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There are so many responses to the lockdown 
that we are suffering in this time of the 
Coronavirus pandemic. One of them is to 

look for consolation in philosophy. The other is to 
look for it in religion. I have tried both.

The naturalist response is best demonstrated by 
the Romantic generation with their idea of the 
interconnection of life and death. One might be 
tempted to say that is an old and unscientific idea, 
but the same idea was taken up by psychologists 
such as Jung. He says, for example: ‘Death is 
psychologically as important as birth and, like it, is 
an integral part of life.’ He also writes: ‘The birth 
of a human being is pregnant with meaning, why 
not death? For twenty years and more the growing 
man is being prepared for the complete unfolding 
of his individual nature, why should not the older 
man prepare himself twenty years or more for his 
death?’ Perhaps Jung makes sense if you have 
strong religious convictions.

The other great psychologist, Freud, saw a 
connection between Eros (the life instinct) 
and Thanatos, (the death instinct). In his book 
Civilization and Its Discontent, Freud says that 
Eros is destructive and has to be repressed to 
allow civilisation and society to grow. But is this 
a necessary fact or a contingent matter of human 
history? Herbert Marcuse in his commentary on 
this book (see his book Eros and Civilisation) 
suggests that repression is contingent, and the 
Eros instinct could be freed from death. But what 
about death as a biological fact? He sees death, in 
the sense of unnecessary and untimely death, as 
an indictment of a repressive civilisation and that 
in a liberated civilisation people will live fulfilled 
lives before death. What Marcuse means is that 
more should be done to avoid death, by improving 
science and the availability of health care.  

But the scientific view has come under fire and bad 
science has been blamed for the virus. Science, 
it has been claimed, is out of control. Politics 
have also come under fire, and the philosopher 
Agamben has claimed that politicians will use the 
virus and the shutdown to destroy our social space 
and force everyone into virtual space.

From the religious point of view, one is pushed to 
look for the hand of God in what is going on now 
or in other tragedies and disasters. Rudolf Otto in 
his study of The Idea of the Holy suggested that 
there is a faculty of ‘divination’ – a sense by which 
we look for and recognise the presence of the Holy 
in everyday events. This is what theologians call 
Signs. But he warned that one might misread actual 
events. He makes an analogy with aesthetics. 
Someone with a poor understanding of Beauty 
might judge a view of nature or a work of art to 
be beautiful when it is not. But this sense could be 
educated.

I find these views one-sided. Possibly, we need 
them all and should apply them within a context. 
The trust in progress and science has given 
humanity a sense of self-sufficiency to such an 
extent that it has lost the connection with the 
idea of Divinity or the sense of the Holy whether 
transcendent or immanent. 

This is a great loss because it has resulted in an 
impoverished worldview. The resurgence of 
interest in tragedy lately indicates that we are not 
really in control of nature and our destinies, and 
that we need to accept the tragic side of life. But 
that does not invalidate science. On the other hand, 
religion may provide a meaning to life and support 
the believer in times of major catastrophe. 
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Reading the pre-positivist phase of 
Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy, Mary 
Lefkowitz has claimed with some justice 

that Nietzsche thought that the pre-eminence of 
the Greeks lay not so much in their invention of 
axiomatic geometry, philosophy and politics as 
in their invention of a splendid mythology. In 
chapter 23 of The Birth of Tragedy Nietzsche 
writes: ‘Here we have our present age, the result 
of a Socratism based on the extermination of 
myth. Man to-day, stripped of myth , stands 
famished among all his pasts and must dig 
frantically for roots, be it among the most remote 
antiquities .What does our great historical hunger 
signify, our clutching about us of countless other 
cultures, our consuming desire for knowledge, 
if not the loss of myth, of a mythic home, the 
mythic womb?’ This passage also irresistibly 
reminds me of Eliot’s eclectic survey of eastern 
and western religions in ‘The Waste Land’ with 
its:
 

What are the roots that clutch, 
what branches grow 
Out of this stony rubbish…?

And its inability to achieve wholeness, but only

Withered stumps of time
And

fragments.

