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Introduction 
The following notes towards a manifesto for 

the87press were co-written by Azad Ashim 

Sharma and Kashif Sharma-Patel. They are both 

reflections on three years of the87’s small press 

activity as well as expressions of developing 

creative-critical thinking within the press, based 

on experiences and a desire to synthesise 

various strands of theory that remain influential 

to the87’s ongoing praxis. Part of this piece is to 

offer a critique of the current nexus of big 

corporate publishers; another part is to offer 

some beginnings of an on-going discussion to 

be had about changing this situation as it affects 

the functions and futures of small publishing. 

Within that is an attention to aesthetic practices 

and cultural production. In the hope of 

changing the way publishing happens, offering a 

renewed testimony of a 21st cultural 

materialism, facing up to the challenges of the 

long recession in the era of COVID-19 and the 

growing and enduring hostility towards the arts 

and cultural productions of various 

international communities from state 

sponsored commodification of all spheres of 

human life, the87 hopes that these notes will 

provide an incomplete basis for ongoing 

focussed discussions on the future of 

publishing.  

We conceive of radical inclusivity as a 

provisional point for thinking about diaspora, 

difference and poetry within and against 

commodified logics of diversity and 

representation. The interlinked nature of social 

and aesthetic practice provide a site for 

understanding resistance under contemporary 

racial capitalist conditions. Resistance can be 

understood as friction within the workings of  

structural domination, as much as developing 

countervalent infrastructures. Much of our 

understanding of contemporary poetry is 

rooted in looking at wider cultural dynamics at 

play. From textual practices in conceptual art 

through to sound cultures that embed 

experimentation into popular cultural form. 

Here poetics is constitutive of a larger aesthetic 

continuum. We also utilise the idea of ‘low 

theory’ to think about the service of theoretical 

work for providing tools to understand 

everyday life and social reproduction. British 

cultural studies, the black radical tradition, and 

genealogies of innovative poetics provide 

touchstones for this sort of work.  

In 2018, on the press’ founding, we wrote and 
performed an unpublished manifesto which 
moved between prose, poetry, cut ups, and a 
more classic version of manifesto writing. This 
manifesto is published below. In seeking to 
reinterrogate our past selves as much as refer 
back to their experiences along the way, this 
piece of work engages with three years of ‘on 
the ground’ publishing practice, cutting across 
the seminar room and the street, advocating for 
a radical inclusivity in grassroots publishing and 



a fairer economic practice within the publishing 
industry at large. This reiteration brings to fore 
questions of authorship, subjectivity and 
genealogies that we wish to unpack and 

delineate as part of a wider creative-critical 
practice that feeds back into informal 
subterranean practices.  
 



Manifesto from 2018 

1. 

Poetry alone ––– 

break the borders 

confine our bodies 

Poetry alone ––– 

for human relationships 

Recognition –––works  

from real experiences 

protesting confines  

and the thorough reals 

Reject notions of individual genius–– 

This isn’t 1920 ––– 

contemporise  

inhale –– collaboration 

Individual desire –– working with people – 

total labour in the guise of Johan Cruyff 

––– with you ––– 

Not spoken word ––– demarcate clear boundaries 

–––committed to the end of capitalism ––– 

Not solipsistic ––– vacuous –––  

active, fugitive, neurodivergent, under the commons –– 

shitty event managers and presence for general appeal  

¬––– serious or fun loving - you’re a court jester –––  

fuck the king 

Anti-nationalist ––– impasse –– 

Newness that is already found in the world ––– 

Our aim –– to share –– to read –– as an energy 

2. 

The premise – to create an inclusive space 



–movement of poetry and

of critical-theoretical thought

Agonising feeling –– one’s identity –– configure in 

architectural metaphors –– in search 

Acknowledge a fundamental ––normativity ––fugitive 

Neurological a-typicality––– burns the idea of neuronormativity 

¬¬––as a movement away from the norm into the space of the new 

As neurofugitives – anti capitalist thought ––– 

current garb –– 

to play like a court jester –– 

by performing our difference. 

Embodied opposition ––we witness –– 

embody difference –– 

this barren land of political dysphoria ––– 

of a future unknown –– 

This old linear world is in the process of burning 

* 

Sometimes you said I was wired different when I longed to be wired like you. I resented everything, my 

family, my culture, myself because I wanted to be something other than the alterity you had qualified 

me by. And so I began to flee this place for a non-place, an off-kilter shelter of salubrious freedom from 

pharisaic whiteness. I do not want stickers to mollify the difference I feel as if the way I speak and carry 

myself is just another genre of your curiosity. 

3. 

In terms of aesthetics –– great failure of imagination –– 

flimsy and weak –– 

only radical experimental –– 

Performativity –– constitutive –– 

practicing –– from below –– 

Collectively, if unevenly –– 

the category of –– 

as we make way for the future-to-come at the end-of-the-world 



 

 

We trade myths, stories, oratory gestures –– 

build an infrastructure –– 

glimpsed in the constant aesthetic work –– 

 

* 

 

When you made me your minority you filled me with cruel optimism. You filled me with recognition for 

my solipsisms when I was at my most vulnerable and now all I have is a sense of drowning lacklustre in 

cuneiform petrichor under the awning of denounced love. 

