
Intro

how I want to run this: so that you can interrupt if you don’t understand something 

... the way I’d like you to do so is:

raise your hand and say, When you said ..., what did you mean?

Practice: first word: “phenomenology”

Reflective writing relies on phenomenology.

This is in the first instance the invention of Edmund Husserl.

A new science.

Husserl says perception has behind it intentionality

so it is intelligible in view of the direction of attention, by what we attend to.

Merleau-Ponty transforms intentionality and changes its polarity:

being in the world asks and sometimes demands of us we direct our attention towards it.

Being is interrogative.

For Deleuze transcendental empiricism:

it is the being of the problem itself that constitutes being.
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1. Why we do theory

the case of Darren McKay. ... we met in Wanaka... he wants to write a book of "poetry, quotations 

and philosophy" and: 

he doesn't read poetry because he doesn't want to be "poisoned"

He sent this gift:

 

"Good Morning"

Soft hues arouse the east, putting

night to sleep.

Defining chiseled mountain tops,

ridgelines, gullies deep.

Stars once bright now fade from

sight, leaving space for day.

Feathers cutting silhouettes of

waterfowl at play.

Swooping by in tinted skies, they

duck, they dive, they swan.

Two beats are heard before they're

seen, two more before they're gone.

A chorus of excited birds, drown out

the shoreline waves.

A call to arms, a warning off, a lover's

serenade.

Air once fresh is now refreshing,

immersed in streams of light.

A waft of fragrance climbs aboard,
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luring bumblebees in flight.

Eternally bound for tomorrow, Big

Yellow shows its face.

Thanking all for the Good Morning, in

a warm embrace.

theory is for the very practical reason of enabling us to reflect on our practice...

so it is FOR practice and, 

having a practical reason, is practice... 

in the same sense that practice is... 

but what is that sense?
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2. What is practice?

Practice is... a curious thing. 

For a start, it is in all cases multiple. Practices.

It is not fully a concept. And not entirely a technique, or matter of techniques.

It is no more a concept than writing is or drawing. 

And no more a matter of techniques, forms, formal determinations, than writing. Which is to say 

that it IS technological. It belongs to the discourse of technology. Just as writing does.
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3. What is writing?

What is writing?

David Abram: aleph-beta.

David Abram's argument in The Spell of the Sensuous is that at the birthtime of philosophy, in 

Greece in the 5th century BCE, a new form of writing was beginning to be practiced. It grew out of 

ancient Hebrew but transformed it, because Hebrew did not at this time have vowels.

So that reading Hebrew involved the active participation of the reader in choosing the vowel sound:

imagine: big could be a bag, to beg, a bog or a bug.

Or spirit, having two vowels, but you wouldn't know how many to put in, could be separate.

Or you might want to add more vowels to God and get gouda cheese.

Hebrew, Abram notes, already marks a transformation of writing into an abstract system.

Although the letters correspond to actual things, animals, the sun and so on, it is unlike any writing 

that preserves any kind of pictorial representation of what it refers to.

Hebrew is already made entirely of sound. And of a particular kind of sound. The human voice.

What did the Greeks add? Vowels. So that each speaker, and writer, then knew exactly what the 

sound was from its written trace.

Logos can only be logos. Oikos, the root word of economics, only oikos.

Abram's point, which is not ours entirely, is that this new form of writing produced a separation of 

words from things. From the natural world. Or, as he puts it, from the "more-than-human" world.

And, for the first time, a quality could be written of that ONLY referred to the human sound of the 

spoken word. Of the human speaking the word. Of the reader reading outloud the word.

This, and Abram calls it this, TECHNOLOGY enabled qualities to be considered without reference 

to the worldly contexts in which they occur. In which they are events.
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Plato, whose famous dialogues, with Socrates, his teacher, taking the lead, who wrote the dialogues,

was an early adopter of this new technology.

And what it enabled him to do, for the first time, was separate concepts and ideas from events, 

experience, and the living landscape of humans, animals, plants, and so on. So he could have 

Socrates ask usually illiterate or pre-literate interlocutors questions like, What is justice?

