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Sas Mays and Nicholas Thoburn

The epoch of the codex, if it could be given a determinate origin or end, 
could be said to concern some two thousand odd years of world history. 
Nevertheless, sustained critical and political engagement with the ways in 
which the material and institutional organization of the codex has been, 
and still is, part of the very fabric of subjectivity, sociality, and cultural and 
economic life, has been relatively recent. For much of its history, the medium 
of the book appears to have generally inoculated itself against too much 
theoretical and political interrogation of the specificities of its material 
forms - where such are considered as the relations between a range of 
materialities, from the nominally literal materiality of bindings, papers and 
inks, to the material social and economic conditions of their production and 
consumption. Indeed, it appears to have been in part the very dominance 
of print media that has kept it away from critical attention; as if its ubiquity 
has had the normative effect of making the particular conventions of print 
appear to be universal features of textual expression. Yet this situation is 
changing. As N. Katherine Hayles argues, in her recent exploration of the 
co-emergence of thought and media form: ‘The Age of Print is passing, and 
the assumptions, presuppositions, and practices associated with it are now 
becoming visible as media-specific practices rather than the largely invisible 
status quo’.1 According to this argument, then, it is only with the waning of 
print and the emergence of alternative digital media that the specificity of 
media forms - old and new alike - come into view. It is within this juncture, 
with its complex inter-relations of media, considered in the dual sense of 
their literal and institutional materialities, that this collection intervenes, by 
bringing together articles that investigate the many materialities by which 
today’s textual media are constituted. Not focused on any one media form, 
but on their interrelations, these materialities of text exist between the codex 
and the net.

BETWEEN THE CODEX AND THE NET

If print media, and the traditional codex forms of the book, are receding 
from their hegemonic interpenetration of the very fabric of cultural life, 
and if digital media appear in the ascendant in this regard, this juncture has 
spawned positive and negative responses to the question of the ‘future of 
the book’. On the one hand, the printed book may be fetishised as a specific 
sensory, epistemological, and cultural unit, along with a nostalgia for its forms 
of collection - libraries, private and public - and the productive sureties and 
contingencies of their use. On the other hand, printed books, with their 
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traditional associations of authorial determination and canonical status, may 
be viewed as limiting and controlling devices linked to structures of economic 
and political power. On the one hand, the digital may be championed as 
the democratization of publication and the ownership of knowledge; on the 
other, it may be derided as that which points to the collapse of once-stable 
cultural and critical values. The future of the book might thus be the death 
of the book, as much as its transformation or rebirth. Nevertheless, what 
links these opposed positions is a tacit or explicit attachment to a sense of 
linear development from print to the digital - an evolution in technology 
and culture, positive or negative.
 But such a historical and teleological sense obscures the inherent 
complexities of media forms. As Derrida’s discussion in Paper Machine 
suggests, for example, the supposed death of the codex is complicated by its 
forms of living-on: the internet may be haunted by the book in terms of the 
webpage.2 There will thus be no ruptural break, no simple event of the death 
of the codex. But neither will there be an original birth of the digital text. 
Indeed, the nominally endless vertical extension of the webpage could be 
not only seen as a technological progression, but as a regression toward the 
dominant material form of writing preceding the codex: the scroll. Likewise, 
if the codex form of the book owes something of its basic physical structure to 
the wax tablet, the inscribed clay slab might be thought to haunt the digital 
tablet. Slabs, scrolls, codices, and digital texts are thus not simply distinct: 
these material media forms are necessarily hybrid, despite their epochal 
significances.3 
 As this indicates the way in which chronology is complicated by media 
form, it is worth considering Ted Striphas’ distance from the term intermedia, 
and his preference for the term intermediation, to express the complex social, 
economic, and historical relations between different media forms. The 
latter term indicates the inherent interconnectedness of media that are 
socio-economically produced and historically located, and it is deployed to 
militate against ‘insular histories’ of  ‘a medium in decline’.4 A comparative 
complexification of chronological development is also apparent in Hayles’ 
discussion of the supposed shift from the temporality of textual narrative 
to the spatiality of the digital database. As Hayles argues, ‘narrative and 
its associated temporalities have not gone into decline, as Lev Manovich 
predicts. Rather, they have hybridized with data and spatiality to create new 
possibilities for novels in the age of information’.5