One of the things myth does is to provide an 
overhead canopy to which the community it 
covers can look for their psychological and 
moral fixed stars and a shared we-discourse 
which confers unity. Nietzsche recognized that 
it is a shared mythology which gives a unity to 
a civilization and our civilization has not got 
one. He writes: ‘Heretofore the Greeks had felt 
an instinctive need to relate their experience 
at once to their myth, indeed to understand it 
only through that connection. In this way even 
the immediate present appeared to them sub 
specie aeternitatis and in a certain sense as 

timeless. The commonwealth, as well as art, 
submerged itself in that timeless stream in order 
to find respite from the burden and avidity of the 
present moment. It may be claimed that a nation 
-like an individual- is only valuable in so far as 
it is able to give quotidian experience the stamp 
of the eternal. Only by doing so can it express 
its profound, if unconscious, conviction of the 
relativity of time and the metaphysical meaning 
of life.
  
Whether this passage had any direct influence 
on Yeats or not is undecidable in the absence 
of direct citation, but it certainly describes an 
agenda which Irish cultural nationalism took 
up. Moreover Nietzsche’s  sense (inspired  by 
Wagner - whom, of course, he later repudiated) 
that a great national theatre modelled on that of 
Aeschylean and Sophoclean Athens could play 
a great part in the moulding of a community, 
can be seen repeated in Yeats’s constant efforts 
as a playwright and in the whole enterprise 
of the Abbey theatre. Nietzsche had strongly 
emphasised the importance of stylization 
as opposed to naturalism in Greek tragedy. 
Nietzsche’s claim that naturalism (‘photography’ 
as Yeats sometimes scornfully called it) is 
the death of art was certainly shared by Yeats. 
Nietzsche asserts this view very strongly in 
chapter 7 of The Birth of Tragedy: ‘I very much 
fear that we ,with our idolatry of verisimilitude, 
have arrived at the opposite pole of all idealism, 
the realm of the waxworks.’ 
  
The complications of the issue of myth need to 
be further explored and to do so we need to make 
use of the terms esoteric and exoteric. But first I 
must mention an important difference between 
the Irish mythographers and Nietzsche’s Greeks. 
Nietzsche maintains two very important things 
about the Greeks and their myths. In the first 
place the Greeks of the tragic age did not 
have to recover their myths through historical 
research. Historical research tends to kill and 
entomb myth. For the Greeks, Greek myth was 

Nietzsche and Yeats on Myths
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very much alive. In the second place the Greeks 
turned to myth in respite ‘from the burden and 
avidity of the present moment.’ The Irish cultural 
nationalists, on the other hand, (some of whom 
proudly asserted that Gaelic myth was richer than 
Greek myth) wanted to use myth as a weapon in 
their very present and avid cultural war against 
England. If we may by extension regard Yeats’s 
‘ Cathleen Ni Houlihan’ of 1902 as at least quasi-
mythical, particularly as regards the figure of the 
mysterious old woman in it, then that play fired 
the audience to nationalistic fervor and no doubt 
even stoked the already fiery nationalism of 
Maude Gonne who played in it. R. F. Foster, Irish 
historian and Yeats’s biographer, quotes Stephen 
Gwynn’s reaction:  ‘I asked myself whether 
such plays should be produced unless one was 
prepared for people to go out and shoot and be 
shot.’ Foster further tells us that Patrick Pearse, 
though initially hostile, had come to admire 
the work of the Abbey Theatre and that several 
Abbey Theatre and Cuala Press employees were 
involved in the 1916 Easter Rising. It is not 
surprising then that towards the end of his life 
Yeats asked in ’The Man And The Echo’    
 

‘Did that play of mine send out
Certain men the English shot?’

One such man ‘The player Connolly’ is mentioned 
in the poem ‘Three Songs To The One Burden’.
  
