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  What people are saying about The Manifesto Handbook




  I think a full-length book like this is long overdue, and it couldn’t be better timed with the current climate of polarizing rhetoric, post-truth, Antifa, engaged art, etc. The brief history plus how-to lesson is a winning combination.




  Mark Yakich, Distinguished Professor of English, Loyola University, New Orleans




  A Wunderkammer of the aesthetics of revolution via revolutions in aesthetics, instructions included.




  Joanna Walsh, author of Break.up




  I am often suspicious of manifestos: they remind me of a more certain, mostly male-dominated, age, and I have grown impatient. But Julian Hanna’s book, which might also be described as a love letter to the manifesto, has pierced my doubts, offering the manifesto as a tender literary object whose optimism still upholds the word as a dynamic, almost magical, device out of which whole worlds are created. His book has been an antidote to my cynicism.




  Lucía Sanromán, Director of Visual Arts at Yerba Buena Center for the Arts, San Francisco




  The Manifesto Handbook is something like a meta-manifesto, which proclaims the joy and necessity of the manifesto form. Julian Hanna shows us how to both read them and write them, to have some fun and maybe change the world. He also shows how this once distinctive form has soaked into the general style of writing of the internet age. But then the Manifesto has always found ways to outflank the received ideas and media habits of its era, no matter what the era. And in an era of cultural burnout and generalized depression, the short, sharp shot of mania that is the ground tone of the manifesto might not be a bad idea. Read this book, find your people, expose the enemy of the good life - and write your own!




  McKenzie Wark, author of A Hacker Manifesto




  Julian Hanna is an astute observer and critic of our world dominated by corporations and driven by technology. He is also a brilliant writer in his own right.




  Andrew Gallix, Editor-in-Chief, 3:AM Magazine




  Julian Hanna makes wisdom out of the most unreasonable of genres. A precious companion in a time of too much anger and not enough revolt.




  Marta Peirano, author of El Pequeño libro rojo del activista en la red (The Little Red Book of the Network Activist)
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  For Simone, Clyde & Nico


  




      At a higher stage, everyone will become an artist, i.e., inseparably a producer-consumer of total culture creation...Everyone will be a Situationist, so to speak, with a multidimensional inflation of tendencies, experiences, or radically different “schools”—not successively, but simultaneously.




      Situationist International, Situationist Manifesto (1960)




      SCUM will keep on destroying, looting, fucking-up and killing until the money-work system no longer exists and automation is completely instituted...




      Valerie Solanas, SCUM Manifesto (1967)




   

  
Preamble





  I was born in Vancouver the same year as Greenpeace, just a few blocks away. My parents lived in a communal house on West Broadway. Then as now, the West Coast was a place of extreme contrasts. In the 1970s British Columbia was a hippie dream, a destination for idealistic young Americans (like the writer William Gibson) who had dodged the draft. In the 1980s Vancouver was the city of the future, constantly demolishing anything remotely old to make way for the new. Expo 86, with its SkyTrain and IMAX 3D theater, symbolized this future. In City of Glass (2000) Douglas Coupland called our hometown one of the world’s youngest—which felt true when you walked around it. At the same time Canadians were finally starting to acknowledge the ancient history and land claim rights of the original inhabitants. Even my parents exhibited stark contrasts: my mother was quiet and gentle, a daycare worker who studied empathy, while my father went to work in the tense confines of a mental hospital (as they were called then). He was a nudist and prankster, more Yippie than hippie, a practical joker who swung between irreverent clowning and darker pronouncements.




  They married on the day of the moon landing, my 19-year-old soon-to-be mother in a mini dress, then divorced when I was young like all of their friends. We moved from Vancouver to the Sunshine Coast and then to the island, where I drifted dreamily between their lives in the peaceful haze of a comfortable Canadian childhood. The public high school I attended had a distinctly colonial unreality about it: some of my fellow students spoke with English accents despite having never left Canada, and there were a group of mods who dressed in white and rode matching Vespas. There was a cricket club and something called the Existentialist Wine and Cheese Club, whose members wore eye patches and put on absurdist plays and read nihilist poetry while fencing with foils. It was a strange school set in the middle of nowhere, on an outcropping that dipped below the 49th parallel.