 The rise of the digital database is generally understood to be a key aspect 
of the development of new kinds of capitalist techno-science, for example 
in Lyotard’s The Postmodern Condition. Hence, we should pause here to note 
some of the politico-economic complexities devolving upon the term hybridity 
in this context of media forms. Hybridity, of course, has been subject to 
prolonged discussion, for example, in postcolonial studies, concerning its 
function in terms of its subversion of or recuperation by normative cultural 
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values, and its status in the contemporary discourses of textual media is no 
less problematic. 
 The political potentiality for a hybridized digital and print publication 
system is marked, for instance, in Robert Darnton’s The Case for Books. Darnton 
speculates on the possibilities of a pyramidal structure of print and digital 
forms that would be surmounted by a paperback publication; the lower stories 
being comprised of contextual, theoretical, and pedagogical texts, as well 
as accumulating user commentaries. This accumulation would be accessible 
online and printable according to a reader’s specifications.6 Effectively, then, 
Darnton imagines this kind of hybrid publication, with its accessibility and 
configurability, as a democratizing form - an opening of the canonical, final 
text to interpretation and transformation. With some comparability, on the 
side of popular forms of online engagement, rather than scholarship as 
such, Henry Jenkins discusses the political problems of the ‘hybrid media 
ecology’ produced by the convergence of media forms within the digital 
environment. While Jenkins affirms user-based interaction within this scene 
as the possibility of reconstituting a critical public culture, it is also recognised 
that such interaction can be adversely conditioned by economic forces.7

 Indeed this is a key issue for this collection, as it articulates the problematic 
relation between media forms and capitalism. In order to mark this relation 
in terms of different conceptions of hybridity, we might turn to Johanna 
Drucker’s distinction between hybrid aesthetics and an aesthetics of hybridity. As 
Drucker argues: ‘Hybrid aesthetics … induces a self-consciousness into the 
very practices of critical thought that shifts its ground toward the subjective 
and non-totalizing’. In comparison, ‘The aesthetics of hybridity, of posthuman 
and cyborg conditions, especially when posed as the language of new media, 
merely extended the premises of system-building thought’. Indeed, Drucker 
argues that the aesthetics of hybridity runs risks of serving the ‘normalizing 
interests’ of culture and capitalism.8 Hybrid aesthetics, on the other hand, 
opposes such totalizing systematization: it aims to reconfigure the traditional 
aesthetics of print media and the developing aesthetics of digital media by 
reflecting each upon the other.
 This scene of hybrid publication, then, concerns material relations - 
technological, economic, and social - as much as it concerns the formal 
properties of any particular text and medium, and its constituent raw materials 
- paper, ink, silicon, and all the metals contributing to screen technologies 
being the obvious initial examples. Research on the materialities of text needs 
to hold to all these dimensions if it is to be adequate to the scene of hybrid 
media, as we show in the following section.

TEXTUAL MATERIALITIES

Let us start with a focus on paper and the materialities of textual inscription, 
both print and digital. In a late meditation on paper, Derrida opens for 
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critique the common view of paper as an inert support for active textual 
inscription, a view that betrays the Cartesian underpinnings of our social 
imaginary of text and the book: ‘On this commonsense view, paper would 
be a body-subject or a body-substance, an immobile and impassible surface 
underlying the traces that may come along and affect it from the outside’, ‘an 
inert surface laid out beneath some markings’. But paper, rather, partakes in 
that which it supports. It is a multi-sensory medium, ‘it gets hold of us bodily, 
and through every sense’. It is, in fact, a ‘multimedia’.9 
 We can pursue this further through the pioneering research on textual 
materialism conducted by Johanna Drucker and Jerome McGann. Exploring 
the dynamic field of graphical inscription, Drucker, with some comparability 
to Derrida, argues that the notion of textual ‘support’ or ‘ground’ generates a 
hierarchy ‘in which the base is subservient to the presumably more substantive 
text and graphical elements placed “on” it’. Against this, Drucker sets out 
to build a framework in which there is no a priori ‘page’ for graphical 
construction, but a mutually constituting arrangement of material elements 
working together in a dynamic system, where ‘physical materials and the 
graphically expressive arrangement of verbal materials [are] integral parts of 
the semantic value of any text’.10 Paper, screen, page, letters, words, typefaces, 
headers, footers, margins, spacing, and white space all contribute to the 
material field of meaning that is the text, and all deserve analytic attention.
 But Drucker and McGann insist that thus far this description is still 
too much a literal or ‘mechanical’ materialism. As McGann puts it: ‘for 
the scientist and scholar, the media of expression are primarily conceptual 
utilities, means rather than ends’. But ‘To the imagination the materialities 
of text (oral, written, printed, electronic) are incarnational, not vehicular, 
forms’.11 That is to say, the textual materialism Drucker and McGann develop 
is ‘emergent’, for the arrangement of textual materialities requires the 
interjection of interpretation, of the reader, which renders the arrangement 
uncertain, ‘quantum’, or ‘probabilistic’. ‘Think of the page or screen’, Drucker 
suggests, ‘as a force field, a set of tensions in relation, which assumes a form 
when intervened in through the productive act of reading’.12 Interpretation 
is not, of course, undetermined. McGann, after Bakhtin, suggests that a text 
is a ‘discursive field’ in which conflicting and overlapping expressive and 
graphic forms structure the meaning and experience of the text, with primary 
and latent effects, themselves ordered by readers’ own competencies and 
experiences. But the point to stress is that this field of meaning is a product of 
many materialities - as much concerning a graphical inscription and material 
mesh as a semiotic system - and that such ‘Textual fields arise co-dependently 
with interpretative action’.13 The purpose of critique and experiment is to 
bring all this into the interpretation of ‘text’. Drucker and McGann’s work 
at SpecLab (Virginia Tech’s Speculative Computing Laboratory) is especially 
appealing in this regard because they have developed archival, interpretive, 
and communicative projects based in digital platforms that express, model, 
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and extend these ideas of emergent textual matter.14

