
This is because the book, and publishing more
widely, is integral to modern capitalism, as the
product and bearer of numerous subjective,
aesthetic, technological, and economic modes
of capitalist value and sociality.

I'm pleased too that you encountered
this book as a publisher. That's natural for you
of course, but from my perspective, I always
hoped it would find a readership among pub-
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lishers, self-publishers, and artists working
with publishing — those of you with a practical
as well as a critical orientation to books and
publishing.

To answer your question, yes, the con-
cept of the anti-book functions as a “focalizer”,
intended not to delimit and contain a distinct
set of anti-books but to orient our critical and
sensory faculties toward the open field of exper-
imental political publishing. Derived from this
field, the conceptis an abstraction, but one that
stays close to the field it surveys — so close that
it often gets swallowed up by that field, lost to
other concepts that publishing itself generates
or that I coined from my encounters. Yet the
concept of the anti-book also makes a critical
intervention of its own, I hope, tentatively add-
ing a little direction, teasing out problems, and
opening up some routes in publishing theory
and practice.

With that said, the concept of the anti-
book has three aspects. They interrelate, and in
any one anti-book project they have different
degrees of prominence, any one of them cat-
alysing the others, but they can be delineated
as follows.

First, an anti-book is a work of publishing
that critically and practically interrogates its own
materiality. By materiality, I mean the open-
ended mesh of publishing forms, processes,
and relations — writing, editing, design, distri-
bution, media objects and platforms, meanings,
readings, sensations — all of which bear the
economies of production and consumption
that govern the publishing field.

Second, I understand the anti-book to
be a communist concept, where anti-books
emerge from projects that seek to challenge
and overcome capitalist society — whether
they are published from within social move-
ments, or world-historical or local events, or
at any point, however marginal or personal,
across the publishing field. As such, anti-book
publishing operates on hostile terrain, tra-
versed by crisis. ButI make this point not as a
lament, for crisis is its necessary condition of
existence. Let me outline why this is so. Com-
munist publishing emerges from the fraught
social conditions of class, racialization, gender,
and manifold other oppressions, and succeeds
only insofar as it interrogates and undermines
these conditions — hence it can have no happy
accommodation with capitalist society. This
is true not only of its relation to the external
world, but also to itself as a part of this world

— the disruptive orientation of communist
publishing is necessarily self-reflexive. And
this is what inclines it toward the anti-book
condition, as self-reflexive critique is carried
into its own material forms, processes, and
relations. All this leaves anti-book publishing
as unstable, uneven, ephemeral, jagged, and
awkward, but these qualities are intrinsic to
its singular quality and allure.

A Moses Receiving the Ten Commandments, source unknown
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Third, in foregrounding the formal and
sensory qualities of textual media, anti-books
are an art of political publishing. Indeed, anti-
books occasionally take leave of the textual
aspects of publishing altogether, allowing the

“mute redundancies”, as Félix Guattari calls
them — the visual, tactile, temporal, affective,
and technological qualities of publishing — to
come into expression against the linguistic

“overcoding” of the text that they mediate. In
this respect, the concept of the anti-book is
strongly influenced by the history and sen-
sibility of artists’ publishing. If you will, Anti-
Book explores and amplifies the bookwork of
communism, though where both terms in
the conjunction interfere with and open out
of each other.

You mention William Blake's “infernal”
method of illuminated printing. It's true that I
like to think of the anti-book as having accom-
panied modern publishing since its inception,
of which Blake is the most astonishing, vision-
ary example. But strictly speaking, I histori-
cize the concept more directly to our present
moment, even though flecks, features, and
precursors of our time are scattered through
earlier periods of publishing. I do this in rela-
tion to two developments, my sense of which
has perhaps come to more clarity since I fin-
ished writing Anti-Book.

The first means of historicization is
media-specific, where the anti-book is indexed
to the mutation, proliferation, and hybrid-
ization of publishing platforms that comes
with the diffusion of digital technology. As
print and the traditional forms of the codex,
the print magazine, and the print newspaper
have been transformed by digital technology
and displaced from the cultural centrality they
once held, there's been a step-change in peo-
ple's understanding and attention toward the
forms, processes, and relations of publishing,
broadly conceived. This change is evident when
we experience and discuss the algorithmic

4

seduction and misinformation in Facebook, or
expound on the differences in the aesthetics
and functionality of e-readers and printed
books, for example. Much, if not most, of the
publishing works and projects I discuss in
Anti-Book are pre-digital, but the book's critical
sensibility, and the routes it takes through
these pre-digital projects, is very much a prod-
uct of the heightened sensitivity to publishing
materiality that comes from our “post-digital”
moment.