I think Yeats’s use of myth can be analysed as 
follows:  firstly there is the use of exoteric public 
myth such as the Cuchulain stories, secondly 
there is the more esoteric use of occultist magical 
ideas, sometimes for insight into supposed 
patterns of history, and thirdly there is Yeats’s 
mythologizing of his own character as exhibited 
in such poems as ‘Ego Dominus Tuus’. The early 
poem ‘The Death of Cuchulain’ falls into the 
first category. Though I call this poem exoteric, 
that is of course primarily as concerns the ‘we-
discourse’ of Irish cultural nationalists. It seems 
to me that this poem is not comprehensible 
outside that ‘we’. It is alien to outsiders in a way 
that the Greek gods were not to the Greeks. It 
is striking that Matthew Arnold, who had tried 
to awaken an interest in Celtic literature among 
English readers with his famous book On Celtic 
Literature, tried in his ‘Sohrab and Rustum’ to 
make use of a Persian story based on Firdusi 
which, like ‘The Death of Cuchulain’ requires 
external information to be fully appreciated. It 
is a nice coincidence that both the Cuchulain and 
the Sohrab stories involve the killing in combat 
of a son by his father.

Nietzsche Yeats
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Some of the shared documents David providedHanna Arendt 

Reports of the Wednesday Meetings Held During April
The Wednesday meeting has continued to run throughout the Coronavirus 
lockdown. They are run through Zoom. Below is a summary of the topics that 
were discussed during the Month of April, written by Paul Cockburn.

We were pleased to welcome David Solomon who 
gave a talk on Hannah Arendt. Arendt is most famous 
for the phrase ‘the banality of evil’, arising from her 
reporting of the trial of the Nazi Adolf Eichmann. 
This phrase could sound as if evil is not important, 
but in fact Arendt did write about ‘extreme’ evil, but 
she did not like the phrase ‘radical’ evil, with the 
word radical implying the root, the hidden essence.
Arendt was Jewish, and fled Germany in 1933. 
She went to Paris, which in turn she fled in 1940, 
managing to escape to America through Spain. She 
studied under Heidegger, and had an affair with him. 
In her work, she emphasized natality, birth, rather 
than death. She believed in ‘active life’, we create 
our world through action and contemplation. 

In summary, David Solomon said: ‘Hannah Arendt 
(1906 – 1975) was an original philosopher who 
is difficult to categorise. She did not call herself 
a philosopher, but rather a political theorist. She 

cannot be placed in any of the main movements of 
20th century western philosophy.  She was not an 
existentialist nor can she be regarded as a feminist 
writer.  She was concerned with political practice but 
cannot be pigeon-holed as a conservative, liberal, or 
socialist. Her concerns were different and cut across 
these distinctions. She became obsessed with the 
phenomenon of Totalitarianism, both in its Nazi and 
Communist forms, and her work was an attempt to 
understand its nature and origins.  She thought that 
with the Holocaust and the Gulag, the old political 
categories (freedom, equality, the different kinds 
of nation state - monarchy, republic, even classic 
despotism) had become inadequate to describe the 
new reality that she had lived through and which she 
believed was not going to be a passing phenomenon. 
Categories of thought had to be imagined by 
appealing to the classic tradition, from the Greek 
Polis to the Romans and Medieval period, but in a 
new and original way.’

Our first meeting of the month was dedicated to:

Hannah Arendt and her philosophy
Notes of Wednesday Meeting Held on 1st April 
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Heidegger

Heidegger and his gods
Notes of Wednesday Meeting Held on 8th April

His main topic in this talk was Arendt’s most important 
work The Human Condition, which she completed in 
1958.  ‘Here she introduced a number of concepts 
which she employed to describe the trajectory of 
Western political philosophy, which developed in a 
way that she thought made Totalitarianism possible. 
She also employed in a very original way the 
traditional concept of the Vita Activa (the active life) 
as a way of countering these destructive tendencies 

in our own time.’

David stressed the importance of the ‘inner life’ in 
Arendt’s thought. Over time we are ‘thrown back’ 
on ourselves. Because we have an inner dialogue 
with ourselves, and a conscience, we can engage 
with others and understand them. Arendt was not an 
existentialist, she believed in community, as opposed 
to Sartre’s ‘hell is other people’. 