 These projects, broadly speaking, stand in opposition to the fetishisation 
of print in the digital context, as much as the misunderstanding of the 
functional possibilities of that latter realm. In Drucker’s understanding, digital 
simulacra of the materiality of the codex (covers, pages, fonts and inks) are 
grossly reductive. They miss the way in which the formal organization of 
the codex functions as a programme for performative, imaginative (and thus 
‘virtual’) interpretations. As much, they miss the specificity of digital media: 
the ability to record and mark ‘the continual transformation of artifacts at 
the most fundamental level of their materiality - their code’.15 If code is thus 
considered in a material sense, it is linked to another: as Drucker argues, ‘the 
pattern of stored values on a silicon chip is ineluctably physical’.16 We might 
also note here Hayles’ understanding of the computer as an ‘inscription 
technology’ at the level of electronic polarities.17 
 The complexity of this claim to the literal materiality of the digital demands 
closer attention; a point we will now pursue via Mathew Kirschenbaum’s 
intersection with Paul de Man. Kirschenbaum makes a distinction between 
forensic materiality - based in the physical differentiation of materials at an 
atomic level - and formal materiality - based on the symbolic manipulation 
of ‘bits’ of information, which gives the impression of immateriality in the 
digital environment. Files appear to traverse the internet as discrete objects, 
yet in fact they are materially instantiated at every point of their transit, 
because every instantiation requires changes in polarities in digital memory 
forms. Each instantiation is thus subject to possible physical fluctuations in 
computer components that may cause symbolic degradation - that is, data 
corruption. In fact, then, the sense of the perfect transmissibility of digital 
files is an illusion created by ‘hyper-redundant error-checking machines’ 
- computer-to-computer communications programmes that reconstitute 
symbolic degradation by comparing instantiations of files, or ‘packets’ of 
data, for example.18 In this sense, then, the stability of formal materiality 
is superimposed on forensic materiality, yet this latter may interrupt the 
former where those error-checking routines fail. Thus, formal materiality 
‘is not an absolute term’ - it is a hybrid term that indicates the problematic 
connection of the literal and symbolic.19 Hence, despite Kirschenbaum’s self-
reflexive distancing from de Man’s articulation of formal materialism, there 
is in fact some comparability here: de Man’s terms indicate an essentially 
meaningless and chaotic substratum that radically disrupts signification.20 
Such an understanding of materiality as a problematic resistance to meaning 
would also find comparison to the sense suggested by Derrida that the retreat 
of the page behind the mark is not merely passive, but indicates a resistance 
to the act of inscription.21 We might also note here McGann’s citation of 
William Morris: ‘You can’t have art without resistance in the materials’.22 Yet, 
if literal materiality is here associated with resistance, we should recognise 
that resistance is also an institutional matter for de Man - it concerns conflicts 
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between interpretive cultural institutions.23 We might think, then, that the 
literal organization of electromagnetic polarities in a computer chip is a 
forming of materiality that is directed by ideological forces, and of an already 
formed materiality; a material - silicon - whose value and meaning is clearly 
culturally and historically constructed. Hence, we need to consider the way 
in which such institutions of meaning construct concepts of materiality, and 
the way in which such constructions are themselves directed by wider cultural 
and economic forces, much as they may be resisted.
 A clearer purchase on the place of these cultural and economic forces 
in the materialities of text can be gained if we draw back from the textual 
artifact and turn to consider the social relations and institutions within which 
material texts are produced and circulate. Robert Darnton’s influential essay 
‘What Is the History of Books?’ is a useful way in.24 For Darnton, the proper 
object of study is the ‘communication circuit’ of books - the circuit through 
which books emerge and are distributed and consumed. It incorporates 
the author, publisher, printer, shipper, bookseller, and reader of a work, 
the latter completing the circuit since they influence the author before and 
after publication and because authors are themselves readers, a practice 
through which they form notions of style, genre, and the literary enterprise. 
Darnton’s thesis is not wholly adequate for our purposes, for it seeks to 
model the circulation of meaning, and in so doing it abstracts from the many 
competing forces and agendas involved in the production and consumption 
of books. But it indicates nonetheless the possibilities for thinking a more 
complex and discontinuous circuit, where the circulation of meanings form 
‘relations with other systems, economic, social, political, and cultural, in the 
surrounding environment’.25 It complicates this picture considerably, but 
does not overturn its logic, to register that the communication circuits of 
digital media include a broad range of new features - social media platforms 
and marketing conglomerates, for instance, or, to highlight the destructive 
ecological dimensions of communication circuits, the server farms and 
precious metal mines that accompany the flows of digital information.26 
 Darnton’s essay in turn recalls Lucien Febvre and Henri-Jean Martin’s 
canonical work in the history of the book, The Coming of the Book, and Elizabeth 
Eisenstein’s The Printing Press as an Agent of Change.27 These works share an 
understanding that while the meaning of texts must certainly be a central focus 
of research, their impact is considerably broader, for texts are enmeshed in 
manifold social and technical relations, of which they are both product and 
bearer (relations that do of course also impact upon the meaning of texts). 
The most influential example here is Eisenstein’s argument that the printing 
press and ‘print culture’ was an agent of standardisation, dissemination, and 
preservation that had significant impact on the progress and intellectual 
structure of the Protestant Reformation, the Renaissance, and the Scientific 
Revolution. It is an intriguing, if contested, feature of Eisenstein’s argument 
that the specific materialities of print culture served as it were to dematerialise 
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the medium of the book, as effects of stabilisation meant that, as Daniel 
Selcer aptly presents Eisenstein’s thesis, ‘texts were no longer defined by the 
particularity of their material form’:

