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Display Distribute
A Hong Kong

Please tell us why you started Display
Distribute. What social conditions led you
to these practices?

Display Distribute started as an obser-
vation of the pop-up architectures that
proliferate in urban environments, par-
ticularly with respect to their relations to
neoliberal development and degradations
made by the effects of the free market. As
exemplified in Hong Kong, property lines
have been delineated in order to extract
and expel, leading to exorbitant rates for
the use of space. Simultaneously, such
schemes have created the incentive for
mass production in the Mainland, which
results in a larger surplus. As a former
British colony, Hong Kong has long played
the role of both warehouse and aggre-
gator. It is the checkpoint through which
many goods from China pass before
entering the rest of the world’s supply.
However, alongside this constant stream
of commodities, others that are deemed
as excess, travel via less licit channels. It is
this latter category of goods and the pol-
itics and practices that were undertaken
to move them, that are what we, Display
Distribute, take up in both study and
embodiment.

Display Distribute is the generic name
given to the ersatz spaces that have
popped up throughout the city, offering
temporary, by-the-day solutions to those
operating on the margins. Often heavily
partitioned in order to minimize overhead
and maximize profit, they are angular
and shallow spaces—each of them is a
proscenium stage where the objects on
sale perform—for short-term use. Vendors
making use of these pop-ups crisscross

@

the city, seeking to offload their goods at
various locations. More than a network of
temporary spaces for hire, Display Distrib-
ute is a robust configuration of warehouse
facilities, transportation, and sale-optimiz-
ing utilities (air-conditioning, lighting)—all
for the movement of surplus.

We are interested in movements on
the margins, the operations that predom-
inantly take place in what is known as the
informal economy. Notably, Hong Kong
can lay claim to the lineage of piracy, as
its geopolitical position has made it the
perfect place to store treasure—from
18th-century marauder Cheung Po Tsai’s
hidden loot on Cheung Chau island to the
numerous parallel trading outlets near
the Shenzhen border today. We take up
this position of fugitivity to examine con-
temporary forms of piracy, as implicated
in the wayward circulation of goods and
as a means of questioning the terms of
legitimacy, authorship and notions of
ownership and property—all of which are
entangled in the contemporary drawing
and reinforcing of borders.

Much of your activity is about logis-
tics, which is the dynamics of moving
people and objects efficiently. These
days, logistics appears to be increas-
ingly dematerializing, which conceals its
material conditions. You seem to focus
on attacking the weak links of this pro-
cess to reveal these conditions. | wonder
if you have any further strategies in addi-
tion to piracy, smuggling, and hacking
that you use to deal with the dematerial-
ization of logistics.
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It is at this moment that the privileged
and pandemic-stricken worldwide have
unwittingly caught up to the monolith of
online commerce—an acceleration that
inevitably pushes us ever further toward
the abyss. We at Display Distribute have
for some time been preoccupied with the
fragility and ineptitudes of this system
that, as you say, obscures the fractures,
inequalities, and hierarchies that fuel it
under a veil of seamlessness. Only when
the system “fails” does our dependence
on it become apparent.

With the Light Logistics project, we
have attempted to embody logistics on
a 1:1 scale. Implicit within this project is
the understanding that we will never truly
slow the constant barrage of goods—that
it is futile to try and do so—but that we
might turn our attention towards rethink-
ing the regimes of value that sustain it.
In our pursuit of a system that dwells
heavily on intimacy, prioritizing the pro-
cess and the route over the resulting final
exchange, we try to rejig our definition
of what is “efficient,” “optimal,” or “suc-
cessful” It is a process of mapping out
the scheme of attribution, whereby, rather
than being oriented towards “fulfillment”
as typical of logistical enterprise, value
is generated instead by the in-between,
extraneous, porous, meta, and indexical.
In this manner it is perhaps as much an
exercise of embodiment as it is one of
infrastructure, rhetoric, and aesthetics.

In addition to maneuvering through
a system, Light Logistics may also be a
portrait of a particular economy, that of
art and culture. The internationalization
of art world circuits can be seen as having
emerged parallel to the neoliberalization
of culture, and the surplus created by this
comes in the form of work-related short-
term travel and the abundance of luggage
space that often accompanies it. Tapping
into this energy-rich arena has provided
the “hot air,” as our business mentor Kate
Rich figuratively calls it, to move our cargo
to far-flung arenas. With the advent of
Covid-19, especially when it comes to
international dispatches, it could be stated

@

that we have literally and figuratively run
out of gas.