And they answer with, Well justice is when a good king, seeing how the people suffer under the 

weight of debt, cancels the debt. Or a hunter spares his prey. Or a judge permits circumstances in 

mitigation. 

And, this is the important bit, Socrates asks, All very well, but what is justice IN ITSELF?
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4. What is writing in itself?

Writing, Abram says, is a technology.

This has the important consequence of making it impersonal.

Its power, we might say, is its impersonality. The judge who is just, who aquits a felon, who 

suppresses the name of someone famous or rich, no longer represents justice, and his ruling is no 

longer a question of personal preference, it is now based on the law. The written law. And if she 

twists it to her advantage she must answer for it before the law and that is now called being brought 

to justice. We are all equal before the law, which is something like the sun that is said to shine on all

equally.

Writing has this impersonal power. And becomes then an enormous responsibility.

Blanchot struggled with the responsibility in what he called the space of literature. A curious space 

since, because of writing, it not only gives to writing a kind of immortality but is also distant from 

the one who writes. Its impersonality means your writing is never yours, that you are both in a way 

dead in it at the same time as you live forever and are immortal.

And yet we are here to talk about—and note that a lecture is a reading. I am reading. And you are 

listening because I am reading. I am using the same power that is the law's—we are here to talk 

about practice.
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5. What is your practice? Or, How do I define my practice?

Practice in its personal aspect, as my practice or your practice, is best shown with ... reference to 

writing!

(And don't worry, we are not caught in a vicious circle! We are preparing to break out of one!)

Writing as technology involves grammar.

This is why the writer Annie Dillard gives what is the best advice to young writers and that our 

example at the beginning would have been wise to listen to: 

she says the question she always asks of someone who wants to write is, Do you like sentences?

It is strange that someone might answer no who wanted to be a writer. Just as strange as to think 

that the question is somehow irrelevant. (Or that to read someone else's sentences might poison 

one!)

It is strange to say it, but so many do, "I don't need to like sentences to be a writer!

"After all, I like stories!" Or, "I like characters!"

Or, the writer might say, My life story is not made of stories but of lived experience, of life!

And here we see directly the reason for theory, because theory, like grammar, enables me as a writer

to say, 

Yes, I like sentences! 

Or you as a film-maker to say, Yes, I like scenic composition. 

Otherwise I would not know what a sentence is and you would not know what a scene is, a 

sequence, a cut or montage.

Although you might say, as someone who wants to make films, I don't need to like scenic 

composition, 

I don't need theory: I like film! 

I like Aranofsky or, the game, Life is Strange.
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Or, I don't need to like film-making to make films!

And yet...! And yet...!

— a practice has no being without you practicing

— it is your practice and requires the possessive, is singular to yourself

— that is, it is predicated on you doing it, on it being what you do

— and as a result it expresses a choice as to what constitutes it and who plays in it

(we will see this later, with conceptual personae)

— in view of which it asks that you understand (explain with reference to Heidegger) and choose 

for it, as support.
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6. What is a sentence?

What a sentence is is subject + predicate.

It's not complex. 

You (the subject) or I, or we (the subject) like Battleship Potemkin (the predicate). 

Practice HAS a personal aspect because of the subject who is the subject and who does something, 

who likes something; the doing and the liking as well as the something are the predicate.

The answer to, Do you like sentences? is I like sentences.

The only answer to, Do you like scenes, cuts and their composition, both linear and nonlinear? is, I 

like scenes, cuts and their composition, both linear and nonlinear.

Think now how much work that 'like' is doing!

Saying I like scenes, cuts and their composition, both linear and nonlinear, means you understand 

the question. Just as saying I like sentences means I understand what a sentence is.

Right there is the whole lecture and the answer to the question, What is reflective writing?

Reflective writing shows my personal understanding of my practice in all of its impersonal aspects.

In reflective writing I reflect on my understanding of the techniques, methods, concepts and theories

belonging to my practice. 

In reflective writing I do not reflect on my USE of these. This point requires more lecture, more 

reading.