Rather, their ubiquity, their (in principle) infinite reproducibility, and the 
stabilization of the conventions governing their format and appearance 
allowed for what we might call their dematerialization, whereby particular 
books and other printed matter became mere exemplars of a now inviolate 
authorial content that reappeared as an identical page each time another 
object with the same title and printing-house genealogy was examined or 
a new print run undertaken.28

Such dematerialising reconstitution should here remind us of Kirschenbaum’s 
understanding of the merely apparent immateriality of digital files, and of 
the socio-economic forces implicated in such mechanisms.
 Keeping with this theme, interest in the social forms of the materialities 
of text need not stay only with the immediate features of the communication 
circuit but may extend into the broader circulation of cultural values. For 
Deleuze and Guattari, for instance, the dematerialised nature of the modern 
book is a product of an essentially religious semiotic structure inherited from 
Judaic, Christian, and Islamic culture. Here the ‘classical’ book functions as a 
self-enclosed totality which is constituted through an imitative relation to the 
world, of which the book is the agent of truth and the location of authority - 
the ‘book of scripture’ is thus a mimetic complement to the ‘book of nature’, 
and the encyclopaedic pretensions of the book attains spiritual unity with 
the totalizing word of God.
 Nonetheless, sympathy for the dematerialisation thesis should not risk in 
over-playing it. Indeed, in response to Eisenstein, Adrian Johns in The Nature 
of the Book makes the convincing case that the complexities of production 
and consumption associated with the explosion of print may, rather, have 
‘destabilized texts’, to quote Selcer again, by ‘opening a myriad of new avenues 
through which readers may approach texts and by rendering more complex 
the chain of sovereign authorial production that connects authors to their 
texts and texts to their readers’.29 If we think in terms of broad patterns of 
social determination - Eisenstein’s standardization of textual form, Deleuze 
and Guattari’s classical book as ‘image of the world’ - we need also, then, 
to simultaneously employ a fine grained appreciation of the immanent and 
particular materiality of the social life of textual media; a situation that calls 
for close attention to the specificities of media form, as reciprocally constituted 
with text, or what Hayles calls ‘media-specific analysis’.30 That is very much 
the shared concern of the essays assembled here; but before introducing them 
we will sketch some general features of the changes to the materialities of 
text that are associated with digital media, for the digital is a significant part 
of the matrix within which their interventions occur. 
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DIGITAL TEXTUAL MATTER