But being attentive to the inefficien-
cies, missed connections, cancelled
flights, breakups, power outages, laments,
apologies, etc., as an integral part of the
production process is how Light Logis-
tics was developed in the first place, with
logistical notes tracking dispatches not
simply as indices, but as a central part of
the material ecology. These details are
not about accumulating added-value but
diverting value outside the traditional
market system.

You mainly engage in activities in Hong
Kong, one of the world’s capitals of
finance and trading. Some news reported
that China wants to develop Shanghai
and Shenzhen instead of Hong Kong into
a hub for distribution logistics after Hong
Kong’s return to China. Since | always
thought locality played an important role
in your work, | wonder how these political
changes affected your work.

While Display Distribute’s aesthetics are
most definitely borne from a specific
vernacular locality of Hong Kong and the
greater Pearl River Delta region, the itin-
erant trader model is by no means unique
to the region and can be found largely

all over the global South. Perhaps Hong
Kong’s economic status as the confluence
of both the extremely developed and the
incredibly informal (with among the top
ten highest Gini coefficients in the world)
does offer a unique perspective, but the
need for sharing resources and space
under difficult and unjust conditions is a
universal phenomenon.

So, as you refer to the dwindling politi-
cal autonomy of Hong Kong, in many ways
we can say that Hong Kong is already
dead. We can speculatively imagine a dys-
topian future in Hong Kong to become the
mirrored equivalent of the fishing village
that Shenzhen was forty years ago. But
this reverse development does not mean
that loopholes have been completely elim-
inated, nor does it limit the range of issues
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that can be addressed. The problems of
political oppression, migration, economic
inequality, and illegal trade are global.

The modes of resilience and resistance
that we refer to are, in many ways, prod-
ucts of those problems, so we must also
attribute our work to our fellow pirates,
smugglers, and traders operating in the
shadows of legitimacy. It is these individ-
uals that are taking the risk, carving bold
transnational trade routes—often out of
sheer necessity. While we don’t want to
fetishize resilience, there are tactics to be
learned from the bottom-up.

In historical context, your artistic prac-
tices remind me of the performative

art of the 1960s conceptual artists,
especially Daniel Buren’s institutional cri-
tique. Although you do receive art funds
or participate in the biennial, | don’t think
you’re entirely in that circuit. What does
the art system mean to you? What prac-
tices are possible in it?

Many of the publications in the Display
Distribute distro arise from artists and
activists that place social engagement
and counter-hegemonic practice at the
forefront of their work. But as we have
claimed with our research into the gene-
alogies of the Semi-Autonomous Zine,
another crucial tenet of post-anarchist
thinking is the knowledge that there is no
longer any outside of hegemony. We are
fortunate to be able to dabble in some

of the privileges of the art world, but

like other workers, “picking up gigs” is a
contingency that enables the project to
survive. But perhaps our position within
this dynamic is something more like a
parasite. Going back to the earlier men-
tion of pirates in Hong Kong, much of our
practice stems from an impulse to redis-
tribute. Within some of the institutions
we’ve worked with, there has been a great
deal of ambivalence, as logos that reveal
ties to real estate developers, controver-
sial transnational security companies,

or some other franchises at which we
raise our eyebrows are almost ubiquitous

@

(especially in China, where there is much
less funding for culture from the state).

It is inevitable, therefore, to think about
how many times money has to be shifted
and laundered before it can be considered
“clean”—if this is even ever really possible.
Being not so very optimistic about this
leads not to a sense of defeat but rather
the need to be more deliberate about how
such support can be redistributed to the
outside of the system. Keeping the circuits
porous is an important part of the ethos,
whether that means bringing the exposure
of work from outside of the art world to it
or vice versa.

You must be familiar with various groups
in Asia that produce books and docu-
ments, as you also have distributed some
books. Can you briefly explain the trend
of publications produced autonomously
in Asia?

Because of other work and survival obli-
gations, we are unable to maintain and
update the Display Distribute distro at
full-time capacity, so we definitely do
not claim the existing collection to be a
comprehensive body of work represent-
ing something as diverse and abstract as
*autonomous Asia.” Many of the publica-
tions are produced by friends and related
practitioners in our network, for example,
those we’ve worked with before or some
we have been in on-going dialogues with
over the years. In this sense, the proj-
ect is based upon certain juxtapositions
between political and aesthetic affinity,
but also, very crucially, trust. And while
these kinds of modes of working may be
less visible within the project as a whole,
it is not a closed circuit, and every once
in a while we come across new publica-
tions from people we don’t know that are
included in the collection, and new rela-
tionships are constantly forming between
publishers, readers, and ourselves with the
micro-distribution network Light Logis-
tics.