10



7. What is a subject?

We have gone from the technology of writing, or, if you like, the technology of film-making, or that

of any practice, by way of the grammatical subject to the aspect of practice that is personal, that 

enables us to say, My practice, Your practice.

A sentence is subject + predicate.

We said—and you agreed, by listening in silence and not asking, as if I were laying down the law 

and not simply practicing my practice, of writing and reading—we said that that 'like' was doing a 

lot of work.

Remember, I asked you to think about how much.

It's almost time to look in the mirror and describe what you see... That is, it's almost time to write 

reflectively...

A sentence = subject + predicate. Then a subject is...? What?

A subject is what works the predicate, not by pushing a button. And a subject does not *use* the 

predicate.

In fact, this *use* would be called 'performative,' where you use the word 'like' to say what you 

don't mean. As if just saying it made it so. Or when I ask, Do you like film-making? and you simply

repeat the words back to me: Yes, I like film-making. This is the counter-example to reflective 

writing since your support is withdrawn from the statement you make and the impersonal statement 

is made to do all the work! without you! 

We can say the same thing about any technology, any practice, where, for example, as students we 

simply perform making a film, rather than work at it until we can support the statement, Yes, I like 

film-making!
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You see that *use* of technology is not the same as what we might call 'owning' it, in practice.
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8. Who am I to my practice? Or, Does it care?

So, a subject is what works the predicate. Likes it, owns it, or uses it performatively.

You, the subject. I, the subject. We. Or they. Let's go to 'you'...

In the sentence, 'You make a short film,' the predicate is the short film you make.

Now... this is where it gets interesting. It comes back to the question, Who is writing? Have you 

ever had the feeling the writing is writing or the drawing is drawing? This can be bad and result in a

bad drawing, bad writing and, in thought, bad thinking. 

Why? Or, How? Because neither the drawing, the writing, nor the thinking care about you. The two 

dangers are that what they express represents the good, good sense, of one thing following another 

in a good, clean, moral, right or true way. Or that what they express represents what is commonly 

understood as a good poem—like the one I talked about at the beginning—or a good story. A three-

act narrative structure.

And this is again the reason for me speaking today about reflective writing. And, again, the reason 

for reading theory, coming to grips with technical aspects of the practice, learning its concepts, 

developing its methods.

NOT to learn what a *good* scene is. Or to know what is correctly called *film* because it is 

commonly understood so to be. Not to outline a story that everyone will like. These things come 

from another place.

Note I said a minute ago that the drawing you do doesn't care about you. In fact it's looking the 

other way. Now you might want to perform to get its attention, and pretend to know what a good 

drawing is, change it, trash it.

Or you can see it as another subject, one who expresses what they express, to whom they want to 

express it to, without you.
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In fact, they not only may not reflect your wishes, they may not reflect you at all.

Your practice we may have been hasty to say is singular, as if it singular to you. It is multiple 

because at every stage of doing what you do you are *installing a subject* who needs from you not 

good parenting or common understanding but that you make choices that meet its needs, but first 

you have to make the choice to support it, because those needs are, at every stage, singular to it.

The subject that you install at every stage of your practice, that is, in what you do, everything, all 

the practices you engage in, is the subject of reflective writing.

Here we escape the vicious circle: Hume famously said, and it is today being repeated by 

neuroscientists, that to perceive a sensation another subject, a "little man" has to be in the brain 

taking note of that sensation, judging it against past sensations, recording it to be recalled in the 

future when there is a new sensation... but for this to happen, yet another "little man," a smaller one,

has to be taking note of what the first one says, and one in the memory, and another for each 

sensation that we perceive. This is the *mystery* of consciousness.
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9. How do we distinguish between subjects?

In the first choice, to draw a line, even before we pick up a pencil, we need to depart from certainty. 

About the good, or about common sense. We need to let the paper speak—to see the canvas, as 

Bacon said, crowded with subjects vying for our attention, to empty it of all cliché.

...but to understand the subject we install as soon as we practice or even think about it, we need, 

what?

As Stravinsky said, As soon as I sit down to compose, I am faced with the abyss of possibilities, 

where I have only my forms to save me.