Mo Mandic gave an interesting talk on Heidegger, 
specifically referencing his essay on ’The Thing’. 
The talk was a dialogue with Heidegger’s text and 
there were lots of detailed discussions.

Heidegger thinks our modern age has a particular 
mode of understanding which does not appreciate 
‘dwelling’. Dwelling, living in a ‘homely’ way, 
requires a meditative way of thinking rather than a 
‘calculative’ one.  Technology can have the effect of 
making us feel homeless, a cipher of no worth. 

Integrated or reciprocal consciousness attempts 
to avoid the subject/object split which scientific 
thought can engender. Mo talked of the experience 
he had when playing football as a boy: he was ‘lost’ 
in the game, he was not conscious of time passing, 
something was somehow ‘drawn out of him’ in terms 
of his performance, he was receptive. In a similar 

way perhaps when we speak, language can speak 
through us. 

Can we experience ‘nothingness’? Heidegger 
thought we could when we are anxious. The 
idea of ‘nothingness’ plays an important role in 
later Heidegger and could be related to Oriental 
philosophy and religions. He certainly had links 
to Japanese philosophy, with students from Japan 
coming to Freiburg where he taught, and probably 
also to Chinese philosophy.

Heidegger uses etymology, studying how the 
meaning of words changes over time, to show 
that our technological culture has lost its primal 
connection to ‘things’. A thing such as a jug, say, used 
in a celebratory party to pour wine, is involved in the 
‘gathering of the fourfold’. The fourfold involves:
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Earth – grounding
Sky – what we cannot change, such as the weather
Mortals – who live precariously, are vulnerable in 
that we die
Divinities – who somehow make the party magical, 
significant, memorable

We need celebrations, festivals, they help to give 
meaning to our lives. It is a move beyond our 
industrial, technological society to a more nature-
related poetic vision. He might have been influenced 
in this respect by the German Romantic poet 
Holderlin, on whose poetry he wrote an extensive 
commentary. For some in the group, Heidegger’s 
later thinking in terms of the ‘poetics of being’ was 

too abstract, vague and mystical, having little worth.
Heidegger wants to move away from the 
representational theory of language and mind: 
perhaps not dismissing it totally, but he wants to 
widen how we think. He emphasizes human activity, 
such as the building of a bridge over a river. He also 
wants us to allow for things to be revealed to us in a 
more meditational way. Things are concealed from 
us, we have to allow ‘unconcealment’, when things 
are revealed to us. 
It was noted that attending to the ‘thingness’ of 
things near to us was particular apposite in this time 
of Coronavirus lockdown, when social distancing 
means we cannot see friends, and we are ‘thrown 
back’ on our own resources more as individuals.

Boethius and his Consolation of Philosophy
Notes of Wednesday Meeting Held on 15th April
William Bishop gave an interesting talk on Boethius, 
who was a 6th Century AD Christian who was a 
senator in Rome. He translated a number of Greek 
philosophical works into Latin, and these became 
standard texts in medieval times. He tried to 
reconcile Aristotle with Plato. His career as a senator 
did not end well: he defended an ex-consul accused 
of treason, and was then accused of treason himself. 
He was imprisoned and then executed. 

William gave us a number of themes to consider. 
The first was death: Boethius wrote his book The 
Consolation of Philosophy while he was in prison and 
in despair. Epicurus was quoted: ‘Death is nothing 
to us. When we exist, death is not; and when death 
exists, we are not’. Death is currently on our minds 
more at the moment with the Coronavirus ‘stalking 
the land’. This has certainly shown how vulnerable 
we all are, the possibility of death is in fact present to 
us at all times. Whether we survive death is another 
question. 

In metaphorical fashion Boethius is visited by the 
imaginary Philosophia, a woman who lifts him out 
of his despair. There is a contrast between the ‘wheel 
of fortune’, whereby good people suffer misfortune, 
and providence, in which God controls everything, 
and everything is presumably ‘all for the good’.  
Philosophia reassures Boethius that virtue comes 
from within and is not imperilled by the vicissitudes 
of fortune. When questioned further about this, 
William replied that perhaps Fate and the Wheel of 

Fortune rule within the sublunary world but above 
this Providence (God, for the sake of a better term) 
has overall dominion. 

