DESIGN + POLITICS

The Detroit Printing Co-op Showed the
Revolutionary Potential of Design
The prolific producer of leftist literature

worked to define a different relationship
to wage labor, materials, and politics

Words by
Danielle Aubert
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Mills locates the root of the unbalanced mentality, the cause of
the | defick of pl: in the alienation of
personal from political fife,” in the divorce of political reflection from

cultural work.?  This separation creates a context in which human
development will continus to be trivislized, hurman sensibilities blunted,
and the quality of Wle distorted and impowrished.® This trivialized,
blunted, distorted and altogether private human being is an idiot and
I should not be surprized, slthough | do not know, if there were not
some such idiots even in Germany. This—and [ use the word with care—
this spiritual condition stems to me the key to many modem troubles
af political inteliectuals, a5 woll as the key 1o much political bewilder
mant in medern society.t The idiocy is charcterized by mute sccopt-
ance—or even unawareness—of moral atrocity; the lack of indignation
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when confronted with moral horror.®  Mills looks for historical

origins of this mental illness, and locates some of them in World War [1,

when Man had become an obfect; and insofar as those to whom he
2 e

was an object felt about the spectacle at all, they felt poweress, in
the grip of larger forces, with no part in those aifairs that lay beyond
their immediate areas of daily demand and gratification. Tt was.a e
of moral somnambulance.® In The Causes of World War Three, Mills
makes it lucidly clear that the enemy, whose name was Nazi during
World War Two, was not defeated in 1945: fn the expanded world of

vivitied feati the individual becomes the
spectator of everything bue the human witness of nothing  Having

g plain targets of revolt, men feel no moral springs of revelt The
cold manner enters their souls and they ave made private and
bz, . . . [t s not the number of victims or the degree of crueiny
that is distinctive; it is the fact that the scts committed and the acts
that nobody protests are split from the consclousness of men in an
uncanny, ewtn & schiraphrenic, manner.  The atrocities of our time
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ground floor of an industrial building on Michigan Avenue. Darkroom
equipment and supplies were procured, comrades came out to install
electrical wiring, and within a matter of weeks, the Detroit Printing Co-op
was up and running.

The Detroit Printing Co-op was the site of production for tens of
thousands of leftist books, pamphlets, and posters from 1970 to 1980.
There, the acts of writing about and debating politics were folded into the
activities of page layout, typesetting, printing, binding, and trimming. It
drew a wide range of people from across the city, most of whom were
involved in movement politics, and printed some of the most important
leftist literature of the 1970s—including the first English translation of
Guy Debord’s Society of the Spectacle, the Black Star publication The
Political Thought of James Forman, the poetry magazine riverrun, and five
years’ worth of issues of Radical America, the journal of the Students for a
Democratic Society (SDS). All books published by the radical left press
Black & Red were printed at the Co-op while it was open.

The acts of writing about and debating politics were folded into the
activities of page layout, typesetting, printing, binding, and trimming.

The people who printed at the Co-op were mostly self-taught. None had
formal training in “the graphic arts” or considered themselves graphic
designers. Participants were, first and foremost, motivated by a desire for
political and social change. Yet, many of the publications printed at the
Co-op exude raw enthusiasm for the craft of printing, attention to graphic
detail, and a playfulness with respect to the tools and materials they were
using. Members of the Co-op didn’t relate to the idea of graphic design or
print production as wage labor, or a step in their career development, but
as a craft with revolutionary potential.
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join together to work independently, the questions that arise most often
revolve around how these relationships are defined. In that way, the
history of The Detroit Printing Co-op demonstrates a different
relationship to wage labor, materials, machines, each other, and the larger
political landscape that understandably resonates today.

Independent creative activity is neither the goal nor the means
to the seizure of State power. The seizure of power by the leader is
realized under the banner of independent creative activity. The his-
torical accomplishment of revolutionary organizations consists of
ideological rejection combined with practical realization of the domi-
nant social relations. Revolutionary leaders must learn to combine the
‘public meeting” democracy of the working people--turbulent, surging,
overflowing its banks like a spring flood-with the iron discipline
while at work, with unquestioning obedience to the will of a single
person, the leader, while at work.

It is only when the goal becomes elementary, simple, and clear
that the means to this goal can be defined with accuracy and preci-
sion. Since the seizure of State power by the revolutionary organiza-
tion is the historical form of revolution, all means which lead to this
goal are by definition revolutionary. A historical turning point when
the vacillations in the ranks of the weak, half-hearted and irresolute--
are strongest, is a revolutionary situation. People who cannot dispense
with subordination, control and managers are a revolutionary mass
base. The theory of class consciousness helps revolutionary leaders
recognize a revolutionary situation in order to derive power out of it;
it helps revolutionary leaders recognize a potential revolutionary mass
base in order to establish leadership and control over it.

A potentially revolutionary mass base consists of people whose
revolutionary consciousness can be raised. The central characteristic
of the potential revolutionary does not reside in a propensity to
think independently, but in a propensity to think the thoughts of the
revolutionary organization and its leaders. In fact, the less prone the
individual is to independent thought and action and the more likely
the individual is to follow the lead of the organization, the higher the
individual’s revolutionary potential. In short, potential followers are
potential revolutionaries. The revolutionary potential of the prole-
tariat depends on workers’ willingness to follow the revolutionary
organization with iron discipline and unquestioning obedience.

