No copyright.

May 1974

Bureau of Public Secrets
P.O. Box 1044
Berkeley, California 94704

DOUBLE-REFLECTION

Preface
to a Phenomenology of the Subjective Aspect of
Practical-Critical Activity

KEN KNABB

Special Investigator,

BUREAU OF PUBLIC SECRETS




DOUBLE-REFLECTION

Preface to a Phenomenology of the Subjective Aspect of
Practical-Critical Activity

When the thought has found its suitable expression . . . which is
realized by means of a first reflection, there follows a second re-

flection, concerned with the relation between the communica-
tion and the author of it.

—Kierkegaard, Concluding Unscientific Postscript

Sooner or later the S.1. musi define itself as a therapeutic.
— Internationale Situationniste #8 (1963)

Each time an individual rediscovers revolt he remembers his previous
experiences of it, which all come back to him like a sudden memory of

childhood.

We know that “whether the subject sinks into madness, practices theory
or participates in an uprising . . . the two poles of daily life—contact
with a narrow and separate reality on one hand and spectacular contact
with the totality on the other—are simultaneously abolished, opening
the way for the unity of individual life” (Voyer). |

Now, madness has its drawbacks* and an uprising is not available every
day; but the practice of theory is constantly possible. Why, then, is the-
ory so little practiced?

Of course, a few ill-informed people here and there don't know about it
yet. But what about those who do? What about those who have found
practical-critical activity, all its undeniable difficulties notwithstanding,
to be so often fun, absorbing, meaningful, exhilarating, funny—some-
thing after all not so easy to come by—: How does it happen that they
forget, that they come to imperceptibly drift away from the revolution-

ary project, going up to the point of utter repression of the moments of
realization they had found there? -

*The insane person makes this break-through at the cost of non-intervention. The indi-
vidual places himself outside of history, beyond the possibility of collaboration. There
must be method in our madness.




The inexperienced will wonder why we engage in this strange activity in
the first place. But to those who know why, what is strange is that we do
it so little and so erratically. The moments of real excitement and conse-
quence come to us almost exclusively by accident. We lack the con-

sciousness of why we haven’t done what we haven't. Why is it that we
don't revolt more?

Marx understands practical-critical activity as “sensuous human activ-
ity,” but he doesn’t examine it as such, as subjective activity.

The situationists understood the subjective aspect of practice as a tacti-

cal matter. (“Boredom is counter-revolutionary.”) They posed the right
question.

It's about time we looked into this activity itself. What does it consist
of? What does it do to us who do it? Whereas the sociologists study man
as he is “normally’’—that is, reduced to survival, a sum of roles, a sum
of banalities—we are going to study him when he acts to suppress all
that: Homo negans. “By acting on external nature to change it, he at the
same time changes his own nature” (Capital).

The workers are becoming theoretical and the practice of theory is be-

coming a mass phenomenon. Why take up this investigation now?
Why, comrades, has it not been taken up till now?

The Theorist as Subject and as Role

HOLMES: “My mind rebels at stagnation. Give me problems,
give me work, give me the most abstruse cryptogram, or the
most intricate analysis, and I am in my own proper atmosphere.
I can dispense then with artificial stimulants. But I abhor the dull
routine of existence. That is why I have chosen my own particu-
lar profession, or rather created it, for I am the only one in the
world. . . . I claim no credit in such cases. My name figures in
no newspaper. The work itself, the pleasure of finding a field for

my peculiar powers, is my highest reward. But you yourself had
some experience of my methods of work . .."

WATSON: “Yes, indeed. I was never so struck by anything in
my life. I even embodied it in a small brochure . . .”

— Arthur Conan Doyle, The Sign of the Four

The alienation of the proletarian consists in this: his work has substance
but no freedom; his leisure has freedom but no substance. What he does
of consequence is not his, and what he does that is his has no conse-
quences; nothing is at stake in his play. (Hence the appeal of all those

“dangerous games’—gambling, mountain climbing, the foreign legion,
etc.)