  

4. 

 

Borderless as people 

 as thinking beings 

--- Our absolute freedom --- 

to the very edges of consciousness 

--- intersectional and interdisciplinary; 

our skin is a porous membrane --- 

 

* 

 

Whenever I speak of the roots my family laid down here over three generations you looked down upon 

them as excrescences that formed the entrecote in this meal you made me from my supposed longing 

for a home. I think of that longing as an impasse, where the lines move on false prescribed nationalities 

which represent a catastrophic failure and as I lay here incapacitated by the grief and loss of some true 

moment. You think of my relationship with history as one of trauma. You think of my culture as 

something that both holds me back and propels me forward, as anxiogenic because of marriage and 

custom, as anxiolytic because of bhangra and turmeric. I am cloyed too close by the motile restriction of 

your tolerance. 

  

5. 

 

--- towards the future --- a carnival of madness -- joy 

--- the first scream --- on shifting paradigms  

 

We want --- practice the -- practice its -- practice the -- in the - undercut the -- and re-inscribe the --- 

 

future  

freedom 

speculative 



ephemeral present 

canon  

outside 

* 

When we spoke of hybridity we didn’t mean simply that we are both and yet neither or a singular 

expression of a duality. Hybridity means more than doing yoga with ayat-ul-kursi in the background. We 

are hybrid because we represent a moment of historical becoming. It began when we were filled with 

shame on your rugby pitch like sad armadillos waiting for syncopation. It began with the delicate and 

threnodic umbrella choreography of smoke from the thurible. It carries the weight of history with the 

grace and poise of the ants you once confused us for. It is a canon filled with all your golden knives and 

forks aimed at your prizes and diversity quotas. It began with a question: how does newness enter the 

world? With the slow violence of integration and tokenism. And it ends in the new mutiny: 87. 



I. On Aesthetic Production and Vanguard 

Publishing Practices 

 

Central to understanding publishing practices is 

thinking at cultural and aesthetic production 

from which publishing seeks to amplify and 

sustain. In the topologies of cultural industries 

the institutions of civil society circle over the 

shoots of cultural production that circulates in 

the market of transaction below civic 

recognition. We can think about this in terms of 

a bazaar of exchange, a social economy where 

forces reside and intermingle in a state prior to 

their reification as fungible commodity. One 

thinks about this in terms of subcultural milieu, 

with an attendant semiotic field that offers 

conditions for the production of aesthetic work 

as a socially-bound endeavour. The moment 

prior, which is both temporal and conceptual, is 

a grounding for the location of the subaltern 

trace, the unhearable gestural instance. Poetic 

practice emerges as a social practice, one 

improvisatory and non-dominant, open to the 

embrace of radical alterity in all its affective and 

conceptual difficulty. There’s an abstraction 

weaved into a precision that finds itself in an 

unevenly imprecise saturation. That saturation 

being the world-at-large. Precision takes the 

vital move to encounter the world in a non-

coercive form of study. Abstraction becomes a 

minimalist method within cultural saturation 

that interrogates the wider scene at play. The 

specific stand-point – queer, neurodivergent, 

racialised – proceeds to interrupt form through 

its non-normative modality. This avant-garde 

impulse, while canonised in the historiography 

of modernism and postmodernism, is resistant 

to the settled ground of category while being 

attendant to genealogies of aesthetic practice 

that one finds themself.  

 

Drew Milne’s reflections on the original 1986 

edition of John Wilkinson’s Proud Flesh says 

what we need to restate about the production 

of vanguard literature. We want to reiterate it 

here so we can link this reflection to our 

concerned analysis at contemporary literary 

production and its inheritance of publishing 

practices in our near-past.  

 

“The first edition sported a simple 

unglossy card cover with a colour 

approaching blood red: no back cover 

blurbs, no bar code, no notes on the 

author or photograph, not even stuff 

about the publishers.” (ix) 

 

The publishers who professed what Milne calls 

a “confident anonymity” merely tied names to 

places, Equofinality of Łodz, Poland, and Délires 

from Liverpool and the distribution address 

from Birmingham merely ‘hinted’ at Wilkinson’s 

context of production, “the place where most of 

these poems were written” (ix). 

 

What to take from this form which is now 

ubiquitous amongst many vanguard publishers? 

Milne suggests the packaging is key, the form, 

the material, of the poetry’s delivery to the 

reader, it is a ‘thing’ and ‘not the group hug of 

affiliations and prize citations’ where ‘epigraphs 

were tucked away at the back of the book, 

suggesting the need for a prior encounter with 

the text itself’ (ix). It is a publishing practice, a 

form, a texture, that seeks to reveal the true 

‘energies of independent publishing’ where 

‘proximity to critical gossip’ is conceived of as a 



‘poison to art’ and where ‘a post-punk 

resistance to commercial packaging’ gestures 

and encourages the ‘commitment to the 

excitement of discovering works shorn of filters 

and branding.” (ix) 

Milne links this insistence on the object of the 

text without the refraction through multiple 

lenses from the publisher as a brand or the 

author as a brand sign to the work of Barthes, 

specifically the movement from the work to the 

text, in which, “Barthes positioned ‘text’ as an 

orientation: conceiving writing as a 

methodological field, as a productive activity 

rather than as an object or finished product to 

be consumed.” (ix) 

For Milne, Barthes theorises one of the 

tendencies of avant-garde writing in this paper 

where vanguard writing emerges “amid the 

ruins of traditional genres”. 