Second, foregrounding now the com-
munist aspect of the concept, I historicize the
anti-book to our time after the collapse of the
historical workers’ movement, since the 1970s,
as deindustrialization finished off both the col-
lective power of labour and the propulsive-myth
of the productive labouring subject, which
tended, as itimagined, from a foothold in the
factory, through social democratic represen-
tation, to the taking over of industrial society.
That is the source of the crisis that I indicated
above, the loss of a broadly coherent collective
identity of industrial workers and their relatively
self-sustaining field of publishing. However,
I see this collapse as an opportunity, as a gen-
erative condition of our times. For it forces a
more profound critique of capitalism than the
workers' movement achieved (oriented as that
movement was toward the management rather

A Conrad Bakker, Untitled Project: Commodity [Capital], 2007
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than abolition of capitalist society, as Moishe
Postone encapsulates its affirmative subject
of labour).

Today, it's no longer possible to imag-
ine emancipatory politics empowered by the
course of capitalist progress — more and more
of us are forced to confront concatenating cri-
ses as the condition of our being, including the
capital-produced ecological and climate crisis
that threatens the very existence of the human
species. However, for all those who were more
or less excluded from the collective identity of
the workers’ movement, due to racialization,
gender, sexuality, health, physical ability, global

location, or who were politically opposed to
its affirmation of the labouring subject, crisis
was always their condition of being — and of
their publishing. As their fraught conditions
are now more generalized, the crisis-ridden,
experimental, and critical engagement with
the book and publishing that characterized
publishing by minorities and marginalized
groups might also become more generalized
— or thatis the wager of my book. Here the anti-
book is not a workers' version of the capitalist
book, essentially unchanged in its material
forms, but a crisis-ridden rupture within and
against the capitalist forms of publishing.

RH: In the current moment we're enveloped in crisis and awash in consum-
erism. There's a desire among many to retreat into simpler or more
traditional media forms. The book, however, is by no means separate
from the commercialism we disdain. In fact, you write, the book has
been instrumental in the development and furtherance of capitalism.
Can you tell me about this role that so often slips below the level of
consciousness when we perceive this most revered object?

NT:

Itoo enjoy the physical and sensory qualities of
printed matter, and these play a significant part
in the expanded and experimental materiality
of the anti-book, as I sketched earlier. But, yes,
it's a problem when the book form, and a lim-
ited range of its physical features, are imagined
uncritically to be in themselves a retreat from,
and even a bulwark against, the onslaughts
of consumer capitalism and social media. This
is because books are coursing with capitalist
social relations, and not as a secondary feature.
In fact, printed books were the first modern
commodities, mechanically produced, uniform
across their iterations, and repeatable on mass.
They were integral to the emergence of the
industrial division of labour and the production
line, and to the separation of intellectual and

manual labour, which develops first through
the 18th-century separation of the roles of
printer-as-artisan and author-as-intellectual.
Hence, when in the 1830s Charles Babbage
sought to illustrate his theories of industrial
production, machinery, and the division of
labour (which strongly influenced Marx), it
was the copperplate engraving of the printing
trade, and not, say, the textile mill, to which
he turned.

And today, books remain fully enmeshed
in the latest industrial and technological devel-
opments, such as the warehouse-based online
retail of Amazon, digital rights management,
and online advertising routed through the
massive data caches of commercial and pirated
e-books. The medium of the book has also
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been a significant lynchpin of modern capi-
talist subjectivity, from the “author” as indivis-
ible fount of creativity and proprietary rights,
to the classical novel's consolidation of the
gendered division between the domains of
the private and the public. We could talk too
about the function of the printed book in the
development of modern consumerism, and
even in the racialized intellectual cosmologies
of modern European thought and practices of
colonial violence and domination.