The theory of class consciousness serves aspiring leaders as an
instrument for locating potential revolutionaries, potential objects for
consciousness-raising. A potential revolutionary is characterized by
material oppression combined with a lack of consciousness. Such an
individual unconsciously experiences the material oppression as un-
bearable, but does not know that what is missing is revolutionary
leadership. The individual’s mind is a tabula rasa on which the
thoughts of revolutionary leaders are to be inscribed. When this
individual becomes conscious of the indispensability of subordination
to the revolutionary organization and control by the revolutionary
leader, the individual becomes a conscious revolutionary.

Working people in industrially developed capitalist regions have
not been ideal objects for consciousness-raising historically. Although
they have on numerous occasions tried to destroy the capitalist shell
in which their productive activity is contained, they have not histori-
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02 Interior spread of Manual for Revolutionary Leaders, co-authored by Fredy Perlman
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taught. He was also a prolific writer—he had a PhD in economics and
published countless essays, novels, and articles on topics ranging from
Marxist analysis to anarcho-primitivism. These were most often
published by Black & Red, the press he founded with his wife Lorraine,
and Fifth Estate, an anarchist newspaper in Detroit. Lorraine was a
professional violinist, and did much of the typesetting work for their
books.

In the early years of the Co-op, Fredy experimented with overprinting,
collage, typography, and elaborate color separations. Lorraine Perlman
would later write that during this period, “Fredy was exhilarated by all
aspects of the new activity... he frequently asserted that never before had
he felt so intellectually stimulated as he was by the challenges and
gratifications he found in mastering the graphic arts equipment and
techniques.”
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03 Lorraine and Fredy Perlman

After the Perlmans and friends set up shop, the group came up with a set
of guidelines for the Co-op. They considered the equipment to be “social
property”—not owned or controlled by any person or group. The purpose of
the Co-op was to be a site where participants could engage in printing
without facing the threat of censorship—which, at the time, was a real
problem for activists on the left—and they could labor free from
exploitation. Anyone who printed at the Co-op worked of their own free
will.
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Most of the Co-op users joined the IWW (the International Workers of the
World), and they registered the Co-op as a union print shop. Fredy
Perlman created a union label (or ‘bug’) that they printed on all documents
that came out of the Co-op. The bug signaled, through no uncertain terms
(“Abolish the wage system! Abolish the state!”) that publications printed in
this space were created through union labor, and that it was different
from a typical union shop. The Co-op was a collective effort of people who
came together free from exploitation by the wage system. The terms of
their relationships to one another were, in a way, embodied in the bug that
appeared on all the materials they printed.

By focusing on the Detroit Printing Co-op as a site of production, rather
than focusing on one individual, it is possible to bring attention to work
that might otherwise be overlooked. The history of American graphic
design tends to favor work made by designers with long and prolific
careers, who are part of a lineage of other known practitioners—they were
taught or trained by them, or worked alongside them. As a result, fewer
minorities, women, self-taught, or working-class designers are
represented in the graphic design canon. Furthermore, historical surveys
tend to favor the final work—the “design object”— more than the process
of production or the relationship of makers to one another. The self-
organization of the Co-op is one of its most interesting aspects.

At the Detroit Printing Co-op, one regular user was Judy Campbell, who
several times turned to printing after having experienced a personal
setback or trauma, such as getting fired from her job, or experiencing an
assault. Another regular user was Carl Smith, who sought to set up a
Black-owned press in Detroit that would service the movement
community. Smith was a member of the League of Revolutionary Black
Workers and one of the few people at the Co-op who did have professional
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04 Manual for Revolutionary 05 A spread from Incoherence of
Leaders, co-authored by Fredy the Intellectual by Fredy
Periman Periman

Fredy Perlman was the most active printer at the Co-op. He co-authored
and printed Manual for Revolutionary Leaders, a book rich with collages
and a section where each paragraph begins with a drop cap in blackletter
over a duotone portrait of a so-called “revolutionary leader” (Perlman
thought of the term as an oxymoron, arguing that true revolution would be
leaderless). He also authored and printed the exuberant Incoherence of
the Intellectual, with multi-colored uncaptioned images on every page,
elaborate chapter title pages, and section subtitles set on a curve.

One of the earliest and best-known publications printed at the Co-op was
the first English translation of Guy Debord’s The Society of the Spectacle.
It had just come out in French in 1967. A group of six friends, including
the Perlmans and Campbell, met every day to translate the text. The
French language edition has no images at all; it’s laid out with wide
margins and follows classical typographic conventions. The English-
language edition, which would be published by Black & Red, is full of
photographs that the group found to be resonant with Debord’s text. They
used images without permission or attention to copyright law, and without
consulting with Debord. Many of them came from the Detroit Public
Library Image Collection, still located on the third floor of the Main
Branch in Detroit. Within a collection of file cabinets, dozens of folders
contain photographs and images cut out of magazines categorized by type
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1 The rules of 08 The first 09 Interior spread of Guy
The Detroit English Debord’s The Society of the
Printing Co-op translation Spectacle,

of Guy
Debord’s
The
Society of
the
Spectacle,
published
by Black

Over the years, hundreds of people passed through the Co-op. Typesetting
and printing were truly collective activities—people would work side by
side, engage in debate, and read each other’s writings. For those who
printed at the Co-op, it had a tremendous impact on shaping their politics
and their approach to craft. Though it was not a huge operation, it would
have an outsized influence—materials printed at the Co-op found their
way to people across the world.

The Co-op closed in 1980 when they lost the lease to their space. By that
time, censorship was no longer a pressing issue for leftists, and Fredy and
Lorraine Perlman were the only ones regularly using the space. Fredy
wrote several books after the Co-op closed and before he died of a heart
condition in 1985, at age 50. Lorraine still lives in the Detroit area and
works with a commercial printer to keep Black & Red books in print.
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