Can we contemplate eternity within time, can the 
‘now’ somehow incorporate past, present and future? 
If the future is determined by the past, then in a 
sense it has already taken place! As human beings 
we ‘unravel’ in time. T S Eliot writes of the ‘still 
point of the turning world’. Another theme was 
desire. When speaking of desire, Boethius referred 
to wrong desires, meaning desires that departed from 
enthusiasm for the Good. Boethius sees the Good 
(as does Plato) as the whole and lacking nothing 
- completion. Completion is having the whole in 
the present - the ability to lead a divine life in the 
present - to see everything as good. There is a 

William Bishop
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We were pleased to welcome the poet and philosopher 
Edward Greenwood to talk on poetry and philosophy. 
Edward’s talk started with the early Greek 6th century 
philosophers, such as Parmenides (a monist who 
wrote about Being). These are probably the first 
philosophers to exist, and they often wrote in poetic 
form. They cannot be disregarded as not relevant to 
modern philosophy as Heidegger’s philosophy of 
Being drew extensively on their work. Edward spoke 
of the work of the Oxford philosopher F H Bradley 
(1846-1924), who was an idealist and monist. His 
work influenced T S Eliot’s poem the Four Quartets.

Edward’s talk was in three parts: first, the philosophers 
who expressed their own philosophy in a poetic 
form; second, poets who expounded a philosopher’s 
ideas; third, poets who wrote about philosophy. He 
discussed the early Greek poets then the Roman poet 
Lucretius. He then spoke about the Romantics and 
ended up with Nietzsche. His talk, as was noticed by 
the group, concentrated on materialistic philosophy 

and poetry. Lucretius was celebrated for expounding 
the materialist philosophy of Epicurus. A lot of poetry 
and poets with other conceptions of philosophy 
were left out but then Edward talked about those 
poets who interested him most. Edward mentioned 
idealism and romanticism. His view of idealism, 
following the Polish theologian Bochanski, was that 
it was atheistic, as idealists put God inside the human 
mind, whereas God, to be God, must exist outside 
the human mind. However, this view was challenged 
by the group and a mention of Berkeley was made. 
The idealist George Berkeley (1685-1753) famously 
denied the external world because all we have is 
perceptions of it in our minds, then reinstated the real 
existence of a world outside our senses because God 
can see it. 

Edward went on to consider Coleridge and 
Wordsworth, poets who admired German 
philosophers, such as Kant and Schelling. In his 
poem ‘The Excursion’ (1814) Wordsworth praises 
the way the mind is fitted to the external world. 
Nietzsche was a poet as well as a philosopher. 
 
Why do we like poetry? Is there some power in 
particular words, or in the way these words are 
arranged on the page? Is it important that poetry 
should be read aloud, is it too abstract if it is just 
read? A poem can point to something beyond itself, it 
is open, its meaning has to be ‘teased out’, it can often 
only be approached in a meditative manner. There is 
often a vagueness in the meaning of a poem. Edward 
thought there was a sense that knowledge gained 
through poetry is fictional, and that poetry ‘knows’ 
it is a fiction. It does not provide knowledge in the 
way science does, because poetry is not testable or 
verifiable in the way science is. 

Philosophy and Poetry
Notes of Wednesday Meeting Held on 22nd April

difference between Fruition and Progress. Fruition is 
this completeness (incorporating the transcendental) 
and is qualitative while Progress is the modern 
replacement which is seen as movement forward, but 
this lacks fruition.

We also discussed the idea of the Great Chain of Being. 
‘Beings’ seem to be ordered in terms of growing 
hierarchical complexity: stones, earth, insects, 
mammals, humans, etc. There is also a plenitude in 

this hierarchy, and the medieval imagination filled 
creation with further higher levels of complexity: 
mythical animals and creatures, and various orders 
of angels, leading to God. This was thought to be 
fanciful by some, but who knows what could be 
discovered in the realms of inter-stellar space in the 
future? What would the medieval mind have made of 
aeroplanes, the motor car and the atomic bomb, all of 
which have come into existence in the last 150 years? 
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We perhaps need another session to consider other 
poets whose work has philosophical implications, 
such as the metaphysical poets in the 17th century, 
and William Blake. Blake’s poems are often short 

with single lines pregnant with meaning: ‘To see a 
world in a grain of sand’. However, he also wrote 
long mythical poems which express a philosophy and 
a psychology of the human mind and human nature.  