Following Roger Chartier, we can examine these changes along three axes: 
the order of discourse, the order of reasoning, and the order of property.31 
The most fundamental change according to Chartier is the shift in the order 
of discourse. The order of discourse for pre-digital print culture is a product 
of three interlaced innovations: the codex, which establishes the book as the 
basic unit of written work and as a textual object distinct from all others; the 
unitary work, which integrates book, work, and author; and the printing press, 
which generalizes print and the book as the dominant technology for the 
reproduction of the written word. This structure is called into question by 
digital media. Consuming diverse textual forms through the one medium of 
the computer screen, we now experience a ‘textual continuity’ that is no longer 
differentiated on the basis of its materiality. Scholarship on the basis of more 
recent experience would problematise Chartier’s thesis here to the degree that it 
implies an undifferentiated material field of digital text or, even, that digital text 
lacks specific materiality. As we noted above, all text is materially instantiated, 
whether it is printed on a page or stored in silicon. But Chartier captures 
here the definite experience that text has a new mobility across platforms, 
considerably less bound and identified by any one media form or publishing 
technology. By the same token, the identity of an individual work becomes 
less distinct, and instead we are more likely to consume ‘fragments’ of a work. 
Chartier and Hayles both point to the rise of the database in this regard: ‘one 
might say that in the digital world all textual entities are like databases that offer 
fragments, the reading of which in no way implies a perception of the work 
or the body of works from which they come’.32 This is associated with an oft 
noted change in the mode of reading, where the ‘close reading’ of conventional, 
immersive narrative is joined by new forms that Hayles names ‘hyper reading’ 
(scanning, skimming, and the distracted reading of many data streams at once) 
and ‘machine reading’ (the use of computer algorithms to analyse patterns in 
large volumes of text).33 While concerned about the reduction in the capacity 
for close reading that is attendant with the rise in skills and neurological habits 
of hyper reading, Hayles’ distinctive contribution here is to make the case for 
the integration of all three modes toward an expanded repertoire of reading 
adequate to diverse media environments.
 As regards Chartier’s second axis, the order of reasoning, he argues that the 
hypertextual affordances of digital media introduce fragmented and non-
linear reasoning into an authorial practice previously structured by the linear 
inscription required by the page and the book. Recent work in the digital 
humanities has been especially inventive in this regard, moving considerably 
beyond advocacy for hypertext (which functioned for a time as something of a 
fetishised value in digital media theory) into making use of the computational 
and associational capacities of digital media to construct critical practices 
that are starting to have significant impact on the established methods and 
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domains of humanities research. We have already noted the significance of 
SpecLab’s experiments in this regard, but, more generally, Hayles identifies 
six emerging features of such knowledge work in the digital humanities: a 
dramatic increase in the scale of research enabled by digital methods for 
the analysis of text; the formation of new dialogues between critical theory 
and design and programming practice; the necessity of collaboration for 
projects that now draw on multiple fields of knowledge and practice; the rise 
of the database as method and object of research; multimodal scholarship 
incorporating visual images, graphics, animations, and other digital effects; 
and practical engagement with computer coding.34 
 The role or place of the reader too is changed by the new order of 
reasoning, since digital access to research materials means that the reader 
is ‘no longer constrained to trust the author; he or she can in turn carry out 
all or part of the author’s research’.35 This is certainly part of the intention 
of SpecLab’s projects like Ivanhoe, where the reader can access documents 
and other bibliographic materials associated with a particular novel and its 
critical reimagining and textual transformation in the game. Moreover, insofar 
as readers can also become participants in the Ivanhoe game, they do so in 
a decentred fashion, partaking only in character and in so doing ‘encounter 
themselves as part of the subjects they address and the problems they want 
to solve’.36 Granted, there are significant problems with the discourse and 
practice of user participation associated with Web 2.0 and social media, but this 
should not blind us to the opportunities that projects in digital humanities and 
speculative computing open up for progressive intervention in the structures 
of readership and the means of textual production.
 Chartier’s third feature of digital transformation concerns the order of 
property. As the digital text becomes an ‘open work’ allowing for reworking of 
text by the reader, this leads, Chartier suggests, ‘to the disappearance of the 
name and presence of the author because the text is constantly modified by 
a multiple and collective writing’.37 This we find to be the least convincing 
of Chartier’s theses, along with his related point that the property form 
of copyright - dependent as it is on the identity of the work - is seriously 
challenged by the collaborative and malleable nature of digital text. Digital 
media undoubtedly contain a considerable potential in this direction, and we 
champion the possibility for a politics of collaboration and anonymity in digital 
textuality. But the structures of authorship and copyright appear if anything 
to be emboldened and extended today by recent developments in proprietary 
software and digital marketing. And so the question of the order of property in 
digital media is one we will pursue in a different direction to Chartier, through 
an understanding of the place of capitalism in the materialities of text.