I found researching all these capitalist
features of this esteemed artefact of culture
quite compelling, in a perverse way perhaps,

and genuinely surprising. ButI don't want to
suggest that books are sullied, exactly, by all
this. There are no artefacts of culture, or of
everyday social reproduction, that aren’t tra-
versed and conditioned by capitalist relations.
And it goes without saying that publishing is
aterrain of extraordinary critical and imagina-
tive power. My point, rather, is to encourage
an understanding of how books bear and per-
petuate capitalist relations through their com-
plex material forms, and how these material
forms can be experimentally reconstructed
at the limits of, or against, their capitalist
conditions.

RH: This is illuminating. Let’s talk a little more about “identity” and
lead into one of your examples of an “anti-book”. The produc-
tion or assignment of the subject, the reader of the publica-
tion, seems key. For once a subject position is assigned, the

GUY DEBORD

HomE;

STRUCTURES PORTANTES D'ASGER JORN

Cet ouvrage est entiérement composé d'éléments préfabriqués

JEAN-JACQUES PAUVERT
AUX
BELLES LETTRES
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field and potential movements within it are
already limited. It becomes a kind of pick-a-
path puzzle of mediated reality in stratified,
strictly delineated space. In the form of the
magazine it's obvious how this mechanism
operates. We have the ‘cover star’, or a hier-
archy of text, which is the principal point of
identification. This could just as easily be
the star of a movie or the protagonist of a
novel, or the pop singer who performs a
codified representation of ‘love’. Our idea
of emancipation appears to have been to
shore up previously maligned identities
into acquiring participatory health. But we
insist upon the isolated contained subject
that is separate from others and the exter-
nal world. So this leads me to Guy Debord
and Asger Jorn's 1959 work Mémoires, a pub-
lication that meets its reader with a cover
of sandpaper. Typically a memoir is one of

the most celebrated forms to relay a sanctioned and important
subjectivity. But Mémoires is a fragmented affair. Can you tell
me about this publication and how it exemplifies some of the
philosophical principles of an anti-book?

A 1nside page from Guy-Ernest Debord, Mémoires (Copenhagen: Internationale situationniste, 1959), “supporting structures” by Asger Jorn
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Guy-Ernest Debord, Mémoires (Copenhagen: Internationale situationniste, 1959), “supporting structures” by Asger Jorn
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NT:

Mémoires is an astonishing communist book-
work, which Debord himself called an “anti-
book”. Produced using offset lithography and
published by the Situationist International in
the group’s early years, its pages are comprised
entirely of scattered snippets of appropriated
and uncredited textual and visual materials, all
loosely structured by scratches, splashes, and
planes of vibrant colour supplied by Debord's
artist comrade, Jorn. The book conveys for-
mative moments and concepts in Debord's
experience with the earlier Lettriste movement,
but in a performative fashion, enacting the
Situationist practices of détournement (the
production of meaning from ensembles of
appropriated elements) and dérive (non-lin-
ear and anti-instrumental drifting) within and
against the many materialities of publishing.

Regarding your point about the mediated
production of identity, Mémoires takes aim
in particular at the linguistic, sensory, and
cognitive means by which books impart cap-
italist structures of subjectivity and the com-
modity form. For example, the book’s use of
détournement, negates the bourgeois model
of the author and the artist as founts of indi-
vidual creativity and proprietorial rights. More
significantly, détournement intervenes here
alsoin the terrain of communication, where it
introduces redundancy and ambiguity into the
communicative channel between speaker and
reader, a channel whose cleansing is integral
to “informationist” capitalism, as the Situation-
ists understood it. In Debord and Jorn’s book,
meanings proliferate and scatter, familiar bits
of information appear strange and jarring in
the new ensemble, and thus the book unsettles
the identity-forming flow of clean and familiar
communication, a strike against the identity

of the reader, who is otherwise “immobilized
in the falsified centre of the movement of its
world”, as Debord puts it elsewhere.