  But there was also another world. My grandparents lived on the outskirts of town, across the highway from Western Speedway, an oval track with a rickety wooden grandstand in a clearing surrounded by tall pine trees. The Speedway held weekly stock car races, demolition derbies and monster truck shows. Every Sunday my mother and I used to visit the rust-red house on the hill, and the sound of those events—the announcer, the crowd, the collision of metal-on-metal—echoed through my childhood. “Big race at the Speedway tonight,” my grandmother would say matter-of-factly, frying sausages in the Formica-topped kitchen as the radio played a mournful country and western song. Though it unnerved me as a kid, I was thrilled when my grandfather or my uncles would take me across the road to see a show. The best was hit-to-pass: huge, battered, hand-painted American stock cars sliding drunkenly around the blacktop, their engines a deafening roar, colliding with each other and sometimes bursting into flames as they tried to take the lead. It was a ritual as fascinating as it was brutal and pointless. I still get that mémoire involontaire when I smell burning rubber and gasoline.




  The people who went to the Speedway were pretty rough. There was no existentialism or wine and cheese here. The men wore torn flannel shirts and mustaches and trucker hats, held cigarettes and plastic cups of beer; the women hollered; the whole place reeked of destruction. They sat in the wooden stands in the middle of a patch of industrial wasteland cleared from the forest that naturally covered everything and cheered at the spectacle of exploding cars. They struck me as different, because I was already steeping myself in the snobbish borrowed culture of the Old World. But these were my people. This was what I came from. Immigrant farmers on both sides who found themselves trapped in the frozen north of the Canadian prairies and headed west until they found somewhere livable. Western Speedway was my culture. I could read all the Sartre and Camus I wanted, but as I stood there in the stands flanked by my tall uncles, ex-servicemen who hunted elk and deer in the forest behind the rust-red house, I knew it was Paris and London that were strange and distant, not this place.




  And yet I had the luxury of changing identities when I wanted to. I could dress in black and listen to cassettes of bands with avant-garde names like Cabaret Voltaire (after the home of Zurich Dada), Art of Noise (named for Luigi Russolo’s 1913 Futurist manifesto: “Today, Noise triumphs and reigns supreme”) and Magnetic Fields (after André Breton and Philippe Soupault’s novel Les champs magnetiques, a founding Surrealist text). I could even return to the continent my ancestors fled or were expelled from, thinking they’d never return—I could work in a bookshop on the Left Bank or Charing Cross Road. But although I did eventually leave for good, I couldn’t shake my love of the reckless and random New World: its untethered fluidity, its fresh starts and radical self-invention. Even more than the freedom I miss the booming and banging: destruction and rebirth, the theater of authenticity, nihilism as entertainment, consumerism as spectacle.




  One particular event at the Speedway seems to sum it up best in hindsight: the sideshow in which adults and children pay money to smash up a brand new car with sledgehammers before it is sent out to race. The barely contained energy of the crowd, like some Marxist fever dream. The loudness and brashness of the New World. The hope mixed with fuck you of the frontier city. The endless heavy metal solo of everyday life. Years later I read of Marinetti’s (not unproblematic) desire to “go out into the streets, lay siege to the theaters, and introduce the fist into the struggle for art.” I loved it and all the extreme and desperate movements it spawned. Was the life I left behind and the place I tried to bury the very utopia those artists of the tired and crowded Old World dreamt of? Was this the freedom that Hannah Arendt found when she fled Nazi Germany (and Heidegger), through Madrid and Lisbon to the dynamism of New York? When I started reading manifestos, I found that they contained everything I’d ever wanted. They represented the perfect marriage of the real world and fantasy, the Western Speedway and the Cabaret Voltaire. Here lay the fire, the darkness, the excitement, the dreams, the blood and guts, the absurdity and humor, the hope and fear.




  I have been thinking about manifestos on and off for 2 decades. I caught the obsession as a student in Montreal, capital of disreputable desires (in Canada at least). I needed a few extra credits to graduate, and the following course was listed in the Italian Department: “132-385: The Italian Futurist Movement (3 credits, given in English).” It was taught by a Romanian-born woman named Ioana Georgescu. Dr Georgescu, as it turned out, had solid avant-garde credentials: she had mixed with the Neoist movement, an amalgamation of all avant-garde isms. Neoism was started at the tail end of the punk era by the Montreal-based Hungarian-Canadian artist Istvan Kantor, aka “Monty Cantsin.” Ioana and Istvan were still friends—at the time he was promoting some of her performance pieces in Canada and post-communist Eastern Europe, including one called “Multilingual Manifesto: Smoked Tongue.” They were part of a series called “Wound Art”: there was a lot of smeared blood and screaming involved.