We don't trust these teeming subjects—Stravinsky also said, I am not mirror-struck by my own 

mental processes—all of them too personal—what we have is the choice of the impersonal aspects 

of our practice, at each stage, and then the reflecting on each subsequent choice: What formal, 

theoretical, methodological, conceptual and technical considerations do we choose for? That is, we 

need to have at our disposal formal, theoretical, methodological and technical means, sources, 

contexts and knowledge, to fulfil the needs of the subject we install who *works* or *operates* our 

sentence, our drawing, our scenic composition.

We are reflecting on choice. Each choice installs a subject, has a will of its own. And before each 

choice is another. So have we really escaped Hume's reductio ad absurdam or ad infinitum?

Yes. Because to choose is to go outside, and Hume's little guy was inside and had another inside 

him, and so on.

In fact, we choose what is outside us, who is the subject of the reflection. How do we know?

Think again of the mirror. There was a Russian School of Art. New students arrived with new paint 

brushes, canvases, pencils, sketchbooks and were told in their first lesson that for six weeks they 

were not allowed to use any of it. 
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They were told to go home. To take off their clothes. And everyday to sit in front of a mirror. For 

six weeks. Before they were allowed to pick up a pencil or a paintbrush. Before they were allowed 

to make any mark at all.

Think of hearing your recorded voice. ... think of the radio actor whose practice it is to understand 

the voice.
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10. What to avoid

I'm going to use just one example of what to avoid in your reflective writing to illustrate what I am 

talking about:

the unsupported statement

The unsupported statement begs the question ... of a transcendental subject.

When you say something without supporting it it looks like you had no choice. You said what God 

told you to.

God is a transcendental subject, but TV can be too, or common sense. Or *what everyone knows* is

the case.

You did what is sometimes called 'automatic writing.' And is very common now so much of writing 

is automated.

And you did not reflect on what you had written. You had no choice. When you *always* have a 

choice!

What this means is that we don't refer to an authority—cite references—to *ground* our claims, to 

ground our claims on authority, but to show our choice, to show that we did know we might have 

chosen differently, but chose here this reference, this quote, this author, this work.

In other words, we had a reason for choosing this one, which we don't need to state because it is 

clear in our choice that we affirm this particular one and no other. 

— you don’t cite a Google search unless you have shares in Google, or Wikipedia...

And this goes for sources we disagree with: every choice is a movement, has a positivity that goes 

beyond the negation and affirmation.
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It is to increase the amount of chance in play, to produce choices, to keep moving. This is what 

being creative is.
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conceptual personae

David Abram (writer, philosopher) – 1957-

Francis Bacon (painter) – 1909-1992

Georges Bataille (philosopher) - 1897-1962

Maurice Blanchot (writer) – 1907-2003

Gilles Deleuze (philosopher) - 1925-1995

Annie Dillard (writer) – 1945-

Félix Guattari (psychoanalyst, philosopher) - 1930-1992

Martin Heidegger (philosopher) - 1889-1976

David Hume (philosopher) – 1711-1776

Edmund Husserl - ?

Emmanuel Levinas (philosopher) – 1906-1995

Alfonso Lingis (philosopher) - 1933-

Maurice Merleau-Ponty (philosopher) - 1908-1961

Friedrich Nietzsche (philosopher) - 1844-1900

Plato (philosopher) - 428/427 or 424/423 – 348/347 BCE

Socrates (philosopher) – c. 470–399 BCE

Igor Stravinsky (composer) – 1882-1971

Anthony Veasna So (writer) - 1992-2020
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appendix 1 – more things to avoid, or critical theory does not mean

negation

Preamble: 

consistent problems in assignments

need to address now—so that they are not repeated in the future

examples will be used from assignments—but anonymously. If you recognise 

the example as from your assignment, please do not say.

What should each page of your assignment have on it? Each page of your 

assignment should have have your name and the title clearly shown, as well as

a page number, and preferably a tutorial group number.