I.I. The Art-Object 

 

The art-object as product of its conditions lays 

bare the dialectic of domination and 

subordination within its parameters. Market 

transaction at the point of commodification is 

one that mediates the exchange of cultural 

good, all the while aesthetic trace evades in its 

apriori state. Publishing as practice facilitates 

such lines of flight at varying topological levels. 

Desire, as Spivak tells us, is an interiority that 

finds socio-economic form in interest, but here 

desire must exceed and evade its 

commodification. Publishing as radical cultural 

practice must recognise that disjuncture, and 

dwell in its contradictory ambiguity, where 

professional and amateur blur, where specificity 

is carefully attended to while pragmatically 

handling the drive to commodity. Here a 

reiteration of cultural materialism takes place.  

 

Isabel Waidner argues there has never been a 

queer avant-garde literature movement in the 

UK. The contemporary moment seems the 

emergence of one. We can think of the New 

Narrative Movement – with its mesh of high 

and low culture; poetry into prose; queer 

sociality as cultural form; torquing of Language 

poetry – as both historical precedent and 

irruptive contemporary. As Sean Bonney 

teaches us, the irruption of particular cultura-

critical discourse emits in crisis. Latent forces 

realign and recirculation functions as temporal 

lag kicks in. The same way the British Poetry 

Revival arrives late to the modernist party, so 

too the bass-soaked delay of the queer avant-

garde pincers back into the fold. Sound culture 

as contiguous space, where reverb saturates 

the conjuncture, to think with Stuart Hall’s 

formulation. 

 

 

  



I.II. The Avid Vanguard Reader

We think this may also theorise an approach to 

reading, a reading practice by the avid, 

vanguard reader, as opposed to the corporate 

publishing nexus’ imagined ‘general reader’.  

The avid, vanguard reader is someone who 

understands that they can read exactly what 

the fuck they want, they don’t need branding or 

a trend to follow the shelves, to search through 

second hand stores in the openness to 

treasuring the text as an object. This reader is 

already oriented towards texts, to free thinking 

away from the model of corporate publishing 

practice, sometimes in refusal of reading the 

latest simulacrum of Ayn Rand and with a far 

more subversive response to reading as an 

activity, revolutionary because it allows the 

processing of information that will inherit and 

incorporate and meditate upon the precise 

tools at our disposal for the socialisation of 

private wealth alongside the necessity to focus 

on the community basis of care.  

These readers are not bookstagrammers with 

large followings but the people who get on with 

living. They’re everywhere in the audience at 

those poetry readings in the pubs and coffee 

shops, online in the chat, quoting the lines they 

like because of their sheer joyous engagement 

with literature, unabashed to offer criticism, 

those readers who study the text, in sense 

outlined by Moten and Harney, outside the 

instutition in the square, undercommon but the 

common reader who reinscribes the mutual 

commons of readership with a lending, a 

freebie, sometimes gifting these so-called 

inaccessible works (because limited by print 

runs or by locality, albeit this is not a charge 

worthy of merit in the post-internet age), this 

reader throws the pamphlets of vanguard 

poetics from the tower block to sleeping 

passers by to wake them up from their stupid 

trundle into waterstones.  

The avid vanguard reader, the grassroots 

publisher, the producers of culture in the name 

of reclaiming culture from the bland way in 

which it is represented by big monied state 

institutions or private corporations, these three 

nodes of the undercommon network are the 

future of what cultural production will rely on. 

We who stole the reading lists from the 

institution to share them in a new form at the 

public houses, who stapled together our works 

quickly to share with friends in a totally socialist 

reimagining of what poets in Henry the 8th’s 

court would have done. The publishers of this 

type of work know who the readers will be, we 

trust the reader and the reader trusts us, the 

writers and producers follow, building this trust 

into a unique web of affiliation, love, and 

respect - we try and help each other in the 

email threads between us, bemoaning how we 

are not shown by society a respect for the 

forms we have chosen, because they do away 

with the airs and fairs of the corporates and 

their bland jackets.  

The avid reader is already interdisciplinary, 

intersectional, working towards gathering 

strands of knowledge in a manner in which 

culture as one of the ways of massifying 

knowledge production helps us develop a 

reading practice absolutely integral to the way 

we practice, communally and individually, care. 

The avid vanguard reader is always focussed on 

their love of work, the community that builds in 



the margins of second hand texts, sharing and 

writing letters to the Others, holding and 

maintaining a space for disagreement about 

aesthetics, but with a collective understanding 

of what this kind of practice will entail 

politically: the knowledge that there is a better 

way to do things and that the desire is flaring up 

in spaces across the world. The avid vanguard 

reader is really about this life, the thread 

between lives and localities, building 

community each time they support small 

presses and vanguard cultural producers.  

 

 

  



I.III. The Politics of Experimental Writing 

 

Publishing industry cannot commodify 

experimental writing, as soon as it tries, the 

experiment changes, the ingredients move, the 

influences change. Art is constantly in flight of 

the drive to commodify itself to be 

commercially validated.  