It is this social schizophrenia, this desperately felt need to see their own
action, to do something that is really theirs, which causes masses of
people to take up crafts or vandalism; and still others to try and sup-
press the split by attacking the separation in a unified way, by taking up
coherent vandalism: the craft of the negative.

What does it feel like? You already know, reader—or at least you once
did. It's like when you share a secret or pull off a beautiful prank. Only
this feeling is shoved to the margin of life so that its image can take cen-
ter stage. It ends up being forgotten.

Well, we don't want to forget. A revolution is the most practical joke on
a society that's a bad joke.

For the purposes of my investigation I artificially distinguish aspects of
revolutionary activity which are inseparable. For simplicity of expres-
sion I speak of “the theorist”—the practicer of theory—in order to ex-
amine a genre of activity whose modalities are in some respects quite
different from that of a crowd of people who riot on one day without
having given the subject much thought the day before. While certain
phenomena examined here are common to all moments of radical negat-
ing activity, others are obviously superseded at the moment of a mass
uprising. This Preface is principally concerned with the situation of the
revolutionary in a non-revolutionary situation.

The practice of theory has its own peculiar satisfactions, but also its
own peculiar pitfalls, arising from its own unevenness of development,
the unevenness of its relation to the revolutionary movement as a
whole, and from the fact that the theorist is a repressed individual like
everyone else. The movement of history is an awe-ful force to be linked

up with: you become drunk with clarity, or just as quickly drunk with
delusion.

Thus, our* Phenomenology will at the same time be a Pathology.

The negative rush is concentrated sequential critical activity engender-
ing a more or less continuous orgastic rupture of the spectacle effect. In
the negative rush (“rush’” being understood in the drug sense, as an al-
most unstoppable exhilaration) a sort of “domino effect” of ideological
unblocking occurs; the destruction of one illusion leads one to examine
others more closely; the undertaking of a practical project suggests oth-
ers which correct, reinforce or expand it; idea follows idea in such rapid
succession that the theorist is taken over, possessed, like a medium
transmitting the historical movement’s own oracle back to itself; the
complexity of the world becomes tangible, transparent; he sees the

*our: The “Phenomenology” is not a forthcoming book by me. Its development is one
of the global proletarian tasks of the coming decade. Right now we are, so to speak, at
the stage of trying to figure out the table of contents. Its next installments (in-depth
studies, case studies, other prefaces, critiques of this one) are going to come from . . .
who?




points of historical choice. As he breaks out of the ordinary passivity
and begins to move theoretically at the dizzying pace of events, he is
swept off his feet like the masses are at the insurrectional moment. (An
insurrection is a public negative rush.) But if those masses are unpre-
pared for the explosion which violently threatens the old reality and the
“sanity’’ which goes with it, they have company in their crisis, which
they can thus see is general and not merely personal. The radical the-
orist, on the other hand, must be prepared for the personal crises which
the radical comprehension and elucidation of the general crises in the
society may entail. Alienations against which we have evolved partial,
religio-characterial defenses are discovered afresh on terrains where the
theorist is as yet defenseless. The commodity form reappears at each
new level; the theory of value is seen as a valuable theory, and the the-
orist as its prophet. A revolutionary concept becomes his muse. He is
love-struck. He is the opposite of the militant for he serves his goddess
rapturously. The situation is ambiguous. The theory may correct its
mystified excesses; or the theorist, in his infatuation, may simply flip
out and sink into a theoretical narcissism.

There are also collective negative rushes. The meeting of congruent,
parallelly developed projects cuts away the respective petrifications,
hesitations and dead ends, putting each person’s efforts into a broader
and more precise perspective. A single decisive encounter can touch off
a veritable fireworks of exciting subversive activity for days at a time, a
person or a text acting as a catalyst for a whole little milieu. Historical
relations become personal relations. (“If you are profoundly occupied
you are beyond all embarrassment.”) The disparate survival tastes re-
cede into the background; everyone discovers a common sense of hu-
mor (for where there is contradiction, there the comical is also present).
The whirl is often very contagious, infecting the ordinarily non-partici-
pating with a desire to go beyond a mere contact high.