But Mémoires is just as much an inter-
vention against the publishing repertoires of
the orthodox Left, albeit that this aspect is
more obscure and less often remarked upon
in commentary. Mémoires is a work by a revo-
lutionary group, the Situationist International,
but it refuses the eager self-representation
typical of such groups (with their public-facing
statements of “what we stand for”) and their
delineation of a subject of revolution (“what is
to be done”). Such mechanisms bear the same
identity-forming structure of communication’s
speaker/auditor, only now it's the group and
its politicised readership — its class, people,
etc. —whose identities are thus cleansed, con-
solidated, and hence accommodated with the
status quo. Refusing group self-marketing and
points for readers’ identification, Mémoires’
intervention in revolutionary politics is not
identity-consolidating but identity-negating.
And in this way it models the proletariat, the
class that encounters itself only through the
domination of labour (and the domination
that comes from the absence of labour), thus
realizing itself only in its self-abolition — this

“class”, as Marx puts it, “with radical chains, a
class of civil society which is not a class of civil
society, an estate which is the dissolution of
all estates”.

As the book’s sandpaper dust-jacket con-
veys, through all of these features, Mémoires
is jagged, awkward, disruptive, but I hope it's
clear from whatI've said that it has an extraor-
dinary sensory intensity. Marx understood
the communist emancipation of the senses
to entail humanity suffering the object, being
decentred and unsettled by sensory shock and
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intensity. In this vision of communism, the
subject/object binary breaks down in a world
of “social organs” in transformative exchange
with “social objects”. This is the opposite of the
object-as-commodity, whose production and
exchange constitutes social activity as labour,
the determination of people in individuated
isolation, inisolation from each other and from
the material complexity of objects (a point I

develop with the concept of the “communist
object”). It's significant, then, that Mémoires
is an anti-commodity not only in the features
I've described, but also in its circulation. It was
central to Debord's fashioning and mythologi-
zation of this book (if not always its reality) that
itwas not sold as a commodity but given away
as an extravagant gift, a “potlatch”, inviting the
receiver to be more extravagant in return.

RH:

A more contemporary example you draw upon in Anti-Book is
Mute magazine, which started in 1994 but is still running today,
though it has moved through several different instantiations
and forms, some existing simultaneously. I have to admit I find
this longevity appealing and somewhat reassuring. Gwen Allen,
in her book Artists’ Magazines, celebrates the often fleeting
nature of these publications, and there is a fascination in this
sense of temporality and the often kamikaze nature of publi-
cations that affect a rupture before their dissipation. Nonethe-
less, the appeal to me of the concept of ‘rhizome’ was always
connected to the idea of being able to continually morph into
new shapes and forms to take advantage of opportunities as
they present themselves, continuously swarm into new open
fields, and self-perpetuate into the future. In regards to Mute,
you talk about a “diagrammatic” model of publishing that oper-
ates through its parameters of “attraction” and “invitation”. It
has the enveloping reach of Antonio Negri's octopus — the met-
aphor he used to describe a good journal — without being tied
to a fixed centre in the organism. This structure appears key to
Mute's longevity and to me longevity is critical if there is to be a
serious challenge to the status quo. Can you tell me about how
Mute has evolved and adapted? How does it generate content?
What is the relationship in Mute between content and form?

NT:

Each of the anti-books I engage with draws
its publishing materiality together into a par-
ticular form or one could say shape or pattern.
These forms sometimes have names and
concepts, which help us isolate, understand,
and develop them — concepts generated or
adopted by the publishing projects themselves,

or that I have developed through my engage-
ment with them. For instance, I explore the Wu
Ming collective’s literary mythopoesis through
their concept of the “unidentified narrative
object”, and I approach the material forms of
small-press pamphlets through whatIcall the
“communist object”. Another concept I coin is
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the “diagrammatic publishing” that you men-
tion, a means of plotting the complex material
form of Mute magazine.

Mute was established at London’s
Slade School of Art by two artists, Pauline van
Mourik Broekman and Simon Worthington
in 1994. The publication took a self-reflexive
orientation from the start, turning its criti-
cal content back upon itself to interrogate its
magazine form, which, accordingly, has been
mutable over time. From the start, Mute also
carried an acute sense that the media forms
of publishing have expressive and political
qualities of their own, loosened from determi-
nation by content. Hence one finds expressive
and political qualities in Mute’s visual design
and print formats, but also in its editorial par-
adigms, mechanisms of content generation,

and economic models. It needs underscoring
that this is a tremendously rare and dynamic
approach, where the magazine’s critical aims
and content and its magazine forms exist in
parallel with each other, interrelating in var-
ious and mutable ways, without one deter-
mining the other.