 

Experimental writing is often labelled as difficult 

and thus not available to the general reader. 

Say something a thousand times it becomes a 

truth. Even when it’s a lie. Accessibility 

discourse is destroyed by representative 

neoliberalism in which it becomes a means of 

telling the working class they aren’t able to 

understand. Middle class readers enforce this 

though the fake distinction of their cultural 

capital (here read as taste).  

 

Attaching experimental forms to notions of 

innovation are the failed attempt to 

neoliberalise the vanguardism, innovation is the 

commodification of vanguardism in the arts. 

Entrepreneurship is the ultimate death of art 

and the humanities. And yet the draw of the 

creative-critical practice as social grounding 

offers a double-bind. The drive to disalienation 

becomes an attentive aesthetic sociality, while 

the conditions of racial capitalism continues to 

attempt to subsume. Enterprise and endeavour 

become worthy ideals that paper over the 

desire for freedom and multi-directional study 

as life-activity.  

 

And so we settle on radical inclusivity, an 

imperfect term for a pragmatic time, amidst the 

chaos and detritus of damaged life. To build a 

platform that can facilitate multiple demands 

while being attentive to varying strands of 

aesthetic and political thought. In 

understanding that identity as standpoint 

informs formal concerns while not 

overdetermining, we contribute to a poetic 

modality coalescing against the logics of 

representation, while acknowledging strategic 

moves made within civil society. The double-

bind also opens up the particular contradictions 

within a pragmatism, one we are acutely aware 

of. In this sense, we are reclaiming the 

experimental, the inclusive, the project, the 

legacies of liberation that live on as embodied 

practices within and against the drive to reify.  

 

The socialities we engage in and see as models 

are embedded in overlapping, contentious, 

intersecting and often antagonistic sites. 

Organisation, as a social imperative as much as 

cultural, economic or political, is a part of a 

negotiation, one percipient to the demands of 

care in the face of violence and spoilage of 

everyday life. In that, there is an impreciseness 

that mirrors the improvisatory nature of acting-

in-the-world. Aesthetic practice follows, as we 

conceive, as a necessary dissonance in the 

structures of commodification, heedful of its 

social grounding while unapologetically 

experimental in form. This is directly counter to 

a neoliberal logic of representation and 

diversity, and yet one much more in keeping 

with the unevenness of queer, neurodivergent, 

diasporic life that animates artistic culture.  

 

A great source of the unfinished conversation to 

be had about UK poetry and its links with a kind 

of conservative coterie is Robert Sheppard’s 

The Poetry of Saying (2005). We feel this is an 

unfinished study because it ends its trajectory in 

2000. Sheppard does many wonderful things in 

this study but, for our purposes, two things 



stand out. Firstly, there is the endurance of the 

Larkin-era Movement Orthodoxy, its ties with 

Faber and Faber, and its stifling of the 

‘mainstream’ of UK poetry. Larkin, that 

notorious xenophobe and bland conservative 

poet of racist nursery rhymes which are 

partially quoted in syllabi across the Isles as 

bastions of great English poesy (read this 

interesting article by Alexander Larman about 

it). Secondly, as Sheppard informs us, to focus 

on Larkin/Movement Orthodoxy alone is to only 

tell one side of the story. From the 60s onward 

a vast and eclectic variety of counter-cultural 

revolutionary poetry has been existent and 

active. From the British Poetry Revival of the 

60s and the various threads of Concrete and 

Sound Poetry, Linguistically Innovative Poetry 

landmarked and spearheaded by a diverse 

formal arrangement of underground small press 

work from the likes of J. H. Prynne, Tom 

Raworth, Anna Mendelssohn, Keston 

Sutherland, John Wilkinson, Veronica Forrest-

Thompson, Bob Cobbing, Lee Harwood, Maggie 

O’Sullivan and many many many others all the 

way up until today, right now, in the surround 

of the conservative coterie of forward awards 

and faber alliances, there is a plethora and 

depth of this countercurrent. What this 

exemplifies to us, is that the true diversification 

of the arts is not one in which identity politics is 

given the pedestal, where race, class, gender, 

sexuality, or neurodivergence become branding 

markers of the latest trendy commoditised 

vehicle of empirical poetry. No, what is possible 

is that we recognise the diversity lies in the 

form, language, and material production of 

these countercultural works. We do not have a 

name to isolate the growing movement 

amongst this diverse group of poets, but we 

feel it and see it all around is in the works of 

Vahni Capildeo, Bhanu Kapil, Nisha Ramayya, 

Luke Roberts, Joe Luna (whose decade long Hi 

Zero reading series was a hub for this poetry), 

Danny Hayward, James Goodwin, Nat Raha, 

Verity Spott, Rosy Carrick (whose co-running of 

the Poets vs MC’s night gave a new audience 

and context to this burgeoning scene), Sascha 

A. Akhtar. The list could go on, there are many

of us thinking with form, language, theory, and

how to push at the limits of poetry to give a

particular temporal currency to our fresh off the

press pamphleteering, to document responses,

affective and otherwise, against what we feel is

the New Movement Orthodoxy that is

pervading the UK poetry culture which seeks, at

its most conservative, the total denial of any

kind of counter cultural expression. We’ve seen

this in the policing of Grime and Drill music, and

we feel it in the poetry scene by the economic

disenfranchisement many poets experience

from the wider world of UK cultural production

- something entrenched by corporate presses.