We were pleased to welcome Ursula Blythe to give 
a talk on Chinese philosophy. Ursula has taught in 
China and has experience of working with various 
organizations involved with the Chinese community 
in Britain. She has written a number of papers on 
Chinese philosophy. She also has a special concern 
about how we perceive the other, as in other nations, 
philosophies, religion and gender. She thinks that 
there is so much emphasis on analytical philosophy 
and the Western conception of philosophy generally 
that the Oriental philosophies (Chinese, Indian, 
Islamic and Jewish) get neglected.

Ancient Chinese philosophy was diverse, and ‘A 
Hundred Schools of Thought’ flourished. Confucius 
lived roughly one hundred years before Socrates 
in Greece. There are six main schools of Chinese 
thought which are the most influential:

The Yin-Yang school sees things in terms of 
complementary pairs: male/female, good/evil etc. 
The basic elements are Earth, Fire, Soil, Metal and 
Water.

The Dao-De school studies the Dao (The Way) and 
De (Power) in a mystical and metaphysical manner.  

The Ru school is the literary or Confucian tradition. 
It emphasizes the family and society, and also ritual 
practices. 

The Mo school was comprised of soldiers and 
craftsmen who believed in impartial love and equality 
for all citizens. 

The Ming school was concerned with names and 
language. 

The Fa school was concerned with bureaucracy and 
the laws that governments need to enforce. 

There has not been much interaction between 
Western philosophical thought and Chinese 

philosophy, however this may be changing now. Kant 
disparaged Chinese thought, writing that Confucius 
was only concerned with moral doctrines for princes, 
and that the Chinese had no concept of virtue or 
morality. Kant’s views probably show how difficult 
it is to engage with something which is outside our 
own cultural framework. Can we do comparative 
philosophy? A Jesuit missionary who lived in 
China translated some of the works of Confucius, 
but such translations have problems in terms of 
the interpretation of texts as the two cultures differ 
so much. We need to bridge the gap but this may 
involve much more immersion in Chinese culture. 
Can we understand another culture? Edward Said in 
his book Orientalism (1978) attempted to show that 
the West views the Orient through a colonialist lens, 
as primitive, despotic and irrational etc., but also 
somewhat exciting and exotic.  

A key aspect of much of Chinese philosophy is that it 
is concerned with the ‘way’ we should live our lives, 
and it does this by being concerned with harmony 
and ‘connectedness’ in society.  The ‘Tao Te Ching’ 
is concerned with a way of being which is receptive 
to the ‘flow’ of things. The ‘I Ching’ is a method 
of acquiring knowledge through divination which 
involves practising a complicated system involving 
the rolling of dice. We need to take time and build 
bridges to understand Chinese philosophical thought 
and culture.    

Kant and Chinese Philosophy
Notes of Wednesday Meeting Held on 29th April

Some of the shared documents Ursula provided
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There is an urgency about it.
After all, the heat carries off
the helpless - young and old.
Indeed, no one torched in this
glare can afford to be too modern
for God. Fate, omens, portents,
all join in the alchemy
of sacrifice and stained glass.
Out here giving a name
is a sign as well.

This brownish document holds
its creases like a stiff collar.
Its top left corner is torn.
It carries ordinary stains. It is
a true extract from the Register
at Christ Church, Lucknow, India,
in the script of the Chaplain (Civil),
one Davies Leigh, MA (Cantab).
It is exempt from Stamp duty
under Section 7 (1)(b) of Act Five 1906.

And so it will remain, locked in 
its solemn nexus of pleading.

Erica Warburton

Lucknow is a city in northern India. At the 
time of the Raj it was capital of the United 
Provinces, a state renamed Uttar Pradesh after 
Independence.  