In Mute's early years, this form/content
relation was centred on a print magazine
(which itself took three very different for-
mats over time: broadsheet, saddle-stitched
magazine, and coffee-table format). But as
the magazine entered the age of user-gen-
erated digital media, it decentred itself into
a diverse and changing array of different
platforms, where the “magazine” was no
longer identified with one platform, such as
a print magazine or a website, but with the

A W Ming’s portrait, 2001-2008
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whole ensemble of its distributed parts. Each
part drew its content and form into relation
in different ways, and each drove the maga-
zine forward according to its own particular,
techno-social imperatives — sometimes in
competing directions.

These features of Mute's magazine form
(its flexible relation between content and form,
and its decentred, distributed existence) are
the component features of what Deleuze and
Guattari call a “diagram” or “abstract machine”.
Adiagram is an abstract agent that governs a
set of concrete combinations of content and
form, and is simultaneously transformed by
the workings of these various concrete parts.
Hence the concept “diagrammatic publishing”.
It helps us to conceive of Mute in this way that
the magazine published in its pages a visual
diagram of this processual form, in two itera-
tions, as it was being worked out. It's a diagram
of the magazine becoming a diagram.

4
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Implicit in what I've said already, a dia-
gram functions flush with the social field, and
it's key to understanding Mute that it sought
to operate in the same way. Of course, it was
strongly influenced by its editors' location in
London, but it wasn't centred on one political
subject. Rather, it sought to be immersed in
the multiplicity of global knots of biopolitical
and necropolitical power, diverse mechanism
of racialisation and gender, different patterns
of value production, emergent cultural and
technological formations, and so forth. Again,
this is a critical orientation of its content and a
feature of its magazine form, seen for example
in its approach to content generation. During
the ascendency of mailing lists like Nettime
around the turn of the millenium, Mute edi-
tors tracked these lists for critical voices and
emergent research agendas, commissioning
writing and artworks from this open field, while
atthe same time seeking out social fissures and

A The Mute Print on Demand booklet. Cover of 2, no. 0 (top right), 2005, features Maternita, a Chainworkers poster by Angela Rindone. Cover of 2,
no. 4 (bottom left), 2007, is by Pauline van Mourik Broekman
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ruptural events, where the event itself, more
than the magazine or the career trajectory of
a contributor, is what solicits critical content.
You ask about longevity. Any particular
publishing form includes temporal dimensions,
which inflect the form in particular and various
ways. It's not only a question of whether a pub-
lication is deliberately short-lived, consumed in
a ruptural event, or endures as a ground for
critical and political association over time, but
also how these different durations are inflected
in, or condition, other qualities of the publica-
tion. There's a beautiful commentIoftenreturn
to about the famous May 1968 screen-print
flyposters, produced by the Atelier Populaire
workshop in Paris (which I use in Anti-Book to
conceptualize the temporality of the pamphlet
form). As Atelier Populaire understood it, these
posters were so indexed to that uprising, to its
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temporal rupture, that to preserve them, even
as a historical record, is a betrayal of their form.
And yet that comment helps us experience
those posters as bearing that rupture through
time — their ruptural ephemerality is a quality,
paradoxically, that endures.

In the case of Mute, its decentred and
immersive form has enabled it to stay fresh,
maintain a critical edge, and hence continue
publishing, over a relatively long period of
time. But its form is also inflected by time,
its various platforms working with differ-
ent speeds and slownesses — it fashioned
the “memory” of its vast digital archive, for
example, into a breach with the conservative
temporality of the “now".