In a brief expansion of Sheppard’s study, what

we are seeing in the early 21st century is a

renewed commitment to anti-racist and anti-

fascist politics in our poetics, infused by

international influences as far as the Hungry

Generation of 60s India and the New Narrative

Movement. If there is an ivory tower, in the

21st century it is evidently made of the financial

enfranchising of particular modalities of cultural

production over another.

https://thecritic.co.uk/why-hasnt-philip-larkin-been-cancelled/


I. The Corporate Publishing Nexus 

 

Looking at the corporate nature of current 

publishing allows us to make a contribution to a 

materialist account of contemporary capitalism 

which runs corollary to the social and aesthetic 

practices we foreground as ideals. Emerging out 

of this account are both concrete reforms as 

well as a reiteration of revolutionary desire as 

expressed in radical socio-poetic form.  

 

George Gissing’s 1891 novel New Grub Street is 

a starting point for the critique of the 

contemporary maelstrom of the publishing 

industry, a story which follows writers whose 

lives suffer as a result of not being able to turn 

art into a living. The pressure capital exerts on 

art to seem commercially viable as a form of 

employment is something we are all feeling 

anew in the era of Tory Austerity, the Covid 19 

recession, the closure of social life and the 

expropriation of art to notions of ‘retraining.’ 

Performing and Visual Arts, the Humanities, 

Literature, have been emptied out of aesthetics 

and imbued with the defense strategy of 

providing a series of economic data to justify 

their existence. The Arts Council are now faced 

with functioning as a kind of welfare 

programme for the entire ‘sector’ of culture.  

 

All of this can be traced back to the rub of New 

Grub Street which presents readers with an 

alienated world of London, eerily like the 

London of today, where writing is judged on 

sales and purchases of books.  

 

The Penguin Random House merger in 2013 is 

one example of the contemporary expression of 

this commodification in which publishers 

operate as multinational corporations, 

exploiting the cheaper labour of workers in 

countries like China, binding books at the cost 

of 20p, bringing them to bookstores 

internationally through the ownership or 

partnership with international shipping routes, 

and the sale of these books from franchised 

sellers, online or in person. The resulting 

situation is one in which everything a big 

corporate company like PRH does, with their 

many subsidiary ‘brands’ of their books (which 

we receive as ‘imprints’ of their publishing 

press), turns a profit for the company as a 

whole. All the capital invested in the 

manufacture, shipping, marketing, and eventual 

sale of books, is kept circulating within the 

company. Very little of the money makes its 

way into the writer’s hands, and what little 

does, is often by-passed through the agents 

who have a ‘network’ of friends through whom 

the book travels as the writer’s manuscript is 

‘bought’ by these big companies.  

 

It is worth noting some quantitative statistics 

about the current scenario which is perhaps felt 

more acutely in the UK, as opposed to the US 

where small press culture is often the 

beneficiary of private donations to solicit tax 

breaks, as well as having the infrastructure of 

small press distribution channels designed to 

help small presses ‘compete’ in more fair terms 

in the literary marketplace. In late 2020, a 

significant merger deal was announced which 

would see Penguin Random House purchase 

Simon and Schuster. If we are to relate this to 

2010 figures from the Bookseller (via 

Wikipedia), what we discover is an astonishing 

situation, pertinent to the global marketplace of 

publishing: the merger will see Penguin Random 

House have a monopolising 25% share in the 

marketplace in the UK, possibly larger in the 

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/25/books/simon-schuster-penguin-random-house.html?fbclid=IwAR2QIvZz6wOFAD546qMBh2ij0RvIbcB7_CgF2f5-36u18aXs58X8j0N4WAg
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/25/books/simon-schuster-penguin-random-house.html?fbclid=IwAR2QIvZz6wOFAD546qMBh2ij0RvIbcB7_CgF2f5-36u18aXs58X8j0N4WAg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_largest_book_publishers_of_the_United_Kingdom?fbclid=IwAR0TO84ggGb00xGrcaioXtddYbjZiW5ogYmv6Nwf0ne1W0OcZmC8y7xUIIU
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_largest_book_publishers_of_the_United_Kingdom?fbclid=IwAR0TO84ggGb00xGrcaioXtddYbjZiW5ogYmv6Nwf0ne1W0OcZmC8y7xUIIU


USA and elsewhere. The bookseller’s list from 

2010 also shows us the situation as it stands 

and whilst the exact figures may not be 

accurate in 2020 in terms of their quantitative 

expression, the qualitative account of a big 

business publishing model remains the same. 

We now have, in the UK at least, 5 big 

publishers who control the market. The closest 

an independent publisher comes into the 

competitive fray is through the Faber Alliance 

which is most certainly not without its 

complications. Harper Collins, for instance, is a 

subsidiary of Rupert Murdock’s News Corp - and 

we know what independent media analysts 

from organisations such as Double Down News 

have been saying about this dangerous big 

company. The same critique should be 

marshalled, altered however slightly it is 

needed to, to offer a critique of what big 

publishing threatens with the book market.  