  Ioana helped me to see the manifesto as a living thing and not just a thing of the past. During the 6-week summer course she traced the radical avant-garde that descended from Futurism through Dada and Surrealism to Lettrism and Fluxus and Situationism, and to post-punk movements like Neoism. In our daily meetings she revealed a degree of permissiveness that we had not previously encountered as undergraduates. There were no lectures; our classes consisted of heated discussions about art. Our only assignment was to invent an avant-garde movement with a video or performance piece and a manifesto. One student, a theater major named John, declaimed his manifesto as a sort of strip tease, ending up completely nude—which was slightly uncomfortable given the restrictive confines of our basement classroom. He had scrawled the main tenets of his manifesto in Sharpie across his chest and limbs. It was a long time ago but I think he even wrote something on his penis—none of us had the courage to stare at it long enough to read the words. My project with three other students was something called Aeroism, which involved Speedos and swimming caps and a Super 8 film we shot on the roof of my building in which we pretended to fly. It was stupid, completely ridiculous—and I knew instantly that I had found my people and my mode of expression.




  From this start in Montreal I ran through a string of encounters with the manifesto as I moved through various cities over the next decade. I discovered the University of Iowa’s renowned International Dada Archive, founded in 1979 in the middle of a corn field, during an otherwise unhappy year in Iowa City. In Dublin the mystical weirdness of William Butler Yeats was revealed to me, and I read all the plans and proclamations he made with Lady Gregory for the Abbey Theatre. From Dublin I moved to Madrid, where I spent my days off at the Reina Sofía soaking up avant-garde history. Then, unable to find a better job than part-time English teaching, I started a PhD at the University of Glasgow and discovered the American painter James McNeill Whistler, author of The Gentle Art of Making Enemies (1890), a collection of incendiary pamphlets and punitive legal actions. In Whistler’s correspondence, which included letter wars with Oscar Wilde, I saw the antecedent of Ezra Pound and Wyndham Lewis, whose Vorticist movement would unsettle London a generation later. I discovered their manifesto-filled magazine BLAST, a “puce monster” that was too large to shelve, in a facsimile edition stocked at the branch of Waterstone’s bookshop where I worked. Later I moved to Lisbon, where friends turned me on to Fernando Pessoa and the wild manifestos he wrote under various heteronyms. My last move was to the remote Portuguese island of Madeira, where I took a job at an interactive technologies institute. By necessity this job converted me from a Luddite who still wrote letters in longhand and didn’t own a smart phone into a lapsed Luddite with a bit more knowledge of the digital world—knowledge that has helped me to discover and trace the rebirth of the manifesto in digital form.




  All this time I wrote manifestos of my own. I wooed my future wife in our whirlwind courtship with a manifesto of love. Shamelessly—and perhaps a bit oddly, in retrospect—I cribbed it from The Founding and Manifesto of Futurism. It was called The First Manifesto of Amorisme. And did it work? It certainly did. It had the same scorching effect on my beloved that the first Futurist manifesto must have had on readers in 1909. She wrote me back with an even more incendiary manifesto, so hot my fingers were singed as they touched the page. A few months later we were married.




  Manifestos are dark and powerful magic. They are personal as well as political. I love manifestos because they are brave but also vulnerable, fleeting, transient, constantly shifting, reinventing. They represent new starts, blank slates, big dreams and fierce masks. They call to mind a line from Chris Kraus’s novel I Love Dick (1997): “we’re all potentially bigger people than we are.” They announce themselves the way I do in each new city I try to make my home, always feeling out of place yet trying to be bold in my difference.




  Like most expats I live an imaginary life, a dream in the present borrowed against an uncertain nightmare of a future. Having escaped what Wyndham Lewis called the “sanctimonious icebox” of Canada—sublime nature tamed by a quietist culture—I wander Europe, owning nothing but books. I have no plans for the future—no house, no savings, no tenure. Instead I keep inventing myself in the present, living as well as I can from year to year, observing history in the making, trying to join in and lend a hand where I see a chance. To me manifestos represent the unity of thinking, doing and being. As Sara Ahmed writes: “In the labor of making manifest we make a manifesto.”







   

  
Introduction





  In March 1918, with the First World War still raging, the Dadaist Tristan Tzara laid down some rules for manifesto writing. He began: “To proclaim a manifesto you must want: ABC.” As I write this book exactly a century later, what do I want? I want to understand how the manifesto, apparently a straightforward genre, can turn out to be so surprisingly complicated. I want to come up with a basic definition and some compelling examples. I want to discover how artists and activists are using the manifesto to respond to the current crisis. (Which crisis, you ask? I’ll quote Marlon Brando: “What have you got?”) I want to understand how the manifesto’s return to prominence in the digital age might herald either a positive shift toward political engagement or a toxic slide into destructive upheaval and polarization, or both.