PUBLISHING CAPITALISM

There is a strong tendency in the popular imaginary to see books and the 
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culture of text as forms and practices that transcend the realms of capital.38 
But this is far from true; for the codex has been deeply entwined with the 
emergence and development of the capitalist commodity. The printed book 
was itself the first mechanically produced, standardised and reiterable mass 
commodity. Publishing has subsequently been a prime mover in industrial 
innovation - in the instantiation of the hourly wage, consumer credit, and 
the privatisation of language through copyright - and it remains today fully 
enmeshed in the latest technological developments.39 Take Amazon.com, 
for example. Placing the company’s order-fulfilment facilities at centre 
stage, Ted Striphas shows in The Late Age of Print how Amazon has been an 
industrial pioneer in the integration of computer-controlled warehousing 
and inventory, sorting machinery, and labour surveillance in the creation 
of a ‘“spectacularly capital-efficient” just-in-time operation’.40 It is telling 
that Jeff Bezos’ decision to found Amazon on the sale of books was largely 
driven by his appraisal of the advanced capitalist structure of books and the 
book industry: ‘Books, he reasoned, were “more meticulously organized” 
than almost any other type of consumer good owing to the book industry’s 
decision to adopt the ISBN twenty-five years earlier’.41 We could also consider 
Google Books, where the world’s largest library is being assembled under 
monopoly conditions. The surprise early success of the legal challenge to 
Google only goes so far to assuage our concern, with Robert Darnton and 
others, that Google’s commercial interests will overwhelm the public gain 
that such a digitization project promises.42 But it is more pertinent to this 
journal issue to follow Striphas and look, closer to home, at the capitalisation 
of the journal publishing industry and consider how this has impacted on 
the discipline of cultural studies.
 The dominant journal publishing firms are Reed Elsevier, Springer, 
Wiley-Blackwell, and Taylor and Francis/Informa, who publish about 6,000 
titles between them. The trend toward consolidation that this list indicates is 
linked to price inflation: the average price of a Taylor and Francis/Informa 
cultural studies journal is, for example, more than three and a half times 
that of one published by Duke University Press.43 As such consolidation and 
inflation proceed apace, academic integration with this industry through 
research publication, and the labour of peer review and editorial, produces 
a marked disjunction. This concerns the difference between the claims of 
cultural studies to be a reflexive and critical discipline committed to the 
broad circulation and politicisation of knowledge, and a publishing practice 
that is increasingly exclusive and skews university funding toward the profits 
of multinational corporations.44 Forays of the publishing industry into the 
control of digital text through proprietary software will of course further 
consolidate the commercial capture and constraint of journal publishing. The 
picture is not, however, all gloomy in this regard. From the ongoing academic 
boycott of Elsevier to the spread of ‘open access’ publishing, it is clear that 
academics in diverse disciplines are not only questioning the commercial 
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constraints of publishing but also developing alternative models.45 Open 
Humanities Press stands out here as an example, but we would mention also 
smaller presses like Punctum Books, re.press, Open Book Publishers, and 
Minor Compositions; all of which employ an open source business model 
where books are simultaneously available for free download and purchasable 
hard copy.
 The intimate relation between capital and academic publishing has 
significant effects, then, on the structure of research, and this is part of the 
broader neo-liberalisation of the university. But it is amidst more popular 
arenas that the transformative effects of capital on materialities of text become 
most striking. While publishing practice was once seen ‘only occasionally, out 
of the corner of one’s eye’, as Andrew Murphie puts it, it is now best understood 
in the broadest terms as an immanent feature of social life: ‘Publishing is 
now a generative, recursive network of events, with multiple forms of 
feedback into the ongoing mutation of forms of publishing themselves’. As 
we participate in Facebook, Twitter, blogging, and numerous social media 
and web publishing platforms, it is perhaps no great exaggeration to say that 
‘Everyone is now a publisher’ in one sense or another.46 Murphie argues in 
McLuhanite vein that, to understand this condition, content should be put 
aside and initial focus should be on the effects of publishing practice and 
media on social, somatic, and psychic formations. What do we find when we 
do this? In the case of the blog, Jodi Dean argues in Blog Theory that blogging 
constructs a techno-cultural field where textual expressions are severed from 
their content and commitments, and converted into quantitative values and 
graphic representations that themselves become the principal source of value 
(value both personal and affective, for the blogger, and commercial, for the 
marketing economy of attention). The more we blog, it seems, the more what 
is blogged tends toward abstraction, and the evacuation of consequence save 
for the perpetuation of communication - ‘whatever blogging’ as she calls it. 
The technical structure of posts, hits, and links plays its part here: 

The measuring and counting, the hits and rankings, remind bloggers 
that we are set in intensive, reflexive, communication and entertainment 
networks. It’s as if the compulsion to make the mass speak, to poll and 
survey it, now takes whatever being as its target. Blog stats don’t track 
truth or meaning. They track blogging, the addition of posts, responses, 
and page views. Differently put, they track the fact of the spoken as they 
direct us away from what is said.47

These patterns of whatever blogging are of course caught up in broader 
dynamics of capital and control. Consider how Web 2.0 functions in the 
capitalisation of communication, as public textual production is incited, 
formatted, data-mined, profiled, and monetized for private profit. Or 
consider the proximity of whatever blogging to neoliberal governance - the 
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self-enterprising compulsion to ‘participate’; the depoliticising fixation on 
the ‘new’ and the ‘now’; the modelling and management of populations as 
meta-stable data.48 The communication circuits of digital media have become 
complex indeed.