The threat of all this is to create a marketplace 

that is hostile to the smaller and medium sized 

publishing outfits who represent and publish 

often from grassroots networks. What we need 

to be advocating is a more affirmative 

intersectionality when it comes to diversity in 

the arts, else we risk tokenising a few ‘minority 

writers’ to appease the ethical representation 

plans of big corporations without changing the 

economic structures that exist to put down 

radical diversity at a community level. It is no 

use if ‘one of us’ makes it ‘big’; better to let 

more of us survive on a balanced, fair economic 

model to ensure the continuation of frontier 

cultural production across the entire creative 

sector. Part of this, as we will show, can 

materialise by reclaiming languages of 

inclusivity, radicality, diversity, and ethics, from 

the corporate-liberal sphere of commerce and 

ensuring that a sustainable model is developed 

to benefit far more peoples and organisations 

than is currently the case. It is also the case 

that, in the UK at least, this model would 

challenge the idea that smaller organisations 

should pay the same rates in tax as bigger 

corporations, flat rates of corporation tax 

(which are being increased by the current Tory 

Government) will inevitably make things more 

difficult for smaller business across the country 

to keep things turning over. This is simply 

because large corporations are given tax breaks 

to the extent that, comparatively, a small 

business’ corporation tax is more as a 

percentage of the stated profit than a large 

corporation such as Apple or Amazon. It is for 

this reason why the Progressive International, 

for example, are taking Amazon to court to get 

them to pay the tax they should be paying. 

What we suggest is moving, theoretically in our 

motivations for the praxis of small publishing, to 

a ‘world literature’ focus in the sense outlined 

by the Warwick Research Collective.  

Vast amounts of scholarship within literary 

studies exists on the commodification of books, 

the marketplace that orders and regulates the 

consumption of books, their sale, the value 

ascribed to them (for example, Sarah Brouilette 

is an eminent scholar of these trends). This no 

doubt plays into the marketisation of literary 

education, the setting up of writing academies 

to police and produce the next set of palatable 

liberal writers destined for success within that 

marketplace. Moving from a sense of ‘global 

literature’ to ‘world literature’ embodies the 

critique of Eurocentrism and a decolonising 

impulse to go beyond representation and 

diversity indices. We want to begin the 

discussion about what this attention to a world 

multiculture, a renewed materialism of 

comparative method in literary studies, can do 

when influencing the production of literature. 

This movement, from the global marketplace, 

https://blog.reedsy.com/largest-book-publishers/
https://blog.reedsy.com/largest-book-publishers/
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=320635642420856
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=320635642420856
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=320635642420856
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=320635642420856
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=320635642420856
https://warwick.ac.uk/fac/cross_fac/g19c/activities/displacements/readingnovelsworkshop/wrec_chapters_12.pdf


to the world-space of cultural production, will 

engender some form of resistance to global 

neoliberal capitalism, which is felt pertinently in 

the economy of literary production which has 

longstanding monopolies build and premised on 

their longevity. It seems fitting that such ‘old’ 

money would benefit and perhaps be promoted 

in the UK by a culture of old money nepotism, 

we are seeing this in the handling of the 

pandemic, we have known this to be the case in 

the world of book production too. Agents are 

part of a complicity with the industry standard 

way of doing publishing. Such models stifle the 

hope that new formations will emerge, it 

sediments and entrenches the attention given 

and respect allocated to ‘old’ publishers 

without questioning the changes on the ground 

with how people read, value, access, and 

produce literatures.  

 

Big corporates often feign political neutrality - 

an innocent look, to publish ‘ideas’ and appeal 

to the ‘general reader’ who wants to read 

unspecifically, or rather, with their own 

individual ‘taste’ at the forefront of their 

‘choice’ to purchase any book. We know that 

such ‘taste’ is as manufactured as the book 

these general readers hold in their hand. Why? 

Because books are the perfect commodity to 

circulate a specific type of media, premised on 

the faux-cult of celebrity writers, the cult status 

of ephemeral trends in publishing which are 

devoid of aesthetic commitment and merely 

have the desire to entertain, to appease, to 

provide pleasure. Books become the 

placeholders of cultural capital - a 

commoditised extract of what culture is, 

removed from the milieu of its production, 

ahistorical, and whilst wearing the mask of 

neutrality, it remains inherently political.  

 

In order to buy into this system, small 

publishers are expected to pay the same rates 

as big corporate publishers in trade deals. Some 

independent stores and many chain bookstores 

charge 40% off the RRP, Amazon charge 50%, 

some distributors ask for 75% off the retail price 

of a book. Multiple resources from the 

Booksellers Association’s Industry Reports show 

the entrenched stability of this model. We 

should look at the maths. If a book is £10 and 

you have to give 75% discount to a retailer or 

distributor, that leaves you with £2.50, £1 goes 

to the writer, £1.50 to the press. No small 

company can break even on the absurdity of 

such small margins, let alone turn a profit to 

reinvest into its endeavours. The solution is not, 

contrary to the vogue of setting up independent 

platforms, the same economic models of 

amazon etc but with a ‘focus’ on marketing 

smaller business. The solution is the demand of 

a wholesale change in the way publishing 

functions as a media. If a platform uses a 

corporate economic model, its claims to 

independence are just fraudulent marks of 

advertising with no real benefit to anyone in the 

long-term.  