Consistent problems with examples:

1. [titles of films and books, articles—and photo captions] 

2a. [the claim] find example

[the claim] example 2, find

2b. [the assumption] find example

[the assumption] example 2, find

2c. [the opinion] find example

[the opinion] example 2, find

As an exercise, please give examples of:

    • a generalisation
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    • an unsupported statement

is phenomenology a theory which supports personal claims, opinions, 

statements and subjective views?

3. Referencing—in text and in end references:

find example

example 2, find

example 3, find

What should title should the end references have?

Discuss the purpose of using textual references, referring to theorists (i.e. 

from the critical tradition) answering these questions in this theory course.

4. concepts category confusion.

Example 1: [the concept of realism]

[realism has to be explained—it explains nothing]

Example 2: [the concept confused with a technique]

Example 3: [the concept confused with a technique]

[applied how?]

Example 4: [the theoretical concept taken for a technique or vice versa] [also 

fix title formats and suggest references for the following]

Example 5: [the reverse: technique or ‘mechanic’ [sic. ‘mechanism’] taken for 

a concept] 

…
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additional notes: 

consistent problems with these words: 

    • perfect

    • incredible

    • surreal

    • real [as above]

    • normal

    • ‘mechanic’ as cognate for technique or mechanism since having a 

causative function

consistent problems with spelling and spellcheck feathers for features …

consistent problems with punctuation, particularly hyphens.

Please write in complete sentences.

Assume nothing.

Know who is speaking and for whom: the actor, the character, the writer, you 

yourself (do not write on behalf of someone else), director, audience …

Don’t tell me the story!

Understand willing suspension of belief!
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Appendix 2.

Excerpts from interview—with Anthony Veasna So

http://softpunkmag.com/essay/i-want-reading-to-save-people-anthony-veasna-

so

I think about this a lot in the context of writing. I’m very drawn to thinking about how people can 
be saved from the logical extension of trauma — death, essentially. The idea that because of trauma,
because of the past, life could become unbearable for someone, and the future could seem like a 
non-option. So how do you actually strive forward into the future? How do you help people do that?
That's what I mean by saving, to be blunt. I think writing can be part of this, insofar as it’s a 
reimagining of what different paths people could follow and be shaped by and saved by. In some 
sense, I guess I want reading to save people.

then there's another aspect of the book, which is how it's trying to dismantle stereotypes. This is 
relevant in the sense that it offers a contrast for what I'm talking about. That book is trying to 
dismantle toxic Asian stereotypes — for example, it tries to dismantle the notion of the effeminate 
Asian man by having this character have lots of sex. But that strategy — and this isn't so much a 
criticism of The Sympathizer as it is a helpful example for what I want to say — doesn't so much 
dismantle a stereotype as just substitute another. The strategy of negation doesn't necessarily entail 
doing the work of reimagining different possible archetypes, different possible paths. Another 
example, moving away from The Sympathizer, might be the badass Asian girl stereotype. I see that 
as a new stereotype that has been offered up to dismantle the ways that Asian women have been 
portrayed in media as demure or quiet. But it doesn't dismantle anything; it just reasserts a different 
stereotype, that of the manic pixie dream girl. My worry is that it's a dead-end. Of course we have 
to attack these stereotypes, but we've also been doing that for decades. What's the next step, you 
know?

I've found it somewhat tiresome to hear people say that I shouldn't be considering the white gaze in 
the writing process, because I almost think that's unavoidable as someone writing in English. It's not
that I don't think that's a useful idea, of course. But anyways, I think the first step is to just use my 
own words. That in itself makes a white audience feel pretty uncomfortable — that's easy. That 
takes like 10 minutes. Just control F and put a Khmer word in place of an English one in every 
instance. Everyone's already doing that, so what's the next step? I tend to think of this not so much 
in terms of "making it new" as much as taking the next step. If you're lifting weights and trying to 
build muscle, it won't happen if you just always lift the same amount. Same with an audience. If 
they get used to what you're doing, it doesn't really accomplish anything anymore.
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Moving beyond thinking about the white gaze, because that's boring, ... 

This is who I write for: someone who has mastered one way of coping, for whom that way of 
coping has now hit a wall. And now they need to imagine a new way.

...
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