It doesn’t last. Leaving aside the innumerable objective impediments
that weigh on this sort of effort, we may note that what engenders the
chain reaction is less a “critical mass” than a mass of critiques, a clash of
challenges. The sparks come from independent poles striking against
each other. When the poles come together, the charges are neutralized in
a community of mutual congratulation, contradiction is put on a pedes-
tal and forgotten, and the grouping stagnates; all they have in common

are illusions of collective participation and memories of the time when it
wasn't illusory.

In contrast to the pure revolutionary pretension, the revolutionary role
is well-founded illusion. It is not just a stupidity which can be neatly
avoided by being sincere or humble, but a constantly-engendered objec-
tive product of revolutionary activity, the shadow which accompanies
the radical accomplishment, the reactionary possibility, the internal or
external backlash of the positive.

The positive is the inertia of the negative. Thus, we see an incisive ne-
gating action devolve into militantism (imitation of the negative, the
practice of repetition); or a demystified judgment of one’s possibilities
lead to a successful action which leads to a re-mystification of one's
capacities (revolutionary megalomania). The spectacle, shaken up by
the negative, reacts by seeking a new equilibrium point, incorporating
the negative as a moment of the positive. The revolutionary role is the
form taken by this restored equilibrium in the individual. The character
of the revolutionary is objectively reinforced by the spectacle of his
opposition to the spectacle. The rupture of the veils of false-conscious-
ness (ideology, the spectacle effect) places the negating subject in open
contradiction with the very organization of unconsciousness (character,
capital) and its strong-arm defense (character-armor, the State). The or-
ganization of unconsciousness defends itself like a puncture-proof tire: it
uses the very negating activity to plug up and seal the puncture. Just as a
ruling class in a tight position will offer some revolutionaries a place in
the government, character gives the subject a “better position” where he
acquires a vested psychological interest in the maintenance of the spec-
tacular-revolutionary status quo. Dissatisfaction striking transforms it-
self into self-satisfaction at having struck so well. What was an effort at
personal liberation returns as a feather in the cap of one’s “personality.”
Politics builds character.

(But no excuses for fakery. There will be nothing more vulgar than fu-
ture “theorists” lamenting, in a self-indulgent neo-dostoyevskian man-
ner, the role-traps their difficult position as theorist sets for them. It is
simply a matter of grasping the objective bases that engender the role or
support the pretension—the better to catch the role and the quicker to
eject the pretender.)

It is sometimes difficult to chart a path between the use of the revolu-
tionary role to resolve one’s individual problems and the use of the role
of being non-revolutionary as a defense against dialectics in one’s every-
day life. A worker understandably wants to leave his work as separate
as possible from his efforts at life. But the quandary of the revolutionary
is brought out every time someone asks him “What do you do?” Pre-
cisely to the extent that he is not a militant, his “business” is not some-
thing he can neatly hang up in the hall before getting down to his pleas-
ure. Every time he suppresses his revolutionariness something goes out
of him. He's suppressed part of himself. It's a lie, a self-abasement, a be-
trayal. But if he identifies himself as “a revolutionary” a whole new ser-
ies of problems emerges, even leaving aside the crude miscomprehen-
sions this gives rise to in a stranger (immediate pigeon-holing as a mili-
tant). Hence the particular miseries in the love relations in the situation-
ist milieu (in addition to about all the ones shared with everyone else):
pathetic attempts to crudely engender love out of comradeship or com-
radeship out of love; spectacular isolation as a special, weird type of
person (e.g. the groupie phenomenon); the pygmalion effect (the revo-
lutionary finds he has a lover who is the very image—and only the






