 

The indie, the independent shop or press, now 

feigns to the culinary equivalent of the 

artisanal, craft-oriented, locally-sourced facade. 

Too often this can mean the  continuing 

reproduction of the current industry standard 

model of publishing driven by trends that 

patronise literary production centring middle 

class notions of consumer taste. What we are 

left with is a kind of soft nationalism in the book 

industry that feeds into the ideology of the 

corporate publishing houses. So long as people 

are reading any kind of book, it is okay, 

everything is fine, so long as books are selling. 

Genre, form, categories of author: they become 

the new cities in this paperback nation.  

https://booksellers.org.uk/industryinfo/industryinfo/industryreports
https://booksellers.org.uk/industryinfo/industryinfo/industryreports


Marketing books is a vicious cycle. On the one 

hand, it is necessary to try and use tools like 

social media, campaigns, promotional flyers etc 

to push the book into the furthest edges of any 

community, online, in-person, global, local. 

Publishers on the smaller side of the spectrum 

do this usually in an author-led way, building off 

of existing networks surrounding the author 

behind the text. Author-led approaches are 

valuable to small publishers seeking recognition 

for the important work they are doing. 

However, on the other hand, big corporate 

publishers have far more capital to push books 

creating an uneven terrain where smaller 

presses are pushed out of the shop window.  

We notice, for instance, the true meaning 

behind listing spine widths on advanced 

information sheets in trade agreements 

between bookstores and publishers. It is 

obviously to allocate shelf-space, but it also 

puts smaller presses in competition with each 

other, because the majority of said shelf space 

has been pre-allocated to larger presses, whose 

books will only sell more because of the large 

marketing campaigns around them, not 

necessarily because of the quality of what the 

book contains. This is uneven, unfair, and 

unethical. It creates and enforces an elite 

capitalist culture around books and their 

marketing which squeezes small publishers into 

a smaller and smaller shelf-space, vying against 

works of equal and outstanding merit on the 

basis that they cannot push themselves along 

the same axes of marketing-sales-revenue. The 

double bind comes in the form of marketing 

done by independent bookstores to boost their 

visibility against the franchised bookstore. In 

this scenario, marketing is done intentionally by 

independent booksellers whose instagrams are 

flooded with ‘weekly best sellers’ from their 

store, often just a handful of books they choose 

to stock over small presses. This creates and 

participates in the illusion that people ‘prefer’ 

the big publishers to small presses. It reinforces 

the border between small and big publishing 

under the guise of merely trying to ‘engage’ 

with their ‘viewers’ and ‘followers.’ Is this really 

just how things need to be done or can we 

come up with fairer alternatives? What would, 

for instance, a bandcamp friday look like in the 

contemporary publishing world? 

It is the publishing elite who have sucked the 

blood from readers to empty them into vessels 

of general readership rather than the proto 

scholars nascent in each and every one of us. 

Literacy is a skill that can develop with practice, 

but by manipulating the practice of publishing, 

publishing elites in turn manipulate readers by 

presenting them with carbon copies of industry 

standard texts. The world of social media 

influencers laps up the narcissism inherent in 

this model of book production, photographing 

the commodities in various luxury locations. In 

short, books become an appendage to fast-

fashion retail accessories, like the latest pair of 

trainers or mass produced smoothies. One 

feature of this is the bodiless hand who hold the 

pile of books to the camera lens of social media, 

sponsoring and endorsing the further 

reproduction and replication of a particular set 

of books, measured on the sales list as the 

‘best’ or ‘biggest’ or most ‘intoxicating’ reads. It 

reinforces the idea that these are the books we 

‘should’ be reading, because everyone else is. 

And unwittingly, the so called independent 

bookstores buy into this by reproducing the 

market campaign for these books. We need to 

decolonise and socialise the shop window in the 

book stores alongside the curricula or the 

canon. In fact, in terms of massifying literature 

that is vanguard or just outside the big 



corporate mainstream, we need to ensure that 

general readers, whoever they may be, have 

access to books through the biggest point of 

literary access which is the bookstore.  

Another aspect of the border between small 

and big publishers that may need to be 

maintained, contrary to what our thinking 

about the actual borders between 

communities/nations has in mind, is a strictly 

economic consideration. If you are able to 

compete and put up £10,000 reserve cash for 

the Man Booker, it’s highly doubtful that you’re 

representing a small press. The idea that you 

need to pay entrance fees for these kinds of 

prizes is an absolute scandal in and of itself, but 

the fact that some presses can win a Booker 

alongside a Republic of Consciousness prize 

surely means we need a more accurate picture 

of what a small press looks like that goes above 

and beyond counting how many employees it 

has. A sign that things are changing with 

regards to socialising the production of books, 

i.e. moving away from the monopolised

monoculture of the ‘big 6’ into a more fluid and

open terrain where small and ‘medium’ size

presses are able to push books to wider and

wider audiences, is that there are great strides

in publishing (and the US is far more uniquely

positioned in this regard) to push small presses

into economically sustainable models where

employment prospects are more assured.