THEMES, CONTRIBUTIONS, AND INTERVENTIONS

It is within this field of convergent and conflicting media, necessarily hybrid 
and complex within themselves, and the issues of the problematic relations 
between formal and institutional materiality, that this collection resides. In 
this context, the printed version of this journal issue, in contiguity with the 
problematic duality indicated in its title, began in the form of an online 
colloquium, which was hosted and archived by the online and offline research 
events and publications project ‘Archiving Cultures’.49 Using the Wordpress 
platform for this event allowed for the posting of participants’ abstracts and 
papers, and for commentary on such to be uploaded by users. The aim of 
the online colloquium was to allow a sense of the remits of the collection, and 
the articles constituting it, to form, as well as facilitating the development 
of the editorial process. But it was also designed, in a more experimental 
sense, to generate thought concerning the differences in communication 
provided by synchronous, face to face discussion and asynchronous textual 
engagement, whether these are digitally mediated or not. The sequence of 
the combination of the two components of this project, from digital to print 
forms (notwithstanding the existence of this journal in digital form also), while 
ironically reversing the apparent shift in textual culture from the codex to the 
net, was not intended as a nostalgic return to the notion of the book. Rather, 
it figures an attempt to render change in the understanding of the codex 
form, through its complex relations to the digital, as much as an attempt to 
render change in the understanding of the digital text by a recursive analysis 
through print. In order to provide a sense of how the articles constituting this 
collection engage with this doubled recursion, and in order to summarise 
their remits, we will here provide a series of particular issues that are also 
designed to provide initial linkages between its component articles.
 We might begin with the relation between digital and traditional media as 
it appears in Johanna Drucker’s essay, ‘Diagrammatic Writing’, which concerns 
how an understanding of the spatial and visual qualities of written expression 
could be utilized in order to develop a more refined, critical, and inventive 
organization of screen-based information, considered as a form of poetics. 
This turn toward the complexity of page space can be contextualised through 
Drucker’s argument that the recursive reading experience of the printed book 
is considerably more non-linear than the simple fact of linking pages in a 
horizontal progression, for all the talk of hypertext as a liberation from the 
linear structure of the book. Relations between traditional and digital media 
also concern Richard Burt’s essay, ‘Life Supports’, which combines analysis 
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of the effects of the construction of page-space and the codex form with the 
way in which media are enmeshed within the construction and control of 
individual subjects. In this context, Burt discusses the function of a number 
of book and book-like forms - the codex, the wallet, and the digital passport 
- through Derrida’s writings in Paper Machine, among others. At issue here, 
then, are questions of the relations between the subject and the state, as 
they are mediated by such textual-archival forms; these mediations being 
contextualised through issues of concentration, holocaust and diaspora. 
In development of these themes, Burt turns, toward the end of his essay, 
to Adorno’s thought on the relation between emigration and the physical 
degradation of books, and the phenomenology of paratexts.
 This attention to the materialities of the book form and the complication 
of the traditional image of its physical and ideational unity might then be 
linked to Hanna Kuusela’s discussion of the way in which the digital circulation 
of a novel’s paratexts may determine its popular and critical understanding, 
as much as its marketisation. In her essay, ‘On the Material Construction of a 
Literary Work’, Kuusela’s method is to analyse the scene of the technological 
forms that may construct the generation of interpretive meaning through 
the lens of Barthes’ distinction between the open text and the totalized work, 
and the tendency, in the digital sphere, toward the closure of the latter. The 
discussion thus significantly and productively problematises that unreflective 
image of digital media as the vehicle of decentralization and differentiation. 
 This problem, of the homogenizing effects of capitalised media, and 
possibility of constructing through them some kind of cultural difference, is 
the remit of Janneke Adema and Gary Hall’s discussion of the interconnected 
issues in the publication of printed artists’ books and digital open access texts. 
Here, despite the radical attempts of the artists’ book in the 1960s and 1970s 
to change the rules of art, Adema and Hall argue that they nevertheless came 
to support a number of entrenched institutions of cultural and economic 
control. This example, then, provides a historical sense of the problems facing 
radical open access publishing, specifically as it relates to the commercial 
incorporation of open access by predatory publishers. This issue of the 
relation between art and capital is also the subject of Sas Mays’ essay, which 
discusses the figure of the archive in that part of digital humanities broadly 
defined in terms of literary, aesthetic discourses. Given a shared attention to 
deconstruction, this essay also intersects with Burt’s engagement with texts 
(as specifically archival forms) and the construction of subjectivities, as an 
issue of the relation between the archive and the humanist subject. What is at 
stake in Mays’ essay is a specific conceptualisation of the problematic relation 
between humanism and capitalism, as it is articulated in terms of the aesthetic 
function of digital archives.
 The attention to the digital environment and its operations of control and 
determination has a key place too in ‘Materialities of Independent Publishing’, 
a conversation chaired by Nicholas Thoburn between practitioners of 
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independent political media - Pauline van Mourik Broekman, Jodi Dean, 
Sean Dockray, Alessandro Ludovico, and Dmitry Vilensky. The materialities 
of text are here approached from critical perspectives derived from the 
concrete experience of publishing, as this pertains to the online archive and 
conversation platform AAAAARG, the print and digital publications of artist 
and activist group Chto Delat?, the blog I Cite, and the hybrid print/digital 
magazines Mute and Neural. As with Adema and Hall’s discussion of the artists’ 
book, this conversation seeks to bring the aesthetic forms of publishing to 
the foreground, while probing the limits of independent publishing in new 
media and neoliberal environments.
 A number of the essays constituting this collection thus engage explicitly 
with the complex relations between print and digital media. Other 
contributors focus on one medium or the other, but in a way that, in the context 
of the collection, provides markers for further critical understanding of 
relations between the book and digital texts. Ted Striphas and Mark Hayward 
concentrate on the Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies’ 
production of printed ‘grey literature’, a Libraries and Information Sciences 
term referring to ‘pamphlets, conference proceedings, reports, white papers, 
newsletters, self-published journals, and other types of fugitive publications 
that lack high production values, the endorsement of blind peer review, or 
both’. This is at once a speculative and materialist analysis, for it considers 
‘ways in which textual production in cultural studies might be reformulated to 
allow for more productive engagements with the contemporary conjuncture’, 
and de-emphasises ‘the conceptual and biographical aspects of the work that 
took place at the Centre … to underscore instead the form and function of that 
work’. Issues of the circulation, function, and authority of such grey literature 
are, of course, key to the digital environment - not only in the context of 
popular forms of publication and commentary (blogging, posting, etc), but 
also in the context of scholarly work, as is indicated in Darnton’s affirmation 
of the digital collation and archiving of grey literature.50