  I want to ask a lot of questions. How did the genre develop? Why do manifestos look the way they do? How do you write one, and why would you want to? Why are they so bloody-minded? Why are they making a comeback in the age of “post-truth”? How do they relate to the broader digital culture, including its dark side? How does the art fit with the politics? Why are we all suddenly speaking in slogans and aphorisms? How can manifestos help us shape our future? How can they serve, in the words of French sociologist Bruno Latour, “Not as a war cry... but rather as a warning, a call to attention, so as to stop going further in the same way as before toward the future”? I want to find answers and share them with you, dear reader.




  I should make it clear at the outset that when I say “manifesto” it refers to the revolutionary model—whether cultural or political—and not to the mainstream party platform (which it still denotes in the UK, for example). What was originally a form of authoritarian discourse used by kings and other tyrants underwent in the nineteenth century what Judith Butler might call a “subversive resignification.” It became, in Marjorie Perloff’s words, “the mode of agonism, the voice of those who are contra.” In the digital world, manifestos have been there since the beginning: with the hackers, the cyberfeminists, the technoutopians. They have got high art credentials—the manifesto is arguably the defining genre of modernism—but they’ve also always been “tainted” with politics and pop culture, the tricks of advertising and the desire for a mass audience. Which means they are right at home in our present post-everything era: of glitches and fake news, filter bubbles and context collapse.




  A new wave of manifesto writing took off, post-9/11, as artists and activists began to wake up from the dreamlike apathy of the Clinton era. The tone of the 1990s, for a certain privileged population in the West, is perfectly captured in Ottessa Moshfegh’s novel My Year of Rest and Relaxation (2018), in which the protagonist uses drug-induced sleep to “hibernate” from her life. This in turn recalls the “tranquillized Fifties” captured in Robert Lowell’s poem “Memories of West Street and Lepke,” the Eisenhower era of complacency that preceded the radical upheavals of the 1960s and the accompanying wave of movements and manifestos (civil rights, second-wave feminism, neo-avant-garde). After the successive ruptures of the 2008 financial crisis and the 2016 US presidential election, the manifesto is currently having its third major “moment.” Manifestos have once again become part of the media atmosphere of everyday life, as they were before and after the First World War and again during the Vietnam War.




  The avant-garde manifesto is a sort of Through the Looking-Glass reflection of the more common strangeness of the political manifesto. It is a genre that blends revolutionary zeal, dramatic performance and an insatiable thirst for novelty to create a singularly charismatic and circus-like delirium. Who is not electrified upon first reading The Founding and Manifesto of Futurism (1909), the rant that launched a thousand imitators? Marinetti, Futurist-in-chief, summed up his manifesto formula in two key words: “violence and precision.” The avant-garde manifesto channeled the anarchic energy of the new century into a literary form that was seductively strong and thrillingly direct. Now the manifesto has resurfaced online—ready once again to focus our energy and fight our cultural and political battles. For the Left this means using manifestos to imagine better futures; for the Right it means reaction and nostalgia for an imaginary past.




  All manifestos are in some sense distorted and extreme. They are wish-lists of the overly ambitious, the public dreams of private Napoleons. This is especially true of the avant-garde manifesto. As the P. T. Barnum of the art world, the self-proclaimed “caffeine of Europe” (following Nietzsche’s “I am dynamite”), Marinetti’s manifestos influenced avant-gardes from Russia to Portugal and around the world. This is not to suggest that people actually liked Marinetti—in fact many claimed to despise him and his movement, sneering at his unbridled enthusiasm for technology. But Marinetti threw the switch that electrified the pre-war avant-garde. Whether or not you subscribed to his beliefs—not that he cared if you did!—his mania for transformation was contagious. The incendiary manifestos he and the other Futurists wrote soon spread like wildfire throughout Europe and across the Atlantic.




  Manifestos are refreshingly biased. They have no false claims to objectivity, and neither will this book. Neutrality is antithetical to the manifesto, which is not only polemical, but (following avant-garde tradition) often proudly unreasonable as well. In the case of the avant-garde, this unreason is sometimes taken to the point where disruption and chaos, and unsettling the status quo, are more important than the principles or platforms they supposedly exist to promote. Manifestos can introduce new ways of thinking—sometimes in strange and extreme packages like the SCUM Manifesto, or for that matter The Communist Manifesto. Manifestos make visible, they bring urgent causes to light, which is why they seem so timely in the age of movements like Black Lives Matter and #MeToo. They also seem current because they channel righteous anger.