To make a last point about Mute's lon-
gevity, it's important to see this as character-
ized by fits and starts, by points of rupture

A The Mute broadsheet, no. 2, 1995, featuring artwork from BANK’s “Zombie Golf” exhibition combined with stock golf landscape
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and crisis of its own. Again, it's a feature of its
diagrammatic form, for diagrams, as Deleuze
and Guattari have it, work by breaking down.
They are always confronting, and being buf-
feted by, the exterior world — this is at once
their crisis and their vitality. For an exper-

and destabilization is of course money, the
magazine's “most intimate and most indis-
pensable enemy”, to borrow from Deleuze's
diagnosis of cinema. Huge funding cuts to the
UK digital-arts scene in 2011 necessitated that
Mute draw back into a lean publishing model

imental and critical publishing project like
Mute, a central object of this confrontation

— publishing, as it does today, a website and
occasional books.

w: Finally, I want to talk about another publication that isn't
part of Anti-Book but is a feature of your research. I'm talking
about The 2015 Baltimore Uprising: A Teen Epistolary. The anon-
ymously published zine comprises 650 screengrabs of tweets
posted by young Black inhabitants of Baltimore during the riots
that ensued following the police murder of the 25-year old Fred-

die Gray. You've spoken previously of how

the riots and their associated racial tension
erupt in the zine which fends off any sense
of closure. This is not a conventional polit-
ical book. There’s a number of aspects of
this publication that relate to the idea of the
anti-book. Firstly, the publication was pub-
lished anonymously and — not only that —
the Black faces that appear in the zine all
have their eyes redacted to protect their
identities. The author function is denied
and you also argue that the publication,
through this technique, foregrounds the
structural bar to Black subjectivity. In addi-
tion to this there is an interesting cultural
4 interplay at work. If we think of capitalism

as an apparatus of capture, as Deleuze and

Guatarri conceived of it, then social media may be the most
effective tool this system has ever developed. But in Baltimore
Uprising some of this captured material is reclaimed and put to
other use. The zine also challenges the commodity form and
its instrumentation through its production and circulation. But
later it was republished as a more conventional book which you
say, ironically, makes the original look like a pirate copy of the
reprint. In concluding our discussion for BKKABF CO-OP, can you
tease out some of the issues raised by Baltimore Uprising that
relate to your notion of the anti-book?
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NT:

Baltimore Uprising forces readers’ attention on
the unbearable social crisis that is anti-Black
racism and police murder with impunity, and
on the 2015 riots or uprising against those
conditions. It does so from the perspective
not of activists or journalists looking in from
outside, as is conventional in books about
uprisings, but from the young protagonists of
the uprising themselves, in all their expressive

range and complexity. It hits you like a bomb.

I've never encountered a publication remotely
like it. From an anti-book perspective, what's
significant is that its impact comes from the
fact that racism and uprising are the content
and the form of the book — it's a book that
is wrecked by its social conditions. Baltimore
Uprising is a riot book, extending the uprising
through the materiality of publishing.

One can view it as a response to Mau-
rice Blanchot, the French literary critic, who
observed, with regard to the uprisings of May
‘68, that “the book is a refined form of oppres-
sion”. “No more books, never again a book,
so long as we maintain our relation with the
upheaval of the rupture”. Instead of books,
Blanchot here favours the self-published
and ephemeral media produced within such
events — tracts, bulletins, graffiti — which
resist the closure of meaning by the fact of
their fragmentary form and immersion in
social rupture.

But Baltimore Uprising makes consid-
erable advances on Blanchot's formulation,
in three senses. First, its riotous irruption in
and against the book form pertains not to
uprising in general but to the specific racial-

A The 2015 Baltimore Uprising: A Teen E istolary, Anonymous, 2015
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ized and class conditions of the United States
and of our time (the bar to Black subjectivity
that is constitutive of anti-Blackness, follow-
ing the arguments of Saidiya Hartman and
Frank B. Wilderson III, and the expansion of
populations rendered superfluous to capital
by deindustrialization, as developed today
by Marxist research on “surplus population”).
Second, this book is also specific to our con-
temporary media environment, where print
and digital media have become enmeshed with
each other in complex and mutable ways, and
where, as you say, corporate social media has
rendered us ever more communicative, a com-
munication ever more productive of capitalist
socio-economic relations. And third, because
of these specificities, this book’s irruptions in
book form are not simply ruptures in mean-
ing, but are various interrogations of specific
features of racialization, class, uprising, and
publishing.