Again, this may not be represen-
tative of any sort of trends, but the
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resurgent popularity of zine-making

and independent production over the

last years appears to be in line with the
growing accessibility and knowledge of
image-making processes, as well as the
mainstreaming of political discourse. We
say political discourse here because, even
if not all publications may deal with polit-
ical content directly, we see the impetus
to record one’s own voice and interests
within the format of a publication as an
inherently political act. Especially in the
example of mainland China, where the dif-
ficulty of obtaining official book numbers
(the domestic equivalent of an ISBN is
required for selling in bookstores) makes
independent publications actually illegal,
the rise of art book fairs demonstrates
that there is actually a very wide spectrum
of publishing playing within the grey areas
of publishing’s informal economy.

It appears that the coronavirus recently
made us come to realize that time and
space are much more unstable than we
previously thought. Many people say
that a lot will change after the pandemic.
What do you think about this? Do you
think Display Distribute’s activities will
change due to the spread of the virus?

We would rather agree with our friends
from Reliable Copy in Bangalore, who
recently stated that what “this pandemic,
along with its accompanying attempts at
control, surveillance, and curtailment, has
actually done is make visible what was
otherwise quietly lurking in the shadows
(but that which has been ever-present).”
Extreme inequality is a persistent insta-
bility, but our being “used to” unfairness
is not a desirable stability. So, while

the tragedy of the number of deaths is
incredibly devastating, the unevenness

of the statistics of those disproportion-
ately affected tells us something about
greater structural instabilities that have
been with us all along. We could rather see
then this unsettling as an opportunity for
what is prescribed in the Book of Changes
as “ESHIB &A1 When all is exhausted,

@

change is what continues”—or what artist
and writer lan Alan Paul has called “The
Corona Reboot™:

... there is an opportunity to refuse the
imposition of digitized commands and
coercive connections while defend-

ing and cultivating different kinds of
human relation and interdependency.
There is a chance now for all of us to
consider how we might restart society
differently rather than allow the logic of
capital to unthinkingly do it for us.... We
must think of this as just a beginning.
How freely, wildly, and courageously
will we allow ourselves to dream in this
moment? What new practices of living
and relationalities will we dare to put
into practice?

Coming back to Display Distribute’s
activities, Light Logistics has most cer-
tainly been the most largely affected,
with hardly any delivery routes being
carried since the pandemic. As a network
premised upon the privileges of travel,
though, it has always been precarious and
dependent upon the conditions of others.
So in that sense, flexibility is built into its
architecture, and we are exercising those
ligaments to the best that we can. There
are no grand solutions.

| would like you to introduce one of the
projects that you’ve been working on so
far.

Perhaps it would be a fitting moment here
to let you know about finally releasing the
documentation from the CATALOGUE
038 project which was carried out at your
invitation to the Seoul Mediacity Bien-
nale! While the major premise of our

work in 2018 was based upon the act of
publishing being fulfilled via the installa-
tion and events carried out in Seoul, we
also wanted to find a way in which the
contents could continue to be accessed
while still entailing the sort of movement
through different environments that car-
ried the project in action. Working within
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the limited means of our existing website,
we have added CATALOGUE 03 to the
Display Distribute distro of publications
for purchase, but in this case, instead of
simply finding an e-shopping cart to buy
a book, what the reader will discover is

a table of contents of CATALOGUE 03,
where cryptically described snippets will
hyperlink lead them to other locations in
the World Wide Web. A little spore print
icon becomes the bread crumb to guide
the reader through the various sections
of this dispersed and virtual documen-
tation—not the book itself, but a way of
foraging for its contents and catching
sight of the vestiges of its becoming. This
includes dérives to anywhere such as the
websites of our collaborators or Insta-
gram, and anything such as images from
the activities in Seoul, sound recordings,
or downloadable PDFs of CATALOGUE 03
commissioned texts from Jong Pairez and
Yael van der Wouden as well as an inter-
view with Anna Lowenhaupt-Tsing. Edited
collections of existing texts that served

as reference material at the time have
been compiled as books recommended to
the SECOND(hand)MOUNTAIN(fortress)
bootleg imprint by Display Distribute,
KUNCI Study Forum & Collective, and
Read-in. These include readers on trans-
lation, immaterial labour, and feminist
storytelling, all issues that we were
working through in developing the proj-
ect. Responding to this moment where
everything has moved online, with institu-
tions eager to emulate physical gathering
within digital platforms, there is some
insistence that this is not only impossible
but undesirable. To quote another Display
Distribute member who also wears the hat
of a clown and performer, “Content, con-
tent—I| am content!”

December 2020
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