  It is important to keep in mind that manifestos are mere vessels, they can be about or promote anything, big or small, abstract or particular, good or bad. The paradox at the heart of the manifesto, to my mind, is that while I read manifestos to get new ideas and different perspectives on the world, to discover possible futures and different ways of acting and organizing and being, each manifesto in itself is just one way, one perspective—and worse yet, not always but often, it is a limited perspective. It’s as if the person or the group writing it hasn’t bothered to read hundreds of other manifestos as I have, but only wants to admit the existence of one. (This may of course be intentional on the part of the polemicist.) Manifestos may often resemble isolated bubbles unto themselves, but read together en masse they support the opposite of bubble thinking—you can’t help but see the plurality and diversity of human thought.




  I’m a manifesto omnivore: I devour all types of manifestos, except the truly horrific ones. Anything with a bit of wit or inspiration, on any subject, I love. Give me your Futurism, your Dada, your SCUM, your 95 Theses, your Ten Commandments. What do I find attractive in these texts that are often so clearly delusional, so irrational, so bossy, so aggressive? I love them for their energy and their flaws: they are confident, charismatic, swaggering, charming—they are all action, even when they’re all talk. I’m writing this book in the summer of 2018, in the midst of fierce public debate on any number of topics. Every day seems to bring a new Armageddon. The manifesto strikes me as a symbol of this Age of Extremes—an age that prefers not to convince but to convict (as Whistler said). What do we lose when we abandon due process? What if the process is so broken that a revolution is needed? Should caution be damned? These are questions the manifesto asks.




  Do manifestos bring about change? Yes—by presenting alternative visions, and in some cases outlining concrete actions. By making it clear that the status quo is no good, it’s insufferable, intolerable, ridiculous. Manifestos are the first stop for visionaries. The avant-garde being by its very nature ahead of its time, many ideas now coming into the mainstream have been the subject of manifestos for ages. Eco-manifestos began in seventeenth-century England with the Diggers, and workers’ rights with the Levellers. LGBTQ rights are championed in the manifesto of the Gay Liberation Front (1971), formed after the Stonewall riots, and Queers Read This (1990), which proclaimed during New York Pride at the height of the HIV/AIDS crisis: “An army of lovers cannot lose.” Mina Loy wrote about escaping the shackles of biological determinism and traditional marriage to embrace something very like polyamory in her Feminist Manifesto in 1914. UpWingers: A Futurist Manifesto (1973) by FM-2030, the Transhuman Manifesto (1982) by Natasha Vita-More and the Manifesto of Carnal Art (1989) by Orlan all describe different forms of transhumanism—as do the manifestos of the Russian Cosmists in the early twentieth century. Accelerationism? Marshall McLuhan described the “acceleration of evolution” in 1969, in his Vorticist-inspired post-media manifesto Counterblast. Scanning the horizon, critiquing the present and pushing forward new futures are the manifesto’s tasks. Many of the dreams first articulated in manifestos keep recurring: down through the decades, even centuries.




  However, if provocation is the principal mode of the manifesto, and utopian dreams are its content, failure might be its most inevitable outcome. As Joyce Carol Oates reported in her classic essay “Notes on Failure” (1982): “When it was observed to T. S. Eliot that most critics are failed writers, Eliot replied: ‘But so are most writers.’” (The English writer Quentin Crisp once quipped: “If at first you don’t succeed, failure may be your style.”) The failure rate of manifesto writing is much higher than average, since manifesto writers are working in a performative space in which words are often forced, against the odds, “to do things”—as the British philosopher J. L. Austin described it in a series of Harvard lectures published in 1962 as How to Do Things with Words. Doing things with words, especially making things happen in the world through sheer force of rhetoric (what Austin calls “perlocutionary effects”) is hard work. It’s not so bad if you are following one of Austin’s simpler examples, such as ordering a meal or consenting to marriage (“I do”). But then you take, say, Valerie Solanas’s SCUM Manifesto (1967), with its opening injunction to “overthrow the government, eliminate the money system, institute complete automation and eliminate the male sex.” What if no one answers your call to action? Even proclaiming your intentions or making vows is a risky business. “We will glorify war...militarism, patriotism...beautiful ideas worth dying for,” Marinetti famously proclaimed in 1909. These words might have been compelling after decades of peace and complacency—but not in 1918, after 4 years of unprecedented carnage in the name of “beautiful ideas.”
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