Poetry

Husainabad clock tower -Lucknow

Baptised in Lucknow
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EDWARD GREENWOOD

Art  and Poetry 

‘De Madrid al cielo, y, en el cielo, una ventanilla para ver Madrid’

Today, a scent of spring, a pulse of blossoms,
as if the sun and blue skies gathered head
to gain and flood a dropped crime rate, silence – 
  
A burst of death surged through the city fast.
A gash breaks open the old peoples’ homes, the clinics,
an Eastern wind blows the incoming threat. 
Coffins pile up in churches, while the young
still dance with disco lights on balconies.

Politicians fall right at the top, surrender.
Units of isolated people learn to cooperate.
Some stitch together makeshift masks and line up
two metres from each other, well apart. 

But pigeons are still fed, outlive the plague. 
Rats hog deserted streets, a wild boar rummages 
for scraps of food. The straying old
are gently urged back home to stay inside.
An unseen fog creeps silently among the people,
erodes and decimates all sense of safety.

The sounds of sirens pierce untreated pain.
The battering ram of ambulances races, 
a peek from windows, borders to outside, 
beyond the safety glass, sucked up, accepted
and spat out with another victim’s face.

Death Came to Madrid
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Poem and Artwork by Scharlie Meeuws
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Poetry

CHRIS NORRIS

Tyche’s Share No credit where no share of willed intent.
When things go well it’s rarely down to your
Shrewd grasp of acts and consequences, nor,
As poems go, just saying what you meant.
 
Reflect a little and you’ll see it’s more
How things fall out than willed or heaven-sent,
The deed or word fulfilling all that went
To motivate its choice from Tyche’s store.

Let’s say it shows at most a certain bent,
A yen for certain trade-routes to explore
As chance affords, and from that point ignore
All tales of what-if’s sunken continent.

Always the sense of some unopened door
That might have opened had occasion lent
You grounds enough, yet always the event
That closed it seconds, hours or years before.

Tant pis: no major cause of discontent
So long as you’ve that wishful thought to shore
Against the thought-worm nestling at its core
That shows your wish-account far over-spent.

* * * *

That’s what the poets and folk-heroes do
To help us out: play up to the idea
Of demiurgic powers that tell us we’re,
Like them, all set to dream the world anew.

The cannier types found ways to make it clear:
‘Don’t let us put this thing across on you;
Our pleasure-dome’s a house of cards, it’s true,
Our noble deeds not quite what they appear.

Yeats
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Note: J. Livingston Lowes was a US 
literary critic whose 1927 book The Road 
to Xanadu is a remarkably detailed and 
erudite study of the memories, materials 
and verbal associations that went into 
the making of Coleridge’s visionary 
poem ‘Kubla Khan’. Roman Jakobson 
was a Czech structural linguist who first 
showed that the master-tropes metaphor 
and metonymy were central to all human 
language and could be used as the basis for 
a poetics and a typology of literary genres. 
Paul de Man was a highly controversial 
literary theorist who pressed Jakobson’s 
distinction in a radically deconstructive 
direction.

Tyche

For every metaphor entails a slew
Of jostling crass metonymies that veer
Off-course till timeless Symbol gets a steer
From time-bound allegory and joins the queue.

So likewise in the man-of-action sphere
Where it’s the oarsmen of Odysseus’ crew
That bring the mast-strapped hero safely through,
Plus wind, ship, Circe’s words, and steering gear.

Let’s all get high on these out-of-the-blue
Prophetic revelations, yet adhere
To prosier standards when our ship sails near
The siren reefs or caves of Xanadu.

Then our best guide to that high-risk frontier
Where visions loom is a shrewd scholar who,
Like J. Livingston Lowes, accords their due
To facts that strike the earthbound eye or ear.

* * * *
 
Not quite the spirit-downer it might seem,
This proto-deconstructive will to show
What checks impede the action-man’s get-go
Or humdrum details pack the poet's dream.

If it’s from mundane metonyms they grow,
Those metaphors, then we’ve the language-scheme
Of Jakobson to level our esteem
For lyric heights and what goes on below.