 Conversely, Sanjay Sharma concentrates on the construction of racialised 
subjectivities and collectivities in the digital medium of Twitter. The argument 
here is that ‘techno-cultural assemblages - digital networks, communication 
platforms, software processes - are constitutive of online racialised subjectivity 
and activity’. It is an approach that understands race as an ‘assemblage’ of 
connections, informatic flows and affects. Rather than merely gesture toward 
the associational and communicative properties of new media, Sharma takes 
up the materialist theme of this journal issue in focusing on the particular 
affordances of Twitter (its network structure, trending algorithm, and 
hashtags), arguing that it is only through such close attention to media 
form that a fully contemporary understanding of race can be developed. 
This analysis of the digital sphere could clearly be reflected back on the 
assemblages of traditional media forms, and the complex relations between 
them, in the context of colonial and postcolonial power. As much, this analysis 
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could be extended into the emerging presents of contemporary capitalist 
neocolonialism, and the multiplicities of digital communication platforms, 
civilian, military, and interstitial, that operate in this context.
 It is at this point, of the opening of possibilities of connection and 
understanding beyond those explicitly registered here, that we should draw 
this introduction to a close. We have remarked more than once upon the 
importance of assessing the political dynamics and effects of media forms, 
as well as the need to understand theories of textual matter as themselves 
expressive of tacit or explicit political positions. But this emphasis also 
gestures toward another key feature of this project: a concern to foreground 
practical interventions in contemporary materialities of text. In that respect 
we understand this issue of New Formations to carry something of the 
political imperative of cultural studies - the imperative to grasp, interrogate, 
and critically re-imagine the social world while also intervening within it. 
Cultural studies’ close attention to the ‘popular’ in this regard is important 
and necessary, but we do not consider that to preclude the significance of 
interventions in specialist or technical fields, as a number of articles in this 
collection attest. Finally, then, the issues articulated by the component essays 
of this collection matter because they collectively open, in their disparate 
ways, the difficulties and potentialities for developing praxes of socio-cultural 
engagement in the contemporary scenes of technological knowledge, memory, 
and communication.
 