Culture is an information technology, it is a 

vehicle of communication, a space for debate, 

discussion, and the development of personhood 

at both individual and community levels. By 

advocating for a new imagination of cultural 

materialism, it is possible to change the way the 

world is heading with the rise of the right, the 

climate catastrophe, the impracticalities of 

corrupt political parties, the mountain of debt 

we are all in at varying degrees. It is also the 

case that culture will provide the energy to 

motivate a new imagination of society which is 

premised on a decolonised form of justice, 

spearheaded by notions of equality, freedom, 

and human dignity. It requires an imagination to 

think otherwise to capitalism, and thus the 

books we publish have a degree of influence by 

helping us all grapple with the shifting terms of 

discourse, the mutations of current affairs, and 

understanding how we can channel the hope of 

an ethical future into a practice-based reality. 

This is not a utopian aspiration, it is a historical 

materialist analysis of what has always already 

happened with human beings as concerns 

cultural production. Culture is not an arbitrary 

sector of the economy or a weirdly messy term 

encompassing various human activities. Culture 

is the plurality of style, the plurality of voice, 

the plurality of people, and a clear expression of 

human life.  



II.  On Collective Praxis 

 

What could emerge is small presses forming 

lateral alliances to mutually try and pressure 

the independent stores to stock more of their 

works. By changing the consumer practice 

around books, we might pave the road to a 

better future for writers, book sellers, and all 

involved in grassroots book publishing. It will 

require, also, the concerted effort from 

bookstores to actively seek and deal with small 

publishers, who are often excluded from the 

matrix of distribution lines, on a direct basis. 

Why can’t we band together and make it a little 

fairer? Most distributors ask small presses, who 

work on much smaller budgets and across very 

sharp deadlines for the production of books, for 

information about these books far far in 

advance. The expectation that a small press 

should produce in the same way as a big 

corporate publisher is not sustainable. Small 

presses need to be accounted for, given 

flexibility and the dignity they deserve to 

produce important work at grassroots levels. 

We have many accomplices: Distance No 

Object, SPAM zine, Comma Press, Enitharmon, 

Face Press, Sad Press, Earthbound Press, Psss, 

Peninsula Press, Ignota, Boiler House Press, 

Barque Press, Broken Sleep Books, Shearsman 

Books, KOHL Journal, Materials/Materielen, 

darkmatter journal, Contraband Books, 

Dostoevsky Wannabe, and a multitude of many 

more. None exist in a vacuum.   

 

We actively persuade readers to have more 

ethical choices in their book purchasing. Books 

are commodities, participating in some kind of 

ethical consumption (dubious as a category of 

consumer choice in its own right). Commodities 

exist in the same world market under global 

neoliberalism, apply the practice you do for 

clothes or groceries to books. It will benefit and 

change the lives of more people than you 

realise. We also look towards socialising 

industrial relations, perhaps borrowing from 

certain French practices such as grants for 

writers (a remnant of French State Socialism) 

which are allocated based on proof of 

production not on a competitive funding model 

as well as the oral passing on of bookselling 

pitches, meetings between local bookstores and 

small presses, to ensure circulation and allow 

tighter neighbourhoods of literature to be 

forged. These are some reformist measures to 

take note.  

 

In the wider radical measures we look to formal 

interruptions, experimentations and 

productions to guide us in creating resistant and 

revolutionary imaginaries that exist as socially-

grounded practices. Within socio-poetic form 

lies the seeds of non-normative world-building. 

We learn from the history of radical aesthetics 

as much as anything, and engage with the 

development of grassroots avant-garde poetry 

through writer-led co-production.  

 

Amidst and in the midst of these socialities and 

experimental practices, we dwell in the 

interstices, modalities, thresholds, and impasses 

between us. From the decolonisation of 

normative living we turned to the publishing 

industry to seek the redistribution of wealth, we 

advocated community over the corporation, 

emphasising the ubiquity of difference, the 

indeterminacy of diaspora, and the 

shortcomings of what Jodi Melamed calls ‘race-

liberal orders’ which limit antiracisms with and 

to the mechanisms of US-led global capitalism 



whilst enabling ‘new kinds of normalising and 

rationalising violences’ - mainly the exclusive, 

tokenistic, and avowedly counter-revolutionary 

diversity mechanisms. What Baldwin said about 

the recovering of abolitionist literature and 

discourse in the late 1940s, that it functioned as 

“a slight displacement of white supremacist 

religiosity” which “atttached the sin of 

blackness onto slavery itself, so that a virtious 

rage against slavery could serve as an 

instrument for white salvation” (melamed, xii), 

we say the same against the shop windows full 

of manuals for arousing white guilt in the name 

of ‘no longer talking race with white people’ or 

biographies about brown babies and the like. 

We seek not to be an object for race liberalism 

and have our decolonised practices of justice, 

freedom, and equality - both within and 

without the culture industry - recolonised by 

the vainglorious attempts at seeking better 

representation without the necessary economic 

changes required to move societies forward. 

We seek not to have our interruptions, 

interventions, and knowledges coopted by the 

rational apparatus for violence and 

governmentality by military power. With you, 

we seek to create the future made possible 

through art, literature, cultural production - and 

we want to record the histories of these 

formations with you.  
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