Besides, as Yeats reminds us, the regime
Of metaphor and symbol may bestow
Its blessing on regimes possessed of no
Such saving grace as lets his verse redeem,

For some, the violent images that owe
Their power to sundry variants on the theme
Of how it fades, the visionary gleam,
Once Demos gets to shake the status quo.

A stone, he says, to vex the living stream,
Though more, I’d say, to turbulate the flow
Of Yeats’s wild imagining and throw
Some metonymic shades across the beam

Of his desire that nothing spoil the show,
That words conspire to tout the fascist meme,
That syntax yield as symbol reigns supreme,
And force gives form the zealot’s old heave-ho.
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Notes on the Wednesday Meeting Held on 4th of December 2019

Poetry

COVID-19

“Chaos” mixed media on canvas 
(30 x 50 cms) by Dr. Alan Xuereb

DR. ALAN XUEREB

T he Coronavirus (COVID-19) may 
be described as a “Black Swan” 
event. The latter is a term coined 

by Nicholas Taleb that simply means an 
unexpected and hard-to-predict event 
which is not within the range of normal 
expectations. Nevertheless, this Black 
Swan will result in a severe economic 
retrenchment on a global level in 2020 
and perhaps even beyond this year. While 
the extent of the human catastrophe is still 
inscrutable, the economic and financial 
impact is coming into vision. Any 
government’s emphasis on the latter does 
not intend to diminish the prominence of the 
human side but is merely their recognition 
of an added problem that will be felt as 
a catastrophic ripple later. COVID-19 
has created chaos in our society causing 
major disruption in supply chains and our 
livelihood (especially for those with small 
to mid-size companies and entrepreneurs). 
Nonetheless, people should always come 
before things.

The emphasis on concepts like “the common 
good”, “foreseeability”, “redundancy”, 
and “anti-fragility” suddenly becomes 
more important. Many professions that 
were already considered as essential 
services have become the most important 
professions during this pandemic: the 
medical professions, the security services, 
IT service providers, the list is long. My 
hope is that all contemporary civilisations 
on the planet will learn something from 
this pandemic. That the common good is 
not just another abstract concept coined 
by some philosopher hundreds of years 

Reflections On 
COVID-19 And Chaos
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ago. That foresight is not a waste of money. That 
what is redundant today (like masks, ventilators, 
research, and so on and so forth) may be indispensable 
tomorrow.

What has struck me as being of great importance 
for any future black swan event is the need for early 
warning and thus, early detection and foreseeability of 
such events. Bill Gates had warned five years ago that 
it was coming. In a TED talk in 2015, the Microsoft 
co-founder and billionaire philanthropist cited lessons 
learned from Western Africa’s 2014 Ebola virus 
crisis, and said the U.S. and other countries were not 
prepared for the future pandemic that was going to 
hit them. But, one must confess, such foreseeability 
capability cannot be left to individuals, even ones who 
are by any standard as successful and reliable as Gates 
is. These scenario-prediction tasks would be better 
entrusted to entities such as the Future of Humanity 
Institute which is a multidisciplinary research institute 
at the University of Oxford. Such entities would 
clearly identify similar threats and see a pattern in the 
chaos of events around the world.

So during this global lock-down I thought that my old 
painting “chaos” has a deeper meaning today than I 
had intended it to have when I made it a few years 
back. After all we might learn much more from chaos 
than we can ever learn from order. Stay safe, stay at 
home.



Poetic Reflections

Sluiced

The ancient Greek philosopher Thales decided that water was ARCHE –that is a 
principle of which all things are composed. A thought that whets the appetite.

So where do I stand in this saturated world?
There are flows that carry us in certain directions. 
Floods that drown us and all we construct.
 Damp patches delivering doubt and puddles,
 that angle my steps so I don’t stumble.

I can wash my hands of micro destruct,
exercise my swim, feeling like a fish again,
I can thin my drink and soak my shrivel,
a splash of consciousness will always lift my thinking.
But of course, one day I will empty my glass
and  like the swallow of liquid simply drain away.

David Burridge
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