In my article about Baltimore Uprising, 1
detail seven of these specific irruptions in the
material form of the political book, butI can
mention some of these here, as they relate to
its expression of, and challenge to, anti-Black
racism. This book repels all the means by which
conventional political books marshal uprisings
into political subjectivity. In a highly unusual
move, it contains nothing but screen-grabbed
tweets: It has no editor, preface, or afterword
that would explain the emergence of a polit-
ical subject or advise on “what is to be done”.
Instead, the book holds readers in the terror of
anti-Blackness and the wrenching conditions
of uprising, in crisis without resolution, with-
out offering routes to redress. As Wilderson
shows, textual and political routes to redress

— which even the most critical of books find
themselves compelled to provide — might look
revolutionary but they actually serve to consol-
idate rather than negate this world, for they
are routes necessarily comprehensible and
achievable within its constituting conditions.

This book's redaction of protagonists' eyes that
you mention, unnerving and painful as itis, is
one of these procedures for holding readers in
the crisis. Another is the book’s refusal to offer
easy points of empathetic identification, where
empathy is what translates anti-Blackness into
a means of consoling, and hence bolstering,
white subjectivity.

The 2015 uprising in Baltimore is carried
also into this book’s visual and physical form: in
staple-bound and tape-covered spine devoid of
text; in its absence of ISBN or any other means
of identification or marketing, except for the
title; and in the degraded, Xerox quality of its
ripped and remixed screen-grabs from Twitter.
Rather than validating or aestheticizing the
young people’s tweets by turning them into a
sleek, commercial book, these features drag
Twitter and the book form into the anti-com-
mercial, collective, and impersonal terrain of
the “poorimage”, to use Hito Steyerl's phrase

— the low-resolution, digital copies of copies
that might ground a new politics and aura of
the image, the “wretched of the screen”, as she
riffs on Frantz Fanon. And last, the degraded,
do-it-yourself quality of the book conveys that
it is only the temporary arrangement of an
open-ended and vertiginous communicative
and political scene — not a summation of the
riots but a fragment among fragments from
an imperfect rupture with this world.
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A Crisis of Politics and a Crisis of Media Form —

Reasserting the Polyvocality of Material in Nicholas Thoburn’s “Anti-Book™

Text and Design by
White Fungus

White Fungus is a print magazine and publishing platform based in
Taiwan. The publication began in 2004 as a protest zine and quasi
political manifesto produced on a photocopier in Wellington, New
Zealand. Now it 1s an international arts publication based in Taiwan
that is distributed globally. Each cover of the magazine is derived from
a scan of a can of “white fungus”, a commercially produced pulped
beverage from Taichung City.

Translation by
Nunnaree Panichkul

Nunnaree is a gallery manager of Bangkok CityCity Gallery. Since
2007, she has worked in many design and contemporary art projects,
including exhibitions, festivals, events and publications.

Thai Layout Design by
Setapa Prommolmard

Special thanks
Nicholas Thoburn

Nicholas Thoburn is Reader in Sociology at the University of
Manchester. He writes on political publishing, critical theory, social
movements, and architecture. He is author of Anti-Book.: On the Art
and Politics of Radical Publishing (2016) and Deleuze, Marx and
Politics (2003).
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This written idea is a part of) Open Access (, a communal digital editorial
project which advocates independent publishing as a means of knowledge production
and circulation. The project resulted in original research-based downloadable PDFs
in English, with Thai translations. Each text is designed in a unique layout within
the shared A4 PDF file format. These open access texts were developed by the
BKKABF CO-OP members within the expanded field of editorials, with support
from the wider community of friends and collaborators. The project stems from
ongoing conversations between the BKK ABF team and contributors/members since
the Contribution Period in April 2020.

The written ideas are contributed by
Meantime 5¢
"™WWhite Fungus

Justin Zhuang ¢

KR Kyung Yong Lim
Display Distribute "*
and Nihaal Faizal ™
"WFotobook DUMMIES Day
D-E-A-L Bt
Meype | s0i
hosted by with research as a part of the
the BANGKOK ART support from
BOOK FAIR

YPEN OO
BKKABF a LELD Online Festival 2020.

The written ideas are open access and shareable under the Creative Commons license CC BY-NC-ND 4.


https://bangkokartbookfair.info/co-op/open-access/
http://bangkokartbookfair.info/co-op
https://instagram.com/openfieldproject?igshid=17cjen5x256wy
http://bangkokartbookfair.info
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
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